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      When he dreams, it’s always of the desert.

      Of the sun, baking him slowly and turning his skin into blistered rawhide.  Of the wind, scouring his flesh as effectively as steel wool.  Of the sand, encrusting his skin so deeply he knows it is possible to drown in a pool of miniscule golden grains.

      Dusk descends, and the sky is breathtaking in its intensity: gold and pink, orange so deep it could be pure flame.  A disorienting paradox; hell should be ugly and bleak and without hue. That such brilliance washes the horizon infuriates him, an empty promise no one will keep.   The mockery of night is no better: stars glitter like a sea of diamonds, and the thick, glittering twist of the Milky Way pulses as if sentient.  It tempts him to believe.

      In something.  Anything.

      With every return to this patch of earth, he notices details he missed.  Little things: the faint vibration beneath his feet as the helicopter approaches, the small hole on the bottom of his left boot, the Boston Red Sox bandana Hogan is wearing.  Nothing of significance.  Nothing important.

      Nothing that will stop what is to come.

      “Fucking wind, fucking sand, fucking shit hole!” someone snarls.

      Kent, maybe.  Or Hogan.  He doesn’t know.  The wail of wind that surrounds them like a keening child is almost deafening, the sand a maelstrom that swallows them whole.  His eardrums throb to the beat of the rotors of the incoming Apache helicopter.

      “Life with Alpha Team 6 sucks ass today,” another adds.

      No one disagrees.  They are exhausted.  Homesick; heartsick.  Tired of the sun, the sand, the blood.  The rhetorical struggle in which they find themselves engaged: one god pitted against another, a fruitless argument over existence where death is the only victor.

      “They’re early,” Hogan mutters.  His hands are chapped and blistered as he straps the wooden crates tightly together.  The lettering painted across the top of the warped wood is oddly beautiful; a biting irony.  “Command confirmed 2100.”

      Hogan’s unease trips his own, a switch that immediately puts him on full alert, but they can see nothing beyond the whirl of sand and darkness. The sky is hazy, an endless black blur broken only by the infrared lights mounted on the copter’s steel frame as it grows near.  Next to them, Kent and Rye are carefully stacking the last of the crates, their faces stark with tension behind the bandanas they wear in effort to hold the sand at bay.  Pale with dehydration, skin reddened and chapped, limbs fatigued from swimming through sand.

      These are his men.  His brothers; his family.  They have followed him relentlessly, with such unwavering belief it astounds—and sometimes shames—him.  Into every nook and cranny of this godforsaken country, down every IED and mortar strewn road.  Without question or protest.  They are good men.  Men he would die for.

      He claps Hogan on the shoulder, but when he speaks, his reassurance is harsh, crushed glass in his throat.  “Could be the storm.”

      Hogan shakes his head once, a decisive rejection.  “Feels wrong, boss.”

      He knows he should turn away and conduct another security sweep, but the power of Hogan’s rebuff uncoils and stabs deep, rooting him to the hard desert ground he occupies.  They remain alive in this land of sand and death only because they do not discount their gut; instinct is a far more useful tool than any weapon they’ve been given.   And he trusts Hogan’s gut.

      He squints at the incoming copter, seeking reassurance through the surge of sand and grit, but his heart pounds with breathtaking force.  The winds grow stronger, a wild, feral howling that feeds his growing disquiet.  Foreboding whispers down his spine as he glances at the crates—simple wooden boxes that house death.  Coveted and hunted by every faction under the sun, from pole to pole.

      The Apache is upon them now; he can feel the steady whoosh whoosh whoosh of the rotors pulse inside his skull.  His gut is thick with acid.   Deep inside, where his soul clings to tenuous life, a cry of panic wells.

      “Fall back.”  He gives the order abruptly, instinct pushing through protocol.  “Get to the fucking ridgeline.  Now.”

      The stark wall of sandstone is steep, but riddled by narrow canyons and deep crevasses in which to hide. They know these hollows intimately, as familiar with them as with the underbelly of their armored Humvee or the firing mechanisms of their weapons.  They are the only haven to be had in this hellish land.

      “Boss?”  Rye questions.

      “To the ridgeline,” he repeats and steps next to the crates.  Inside his skin, dread swells like a corpse bloated by death.  “Go.”

      His rank overrides the argument he can see in their gazes, pitting their need to stand with him against the indoctrination of their training.  That disapproval is the very thing that leads him to protect.  He goes first.  Always.

      His men fall back as the Apache lands.  The sandstorm is intensified by the circling blades, and he is swallowed by a suffocating golden cloud.  Grit fills his throat as he lifts his night vision goggles and straps them into place.  Blood roars in his head, a dizzying rush as the sand pummels him.

      The copter bobs as it hits the desert floor and creates fresh chaos.  A brutal storm of sand and rock and desert scrub pelts him, tearing unprotected flesh.  Poppy petals whirl into flight like confetti.  Behind the thick lenses of his night goggles, he tries to make sense of the figures who are jumping from the copter.

      He can hear nothing but the rotors—whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, the jackhammer of his pulse, the sickening rush of his blood.  As he watches the figures grow closer, Hogan’s words are a drumbeat in his skull.

      Wrong.  Wrong.  Wrong.

      Two things happen in that moment.  First, he realizes the Apache is not powering down; the rotors circle ceaselessly, their speed unabated.  Second: the men who have disembarked the copter are not wearing fatigues.  Or SEAL gear.  Or any military issued wear.

      He turns; his gaze clashes with Hogan’s as the first bullet tears through his flap jacket, burrowing into his back to pierce his left lung.  A cry of warning lodges in his throat, coated by blood and fury.

      Go.

      But it does not escape.

      The second bullet plows into his right hip and drops him where he stands, next to the crates.  Fire bursts to life in his lungs.  His breath whistles through his lips, and he can feel blood, warm and wet, streaming down his back, his thigh, filling his lung.  He rolls over, and his hip threatens to separate from its socket.  He flirts with oblivion, but in his brain the knowledge that if he sleeps, he dies hammers at him.  So he grits his teeth and blinks it away, blood spewing from his mouth to sprinkle the sand like flower pollen.  And he focuses.

      His weapon is heavy, but he clasps it tight, squeezing so hard the steel cuts into the flesh of his palm.  It steadies him.  Behind him, Hogan is screaming—fury given sound —and regret threatens to undo him.  He forces himself to his knees, but his hip gives and he wobbles like the Yoda bobble head Rye once glued to the dash of their Humvee.  He wrestles for breath, struggling to suck in enough oxygen to stay conscious.  Blood pools next to him, black and oily in the night.

      He lifts the SSAR-15 and fires, but his aim is wild, an unsteady arc that sends his shots sharply to the right; he kills nothing but a stray Creosote bush.  He grasps futilely at the sand in effort to find purchase, but the grains collapse beneath him.  He pulls the trigger again and knows a fleeting, intense moment of satisfaction as three of the bodies heading toward him fall.  But when he moves to fire again, buoyed by his small success, a third bullet shatters his right forearm and a broken, enraged sound tears from his throat, expelling the last of his remaining air.  His hip gives, and he falls back, his body convulsing beneath the onslaught of blood loss, oxygen deprivation and massive trauma.  His weapon disappears into the sand.

      Darkness beckons, but he clings to the only lifeline left: consciousness.  His goggles are askew, but he can see the booted feet of the men who have come for the crates, who will take them.

      Steal them.  Sell them.  Use them.

      They speak in low, guttural tones of Arabic, but he doesn’t recognize the dialect, can’t make sense of their words, and as they step over his body, one of them kicks his wounded hip hard enough to shatter what little is left holding him together.  It is everything he can do not to react.  To stare sightlessly into the storm, unblinking, blood seeping from his mouth to drool down his jaw.  To deny himself breath.

      Because he will live; there will be vengeance.  Violent, malicious, soulless retribution.

      A laugh echoes around him.  Husky, low.  And there is something in that sound that marks him, a wound deeper than any other, a memento more effective than any of the scars that will mar him.

      I will know you.  And death will follow.

      The crates are gone, leaving nothing but perfect squares stamped into the sand.  The Apache lifts, abandoning the bodies of the fallen to the harsh desert landscape, where they will be perfectly preserved in their murderous glory by the dry air.  A licentious act—symbolic of identity—and he tells himself to remember.  As the Apache fades from sight, a plume of glittering gold sand drifts down over him like a silent eulogy.

      Hogan is sprawled on the sand only a handful of feet away; he is missing most of his skull.  Just beyond him, Rye lies in a pool of blood so profuse it seems impossible that it was ever contained in only one body.  Kent and Axel have fallen to his left, their heat signatures fading into muted splotches of pale pink, weapons still clutched in hand.

      Dead.

      War has taught him that life is altered in an instant, a span of time so quick it cannot be comprehended, but still, he is stunned they have disappeared so quickly, so thoroughly, from existence.  Erased.  And the rage that has kept him awake and alive steeps into every breath, every cell, until his pores bleed black with hate.  Purpose is born; a need for vengeance so deep there is no consideration of failure.

      Live.  Live to kill.

      Around him, the night is as black and still as the death that has come for them.   There is no sound beyond his own rasping battle for air—no moans or groans or twitching limbs.  No hope.

      Dead.

      All but him.

      The temptation to follow beckons sweetly, but he does not deserve to live a life none of them will have.  He is their leader; none should have gone before him.

      Not one.

      And for a moment he can only think it is better to let his blood stain the hard desert ground here, now, than to exist in the shadow of their obliteration.  Better to give up than to go on.

      But the purpose born within him will not allow such an easy end.

      Get the fuck up and live.  You have people to kill.

      Retribution must be his lifeline.  That his vision swims with inky streams, and his thoughts break apart, shattering as quickly as his bones have beneath the onslaught of bullets, makes no difference.  He will push himself to his feet.   He will make it to the village beyond the ridge.

      Because he is the only one left.  No matter his pain, his rage, the grief that chokes him like a murderous hand.  He is all there is: the only one who can sound the alarm that the crates have been taken.  The only one for whom blood will be the sole recompense.

      As he reaches out and pulls himself across the barren land—like fucking nails, shredding his flesh—his eviscerated soul is rewoven, dark and feral and starved for vengeance.  Justice.

      Life for life.

      Someone he trusted has betrayed him.  Someone he will find.  Someone he will kill.
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      “Dead?”

      “Dead.”

      “As in...kicked the bucket?  Bought the farm?  Sleeping with the fishies?”

      “Er…yes.”

      “Huh,” Cheyenne Elias said.  “Well.  Better late than never.”

      The punctuated silence on the other end of her cell phone spoke for itself—silencing people was something at which Cheyenne was proficient.  The sad fact of it was, shutting people up was ludicrously easy, because they were usually so full of foolish expectation.

      Death brought the expectation of grief.   But grief was a product of loss.  And this was…

      Plus column all the way, baby.

      “I contacted you because you are named in Ms. Humboldt’s will,” the voice on the other end continued, rather doggedly.  “To inform you that you have been designated as guardian to her minor son.”

      Shock jolted through Cheyenne.

      Shoe meet other foot.

      “Huh,” she said again. Which was better than Have you lost your goddamn mind?  Or Ha ha ha!  Suck it.

      Grossly inappropriate, even for her.

      “I quote: ‘In the event that my son, Rafferty Humboldt, is a minor at the time of my death, I hereby appoint Cheyenne Elias to be the Guardian of his person.  My Guardian shall be held solely to the standard of good faith in the performance of her duties, and shall exercise her authority without the necessity of obtaining the consent of any court.’ ”

      Cheyenne filed through the words and tried to think of something to say.  A toxic, jumbled mix filled her throat, unfit to speak.  Her cell crackled, static filling the silence she couldn’t.

      Georgia Humboldt, dead.  Six feet under and pushing up daisies…

      Try hemlock.

      “I realize this is probably a shock.  I’m sorry.  I urged Miss Humboldt to contact you, to send you a copy of these documents, but she was insistent that you not be notified unless she...”

      Died.  Unless she died.

      “…well, only if it became necessary.  I’m afraid her reluctance has left her son a temporary ward of the State of Wisconsin, and if you decline to act as his guardian, he will remain so until his eighteenth birthday.”

      Too bad, so sad.

      “Balls,” Cheyenne said.  Because she wasn’t really that callous.  She wasn’t.  No matter how easy it would be.

      “You can decline, of course.  But Miss Humboldt had been confident you would take the boy in.”

      Had she now?  Well, wasn’t that special?

      “Hardy-har-har,” Cheyenne said.

      “I’m sorry?”

      Talking to herself—while simultaneously talking to someone else—was one of her worst tendencies.  An old, bad habit of simply thinking out loud, born when there was no one listening.  But sometimes people thought she was nuts, and according to Phil—her anger management counselor—that was the idea.

      You deliberately put people off, Cheyenne.  Why do you think you do that?

      Because people are assholes, Phil.

      “Georgia’s idea of a joke,” she clarified.  “Hysterical.”

      The voice (whose name she couldn’t remember—Smith?  Jones?—attorney at law) replied, but it was inaudible, courtesy of the fact that she was halfway up Sleeping Indian mountain, and backcountry trails were generally not good cell receptors.  She smacked her phone once, twice, knowing it wouldn’t help, but it felt good.  Then a handful of words materialized.   “..afraid…don’t follow…meaning?”

      “You wouldn’t be the first,” she said and sighed.

      Chuck, her three-legged blue heeler, stood a few feet ahead at the crest of the trailhead.  He cocked his head at her as she muttered to herself, painfully aware that her peaceful existence had just been blown to smithereens.  Again.

      “Shouldn’t have answered the damn phone,” she told him.

      What had possessed her?  Answering an unknown number was a no-no—and something she never did.  Because she hated dealing with people.  Any kind of people, but especially strangers.  You have the social skills of a leper, her publicist, Whitney, had once observed.  It’s like you were raised by hyenas.

      Not exactly.  But close.

      “Look,” Cheyenne said, trying her best to sound reasonable.  Human.  “Georgia and I—we weren’t…anything.  You need to call someone else.”

      “There isn’t anyone else,” came the reply, oddly clear.  “You are the sole guardian she named.  If you won’t take the boy, he will go to the State.”

      “Not my problem,” Cheyenne retorted bluntly.  But she felt something—a ping? a pang?—that might have—maybe—been shame.  Dismissing Georgia was nothing, like throwing out holey underwear.  But the kid…  The Kid.  She’d been The Kid, once.

      “You won’t reconsider?”

      “Ha,” she said, but then—ping!  Damn it.  “Where’s his father?”

      “I don’t know.  Miss Humboldt didn’t see fit to share his identity with me.”  The voice was faintly disapproving and touched by a Midwestern accent Cheyenne knew intimately: the diction of a Cheesehead.  One too many lagers, and she’d sound just like him.  “Miss Elias, you are this child’s only hope.”

      Well, that was just profoundly stupid.  Who would make her anyone’s only hope?

      Ah, Georgia.  The hate that had once lived in Cheyenne’s heart had long since faded to indolence—or perhaps apathy, because really, why expend the energy?—but this...this was almost funny.  Almost.  Except for the whole kid thing.  And the whole “ward of the State” thing.  And the whole “you are this child’s only hope” thing.

      Fuck a duck.

      “Son of a nutcracker,” she said.

      “I take it you and Miss Humboldt were no longer…close?”

      Cheyenne could only laugh, a harsh, bitter bark that hurt her throat.  She had no words.  What she’d once been—what they’d once been—bore no relation to what they’d become.

      “No,” she said, so cold an unknown part of her shivered.  Chuck growled softly in response.  And then—ping.

      “I’m afraid I don’t know what to say,” said Smith/Jones.

      Which made two of them.

      Georgia had given birth?

      Cheyenne could not even begin to comprehend it.

      “To what?” she wondered.  “Rosemary’s Baby?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Nothing,” she said.

      “I am sorry to be the bearer of such unexpected news, Miss Elias.  I was under the impression that you and Ms. Humboldt were…friends.”

      “Not in this universe.”  Then, in spite of herself, “Where’s the kid now?”

      “At the DHS temporary placement center, Haven House.”

      Bile surged with sudden, violent force.  The response was wholly visceral; she stumbled back a step, lost her footing, and fell ass-deep into the sagebrush, her heart thumping wildly in her chest.  Chuck wandered over to sit beside her, his body warm against her thigh. In the distance, the Grand Teton Mountain Range rose from the valley floor like a row of stalwart, granite infantry lined up for battle, and high above them, the sky was pure, azure blue.

      She saw none of it.

      Haven House.

      The crumbling red brick building bled into her brain in rivulets, streams that ebbed and flowed until the image coalesced into the hellish homestead of her childhood, shockingly familiar in all of its dilapidated glory.

      White walls and scarred wooden floors and windows barred by steel.  Sirens and screams and cold, angry hands.  Blurred faces, hollow words, pain, pain, pain⁠—

      Cheyenne shook herself.  Struggled to breathe.  Put her hand over her heart in futile effort to ease its breakneck pace.  Chuck put his paw in her lap.

      “Fuck me,” she said.

      “Miss Elias?”

      Another bark broke from her.

      A kid and a mental breakdown.  The gift that keeps on giving.

      “Cheyenne?”

      “Haven House,” she croaked.  The scent of urine and Lysol spray flooded her nostrils; mildew tickled the back of her throat.  Her stomach clenched in rebellion.  “Shit-boy-howdy.”

      “Er…do you know it?”

      Like the back of her scarred hand.  Tied to a truck and dragged down memory lane.  What had she done to deserve this?

      Try being born.

      “Not funny,” she whispered, her knuckles aching where she gripped the phone.

      That it had such power—that all she’d become could dissolve so quickly into what she’d once been…she never would have guessed.  Everything she’d considered conquered merely lay dormant, existing in stasis, mute until its reawakening.

      Like the plague.

      “I am sorry, Miss Elias.  Clearly this is an unwelcome surprise.”

      Unwelcome.  What a pale, weak word for Georgia’s last hurrah.  So mild and understated, the antithesis of who she’d been.   Like declaring the sun lukewarm.  Or the ocean a bit briny.

      “Perhaps you should take some time and think it over?”

      “Negative.”  Over and out.  But—“How old is he?”

      Stupid, Cheyenne thought.  She didn’t want to know.  She didn’t care.  The entire conversation was like rolling naked in poison oak.  But her mind’s eye—insolent and defiant and gleefully giving her the finger—drew him in startling, painful clarity: thin, like Georgia had been; all angles and sharp edges.  Narrow and slight in his mother’s shadow, a whisper to her scream.  Hushed and anxious in a prison of rusting iron bars and inhuman chill.

      Yeah, sure, why not?

      “Just make it up as you go,” she told herself.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Nothing.”

      Smith/Jones sighed.  “Rafferty is currently ten years old.”

      “Ten,” Cheyenne echoed tonelessly.  At ten, she’d been shooting craps and sneaking into R rated movies.  Vandalizing freeway underpasses and drinking stolen beer—with this kid’s mother.

      Goddamn irony.  Someday she would figure that shite out.  But not today.

      “Miss Elias, even with the best of foster families Rafferty’s existence will be…difficult.  Children are all too often lost within the system and left to fend for themselves.  I would urge you to take some time and consider this.  A decision need not be made immediately.”

      You must learn to control your impulses, Cheyenne.  They do you more harm than good.

      Bite me, Phil.

      “I don’t want him.”  The words were harsh, stark, unflinching.  Truth.  Next to her, Chuck whined softly.  “Not today or tomorrow.”

      “I see.” Smith/Jones went cold. “Well, I apologize for bothering you.  I will let family services know you have no wish to serve as Rafferty’s guardian, and they will act accordingly.  Good day, Miss Elias.”

      And then he was gone.

      Cheyenne stared down at her phone.  Then she turned and threw it into the sagebrush.
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      “The Kid is not my problem,” Cheyenne told Chuck an hour later.

      They sat at the summit of Sheep’s Mountain, also known as Sleeping Indian, in the exact spot where the Indian’s arms crossed his chest.  Below them, the Jackson Hole valley spread like a picturesque landscape painting, spires of pale gray granite interspersed by waves of brilliant, aspen green and swells of dark pine that hugged the low alpine like an artfully draped scarf.  The Snake River wound sinuously along the base of the Teton Range, a glittering ribbon of sun-flecked gold.

      “It’s a play,” she continued.  “Georgia was a textbook sociopath.  Games defined her, and if she could destroy someone’s life, she did.  Just for kicks.”

      Chuck grunted, content atop the small boulder they occupied, his gaze sharp on the hills of sage below them, ever vigilant for the possible chisler sighting.

      “I don’t care why she did it.  Doesn’t matter.  I know what she’s doing—but I let that go a long time ago.”  Which might not have been—strictly speaking—entirely true, because really, how did one let the complete and utter annihilation of everything they ever were—the stripping of their bones to their fucking soul—go?  “I refuse to rise to the bait, Chuck.  Because that’s what he is—bait.  And I’m not biting.”

      There was no doubt in Cheyenne.  Not about this.  Georgia had been many things: selfish, greedy, vain.  Frighteningly intelligent.  A woman who was wholly incapable of empathy, sympathy, or compassion.

      What appeared to be was only illusion.  Manufactured deception was a skill at which Georgia had excelled.  Even at sixteen—the last time Cheyenne had seen her—she’d been capable of building a house of lies so vast, so intricate, that determining her end game was nearly impossible.  But there was always an end game.

      One where everyone but Georgia lost.

      That realization had come late to Cheyenne.  In spite of every malevolent act she’d witnessed in their decade of friendship, every machination Georgia had played out around her.  Every lie told.  None of the pain had mattered, so long as it wasn’t hers.  And then, it was.

      Sirens screaming and blood spilling down–

      “The Queen of Fuckery, smiting her subjects.”  A hand down Chuck’s silky, brindled coat, a deliberate release of the tension.  She had to tread carefully—the memories of blood and death and terror slept fitfully within her and were easily woken.

      As proven by The Incident, which had led to The Counselor, followed by The Interrogation and—inevitably—The Diagnosis.

      You have serious anger management issues, Cheyenne.

      And you, Phil, have serious halitosis.

      No, the memories were not something she could afford to let control her.  All the more reason she should get up, haul her ass off this mountain, and forget.  Problem was, The Kid was real.  And she had done that, had colored in the lines and made him whole.  She had allowed it.

      Why?  Why had she done that?

      She didn’t want to know him.  Nothing said he wasn’t as damaged as his mother had been, just as capable of evil.   No one could claim he’d been born uncontaminated by her malice, her cruelty.  There were no guarantees he wouldn’t mistake a scream for a symphony.

      Besides, she was hardly fit to be a parental figure.  Cheyenne knew herself well.  She was short-tempered, impatient, intolerant of stupidity, and wholly antisocial.  That she had been cursed with a soft heart was just another mystery of life—like the Bermuda Triangle or Bigfoot.  But there was a difference between adopting a three-legged cow dog—or a one-eyed cat, or a goat with a bad attitude—and taking responsibility for a child.

      Especially the child of a woman she’d once fantasized about clubbing to death with a tire iron.

      “That’s just not healthy,” she said.  Chuck sighed and rolled over to offer his white belly, his gaze glinting like polished amber as he watched her.

      “Don’t,” she told him.  “We can’t.  She did this for a reason—some fucked up, crazy-ass reason—and I won’t go there.  Not again.  She almost killed me.”

      Anger vibrated, deep, steady, eternal.  Another thing to add to the unfit list: incessantly pissed off.  And while Phil considered that “problematical,” Cheyenne saw no problem with it at all.  Except when it slipped its leash.  When it became rage.  When she acted.

      No kid deserved that.  And she would know.

      “I came from crazy,” she said and gave in, rubbing Chuck’s belly.  “I have no business even contemplating this.”

      But she was.  Jesus, she was.

      Not for the reason Georgia assumed she would.  And not because revenge was best served to a ten year old.  No, her consideration was born solely of one unarguable truth: because it was the right thing to do.

      Doing the right thing hadn’t mattered in the first half of her life; surviving had superseded any morality that might have shaped her.  But she no longer had that excuse.  Her life had been changed by one man’s act, and the sole price for receiving that boon was to one day pay it forward.  It was the only thing he’d asked of her, and she could no more refuse than fly to the moon.  That the opportunity had arisen here and now—when she’d begun to think it never would—attached to the one person whose memory still had the ability to infuriate her really shouldn’t have been a surprise.   Goddamn irony.

      But while Cheyenne knew it was the right thing, that didn’t make it the smart thing.  Because she was damaged.  Her mother had been certifiable, her father a complete unknown.  She was scarred—inside and out—and what she felt toward Georgia was…toxic.  Dangerous.  And she wasn’t at all certain she was any better than those who’d produced her.  Perhaps that was just fantasy born of her own need to believe.  Was she capable of punishing a child for his mother’s crimes?  Would the anger that had become so deeply engrained within her use him as its outlet?

      All pertinent, important questions—none of which she could answer.  Not unless she acted.  Not unless she leapt.

      ….even with the best of foster families Rafferty’s existence will be…difficult.  Children are all too often lost within the system and left to fend for themselves…

      As she had done.  First with the rusty edge of a serrated blade and later with her rage.  The only difference between her and Georgia—as she’d reluctantly come to realize in the years that followed—had been the simple fact that Cheyenne felt.  All of it.  And her reactions had been the result of emotion, not the cold, inhuman premeditation with which Georgia had calculated the world.

      Sometimes, Cheyenne wasn’t sure which was worse.

      So she knew what The Kid faced.  And part of her thought, Hell, I survived it.  So will he.  Which was probably true.  But another part, the one coerced into life by a man who’d demanded only her best, that part understood that who she’d finally become owed itself entirely to that patient nurturing, to that unbendable belief in her, to the utter refusal to allow her to be anything less.  And everyone deserved that.  Everyone.

      Even The Kid.

      Now, there was a chance—similar to that whole pigs flying thing—that some exemplary foster family would come along and provide that cultivation.  It could happen.  Allegedly.  And who said she wouldn’t be destroying that opportunity?   Who said her need to pay it forward wasn’t simply egotism in the guise of charity?

      “The odds are screwed,” she said to Chuck.  “Damned if I do, damned if I don’t.”

      Which left only…instinct.  And since she was thinking pretty seriously about getting on a flying boat and embracing legal responsibility for the child of her nemesis, well, instinct had spoken.  Loud and clear.

      Anger was her one consistent, her companion; her fellow man-at-arms.  Fear was not something she’d experienced since she’d awoken in a cold, hard hospital bed at fifteen, her body reshaped, her soul rewoven in hate, but she felt it now.

      For The Kid, because she had no idea if she had the ability to give back what she’d received.  For herself, because to fail in this would not only mark her, it just might erase what she’d fought so hard to become.  But most of all, she feared the motives behind this sequence of events, the manipulative, malicious hand which took such pleasure in arranging the pieces and watching them fall.

      “All bets are off,” she muttered.  Chuck thumped his tail, his gaze conveying all of the unknown secrets of the universe, his delight in her unhidden.

      Stupid dog.

      Cheyenne pulled her phone from her pocket, checked the signal and dialed.
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      Blood coats his teeth.

      His lung gurgles and threatens to send the acid in his belly surging up his throat, onto the hard ground around him.  The air is frigid, turning his exposed skin to ice, stiffening his limbs.  He is dying as he drags himself across the merciless scrub and sand and broken rock.  One dark, pulsing thought drives him forward, and he clings relentlessly to the life that drains from him with every shallow, bloody breath⁠—

      William Blackheart woke with a violent start, a howl of pain and fury and grief wedged in his chest.  Cold air sliced through his lungs, piercing them as effectively as the bullets he dreamt of.  Sweat matted his hair and trickled down his spine; his hip ached as though he’d caught the business end of an angry mule. The throb of his arm echoed the hammer in his skull, and he could still feel the cold weight of his weapon cutting into his palm as he dragged it through the desert sand.

      Next to him, the clock’s obnoxious green display read 4:35.

      He pushed from the bed, ignored his pain, and lit a cigarette. His heart beat like a heavy, angry drum, driving the furious rush of his blood.  Adrenaline pumped through him like the slide of the finest whiskey.

      Fifteen weeks, six days, and seven hours had passed and still, the sand continued to cling.  The air—like raw earth—remained in his nostrils.  The shriek of the wind—lunacy given sound—was a song that haunted him.

      The pain was ripe, fresh and new; this, he accepted.  Enjoyed.  Because it meant he yet lived, that the promise of retribution had not been stolen.  But the sand, the air, that wail of madness…those were not things he’d expected to live on, to trail behind him like a deep, dark wake.  To hunt him.

      Mock him.

      Fury was a raw, living thing within him, and their echo only fanned the fire, like careless children teasing an animal kept chained. The wrath swelled against his flesh, and his skin ached at the effort of keeping it contained.  The darkness born within him wanted to unleash the fury and revel in the destruction.  The darkness wanted screams.

      He had moments of clarity, of knowing, when he understood he’d broken, that survival had become irrevocably interwoven with the need to destroy.  That he was no longer who he’d been, but something far more dangerous…to himself, to everyone else.  That perhaps he should have died that night, if only to save his own soul.  But those flashes of self-awareness could not compete with the hunger that gnawed at him, the ruthless appetite for carnage that had enabled his survival.   They did not restore his sanity.

      He was damaged and—in singular, terrifying moments—deranged.  Unable to separate then from now, incapable of thinking past the blood, the pain, the incessant need to paint the world in living crimson.  Everything he’d ever been—a son, a soldier, a decent human being—had bled away, leaving only a hollow, hateful husk driven solely by one goal:  vengeance.

      By any means necessary.

      Cigarette smoke curled into the air around him.  Outside his dingy motel room, footsteps sounded, and he tensed, his hand going to the Glock that sat on the bedside table.  He moved to the window and looked through the narrow part in the worn, yellowed curtains.  A man and child were climbing into a minivan parked a few feet from his door.

      Will turned away, but retained the Glock.  His security blanket, his talisman.  The only thing left that he trusted.

      He took another drag from his cigarette and sank into one of the chairs next to the table.  His lung wheezed in protest, not yet fully healed, another thing he ignored.  Another form of punishment.  This, too, was something he recognized during those brief moments of cognizance, that as much hate as he held for those who had betrayed him, he hated himself more, knew he deserved the worst of fates for his failures.  But now was not the time for that; it would come later.

      After.

      Light yawned through the curtains, but he didn’t open them.  He preferred the darkness, where he could fade into the shadows and simply be.  Where his scars were hidden, and the only evidence of his ruin was the pain that throbbed in his hip, the damaged nerves that leapt and twisted in his arm, the rattle of his damaged lung.  Where he could pretend, if only for a moment, that he had ceased to exist.  Finally.

      But the world would not let him fade, and as his cell phone suddenly lit, flooding the darkness with brilliant white light, he understood he would have to fight for that, too.

      He reached for his phone, checked the number, and the adrenaline which had finally begun to subside surged through him like a geyser.  He ground out his cigarette and answered it.   “Blackheart.”

      “They cut you loose.”

      No.  He’d cut himself loose.  “It was time.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Not of anything.  Not anymore.  “What have you got?”

      Red Morrow hesitated, and Will’s hand fisted, the singular point of tension he would allow himself.  Red, Rye’s twin brother, whose hunger for blood beat as strong as his own.  Red the “hacktivist,” who had taken a path opposite his partisan twin, a man wanted by no less than four of the world’s largest governments for the disclosure of classified documents—including the one for whom Will had nearly bled out.

      Red’s collective of international, loosely organized hackers the Unnamed spent their days unmasking purported atrocity and injustice and plastering it across the worldwide web.  Their mission statement was short and succinct: no bad deed goes unpunished.  Every superpower on earth hated their guts.

      Communicating with Red could raze Will’s entire military career, but since he’d gone AWOL from Bethesda three days ago, he figured there wasn’t anything left of that career to destroy.  The service was singularly brutal toward its defectors, regardless of their intent. Of their damage.  No, he would be painted with one broad, yellow stroke: deserter.  And everything his team had died for, everything he’d killed for, would be expunged as though it had never existed.

      As though he had never existed.

      Walking away had gone deeply against everything Will stood for.  Severing that tie had felt like hacking off a limb.  Every second spent in boot camp hell, every mission he’d carried out, every life he’d saved, every fellow soldier he’d buried…gone.   The foundation on which he’d built his life, his integrity, his worth, nothing but rubble.  His entire definition, erased.   Replaced.

      By nothing good.

      Surely his grandfather was spinning in his grave.  Jake Blackstone had raised him better; You ain’t no quitter, boy.  You fought your way into this world, and you earned your place.  Now you gotta do somethin’ with it.  And although Jake had dreamed of passing his cattle ranch on to his sole living heir, he’d accepted Will’s decision to join the Navy with his typical blunt pragmatism.  Man’s gut is the only path worth followin’.

      A veteran himself, Jake had instilled in Will a deep respect for his country and a profound love and appreciation for all that he’d been born into simply by virtue of geography.  As far as Jake was concerned, knowing the difference between right and wrong was all the moral fortitude a man needed, and he’d spent every moment of their life together reinforcing that belief.  He’d been a hard, complex man, one who was, by turns, both the kindest, most generous person Will had ever known—and the meanest, orneriest son of a bitch to ever walk upright.  Will knew he had inherited both traits, although only one of them had crawled out of the desert that night.

      Jake would not approve of his defection.  He would expect Will to stay, to fight.  He’d believed in structure, in hierarchy and the careful tiers upon which the military was built.

      But there’d been little choice.  They wanted Will shelved.  They knew how fucked up he was, and they didn’t want him anymore.  Worse, they understood that, for him, it wasn’t over.  That he had plans, and they didn’t include falling back in line like a good little soldier.  Someone with bars on their chest had sent them into slaughter.

      Someone he would find.  Expose.  Kill.

      If that meant the sacrifice of all he’d worked for, who he was, so be it.  It was far less a price than his men had paid.  And that, Jake would understand.  Still, Will was glad his grandfather was dead.  His own shame was enough.  Jake’s would have been the final nail.

      “Paris was a bust,” Red said finally.  “She definitely knew what she was doing.  But I found something when I tracked her calls.  Frankly, it was too easy, and I don’t trust it, but right now, it’s all I’ve got.”

      In the space of a heartbeat, Will was moving, pulling on his clothing, shrugging into his shoulder holster.  “What?”

      “Seven weeks ago she contacted an estate attorney in Milwaukee.”

      “So?”

      “So she had him draw up a will—which leads me to believe she knew she’d been made.  That, my friend, is what we call a clue.”

      Will only snorted.  “Your point?”

      “In the will she named a guardian for her minor child.”

      Will froze.  “She had a kid?  How the hell did you miss that?”

      “I didn’t.  There’s no record of him.  I’m still looking for his birth certificate; she must have had him in Timbuk-fucking-to.”

      “Christ.”

      “I uploaded the guardian’s name and background.  Most intriguing.”

      Will’s heart shuddered; he fought for breath.  Clenched his fist again.

      Tracking the theft of the crates to counter-intelligence hadn’t taken long.  The realization had come to him with sickening, piercing clarity as he’d dragged himself slowly through the sand, watering the barren, rocky desert with his blood.  What he’d seen, who he’d seen.  But it had taken three weeks staring at a water-stained hospital ceiling to put his brain in order, to reach past the meds and the pain, to separate memory from the ghosts and screams and phantom gunfire, to remember what he already knew.

      Fucking spooks.

      They would have had the intel.  The means to intercept.  Access to the airspace.  And the chilling lack of moral and spiritual clarity required to butcher an entire SEAL team and commit the highest treason.

      When Red called him the fourth week and vowed retribution for Rye’s death, all Will had to do was point him in the right direction, and pull the trigger.  Red had done the rest—because even the spooks could be hacked.  And they’d unearthed their first name:  CIA Officer Georgia Humboldt.

      “She’s booked on a ten a.m. flight out of Jackson Hole, Wyoming, tomorrow morning.”

      Will pinched the bridge of his nose.  Grit his teeth.  Made himself count every ragged, uneven breath as he struggled to rein himself in.  “Who?”

      “The guardian.”

      He blinked.  His head pulsed like a heavy metal tribute.  “Wyoming?”

      “Random, I know.  But she’s our link.”

      “What’s her connection?”

      “Read the file.”

      “Just fucking tell me.”

      “Easy, brother.  You sure you’re up for this?”

      Will would have laughed, if he’d known how.  “Tell me.”

      “No,” Red said, quiet.  Final.  “You need to read it.”

      “Why?”

      “Trust me.”

      He said nothing.  He trusted no one, not even Red.  But he wasn’t going to argue; it was a goddamn waste of time.  “Fine.”  He grabbed his keys and his pack.  “Text me her flight number and description.”

      “There’s a picture in the file.  You’ll know her when you see her.”
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      Have u lost ur &*$@!! mind?

      Cheyenne scowled down at the tiny letters on her touch screen.  She hated texting.  Well, she hated communicating.  Texting just made it all the more loathsome.

      Chuck’s food is in pantry, she responded, snarling softly when the autocorrect turned pantry into panty.

      “Yeah, because that’s where I keep the dog food.  In my panties,” she muttered.

      The elderly woman who sat beside her in row 12 of SkyWest flight 2311 offered a raised brow.

      Don’t forget treats, she continued, typing carefully.  Angus will feed Dexter & Harry.

      Whoosh!  And off it went.  That, however, would not be the end of it.  Because Whitney was currently on meltdown.  Sirens-blaring, send out the troops, alert the media, freak-the-hell-out meltdown.

      The hysteria was partly Cheyenne’s fault—she supposed she really shouldn’t have left the news that she was going to Wisconsin to pick up a kid on voicemail—but most of it was just Whitney and her penchant for drama.  Everything was an Event.

      U can’t do this!  CRAZY!

      Well, there was no arguing with that—at least the whole “crazy” part.  As for what she could and couldn’t do⁠—

      Can too.  AM.  Chill out, woman.  Will be fine.

      Which is what Cheyenne had decided at 3:47 that morning.  If she could just keep moving forward—and not look back—everything would be kosher.  The Kid was ten.  That left less than a decade until he belonged to himself.

      Eight to ten years—max.  She could do that.

      Need to think about this!  Is NOT Chuck!

      “Duh,” Cheyenne said.

      But she understood.  She knew The Kid wasn’t the same as Chuck or Dexter or Harry.  She knew he needed far more from her than they did.  Better than anyone.  That was the thing about Whitney—she failed to realize that everything she pointed out was something Cheyenne had already considered.  Because in spite of Cheyenne’s tendency to act on impulse, she wasn’t careless, or thoughtless, or stupid.

      She was prepared to do everything she could for Rafferty Humboldt.  To embody the example she’d been given, and that would have to be good enough.

      DECIDED.  Whoosh!

      Of course she had doubts.  She’d sprung from crazy, been raised by apathy, graduated with honors in the transference of rage, and was—generally speaking—jaded, skeptical, and hopelessly annoyed by her fellow man.  But she was also smart, perceptive, compassionate and loyal.  Her knowledge was valuable.  Worth teaching.  And deep down, only one question drove her: who would she be now if she’d never been saved?

      No one good or decent.  Of that, she had no doubt.

      Because Hank MacLean had saved her.  Without him she would have never known love.  Trust.  Her own value.  That knowing him had come with devastating loss as well was just another life experience to be borne.  She would not trade the day he’d discovered her jacking his pick-up truck for anything on earth, even if it hurt to remember.

      No, this was right, what she was doing.  Hank would approve.

      Why r u doing this?  Don’t understand!

      Why did people think she needed their understanding?  Their approval?

      “Get over yourself,” she said.

      The woman at her side smiled, but since she was thumbing through a Ladies Home Journal, Cheyenne wasn’t sure if it was because of her own random self-talk or the magazine.

      YOU WILL REGRET THIS!

      Was it too much to ask for a little belief?  Sure, she had a few issues, but she wasn’t a freaking psychopath.  A sociopath—which was what The Kid’s mother had been.  Seriously, how much worse could she do?

      But Cheyenne wasn’t going to argue.  She never did.  It was a goddamn waste of time.

      Enough.  Gotta fly (har!) Talk 2 u soon.

      Whoosh!

      “Everyone has an opinion,” murmured the woman beside her.  An accent shaped her words, something Slavic and guttural that spoke of a land far removed from the one in which they sat.  “There was a time, sharing was considered rude.  Now it is considered a right.”

      “So much for evolution,” Cheyenne replied.  She slid her phone away, sat back and tucked her “seat belt” discretely beneath her fleece.  Hell if she was buckling the damn thing; it’s not like it would save her if the flying boat she was on went down.  Or exploded.  Or lost cabin pressure.  Or⁠—

      “I hate to fly,” the woman continued conversationally.  Her voice was rough and deep and spoke of a lifelong love affair with tobacco products.  “I would rather eat dirt.”

      Cheyenne was not adept at small talk, so avoidance was her MO when it came to the general public and their inclination to yammer.  But when the woman turned to look at her, the faded blue gaze that flitted over the waxy patch of scarred flesh that marred Cheyenne’s left cheek didn’t linger.  Her eyelids didn’t flicker, her smile didn’t falter.  She didn’t even flinch.

      Impressive.  And unusual.  Almost everyone looked away, as if it was somehow catching.  Which prompted Cheyenne to respond, “This is my first time.  Today is the popping of my aeronautical cherry.”

      A small smile turned the woman’s mouth.  “A bumpy, unpleasant ride that will leave you slightly nauseated.  Is appropriate comparison.”

      If she only knew.  “I thought the plane would be bigger.”

      “This leg is always small plane.  No beverage.”  The woman scowled.  “Cheap bastards.”

      “Less for more.  Everyone’s doing it now.”

      “Bah, is nothing new.  Screwing people has always been in vogue.”  The woman offered her hand.  “I am Olga.”

      Cheyenne hesitated a moment before accepting it.  She rarely shook people’s hands—her scars were one thing to look at, another to feel—but it seemed rude to refuse.  “Cheyenne.”

      “A pleasure.”  Olga nodded, and her aged denim gaze took in Cheyenne’s black cargo pants, fitted black fleece and YNP ball cap.  “You dress like a boy.”

      Cheyenne stared at her.  She didn’t know whether to be amused or insulted, but she could appreciate the directness, so she only shrugged.  “I like to fly under the radar.”

      “There is flying under the radar, and there is disappearing from sight.  You should not hide beneath a man’s hat.”  Olga’s eyes flickered to the scar on Cheyenne’s cheek, and it prickled in awareness.  “Or is that your purpose?”

      Cheyenne tugged at her seat belt, annoyed.  “People are dickheads.  Dealing with it gets old.”

      “You let it be your problem when it should be theirs.”

      Cheyenne shook her head.  This was exactly why she did not bother to talk to people.

      “In my day, women looked like women,” Olga continued.  “We had breasts.  Hips.  We were not ashamed.”

      “I’m not ashamed,” Cheyenne retorted.  “I’m just not a billboard.”

      A grunt.  “My son, he is engaged to a girl who wears plastic pants and ugly shoes.  Her hair looks like Medusa.  Rings in her nose, her lip, in her eyebrow!  I just want to rip them all out.”

      A startled laugh caught in Cheyenne’s throat.  “Probably better resist that temptation.”

      “Yes,” Olga agreed.  “Until the wedding.”

      Which made Cheyenne feel for said future daughter-in-law.  “Your son lives in the valley?”

      “He is ski instructor.  We send him to three ivy-league schools, and he wants only to play.”  A disgusted sound rumbled in Olga’s throat.

      “He’s not alone, you know.  This valley is full of that.  I think it’s generational.”

      “Is no excuse.  You will be in big trouble when you are my age.  They will leave you dying in the streets while they go to find pleasure.”  Olga looked out the small oval window next to her and squinted against the bright light reflecting off the plane’s wing.  Just beyond the wing, a man was pushing a cart of luggage across the tarmac.  Behind him, the Grand Tetons rose to stunning grandeur.  “Being mama is a thankless job.”

      Well.  That was great news.

      “At least he wants you to visit,” Cheyenne pointed out.

      Olga slid her a sideways scowl.  “Is not his choice.”

      “Ah.”

      “He lives like American.  But he is Russian.  He must learn difference.”

      “A vast chasm, I’m sure.”

      “Like the hole in the desert.”

      For a moment, Cheyenne didn’t understand.  Then, “The Grand Canyon?”

      “He thinks work should be fun.  Is work!  Is not meant to be fun.”

      “This is true.”

      The stewardess approached and eyed Cheyenne’s lap.

      “Please fasten your seat belt, ma’am.”  She phrased it as a request, but her wide smile was patently false, and her eyes were hard.  You’re one of those, aren’t you?  “We’ll be taking off shortly.”

      Cheyenne met her gaze and wondered if the Bill of Rights covered aircraft seatbelts.  Not that there was much left to the Bill of Rights.  And there was probably an Air Marshal on board who would tackle her ass to the ground and cuff her if she refused.  Which would be an interesting experiment…if she didn’t really need to get to America’s dairy land and collect an orphan.  So she sighed and snapped the belt together.

      “Thank you,” the stewardess murmured.  She stared for a long moment at the scar on Cheyenne’s cheek—just long enough for the insult to sink in—before moving on.

      Olga muttered something colorful and dark.

      “Agreed,” Cheyenne told her.

      Around them, people settled into place, and the air stairs were removed.  The door slammed shut with a rush of chilly air, and the steady hum of the engines turned into a low roar.  A well-modulated, disembodied male voice suddenly crackled around them, welcoming them to the flight, announcing his name (Bob!), his title (Captain!), and then rattled off something about times, altitude and temperatures.  Cheyenne didn’t particularly care.  As he signed off, the stewardess appeared in front of them and began a show-and-tell about airplane safety.

      Then they began to move backward.

      Cheyenne’s stomach dipped.  Since she didn’t particularly believe her body needed to be at 30,000 feet—ever—and since she could totally see herself ending up an airline crash statistic, she wasn’t looking forward to this flight.  Or the one from Denver to Milwaukee, which would follow.  There was a reason she drove everywhere.  But time was of the essence—the Kid was in Haven.

      House of fucking horrors.

      So even though she really didn’t want to be where she was—like he did either—she would deal.  She would grit her teeth and sing I Will Survive in her head, and everything would be fine.

      Buck up, little camper.

      Beside her, Olga chortled.  “You are afraid?”

      “First time,” Cheyenne retorted.  “I reserve the right.”

      A snort.  “You have lived through worse.”

      Again with the piercing stare at her scar.  Cheyenne resisted the urge to rub it.

      “Compared to that, this is nothing.”  Olga gave a wave of dismissal.  Rings glittered on her fingers: rubies, emeralds and dark, glinting sapphires.  She wore an expensive, boiled wool pantsuit in dark blue-gray plaid and low-heeled leather pumps that matched the slender black bag she cradled in her lap.  Steel gray hair wound into an elegant twist at the back of her skull and pearls clipped to her earlobes; her lipstick was blood red.  “If we go down, it will be quick.”  She shrugged.  “Time to scream.  That is all.”

      “Good to know,” Cheyenne muttered.

      The plane turned and rolled to a halt.  The engines kicked abruptly into full gear, revving beneath them like NASCAR on steroids, and Cheyenne clenched her fingers around the armrests until they ached.  The coil of power was almost painful, a stillness so full of motion her nerves shrieked in protest.  And then, without warning, they were hurtling forward at a speed wholly unnatural to man.  Just when she thought they were going to explode, the nose of the plane lifted, and suddenly they were aloft.

      “See?” Olga said.  “Nothing to worry you.”

      And then the plane shuddered and clunked, and Cheyenne glared at her in disbelief.

      “The landing gear.”  Another dismissive wave.  “Is normal.”

      It took a good two minutes for Cheyenne’s heart to slide from her throat back into her chest cavity.  Her fingers, however, preferred to cling to the armrests—as if they were any more capable of saving her than the flimsy nylon strap buckled around her waist.

      “Fuck’s sake,” she said finally, forcing a breath in and then out.

      “You are fine.”

      Well.  She couldn’t really argue that, so she just looked past the woman next to her, out the tiny window, and was immediately captivated by the sight of the mountains spread out below, a monstrous, twisted mass of granite and pine dotted by lingering snow fields, ebbing glaciers, and brilliant blue alpine lakes.

      “Worth it,” she said quietly, committing the sprawling scene to the eidetic memory she’d had since birth.

      Because this, this was worth painting.  This was the world reworked; so massive and wild it made mincemeat of the ego with which humans viewed their surroundings.  If God existed, it was here, in this.

      “Every time I see them, I miss home,” Olga murmured.

      For a long moment they sat in silence, undisturbed by the vibration of the propellers next to them, staring out at the untamed beauty of the granite spine that split the country from border to border.  The crackling, disembodied male voice returned—Captain Bob!—and announced that they had reached their cruising altitude.  Denver was less than an hour away, and oh boy, what a gorgeous day to fly.

      Blech.

      Olga turned away from the window.  “Where are you going?”

      Normally, Cheyenne’s answer would have been vague and imprecise, but since her equilibrium was seriously disturbed at being thrust into the stratosphere—and since the paper barf bag was starting to look really appealing—she decided to share.

      “I’m off to the dairy land to collect my inheritance,” she replied.  The Fasten Seat Belt light winked out and she unbuckled immediately.  “He’s ten.”

      “You inherited…a child?”

      “Random, right?”

      “I do not understand.”

      “Me either.”  Cheyenne shrugged.  “His ma and I….we were done.  And I mean—finito—but…well, he’s me.”

      For a long moment, Olga only stared at her.  “You are a strange girl.”

      “Takes one to know one.”

      Another small smile.  “You are married?”

      Cheyenne laughed.  It was not something she did often, but when it rolled out of her, it was low and deep and vibrant.  People turned to look.  “Not in this lifetime.”

      “You do this alone?”

      Cheyenne shrugged.  “Alone is what I know.”

      “And this child’s mother…you were not close?”

      Cheyenne only snorted.

      Olga sat back and eyed her shrewdly.  “What is it that happened?”

      Blood and terror and death.

      “I know there’s a purpose here,” Cheyenne told her.  “Some kind of machination—that’s who she was—and I know the other shoe is coming.  Probably right to the noggin.  But a long time ago, I was where he is, and no one came for me.”  She paused, wondering why she was attempting to explain something she barely understood herself.  “So I can’t leave him there…no matter what lies in wait.”

      That faded blue gaze studied her with the same kind of frank assessment Hank had always watched her with, and Cheyenne found it oddly comforting.  While she might not have a tactful bone in her body, she was honest.  Assessment didn’t faze her—she was who she was.  Besides, not many people had the cajones to look her in the eye.  It was always refreshing to meet one of the few.

      “You do not know this child?” Olga asked.  “You have not met?”

      “Nope.”

      “But you believe you can care for him?”

      “I know I can.”

      A moment of silence fell between them.  “Confidence is good.”  Olga nodded slowly.  “But there is something you are not considering.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You must forgive her.”

      The plane chose that moment to lurch like a drunk.  Cheyenne grabbed onto the armrests and swore.  “Seriously?”

      “Is just turbulence,” Olga scoffed.  “We are not crashing.”

      “Well, you be sure and let me know if that changes,” Cheyenne retorted.

      A rough laugh broke from the woman next to her.  “You would squeal like a pig.  Why would I tell you?”

      Captain Bob interrupted then.  “Just a little bit of turbulence, folks.  We’ll be turning the fasten seat belt sign back on, and it will remain on for the duration of the flight.  We thank you for your cooperation.  We should be landing in Denver in just under forty minutes.”

      The stewardess moved slowly past, her eyes locked on Cheyenne’s undone seat belt.  Her mouth opened, but Cheyenne held out a hand and beat her.

      “Yeah, yeah, I got it,” she muttered.  “Freaking seat belt police.”

      “Thank you,” the woman replied coolly.

      “My pleasure,” Cheyenne told her.

      Olga was smiling again.  “I do like you.”

      “I’m a likeable girl.”

      A snort.  “You think to distract me.  But you know of what I spoke.”

      She was a sharp old bird.  Just Cheyenne’s luck.  “Yeah, I heard you.”

      “Is important,” Olga told her earnestly.  “You cannot keep her child unless you forgive her.  You must not punish him.”

      “I don’t plan to.”

      “But you will if you do not let your anger go.  It is…inevitable.”

      Which Cheyenne had not even considered.  Her plan was to simply move forward and ignore what lay behind.  But the past cast a long shadow—one she still stood within when her ire was stirred—so there was really no denying—or escaping—the truth she could see reflected in Olga’s discerning blue gaze.

      “Damn it,” she said with a heavy sigh.

      “Yes,” Olga agreed.

      You need to determine where this anger stems from, Cheyenne, and you need to exorcise it.

      Exorcise this, Phil.

      “Food for thought,” Cheyenne said.

      “You must do this,” Olga urged quietly.  “Is not fair to him if you cannot.”

      Perhaps.  But leaving him where he was, abandoning him—that was worse.  Because even if she could somehow summon the desire to forgive Georgia, Cheyenne wasn’t at all certain she was capable of it.  To forgive what she’d barely survived…not once had she ever considered it.  Nor did she care to.

      She was, however, perfectly capable of helping the child—in spite of the vicious, bloodied past.  Of this, she was certain.  Tangible, practical help: a home, a full belly, an education.  Someone who gave a damn.  It was more than she’d had at his age.  And she knew the value of those few, simple things, so that’s where she would start.

      “Thank you,” Cheyenne said.  She met Olga’s gaze.  “I appreciate your words.  I don’t take them lightly.”

      Olga studied her for a long moment, that sharp, perceptive assessment flitting across her features once more.  Then she nodded, briefly.  “Remember them.  And when you are ready, use them.”
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      Milwaukee County Police Department

      
        
        Case # 160958J-3201

        03/09/92   23:23

      

      

      I responded at 21:02 to a call from dispatch regarding a domestic dispute in progress at 311 Brady Street.  Upon arrival, resident Jonas Pettington approached me and advised that his neighbor, Abigail Elias, was threatening to harm her minor child.  It was not known if anyone other than Ms. Elias and her minor child were inside the residence. I called for backup and approached the apartment complex.

      Upon entering the building, I could smell smoke.  I radioed into dispatch and requested the MCFD investigate the scene.  With the aid of Mr. Pettington, we alerted residents to the possible fire and evacuated them.

      As I approached Ms. Elias’ residence, I could hear cries through the door and believed them to belong to the minor child, a girl named Cheyenne who Mr. Pettington stated was approximately 4 or 5 years of age.   As I stood there, I realized the smoke was coming from Ms. Elias’ residence.

      I knocked on the door and identified myself as a police officer.  I asked Ms. Elias to open the door and allow me into the residence.  Ms. Elias did not respond.  I knocked once more and demanded entrance.  Again, she did not respond.

      I forced my way into the residence and discovered the apartment dark and full of smoke.  I could hear a child crying, but could not see her.  When I located the light switch and turned it on, I discovered Abigail Elias on the floor of the main room of the residence, unconscious and bleeding from a stomach wound.  I radioed into dispatch and requested paramedics.

      Upon entering the apartment’s sole bedroom, I located the minor child huddled in the corner, wrapped in a blanket.  She had been badly burned on her left side.  I identified myself as a police officer and attempted to get close enough to provide first aid.

      I was approximately three feet from her when she brandished a bloody serrated knife (I believe it was a bread knife) and told me not to touch her.  She grew more agitated when I identified myself, and she refused to allow me to get close.  Mr. Pettington then entered the room and spoke to the child.  Several minutes later, she agreed to give him the knife, and we were able to approach her and evaluate her condition.

      Most of her clothing had melted to her skin, and the blanket that wrapped her was smoldering.  She had what appeared to be third and fourth degree burns the entire length of her body on her left side and was unable to see with her left eye.    I witnessed bruises to her face, blood from her nose and mouth, and her right arm appeared to be broken.  I radioed into dispatch and requested a second ambulance be sent to the location.

      Mr. Pettington asked Cheyenne what had occurred, but she did not respond.  I then asked what happened to her mother, and she began to cry, but would not provide a verbal response.  At this time, the MCFD arrived and began an inspection of the premises.  The initial ambulance immediately followed, and I directed the paramedics to Abigail Elias, who was still bleeding and unconscious.  The second ambulance arrived immediately thereafter, and both were transported to St. Andrews Medical Center at 22:38.

      The MCFD located a mason jar on the floor of the bedroom that contained approximately two ounces of kerosene.  Fire Chief Ingalls believed this to be the accelerant used to ignite the fire.  The wall behind the bed was smoldering, which was the sole remaining source of smoke they could locate.  The curtains were burned, as was the bedding and the carpet.  The residence was littered with dirty syringes and garbage.

      Witness statements and Fire Chief Ingall’s report are attached hereto.   The case will be assigned to Detective Roberts for follow-up.

      
        
        Officer: J. Keegan 289
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      Cheyenne F. Elias

      
        
        Session #1

        Case Manager: Connie Brock

        07/02/1992

      

      

      I met with Cheyenne today.  She is a five-year-old female who was removed from her mother’s home in March of this year.  Cheyenne was discovered by the MPD in her mother’s apartment with third and fourth degree burns covering 37% of her body.  Her mother (Abigail) had suffered a knife wound to the abdomen and was unconscious when the MPD arrived.  Because there were no eyewitnesses—and because neither Cheyenne nor her mother would speak of the events of that night—only the factual findings of Detective Ed Roberts’ investigation could be entered into the record.  Based on that physical evidence, Cheyenne was removed from the home, and her mother was sentenced to three years’ incarceration at the Wausau Women’s Correctional Facility for felony assault of a child.

      I spoke to Detective Roberts at length before meeting with Cheyenne.  While he would only reiterate his filed report with regard to his official findings, off the record he was quite candid.  I include his thoughts in this case file only because it is the sole summary of events (as he believed they occurred) we have from that night.

      I will preface his thoughts with the brief information I have gathered regarding Abigail Elias, who was a single mother at 17 and had a long history of drug use.  She had been arrested for possession, distribution, prostitution, child endangerment, theft and various other misdemeanors by the time she was 19.  According to neighbors, she was mentally unstable and often violent toward the people she encountered.  She would regularly abuse Cheyenne both physically and verbally in public; at times no one would see the family for days, and the neighbors often worried for Cheyenne’s safety.

      We have no record of Cheyenne’s father, who is listed as Alexander Stone on her birth certificate.  When asked, Abigail refused to speak of him.

      Based on his investigation, Detective Roberts believes that Abigail—upset that her boyfriend had been arrested for possession and therefore unable to supply her fix—flew into a violent rage.  He believes Abigail set Cheyenne on fire.

      A jar with kerosene was found at the scene and on what little remained of Cheyenne’s clothing.  A disposable lighter was discovered in Abigail’s pocket, which was also covered in the accelerant, as were Abigail’s hands and clothing.  The Detective surmised, based on the Fire Chief’s examination of the burn patterns on the carpet, wall and curtains, and the burns Cheyenne suffered, that Abigail poured the kerosene over Cheyenne’s head and used the lighter to ignite the fire.

      Even as I write these words, I cannot begin to fathom it.

      Detective Roberts believes the only thing that saved Cheyenne was the knife she was holding when the responding officer arrived.  It was matched to the abdominal wound suffered by Abigail.  It is the Detective’s supposition that Cheyenne stabbed her mother in self-defense and, somehow, managed to put out the flames.

      Cheyenne spent three months at the Mendota Fire and Burn clinic in Madison, where she received multiple skin grafts.  She arrived here just a week ago, still in bandages and an arm cast.  Her eye has healed, and her hair is slowly growing back, but she is significantly damaged—both mentally and physically.

      When I met with her, she would not speak to me.  Someone had given her a sketchbook which she spent the hour bent over, scribbling.  When I asked to see what she was drawing, she hissed at me.  She is, oddly, both volatile and so silent I first feared her mute.  Time will tell if she has inherited her mother’s mental illness; Abigail was diagnosed a paranoid schizophrenic last month by the psychologist at Wausau.  Her attorney has filed an appeal to change her plea to guilty by reason of mental insanity.

      I’ve placed Cheyenne into the girls’ ward and assigned her a bunk above that of another recent arrival, Georgia Humboldt.  Both girls come from broken, inner-city homes with abusive, drug addicted mothers and absent fathers.

      It is my hope they might befriend one another and benefit from their shared experiences.
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        * * *

      

      The picture was taken from an obscure angle, as though the photographer didn’t want the subject aware of the lens trained upon them.  It was dated October 1992.

      The girl was no more than five or six.  Too thin, all angles and edges, her bones frighteningly delicate.  Scars marred her left side: her face, her neck, her arm.  Presumably all of her left side, although Will couldn’t see it.   Red and angry and grafted together; a mottled patchwork of mismatched flesh.  Hair the color of a copper penny hung thick around her face except for the edge of her left temple, where it was thin and short, curling against her skull.

      Her features were broad, too wide for her narrow face, her cheekbones like blades, hollowing her jaw until she looked half-starved.  Her chin was a sharp point kissed by a single dimple, and the wide bow of her mouth was turned down, a mark of sadness that stabbed something within him, like a bony, prodding finger pushing between his ribs.  He couldn’t see her eye color, only that they were too big in her small face, lined by thick lashes and turned up faintly at the corners.  Above them, her brows were dark, slashing lines.

      She stood in a line of girls, but it was apparent that she was other.  Like a black mark on a smooth white page.  She stood tense, as if waiting, but he saw no fear.  He saw…readiness.  Resignation.  And such painful misery, that prodding finger turned hot and seared into him like a brand.

      She had survived.  But he knew that look.

      He saw it every day in the mirror.
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        * * *

      

      Cheyenne F. Elias

      
        
        Session #21

        Case Manager: Connie Brock

        10/05/1997

      

      

      I met with Cheyenne this morning to discuss her recent behavior.  Last night, she was discovered—along with her constant companion and cohort Georgia Humboldt—defacing the reading room walls with pornographic images.  While they were not particularly detailed, they were wholly inappropriate and constitute vandalism.  That she has rather astounding artistic talent does not excuse either her actions or her subject matter—in spite of her opinion to the contrary.

      “It’s art,” she told me, quite self-righteously, in a tone I can only describe as exasperated and more than a little condescending.

      I am certain it was Georgia who incited this behavior.  My approval of the girls’ friendship has begun to wane, and I am now beginning to question the wisdom of allowing them to cultivate the close relationship they’ve formed.  Georgia has no boundaries, and she does not seem aware that there is a difference between right and wrong.  I have witnessed such deliberate cruelty and manipulation in her that I sometimes fear for the safety of those around her.  I cannot tell if it is simply the repercussions of her upbringing or if there is something more sinister at work.  Her caseworker insists she is simply in pain and lashing out, as they all do.  But my gut tells me there is more to it, and I worry about Cheyenne being in her constant company.  Since the death of her mother, Cheyenne rarely strays from Georgia’s side.

      They have bonded, and I do not know how to undo it.  Neither will conform, and both have been kicked out of every home that has fostered them.  They return here, again and again, as though planned, and proceed to break every rule, even those in place to protect them.  For Cheyenne, I believe it is rebellion.  And pain.  She lives in such stark, relentless pain, I find I can hardly blame her for bucking the system.  And yet, as her caseworker, I cannot continue to allow such behavior.  She needs discipline and guidance, and she must be made to understand that what Georgia considers “fun” is neither proper nor moral.

      If I cannot find a good foster family for Cheyenne, I will lose her.  Georgia has far too much influence over her, and I don’t know that Cheyenne will ever see Georgia for who she is becoming.  There is kindness in Cheyenne, courage and hope, and the promise of love.  I see none of those things in Georgia.  It is my greatest fear Georgia will turn Cheyenne into someone she is not, simply because she can—and because she does not want to be alone.

      I have taken Cheyenne’s sketchbook and art supplies and locked them away for ten days.  This, in addition to dish detail in the cafeteria for the next month, is her punishment.  Moving forward, I am going to schedule more regular sessions with her in hopes that I can somehow alter the path she seems to have chosen—and to create much needed distance between her and Georgia.

      She is angry with me, but I can live with that.  Someday she will understand.
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        * * *

      

      In the second photo, she stared right at him.

      There was no date, but she appeared to be fifteen, give or take.  She had grown into those broad bones and that wide mouth, and the word arresting whispered to him as he studied her.  She was not beautiful.  But there was something alluring there, something that not even the scar that traced its way over the slope of her cheek and trickled down her jaw like melted wax could alter.  Character and strength and determination.

      She had decided to live.

      Her eyes were green, lush, rich, earthy green, like the boughs of pine he’d grown up riding through.  Freckles scattered across her nose and brushed her cheeks; her skin was the color of fresh cream, and her hair was a wild, untamed mane of fiery red.

      What stirred within Will as he studied the photo was not something he would acknowledge.  A recognition—like me—too dangerous to concede; a tether woven of blood and pain and survival.  He saw himself in her eyes.  She was cold, closed, knowing.  Life had nothing new to show her.  She was not a child; she never had been.

      Set on fire and left to burn…

      Christ.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cheyenne F. Elias

      
        
        Final Report

        Case Manager: Connie Brock

        1/13/2002

      

      

      This is a follow up to the report filed 1/4/2002.

      Cheyenne was reported missing by DFS on the morning of January 4, 2002.  Although she disappeared twenty-four hours prior, Cheyenne has a history of running away and returning so the decision to allow her a twenty-four hour window within which to return was made.

      As stated in the earlier report, Cheyenne was not alone when she left Haven.  Georgia Humboldt accompanied her.  However, Georgia returned to Haven at 4:30p.m. on the evening of the 4th.  Cheyenne did not.

      Although Georgia and Cheyenne have been best friends since they were children, Georgia would not speak of Cheyenne when she returned.  She was cold and remote when asked, and even under threat of punishment refused to share where the girls had gone, what they’d done, or Cheyenne’s whereabouts.

      This evening, at 7:30 p.m., Cheyenne returned to Haven.

      I was in the library, where Mr. Barns was reading I Am the Cheese.  Several of the older girls were there, including Georgia Humboldt.  Everyone was sitting quietly, listening to Mr. Barns when Cheyenne entered the room.  She went directly to Georgia, who immediately stood.  They didn’t speak.

      Before either Mr. Barns or I could react, Cheyenne pushed Georgia into the eastern wall.  Georgia struck the wall with intense force; her nose broke instantly.  She had no chance to defend herself.  Cheyenne grabbed her by the hair and hit her, again and again, until I lost count.  The blows were brutal; blood was everywhere. One of Georgia’s front teeth was knocked out.

      Georgia fell to the floor, and Mr. Barns moved to intercept.  Cheyenne then pushed Mr. Barns into the wall and began to kick Georgia.  She was pitiless.  Some of the kids began to scream.

      I’m ashamed to admit I just stood there, stunned and horrified.

      When Mr. Barns again attempted to separate them, Cheyenne turned and head-butted him.  She then said something to Georgia that I couldn’t hear and immediately thereafter, fled.  She somehow managed to avoid security and escaped the facility.  As of this date, Cheyenne has not returned.

      Georgia will not speak of that night.  I can only speculate as to what destroyed these girls’ relationship and why that break was so violent.  While Cheyenne had a history of disciplinary problems and rule breaking—we were never able to place her permanently with any foster family—she never physically harmed anyone.  Georgia, however, has an extensive history of physical assault.  Personally, I believe something Georgia did was the catalyst for this event, but, again, that is only speculation.

      I will continue to question Georgia, and the other children as well.  The police have issued an APB, but I believe Cheyenne Elias has left Haven for the last time.
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        * * *

      

      You’ll know her when you see her.

      Cheyenne Elias stood on the escalator, a leather pack anchored over her shoulder, the brim of her hat pulled low over her eyes.

      People milled throughout Mitchell International Airport as Will watched her, but he blended easily, moving against the slow crawl of the crowd like a fish swimming effortlessly upstream.  His gaze locked onto her as she stepped off the moving track and made her way toward baggage claim.

      She walked with a long-legged, confident stride: a city walk.  Aggressive and uncompromising.  She didn’t go with the flow, she was the flow.  Leading those too confused to lead themselves.  She didn’t smile; she didn’t chat.  She moved.

      Will followed.

      Awareness thrummed through him; anticipation licked at his nerves.  If the girl in the photo had touched him, witnessing the woman in the flesh was like being struck by a bolt of fucking lightning.  Instant and electric and goddamn painful.  The allure was manifest: shocking and visceral, and something for which he was wholly unprepared.  That tether of blood and pain and survival seeking to reel him in.

      Like me.

      But it was bullshit.  She was nothing like him.

      If his heart beat too fast, and his blood rushed too thick, it was just the promise she offered.  The avenue she might yet present to his destination.

      Means to an end.  Nothing more.

      Adrenaline surged through him as he stalked her through the crowd, only a few feet away.  Close enough to touch.  A stupid, dangerous thought that made the tension riding him tighten to the breaking point.  But he was already broken.  Nothing she could do—or be—would change that.

      He followed as she made her way through the crowd and moved to the car rental counter, where she took a place in line.  She stood patiently, one hand on the strap of her pack, the other tapping her leg in a rhythm that betrayed her calm veneer.

      He should have retreated into the mix of bodies then, a phantom observer only.  Learning her was his first priority, and that was best accomplished from afar, while she was unaware and unguarded.  Her body language alone would tell him far more than any of her words.  Truth, not lie.  A foundation to build upon.

      He stepped into line behind her anyway.

      He couldn’t have said why; in that moment, he wasn’t asking.  Instinct drove him, overriding his training, his experience, common fucking sense.  Because she could be no one good.  Even if part of him wanted to kiss her for beating Georgia Humboldt’s ass into the ground; even if her pain had singed that part of his soul thought lost.  She was the enemy, as proven by her presence.  She was the guardian to Georgia’s son.  Whatever had passed, she and Georgia had survived.  They’d been friends.

      Conspirators.

      And if everything within him rebelled against that idea, well…that was because he was fucked in the head.  Plain and simple.  He knew better than to believe.

      Yet, he didn’t move.  Instead, he stepped closer.  Called himself every name in the book and stood motionless as her scent washed over him.

      Lemon and verbena and…turpentine?

      She wore black cargo pants that clung, a black fitted fleece and a black ball cap.  Scuffed, well-worn hiking boots covered her feet.  He stared at the thick, tangled ponytail of fiery red hair she’d threaded through the back of her cap and wanted to wrap it in his fist.  It hung nearly to the small of her back; it would provide an inescapable handhold.  His hand clenched against temptation.

      Sickened by the alien, unwanted something she touched within him, Will stood there, inhaling her.

      For months there had been only fury, hungry and relentless, driving him forward, consuming everything in his path.  He hadn’t been burdened by any emotion outside the scope of his wrath.  But reading that goddamn file, seeing those photos, the brutal slap of her existence…it threatened to make him feel.  Beyond the fury.  Beyond vengeance.

      Illogical, inexplicable.  And something he would not allow.

      Enemy.

      The woman who stood in line beside them turned and glanced at Cheyenne.  She flinched, looked away, and then turned back, as though helpless to resist.  She eyed Cheyenne’s scar, and distaste crawled across her features, as if she’d spotted something that preferred dark, damp corners and ate insects for dinner.

      His hackles rose.

      Damned fool.  Some soldier you are.  Distracted by the motherfucking enemy.

      Cheyenne turned and stared at the woman, challenge and annoyance in her profile.  She was a moment from speaking—he knew it, could feel it, which just spiraled him further into the chaos she’d produced—when the woman blushed and looked away.

      Christ, it made him hard.

      He was fucked in the head.

      He told himself to step away.  You are the monster in the closet.  She had to fear him.  Instead, he took another step forward, turmoil churning, pressing hot and sharp against his lungs.

      So close.  So easy, to just reach out…and touch.
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      Goddamn humanity.

      Six hours and seventeen minutes of it was damn near all Cheyenne could take.  And because she felt like a martini that had been quite violently shaken, any semblance of patience she’d had was gone.  The crowd, the noise, the press of bodies—there was nothing about this place she had missed.  Nothing at all.

      And while she’d spent a fair amount of the last six hours mulling Olga’s advice—and making mental lists of what The Kid might need—there had also been far too much time spent questioning her decision, second guessing her gut and replaying Whitney’s freak out in her head.

      YOU WILL REGRET THIS!

      Christ, she hoped not.  But standing there, trying to fake patience in the car rental line, she’d begun to wonder.  She’d not expected to feel anything from this place, but she did.  She did.  Which only made her wonder if it could truly happen, if the new could fade away, bled out by the open wound of the old, until she was not who she’d become, but someone altogether different—her—that stupid, foolish, hopeless girl who had almost gotten them both killed.

      And wouldn’t that just be sucktastic?

      But there was a choice to be made.  She could either dick around in self-doubt and uncertainty, or she could stick to her guns and keep moving forward.  She’d made a commitment.  And even with her suddenly chilling feet, she would honor that.  There was no turning tail now.

      Movement stirred behind her, but she didn’t turn.  Her awareness levels were on full alert—warning, warning, you are surrounded!—and her nerves were so taut it was fortunate the airlines did not allow one to travel with firearms.  Bad enough that she felt the eyes that touched her—flitting away and then returning again, as though the scene of a horrific accident played out across her flesh—worse was the feeling that it was personal, as though she’d been unknowingly tagged for a hunt.

      Paranoia—not so uncommon when dealing with Georgia Humboldt.  And not something to dismiss.  Because that other goddamn shoe was going to drop.  Cheyenne was certain of it.

      But that was something she’d accepted.  It was inevitable, like death and taxes, so she only squared her shoulders and gave the woman beside her—who was staring like an ignorant five-year-old—her darkest You want some of this? look.

      As expected, the woman’s gaze fell, and her cheeks bloomed bright pink, and Cheyenne sighed at the sad predictability of it all.   Not everyone was Olga.

      The line wasn’t moving.  She supposed she could give up and take a cab, but⁠—

      A nudge from behind, propelling her forward.

      Annoyed, Cheyenne halted and turned to share her What the fuck is your problem? look.  She stopped cold when she focused on the man who stood there.

      He was tall and broad—two of her, at least—and roped with the kind of muscle that spoke of sunlight and sweat and raw, physical labor.  Dressed in black jeans, a fitted, black soft shell jacket and black shit-kicker boots, he wore not a hint of color.  That darkness was echoed in the thick, blue-black hair that was shorn close to his skull and matching, winged brows.  But it was his eyes that captured her: chilling and pale, touched by only the faintest hint of blue, like the arctic glaciers she’d seen in photographs.

      Dangerous eyes.  And his expression…

      All hands on deck!  Death has entered the building.

      Her response was instant, so instinctive she had to physically stop herself from taking a step back.  Because she wouldn’t give ground.  Not even to someone who appeared…lethal.

      Why had he touched her?

      “Problem?” she asked.

      That pale gaze went to her scar and studied it with leisure, seemingly unperturbed, before roaming over the rest of her features, ending with her mouth, which made her lips throb, and her heart beat too hard.

      Some men got off on her scar.  Some were repulsed.  There were very few in between.

      “No problem,” the man said, and his voice was deep, a harsh, gritty rasp that rubbed everywhere the wrong way.

      Goosebumps washed over her.  Cheyenne wanted to turn away, but she didn’t trust him enough to give him her back.  The way he was looking at her…far too direct, too familiar—and completely unfazed by her disfigurement.  Like he knew her.

      Goddamn Georgia.

      Of course.  Death and taxes.

      “Queen of fuckery,” she muttered and forced herself to turn back around.  Blood rushed through her like a freight train—boom, boom, boom—and her heart rattled unsteadily in her chest.  Adrenaline spiked, and her hands clenched in effort to keep herself where she stood, calm and composed, when part of her wanted to run like hell.

      Punch him in the face first.

      Tension made her ache.  She was so aware of him, she could feel the heat emanating off of him, touching her nape, the faint rush of his breath ruffling her hair.  His scent had invaded her nostrils, something earthy and verdant, like the heart of a pine forest.  His threat was no less grave for his silence, the utter stillness with which he stood behind her.  She knew, if she turned, he would be standing too close.  And she wanted to turn.

      Punch him in the face.

      But she was not that foolish, headstrong girl any longer.  Now she thought before she acted.  And there was the slimmest possibility she was jumping to conclusions.  Maybe he just⁠—

      Another nudge, harder this time.  Nails digging into her palms, Cheyenne slowly turned back around.

      “Yes?” she asked, her smile feral.

      One of his brows rose.  “Sorry?”

      She was going to punch him in the face.

      “You touched me,” she growled.

      “I did,” he agreed softly.

      She stared at him for a long moment, but he only stared back.  Her skin prickled.  Awareness of a different sort rippled through her, and she inhaled sharply, unaccustomed to her body wrestling her brain for control.

      A fine time for pheromones to fire.  Thanks for nothing, libido.

      “Why?” she demanded.

      He shrugged, and she was made aware, once more, of his size.  Like standing in the shadow of a mountain.

      “Because I wanted to,” he said.

      Her breath tightened around the words that dammed in her throat as she glared at him.

      “Miss?  Excuse me, ma’am, but you’re next.”

      Cheyenne knew the woman behind the counter was talking to her, but she didn’t turn and acknowledge her.  She couldn’t.  She was trapped in the pale gaze of the man who stood before her, her heart a violent drum-beat in her ears, an odd, unwanted slide of heat burning through her veins.

      “Ma’am?”

      His face was carved with such sublime perfection she wanted simultaneously to recreate it in oils and smash it into pulp, and when his mouth turned up, just a little, her palm itched furiously.

      “You’re next,” he whispered.

      It was far more than just an observation.  Fury flashed in those arctic eyes, a jagged edge that sliced the façade of flirtation to ribbons.  A warning.

      A threat.

      No matter his tone—hushed, intimate, just for her—no matter the slight smile that curved his well-made mouth.  Cheyenne was no fool.  She knew menace when she saw it.

      All of her reacted.  The new fell away, and the old resurfaced, vicious and hungry and far wiser.  The crowd disappeared: the sounds, the scents, the press of humanity.  Like white noise silenced by a sudden cessation of power, her surroundings winked out in an instant, leaving only the threat of him.

      Cheyenne stepped close, so close they almost touched, and held those opaque eyes with a gaze that cut.  The words she spoke were low, harsh.  Angry.  “Didn’t she teach you not to show your hand?”

      And then she hit him, one sharp, swift jab to his throat.  He stared at her, stunned, gasped futilely for air, and then went down like a felled oak.

      People scattered; someone screamed.  The girl behind the counter picked up the phone.  Chaos spread like a wave breaching a levee, until everyone around them was bleating in panic, bodies bolting, pandemonium in free-fall.

      Cheyenne turned and walked away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A taxicab it was.

      Cheyenne stared sightlessly out the window as the skyscrapers flew past, her heart a heavy, painful thud in her chest.  Her knuckles ached, not from the hit she’d delivered, but from remembrance.  An echo from the past awakened by the present.  A brutal reminder.

      She shouldn’t have hit him.  She should’ve turned away, rented a vehicle like a normal, reasonable, ignorant human being, and hauled ass once the keys were in hand.

      Shoulda woulda coulda.

      Your tendency to overreact is dangerous, Cheyenne.  For everyone.

      And your tendency to treat me like a child, Phil, is dangerous.  For you.

      So maybe she’d overreacted.  Forgotten where she was.  Who she’d become.  But the threat was very real.  She wasn’t imagining things, reading something that wasn’t there, caught in the throes of conspiracy.  That encounter had not been spontaneous; his manner had not been innocent.

      Try a stinking throw down.

      Bad enough—but worse had been her corporeal response to him.  A heretofore unknown, wholly physical reaction based solely on hormones.  Something she’d heard about, read about, snickered over and often scoffed at, but never before experienced.

      “Goddamn irony,” she muttered.

      “What’s that?” the cabbie asked.

      She only shook her head and focused on the first question that needed to be answered:  who the hell was the man in black?

      A gift from Georgia, to be sure.

      The sound of that other shoe dropping was like a foghorn, but really, Cheyenne had only herself to blame.  Death and taxes; she’d known it was coming.  Georgia had always been consistent.  That was why Cheyenne had called Haven and verified The Kid’s existence before she’d ever climbed onto that flying boat.  Why she’d had the Cheesehead email her a copy of Georgia’s will—not that she trusted anything so easily manufactured or even him, for that matter—but she’d recognized the neat, precise signature scrawled on the testator line immediately.  She’d understood—with perfect clarity—that a stage was being set.

      And now the players.  Her, The Kid.  The man in black….who was beautiful and dangerous and incredibly pissed off, apparently at her.  Which made no sense, since she’d never laid eyes on him.  But then, that was Georgia’s special brand of magic: creating something from nothing.  She’d always been exceptional at generating shitstorms.

      But what was the goal?  Revenge?

      Cheyenne snorted.  “Like she has any right.”

      “Huh?” the Cabbie wanted to know.

      “Nothing.”  Fury licked at the edge of her calm, hissing and popping, hungry for full ignition.  But now was not the time.  Contrary to Phil’s ignorant assumptions, Cheyenne knew when to pick her moments.  And right now, she needed to think.

      So…revenge.  After all this time?

      Cheyenne was a very successful artist; regardless of her refusal to attend showings and prostrate before the art world, she didn’t exist within a vacuum.  Nor did she hide.  Had Georgia wanted any kind of revenge, she could have attempted it long ago.  Besides, how was tying Cheyenne to her child revenge?  Was Georgia truly that far gone, that she would ante up her kid as part of the stratagem?

      Hell, yes.

      Because sociopaths didn’t love, not like normal human beings.  That The Kid was Georgia’s blood wouldn’t make any difference.  That was fantasy.  The cold, harsh reality was that he was just another pawn to be utilized, an opportunity, and Georgia never passed up an opportunity.

      “Sick,” Cheyenne whispered.  Donning crazy shoes always made her skin crawl.  But there was nothing to be done for it.  Someone had to, because the game was afoot.

      And if they wanted to survive, she had to understand it.  That only came from crazy.  From being able to think crazy with a rational point of view.  Being born to a schizophrenic—and spending her childhood with a sociopath—had, apparently, not been for naught.  “Yay me.”

      This time the Cabbie knew better than to respond.

      So…here it was, whatever that meant.  Part of Cheyenne was relieved.  At least now it was tangible, real, something she could actively deal with—when she figured out what the hell it was she was dealing with.

      In the meanwhile, she would go see the Cheesehead and collect her paperwork.  She wanted to know how Georgia had died—and every other detail she could squeeze out of him—and she wanted to know about The Kid, too.  Everything the Cheesehead hadn’t shared, because she was certain there was more.  There was always more.

      Once armed with that, she would decide what was next.  But first, they needed to make a stop.

      “Hey,” she said to the Cabbie.

      He ignored her.

      “Yo,” she said again.  He looked up and met her gaze in the mirror.  He was short and bald and spoke with a thick Middle-eastern accent, and he had no problem with her scar.  He hadn’t even blinked.  Two in one day.  The Apocalypse must be near.  “You know a decent pawn shop on the way?”

      He checked the address for the Cheesehead’s office.  “Yes, yes.  Jenko’s…it is only two blocks south.”

      “Groovy.  Let’s do that first, then.  Thank you.”
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      “No communications at all?  You’re sure?”

      “Nothing electronic, brother.  Snail mail, maybe.  But no email, no IMs, nothing in their phone records.  No social networking, nothing professional I could find.”  Red paused.  “You read the file?”

      Will rubbed his bruised throat, which burned and throbbed and hurt like a son of a bitch.  “Yes.”

      “Quite the tale, no?”

      He said nothing.  Part of him wanted to strangle Cheyenne Elias until she turned blue.  But the other part…  Christ.

      He should have seen that punch coming.

      Fucking asshole.

      The thoughts that had flooded into him as he’d stood in front of her, tempted by something he didn’t even understand, betrayed every single one of the men he’d vowed to avenge.  That anything—anyone—had the power to distract him from his mission incensed him.  He was a soldier; he’d spent the last ten years of his life waging war.  He knew how to fight, what it took to win.

      How easy it was to lose.

      He didn’t care why or how or what the hell any of it meant.  He knew only one thing: what he felt didn’t matter.  He was broken beyond repair.  None of it could be trusted.

      Means to an end.

      No matter what his dick thought.

      “You going to talk to her?”

      He was going to do more than talk—and therein lay the danger.  But he had no choice; she was all they had.  Georgia Humboldt was dead, and whoever had pointed her at the cache of weapons his men had died for—whoever had helped her obtain them—was still a mystery.  Because in spite of the short list of suspects, even Red, with all the intel he’d uncovered, couldn’t find a connection between anyone on that list and Georgia Humboldt.  And in order to act, they needed proof. Incontrovertible evidence.  Nothing less would do, no matter how hungry they were for blood.

      Which left only Cheyenne Elias and the kid she’d come to collect: they were the only way forward.  And surely this anomalous thing he felt would fade.  The hate had burned through everything: his pride, his integrity, everything he’d ever held valuable.  Why not this, too?

      “When I’m ready,” he muttered.

      “You tailing her?”

      Not at the moment.  Since she’d laid him out in front of the Hertz rental counter and disappeared—leaving him to deal with TSA and the local cops—tailing her had proven impossible.  Instead he sat parked outside 268 Michigan Avenue, the building that housed the office of Georgia’s attorney.  Will knew Cheyenne would come here.  She had to.

      “I’m on it,” he said briefly.  “I’ll touch base when I’ve made contact.”

      “Roger that, brother.”

      Red’s blitheness grated, but Will bit back the words that nipped at his throat.  He knew Red was all in; Rye’s loss had lit a fire no one was going to put out.  Red just dealt with it his own way—from a dark room surrounded by computer monitors, where the world was just a stage for the acts of his international players.  He wasn’t a field man.  Jesus, he’d end up dead if he tried.  Betrayal and vengeance were just words to him…and the darkness came from without.

      Not within.

      “Don’t be mean,” Red told him.  “We don’t know that she’s a player here.”

      “She’s the kid’s goddamn guardian,” Will retorted.  “There’s no doubt she’s part of it.”

      “Maybe.  Maybe not.  Could be she’s just back-up for the boy, nothing more.”

      “No,” Will said instantly.  Because she had to be part of it.  “She’s here.  She’s part of it.”

      “If you say so.  But…something happened there, brother.  Something I can’t find any evidence of them ever rectifying.”

      “Why would she come?” he demanded.  “Why would she want him?  The son of her enemy?”

      “I don’t know…decency?”

      Will snarled.

      “You read the file.  She was the good twin.  And you and I both know Georgia Humboldt was more than capable of doing something heinous enough to earn that beat-down and destroy a decade of friendship.  Don’t make any assumptions.  Some people are led by doing what’s right instead of what’s easy.”

      “Not her.”

      “You don’t know that.  Look, I know she’s our only lead.  I’m just saying…tread lightly.  Honey, brother, not vinegar.”

      Christ.  Like he needed that thought in his head.

      “I have to go,” he growled.

      “Be nice.  Be the Will you were before.”

      He snarled again.

      “She’s a survivor,” Red said softly.  “Don’t assume that came from any sacrifice other than her own.”

      Will disconnected and tossed his phone into the empty seat next to him.  Red didn’t understand.  Cheyenne Elias was the enemy.  To think of her as anything less was to underestimate her.  To give her ammo that could take them all out—and enough people were already dead.

      No one came halfway across the country to accept responsibility for the child of their enemy.  No one.  And that was assuming they’d even been enemies—which Will wasn’t willing to do.  He didn’t give a shit what Red could or couldn’t find.  No one did that.  No one.

      She was part of this.  Regardless of Red’s fondness for fairy tales.  Regardless of the words she’d spoken to him right before she’d put him down.    Sharp and derisive and angry.

      Didn’t she teach you not to show your hand?

      Followed by that hit…goddamn.  For someone so small, Cheyenne Elias hit like a brick.  And she’d known exactly what she was doing.  He was nearly a foot taller and outweighed her by a good eighty pounds, minimum, but she’d known exactly how to put him down.  No hesitation, no doubt.  That came from experience.

      What the hell had she meant?

      He planned on asking.  Not so nicely.  Because even if Red was right—which Will didn’t entirely discount—and she’d come only for the kid, why had she reacted so violently?  She’d read the threat and responded instantly.  Who the hell did that—if not someone who knew the stakes?

      Someone who was set on fire and left to burn.

      “Bullshit,” he muttered.

      Because her past didn’t mean shit.  Not here, not now.  Nothing he’d read—in the lines or between them—could be counted on to tell him who she was, or what she wanted, or why she’d come.  None of it made sense.  Not her words.  Not her actions.

      Not his reaction to her.

      What the fuck was his problem?  He’d been dead inside.  Nothing but rage and guilt and hate.  And now this…whatever the hell it was.  Betrayal.  Distraction.  Another fucking test.

      Deep within, he could feel something stirring, as if part of him was reawakening, returning to the promise of the life he’d shed.

      The one he no longer had a right to.

      He didn’t appreciate it. Black and white—that was how his world had reshaped itself.  Right and wrong.  Life and death.  But with her had come color.  Heat.  Temptation.  When he’d assumed himself immune.  Hollow, an empty tomb gilded in ice.  Vengeance had become his sole definition; his only fantasies embodied screams and pleas and blood that ran thick and black.

      Nothing more.

      And yet that brief, violent confrontation had touched him, marked him, had wrenched his focus past the immediacy of retribution.  For one infinitesimal moment of time, it had made him want.   Of course, it was nothing in the face of what drove him.  What he’d become.  But that one moment could have such power, could tempt him back into the land of the living…

      He’d gone off the fucking rails.  It was time to climb back on.
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      “What made you change your mind?”

      Attorney Smith Jones was a born and bred Cheesehead.   From his thick, vowel-pummeling Wisconsin accent and his stylish Green Bay Packer tie clip, to the small Miller Lite mirror—adorned by a healthy white tail buck—that hung behind his desk.  He was a tall, narrow man, with a pleasant, mildly curious smile and a firm handshake.  Unfortunately, his gaze continued to slide away from her scar, and for Cheyenne, this was always a deal breaker.  There was so much worse in the world than a little mutilated flesh.  That he didn’t realize this truth—or had never experienced it—just made her write him off.  Clueless.

      Unfair, perhaps.  But true.

      “Been there, done that,” she replied briefly.

      “Ah…I see.”  His gaze fell to the small stack of paperwork in front of him.  He was a tall, thin man, whose long, narrow jaw and sunken brown eyes made Cheyenne think of a sad bloodhound.  His office was not much more than a hole in the wall covered in oak veneer and dotted by cheap furniture.  Even the credentials that hung on the plastered wall behind him were framed in plastic.  A dying ficus sat next to the only window.  “Well.  Let’s begin with the will, shall we?”

      “Go for it,” Cheyenne told him.  The expandable steel baton she’d purchased from Jenko’s Pawn Palace dug into her thigh; she’d slid it into the side pocket of her cargoes, where it fit nicely, but now it poked rudely into her, so she adjusted herself until the pressure eased.  It was one of her preferred weapons, although it required close contact, and Jenko had been willing to deal.  It helped make up for his reluctance to sell her the Beretta she’d taken a liking to without the whole “background check” thing.  There were other sources.  She would just have to hunt them down.

      Funny, she thought, how fast she was morphing back into the streetwise kid she’d once been.  She could only hope she was melding then with now and not simply in free-fall.  Still, survival was survival.  She wasn’t going to cry over what it took.

      “As you know, Ms. Humboldt’s will provides that you are to be named as Rafferty’s guardian unless you are unwilling to fulfill that role, in which case his guardianship is awarded to the State.  Since you are here, that won’t be necessary.”  Another smile, eyes flitting over her left shoulder.  “There is also a simple trust in place which holds Ms. Humboldt’s assets until the boy is twenty-one.  You are named as trustee of that trust.  I didn’t feel it was appropriate to share this information with you earlier, because if you didn’t see fit to accept guardianship, the trustee powers would have been negated and⁠—”

      “Assets,” Cheyenne interrupted.  “What assets?”

      “Er….well, there is an apartment in Paris, which is currently rented.  A number of personal items—a vehicle, jewelry, artwork, that sort of thing—an account at Wellington First Financial and a condominium here in the city.”

      “Shiny,” Cheyenne said.  Clearly, Georgia had done well.  “How’d she go?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “How did she bite it?”

      Mr. Jones blinked.  “Ms. Humboldt was killed in the line of duty.”

      Um…what?

      “Come again?” Cheyenne asked.

      “Georgia was an operative with the Central Intelligence Agency.  She was killed in the line of duty in Grozny, the capital city of the Chechen Republic.”

      For a long moment, Cheyenne only stared at him.  Georgia had been…CIA?  How the hell did a juvenile delinquent with a list of priors a mile long qualify for the freaking CIA?

      By being a soulless strategist who excelled at manipulation.  One with no fear of death and no moral compass.  Gilded beauty that camouflaged a beast.

      “True story,” Cheyenne said.

      “I’m sorry?”

      She only shook her head, marveling.  The CIA…she wouldn’t have guessed.  Not in a million years.  To become an agent for one of the highest branches of national security…  Who the hell had she blackmailed into that?

      A pertinent and terrifying question.  Just who was The Kid’s father?

      And who the hell was the man in black?

      Cheyenne sat up straighter.  Got poked by her baton.  And realized her little stick wasn’t going to cut it.  A Beretta might not even be enough.

      Try a grenade launcher.

      This was the other stinking shoe.  Holy balls.

      “Shit on a stick,” she said.

      “Um…yes.”  Mr. Jones laughed nervously.  “Apparently.  The Agency returned her to the states, where she was cremated, per her directive.  Her remains are being held at the Rosemont Funeral Home over on 17th street.  I assumed Rafferty would want them?”

      He looked at her expectantly, but Cheyenne didn’t respond.  She couldn’t.  She was still turning it all over in her head, her heart pounding like a death knell in her chest.

      The C-I-frigging-A.

      It was insane.  Ludicrous.  A punch line.

      Well played, you crazy bitch.

      And here she sat, wholly embroiled, the patsy who’d followed her soft heart right down the rabbit hole.  Just like Georgia knew she would.

      Moron.

      “Jesus,” she said.  Because while she knew better than to put anything past Georgia, and while she’d fully understood—and expected—something like this, she hadn’t expected this.  Something so alien and foreign that the implications reached far beyond any possible scope of her understanding.

      Mind.  Blown.

      “I’m sorry this is such a shock,” Jones said.  “I truly am.  It doesn’t…it hasn’t changed your plans to accept the guardianship, has it?”

      A moot point.  She was all in.  Tagged, but not bagged.  Not yet.

      “No,” she said.  Even though—really—it might be doing The Kid a favor if she walked. To just let him get lost within the system.  There was a good chance he would actually be safer if she left him the hell alone….

      “Oh, good.  That’s good.  He needs you.”

      Cheyenne narrowed her gaze.  “Why?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Why does he need me?”

      Jones shifted in his cheap chair.  “There have been…issues.  Minor things, really.”  An uneasy laugh.  “Kid stuff.”

      “Meaning?”

      He sighed, as if he’d hoped she wouldn’t ask.  As if he expected his response to send her running.  But she rarely ran from anything, as proven by the spectacular shitstorm she was currently trying to navigate.

      “He has a record.  Truancy, vandalism, that sort of thing.  Nothing serious.  It’s my understanding that he didn’t live with Georgia.  I believe⁠—”

      “Where did he live?”

      A shuffle of the papers.  “He lived…with a woman named Letitia Jones.  I believe she cared for him while Ms. Humboldt was away, working.”

      No surprise there.  Georgia had been as maternal as a concrete slab.  If anything, the knowledge that she hadn’t taken care of her child almost relieved Cheyenne.  The less influence she’d had, the better.

      Of course, that wasn’t to say she would’ve left him with anyone good or decent.  For Georgia, every decision had been shaped by one of two things: what was easy and/or what benefited her the most.  If the two coincided, all the better.  And if The Kid had a Juvie record, it was highly unlikely he’d had a stable, loving environment.  That wasn’t strictly true, of course, especially if he’d inherited his mother’s mental dysfunction…

      Balls.  Well.  She would just have to wait and see.

      “Is that everything?” she asked Jones.  Because her plan to squeeze him for details had evaporated, blown to smithereens by the CIA bomb he’d dropped.  Every question she’d planned to ask had been muted by the sound of the explosion.  She needed a dark, quiet place to digest.  Time to think.

      A goddamn drink.

      Besides, the cabbie was waiting, which was undoubtedly going to cost an arm and a leg, but Cheyenne didn’t care.  She’d wanted a get-away car—and now that she’d learned who Georgia had been, it seemed all the more prudent.  Because the man in black had known who she was—overreacted, my ass—and probably why she was there.  Hell, odds were, he was parked on the street below, just watching and waiting and planning.

      Cheyenne wondered how good the cabbie would be at ditching a tail.

      “Not quite everything…there is also this.”  Mr. Jones shoved a fat, legal-sized yellow envelope toward her.  “It contains her personal effects, keys, a copy of the will and trust, contact information for the renters in Paris, the bank account information, et cetera.  I think you’ll find it all in order, but if not, please don’t hesitate to let me know.  I’ve contacted Haven, and they understand you’ll be collecting Rafferty.  They have a copy of the will, and the paperwork transferring him to your custody has been filed.  I will get you a copy when the Court signs off.”  Another nervous smile.  A second, much smaller envelope was slid toward her.  “Ms. Humboldt also asked that I give you this.”

      Cheyenne stared at it.  “What is it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      This was something she’d known was coming, too.  Because no way would Georgia set this in motion without having the last say.

      Shred it.  Burn it.  Bury it.

      Nothing good would come of reading it.

      But Jones was watching her, waiting, and she was no coward.  So she pulled the envelope toward her, ripped it open and forced herself to read the small piece of parchment within.

      I knew you would come.  Soft and stupid and weak.  You’ll always be her.

      Good luck staying alive.

      Fury flared.  Fear turned to ash, obliterated by the wave of white-hot rage that whipped through her veins.  It felt good.  Cleansing.  As if, with those final, hateful words, she’d been freed of any uncertainty that lingered.  The words were a taunt meant to wound and weaken and return her to then, but Georgia had never truly understood her.  What she wielded as a weapon Cheyenne used for fuel.

      “Are you alright?”

      Fan-fucking-tastic, thanks for asking.

      “Is this it?” she asked calmly.

      “Er…yes.”

      She shoved the letter into the large yellow envelope and hefted it into the crook of her arm.  Then she stood. She was acutely aware of the baton in her pocket and the irrational desire to smash everything in the room with it.  Instead, she turned and headed for the door.

      “Please call me if you need anything,” Mr. Jones called after her.  “And…good luck.”

      Cheyenne offered him a smile over her shoulder, a baring of teeth she knew was less than pleasant.  “I’m not the one who’ll need it.”
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      As it turned out, the cabbie was from Lebanon—Beirut to be exact.  And he had no trouble ditching a tail.

      “Black Jeep,” he told her.  “Pretty good—but not as good as me.”

      Which she could only take at his word, seeing as how she spent most of the ride airborne, tossed wildly from side to side as he lived out his NASCAR dreams.

      “That was very good,” he declared when he dropped her at the Motel 6 that sat less than two miles from Haven—a seedy, derelict joint he’d protested was too dangerous for a “nice girl” like her—but Cheyenne was comfortable with seedy and derelict.

      “You need anything, you call me—Yassir.”  He handed her a card, his tone stern.  “I come right away.”

      She rented one of the rooms that faced the street—better to see them coming—and accepted the discount coupon for a large pepperoni pizza from the clerk.  Between her pack, the envelope Jones had given to her, and the weight of the day, she felt laden as she trudged toward her room.  Exhausted and strung out and struggling to get beyond: Holy fucking shit.  Now what?

      Behind her the sound of the freeway vibrated; somewhere far off, a woman laughed.  The clamor of the city serenaded her, a song she hadn’t missed.  It made her head hurt.

      The wind lifted, but the heat and humidity were suffocating, and it did little to cool her.  She’d shed her fleece and her hat, but it wasn’t enough; even her feet were sweating.  Hot asphalt, exhaust and garbage scented the air.  Memory threatened to stir, but she turned it aside, unable to face it on top of everything else.  The last few hours had filled her plate to overflowing.

      The blue paint on room 126’s door was chipped and faded from the southern sun.  Cheyenne stopped for a moment and looked carefully around before she entered.  Only a few cars dotted the lot, older vehicles, the kind that still had windows that rolled up and cassette players.  Across the street, a liquor store advertised a sale on PBR and Marlboros.  Two kids stood just down from the store, playing around on skateboards.  No black Jeep.  No towering, pissed off man with icy eyes.

      “One friggin’ break,” she said.  “Just one.”

      She inserted her room key and sighed.  Just one.  But⁠—

      A large, heavy form slammed into her from behind.  Tall, broad, as hard as granite, smashing her pack, shoving her into the door with brutal force.  Hot breath touched her hair, her temple, her scar.  Huge, scarred hands flattened themselves against the chipped paint.  The scent of pine invaded her senses.

      Man in black.

      Her heart exploded.  Adrenaline shot through her at the speed of light, and she reared back against him, but his weight and strength were pitiless, forcing her back against the door as though she weighed nothing.  One of her hands was wrapped around the key, the other around the envelope; both were wedged against the door, trapped by the heavy pressure of his weight behind her.  She couldn’t reach her baton.

      “Unlock the door,” rasped that deep, gritty voice into her ear.  “We need to talk.”

      Terror and rage flooded her.  She fought, snapping her head back in effort to head butt him.  She pulled at the motel room key, struggling to pull it from the lock.  If he got her inside⁠—

      “Go fuck yourself,” she snarled, bucking against him.

      “Cheyenne,” he growled into her ear, which only made her angrier, fight harder, because it disturbed her on the deepest level to hear him say her name. “Open the goddamn door.  Now.”

      Her hand tightened on the key, but one of those giant hands covered hers and crushed her fingers, turning it in the lock.  The door swung inward and sent them both stumbling across the threshold.

      Cheyenne dropped the envelope, the coupon, her pack and went for her baton, but the man in black was too damn fast, and arms like steel bands wrapped her rib cage from behind, trapped her arms in front of her and lifted her in a crushing hold that left her feet dangling helplessly above the dingy carpet. He lifted her easily, a wall of hard, hot, intractable human flesh surrounding her.  His strength was terrifying.

      He kicked the door shut behind them and carried her across the room, while she struggled and swore and drove her booted heels into his shins.  Fists clenched, she bucked and squirmed and rammed her head back into the brick wall of his chest.  It was like fighting the tide.  He pushed her down, face first onto the bed and followed, smothering her with his weight until she was gasping for breath, and the muscle and sinew that roped him pressed against her like a second skin.  Their combined weight made the worn bed springs groan in protest.  His breath was at her cheek; his arms held her immobile, trapped, she couldn’t move, couldn’t reach her baton, couldn’t fight, and for a moment, hysteria almost won.

      Breathe.  Just breathe.

      But it was almost impossible.  His weight was overwhelming.  Heavy legs pushed into the backs of her thighs; his hips shoved her into the bedding.   He was twice as big and ten times as strong.  Fear like none she’d ever known threatened to undo her.

      Blood and terror and death.

      “Enough?” he grated into her ear.

      “Get off,” she demanded hoarsely, her throat burning with tears she refused to shed.

      “We need to talk.  Easy or hard is up to you.”

      A hint of the west shaped his words, a faint drawl that enraged her.  It was a familiar sound, that drawl, reminding her of the most decent human being she’d ever known.  It was wrong that they shared it.  So wrong.  “Bite me.”

      The arms around her tightened until her bones ached.  Warm, moist breath washed over her scar, and every hair on her body stood up in awareness.   “Don’t tempt me.”

      Rage bubbled in her throat, and she snarled like a trapped animal.  She fought, even knowing it was a waste of precious strength, of energy, that nothing she could do would dislodge him.  He only waited, his hold unbending, his heart slamming against the wall of her back like a hammer.  Rough stubble brushed her scar, a place no one had ever touched, causing a riot of hate and heat to expand in her chest.

      “Can’t breathe!” she hissed.  “Can’t talk if I’m dead!”

      His mouth whispered across her cheek, and a sudden, shocking streak of white fire lit through her and stole her breath. The sensation against her marred skin was stunning, too intimate, a privilege she’d never allowed anyone.  That he simply took it—and that she felt it so deeply—enraged her.

      “No screaming.  And no punching.”  Sharp teeth nipped at her ear, making her start violently.  “That hurt like hell.”

      “Good.  You fucker.”

      His mouth twitched.  Cheyenne felt it against her temple and wanted to rip his heart out. “Easy, now.  I might start thinking you don’t like me.”

      “Going to kill you.”

      “Such bloodlust.”

      A muffled roar was her only response.

      He pressed his forehead to her temple, hard; their breaths mingled, washing across her skin.  “Promise me you’ll calm down, and I’ll let you go.”

      Everything in her rebelled.  “No negotiating with terrorists,” she growled.

      “Well.  I guess we’ll have to find something else to do while you rethink that.”  His hips pressed against her, pushing her down with a crude thrust, an implied threat that made her see red.

      “Fucking kill you!  Strip your flesh, crush your bones, feed you to fucking pigs!”  She was yelling, totally losing her shit.  But there was no stopping it.  The threat he was making was too real.  Too close to⁠—

      “Whoa, baby, easy.  Take it easy.”  His voice changed, gentled—liar!—and he eased the pressure of his hold, lifting his weight just enough to allow her to take a deep, shuddering breath.  “Just breathe.”

      She trembled violently, her teeth chattering, her blood a deafening roar in her head.  “Get off.”

      “Promise, Cheyenne.  Because I can stay here all night.  Believe me.”

      She did.  “Promise,” she spat.

      “Liar.  You’re gonna swing at me as soon as I get off you.”

      She said nothing.  Damn right she was going to swing.  But she wouldn’t punish her fists with his hard head—that’s what the baton was for.

      “We can do it this way, too.”  Another tender press of his mouth against her cheek.  A caress—there was no mistaking it for anything else.  “Works for me.”

      “Fucker,” she said again.  “Lackey, flunky, stupid fucking pawn!  Did she send you?  Are you the cherry on top?  The sequel?  Part two of that stinking, shitty note?  Go to hell, you cock⁠—”

      Those sharp teeth nipped at the corner of her mouth, and her words died a sudden, violent death.

      “Shut up,” he snarled, and in his voice she heard the same fury she’d seen in his eyes.  His mouth brushed hers as he spoke, and her heart threatened to burst from her chest.  “Just shut the fuck up.”

      Not an order she would have—ordinarily—obeyed.  But something was happening inside her—something treacherous and unexpected and powerful—something she didn’t recognize, didn’t trust, didn’t understand.  Didn’t want.  And he was too still against her. When someone as big and dangerous as he was went that quiet and motionless, an explosion was sure to follow.

      So she shut the fuck up.

      “You think I’m hers?” he gritted, his tone a sharp juxtaposition against the tender press of his mouth.  The difference was jarring.  Because what she heard, and what she felt, were two different things.  That they could coexist…was terrifying.

      “She liked pretty,” Cheyenne told him, hating the heat that lashed through her when her mouth touched his.  “And bullies.”

      A growl rumbled through him and vibrated against her back.  “Not hers.  Not ever.”

      “If you say so.”

      His hold tightened, threatened to break her in two.  “Don’t…push.”

      The words were broken, disjointed, and a violent tremor moved through him.  Paradoxically, it both calmed and scared the shit out of her.  Because he was clearly on the edge—an edge Georgia had been uniquely proficient at pushing people toward, herself included.

      “How did you know?”  His voice was rough, like gravel.  “I haven’t even said her name.”

      “I recognize her stench when I smell it.”  Cheyenne fought to breathe.  “Fucking sulfur.”

      Another rumble.

      “Crushing me,” she hissed.  “Passing out now.”

      His arms loosened, and she gulped in a deep, painful breath.

      “You were her friend,” he said.

      “Once.  No more.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “I don’t give a shit what you believe.” Cheyenne struggled against him, enraged all over again.  “Get off me, you⁠—”

      “Don’t.”  His arms tightened in warning.  His lips whispered against hers.  “No more names.”

      Her teeth ground together.  “Pretty please with sugar on top?”

      “That’s better.”

      She growled.  “What the hell do you want from me?”

      “The truth.”

      “About what?”

      “Why are you here?”

      She didn’t want to answer.  It was none of his damn business, why she was here.  And who was he to ask?  But he wasn’t moving—and he wasn’t going to—and Superman didn’t exist, so she was SOL.  She couldn’t win this altercation.  Not physically.

      “The kid,” she muttered.

      “Of your enemy?”

      “I prefer nemesis.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not?”

      “Don’t fuck with me.”  Another tremor.  “Just tell me.”

      “I can’t.  I don’t know why.  Just…that I couldn’t leave him.”

      “Why not?”

      She shook her head, and the stubble on his jaw stabbed her chin.  She shuddered.  Too close.  Closer than she’d ever allowed anyone.

      “Because he’s me,” she whispered.  “Been there, done that.  Abandoned, alone, totally screwed.  That’s why.”

      “Altruistic of you.”

      She bucked, but he didn’t move.  “I repeat: Go fuck yourself.”

      He nipped her bottom lip, and she started violently, hating him.  Despising the flood of heat pooling in places she’d never paid much attention to. The irrational desire to turn her face just a little more, so that his mouth would press fully against hers.

      Probably snap your fool neck trying.  And you’d deserve it.  Dumbass.

      “How did she know you would come for him?”

      Cheyenne stilled.  Grew cold.  And recognized then that she had no choice.  The truth.  It was all she had.  No matter how personal, how private.  How fucking painful.

      “She knew,” she said, her voice honed to a lethal edge.

      The man above her stilled.  “How?”

      “I can’t have children.”

      His arms tightened again, just a little, and Cheyenne realized she’d revealed far more than she’d intended with those words.  “She knew that?”

      “She made certain of it.”
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      Cheyenne was utterly still beneath him.  Finally.  But it wasn’t a victory.  And it wasn’t surrender.

      It was retreat.  As if the fire had been encased in ice.

      Will’s rage churned, heightening with every round they went.  Her words were frozen, but he heard fucking pain.  Visceral.  Fresh.

      What did she do to you?

      “Tell me,” he rasped and rubbed his jaw against her scar.  Like silk, no matter how ruined.  He hadn’t intended to touch her, not like this.  But the temptation was too great and…it calmed him.  When he teetered on that edge, the feel of her, the smell of her, eased the madness that threatened to unravel him.  And it unnerved her.  Scared her.  He wanted her frightened.  That it sent a stroke of pleasure down his own spine…well.

      It wouldn’t change anything.

      Cheyenne was silent.  No wiggling, no growls, no bucking against him.  He particularly enjoyed the bucking.

      “What happened?”  He nuzzled her temple, her cheek, the tempting lobe of her ear.  He told himself to stop, but the reawakening he’d feared had seduced him, held him in a vice-like grip…and he didn’t want to be free.  Not yet.  “Did she hurt you?”

      Still, nothing.  Shallow breaths, her eyes closed.  Shut down entirely.  So unlike the fierce, volatile woman who’d fought him, his rage grew.

      “Tell me,” he ordered.

      “No.”  Cutting and sharp.  Set in stone.

      He kissed her, a hard press of his mouth against the corner of hers, and was rewarded by the faintest tremor.  A sharp inhalation.  Those deep green eyes flying open to glare at him.

      “You will,” he told her, certain of it.  He would allow nothing less.  But…  “I can wait.”

      She only stared at him.  There was no pretense there, nothing false; those eyes had the ability to strip him bare.  Dangerous.  In ways he’d never imagined.

      “Who the fuck are you?” she demanded.

      There was no reason not to tell her.  He wasn’t hiding in the shadows; he was barging in, both barrels firing.  He wanted whoever had betrayed him to know he was coming.  To understand he had nothing left to lose.  To realize there was nowhere he would not go—nothing he would not do—to find them.  That there was no escape—no matter who that person was revealed to be.  If Cheyenne was part of it, there was no better messenger.

      The kneejerk reaction in his gut said this woman was too raw, too real to be part of something shrouded in such cowardice and greed.  She would not shoot a man in the back—her attack would come from the front.  No less lethal, but unhidden.

      Screaming like a goddamn banshee.

      But Will didn’t trust anyone or anything anymore—least of all his own gut.

      “No screaming and no punching,” he repeated, and helpless to resist, nipped her ear again.  “Promise?”

      She snarled.  She was slight and round and delicate beneath him; that she fought with such strength and ruthlessness spoke volumes about where she’d come from.  What she’d survived.

      Fucking kill you!  Strip your flesh, crush your bones, feed you to fucking pigs!

      The darkness within him stirred at the memory, and he drowned out the words with her scent, pressing his lips to the silken skin of her throat.  He had done that, awoken that terror, exploited it, and he hated who he’d become, a man for whom morality no longer trumped necessity.  He feared it made him no different than those he hunted.  It had not been intentional, merely another threat in his arsenal.  That she’d reacted the way she had…paint the world crimson.

      For her, too.

      He wished they’d met in another time, another place. That they’d had a chance untainted by blood and darkness and hate.

      But it was not meant to be.

      “I’m going to kick your ass seven ways to Sunday,” she grated.

      His heart only beat harder.  He was a man who’d always been attracted to quiet women, those who sat in thoughtful silence, who seduced him with stolen looks and shy smiles.  It made no sense that he wanted nothing more than to strip bare the mouthy, angry, violent woman beneath him and fuck her until neither one of them could walk.

      “Sweet nothings,” he murmured and licked her cheek.

      She shuddered.  Her skin was hot, her cheeks flushed, and he knew he wasn’t alone in his physical reaction to their position.  She was not immune to this anomalous thing that had risen between them.  She was affected, too.  He could see it.  Hear it.  Feel it.  Which only fed his rising hunger.

      “No screaming and no punching,” she gritted.  “Promise.”

      Will had no choice but to trust her.  They had too much to talk about.  And if he stayed on top of her, it wasn’t words they were going to be exchanging.  Still, every cell of his being screamed in protest as he slowly, carefully, lifted himself off her, off the bed entirely—because he didn’t fucking trust himself—and moved to sit in one of the broken down chairs next to the cheap table that sat in front of the window, where the curtains hung partially open.

      Cheyenne flew off the bed like a shot and faced him across it, her hands fisted, her hair a tangled cloud of fire trailing nearly to her hips.  He didn’t remember freeing it.  Her breasts heaved, her nipples hard beneath the black, form-fitting t-shirt she wore.  He stared at them for a long, motionless moment, his blood roaring in his head like a freight train, his fingers twitching against the desire to reach out and⁠—

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she growled in a low, throaty voice that only made him want to push her back down onto the bed and take up where they’d left off.

      “You taste good,” he said.

      “Save it for someone who’s buying,” she snarled.

      “I don’t trust you,” he told her harshly.  “But that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t love to fuck you.”

      He saw the tremor that went through her, the shock that shaped her unique, arresting features.  She hid nothing.

      “Noted,” she said after a moment.  “Now tell me who you are.”

      “Sit.”

      Her brows arched.  She folded her arms over her breasts—and damn it, he almost protested—and stared him down.  “Woof.”

      “I need you to relax,” he said bluntly.  “Your energy affects me.”

      She scowled.  “You’re the reason for my endorphin high—deal with it.”

      “Don’t push,” he said, and she blinked.  She’d heard him the first time he’d said it—those infuriating, broken words, and she’d fucking understood.  She did no less the second, nodding sharply and moving to sit on the far side of the bed, as far away as she could get against the headboard.

      “I want an answer,” she muttered.

      Will took a deep breath and wished his heart would calm the hell down.  His dick, too.  She wasn’t the only one on an adrenaline ride.  “Will Blackheart.”

      “Blackheart.”  A sharp smile curved her mouth.   “Because asshole was taken?”

      He bit back a smile, something she’d almost made him do more than once.  Something he no longer did.  Something he no longer wanted to do.  “Former U.S. Navy SEAL.”

      Her smile faded.  “Former?”

      “Recently retired.”  The acknowledgment of which made his wounds suddenly ache.   “Four tours in Afghanistan, two in Iraq.”

      Which, for some unknown reason, sobered her.

      “What do you want from me, soldier?”

      He didn’t like that.  The distance created by her use of his now meaningless classification.  Compartmentalizing him.  “That’s a loaded question, baby.”

      “Cheyenne,” she bit out.

      A smile flirted with his mouth.  Again.  “Tell me about the last time you saw Georgia Humboldt.”

      “Tell me why a former U.S. Navy SEAL gives a shit.”

      For a long moment, Will only watched her.  Her gaze was steady, her wide mouth set in stubborn demand.  No fidgeting, no looking away, no nerves other than the color that painted her cheeks a delicate rose.

      “She hurt you,” he said.  “What did she do?”

      “This is about you.  Not me.”

      “This is about us.”

      She scoffed.  “There is no us.”

      Which threatened to infuriate him.  Christ, so fucking lost.  “I want to trust you.”  Damn him to hell, it was true.  “I can’t do that if you don’t tell me.”

      “Trust me with what?”

      Another long moment of silence.  He focused on breathing, in and out, in, out.  Struggled to control the churning mix of all she stirred.  He was broken, pieces held together by nothing more than hate and sheer force of will.  If he shattered, he would hurt her.

      “She slaughtered my team and left me to die in the Afghan desert,” he said finally, and the madness that hunted him manifested in his voice, a living, breathing thing he could not pretend was illusion.  “What did she do to you?”

      Silence.  Cheyenne stared at him, color leeching away, her legs curling up in front of her.  She swallowed.

      “I’m sorry,” she said after a moment.  “Georgia was capable of many things.”

      Which did not answer his question.  The desire to throw the table he sat next to through the window gripped him, and he held very still in effort to combat it.  He forced himself to remember her terror—those goddamn screams feed you to fucking pigs!—and understood it was something she would not share without trust, not even if he threatened her.  Georgia had done something heinous to her.  To them both.

      Trust.  He had no choice.  Not even in this.

      “We were readying a weapons cache for pick up,” he continued, his voice flat.  “It was midnight.  A sandstorm overtook us, and we couldn’t see shit.  When she flew in, we thought she was our retrieval unit.  It wasn’t until they started firing that we realized they weren’t friendly.”

      Cheyenne studied him, frowning, and there was something in her eyes he hadn’t expected: compassion.  “What kind of weapons?”

      “Nuclear.”

      “Georgia got her hands on nuclear weapons?”

      “Two dozen dirty bombs.”

      “Holy shite.”  Cheyenne jerked violently, rolled off the bed and began to pace, volatility in motion.  “Georgia had nuclear weapons?  Jesus Christ.  Jesus Christ.”

      “Yes.”

      She swung to a halt and glared at him.  “That girl was a sociopath when she was seven goddamn years old— how the hell did she get into the CIA?  How—no—never mind.  Fucking sociopathic bitch, could have sold sweaters to Satan.”

      He watched her begin to pace again.  “Calm down, baby.”

      “Don’t call me that,” she snapped.

      “You’re agitating me,” he growled, which, amazingly, stopped her in place.

      She eyed him, her gaze narrow, hands on hips.  “PTSD?”

      A term Will despised.  As if anyone could drown in blood and death and body parts and stay whole.  “On good days.”

      For a long moment, she held his gaze, her eyes dark, glinting with something he couldn’t read.  Then she nodded, abruptly.  “Meditation helps.  Hokey, I know.  But it works.”

      “Firsthand experience?” he asked softly and stilled as he waited for her to answer.  She had to give him something.

      “On good days,” she replied with a sharp twist of her mouth.  “How did you survive?”

      “I shouldn’t have.”  Which wasn’t what he’d meant to say.

      Another long, considering look.  “But you did.”

      “They didn’t.”  Christ.  “Look⁠—”

      “There’s no time for survivor’s guilt,” she told him, not unkindly.  “Where are the weapons now?”

      “That’s what I came to ask you.”

      “Me?”  A harsh laugh escaped her.  “I haven’t spoken to Georgia since I was fifteen years old.  I don’t have any clue where they are.”

      He only stared at her, unable to accept her at face value.  He couldn’t.  She was all he had.

      “Seriously?” she demanded.  “You really think I’m stashing a semi-nuclear weapons cache in my barn?”

      “Anything is possible.”

      “Not that.  Sorry to disappoint, but I don’t have them.”  She strode over to where her pack and the envelope she’d been carrying lay on the floor and picked up the envelope, ripped it open and emptied its contents onto the bed.  “This is what Jones gave me.”  She began to rifle through it.  “Keys, documents, blah-blah-blah….”

      Will watched her, his pulse thrumming in his throat.  She was white heat, warm, vibrant, outraged energy and goddamn him, he could see no ruse.  No threat.

      So fucked.

      And then something she’d said came back to him.  Part two of that stinking, shitty note⁠—

      “What note?” he demanded and stood.

      “Note?”  She frowned at him.  “What note?”

      “‘That stinking, shitty note,’” he quoted softly and stepped toward her.

      Something in his voice must have set her alarms off, because she hopped over the bed, to the other side, and her hand went to the pocket of her cargo pants.

      “Down, boy,” she said in a hard voice.  “Don’t make me hurt you.”

      Will smiled, but it was nothing pleasant or warm.

      She leaned down to pick through the pile on the bed.  She found a folded letter and thrust it at him.

      “Go to goddamn town,” she told him.

      He pulled it from her hand.  Scars streaked her fingers and twisted up her arm, a flow almost fluid in design.  He hadn’t even noticed them.

      “Rude,” she muttered.

      He might have been properly chastised if the thoughts that flooded him didn’t involve stripping her so he could inspect all of her scars.  He said nothing and opened the letter.

      I knew you would come.  Soft and stupid and weak.  You’ll always be her.

      Good luck staying alive.

      “Can you hear her cackling?” Cheyenne snorted.  “I can hear her cackling.”

      Will stared down at the neatly scripted words, and for a moment, rage held him motionless.  Then he crushed the letter in his hand and looked up at her.

      “The boy,” he said.  “The boy must know.”

      Cheyenne stared at him.  She straightened slowly, squared her shoulders and took a stance he instantly recognized.  It was the same one she’d taken that afternoon, before she’d laid him out in front of two-dozen people and three car rental agents.  He opened his mouth, but she cut him off, energy radiating from her in electric pulses that speared through him like live current.

      “Don’t you even think about it,” she warned in a low voice, her anger vibrating between them.  “Not for an instant.  You are not going to interrogate a ten-year-old boy for his mother’s crimes.”

      “Nuclear weapons,” he grated, tearing the paper he held into pieces.  “If he knows⁠—”

      “I will find out what he does or does not know.”

      “Not good enough.”

      “Get out.”

      Will took a step, but she was amazingly fast.  Before he could catch her, she was on top of the bed, snapping a steel baton to its full length and holding it before her in a grip that told him she knew exactly how to use it.

      “Cheyenne—”

      “Out.  Now.  We’re done.”

      “No,” he said instantly.  “We aren’t.”

      “I will beat the ever-loving fuck out of you if you make me,” she told him, her voice steady, the look in her eye leaving no doubt she meant it.  “You surprised me once.  It won’t happen again.”

      In that moment, all he wanted to do was break that damned baton, pull her beneath him, and ease both their furies.

      Not meant to be.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” he warned. “I have to talk to him.”

      “He’s ten—what can he know?”

      “Everyone was her pawn.  Even him.”

      She said nothing, because she couldn’t.  They both knew it was true.

      “I won’t hurt him,” Will told her quietly.  “I just want to talk to him.”

      “Get out,” she said again.  “Now.”

      He watched her where she stood, armed and dangerous in the middle of the sagging mattress, her boots crushing the ugly blue bedspread, so tempted to go another round that his cock leapt at the thought.

      “This isn’t over,” he told her softly, but he turned and strode toward the door.  A good soldier knew when to bide his time and when to push on.

      Patience.  More fucking patience.

      He wrenched open the door and shot her a smoldering look over his shoulder, taking one last look at the woman who was as much a warrior as anyone he’d ever met.  “Until next time, baby.”
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