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Takeover—One Last Chance for Humanity

SINCE THE ANNOUNCEMENT OF UNBOUNDED existence, the mortal world has quickly polarized. One faction wants all Unbounded—Renegade and Emporium—dead. Others worship them as gods who have come to save the world and bring it immortality. The tension between these groups is ready to explode.

Meanwhile, the Emporium has a new player, one who has upped the stakes in the battle for humanity. Many innocent mortals are sacrificed as the Emporium Triad grabs for control.

As Erin Radkey, Ritter Langton, and their Renegade allies struggle to stay one step ahead of the enemy, their increasing abilities are tested to the limit—as is their trust in each other. They have only one chance to change the game, to save humanity. A desperate plan that requires an ultimate price no one can bear to pay.

But everything is not always what it seems, especially in the world of the Unbounded.


To my readers, who have been so kind to spend a little time in my world and who have given me so much encouragement. Writing is like breathing to me, and the support of people like you, allows me to share my imaginings. I couldn’t ask for more! I plan to have many more stories to share and journeys to complete together.
I
Hope
you’ll
come
along.
THANK YOU!
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THE CLICK OF MY RED stilettos echoed faintly in the long hallway. The ridiculous shoes were completely unnecessary, in my opinion, but Stella was in charge of disguises, and she’d insisted.

“We want the guards looking at you, Erin, not at your credentials,” she’d said, grinning as I tried to balance on what felt like stilts. I comforted myself with the very real possibility of using the pointed heels as a weapon.

Stella was right. The guards’ eyes had been too busy with the curves of my legs under my tight skirt to do more than barely glance at my Homeland Security ID. A good thing, since the identification wasn’t real. They should have called to verify, even though the main office had advised them of our upcoming arrival. Just in case they did check, Stella had tapped into their communications network and was ready to give them the fake approval code she’d provided when she’d set up the meeting yesterday.

I was more worried about running into an Emporium hit team than dealing with Homeland Security. Compared to the Emporium, getting the best of the US government was child’s play.

We’d known we would have to pass through a full-body scanner when we’d entered this secret facility outside Dallas, so the weapons and communication devices we carried were disguised as ordinary items.

Not to mention my shoes.

If the Emporium showed up, Ritter, Dimitri, and I might need everything we’d brought to break Shadrach Azima out of here. He was a traitor to us, but leaving him in captivity any longer, now that he was finally out of Islamic hands, wasn’t an option. He was still a Renegade, and we wouldn’t leave him for the Emporium or the American government to experiment on.

Dimitri, our healer, was dressed as an aging, gray-haired doctor, complete with a white lab coat, a stethoscope, and a medical bag in hand. I didn’t personally know any medical employees who wore white coats into a facility, rather than donning them there, but again Stella had insisted. The broad, normally dark-haired man fit easily into the role, and the guards had given even less attention to his forged credentials as a world-renowned geneticist than mine. At over a thousand years old, Dimitri had forgotten more about medicine than mortal doctors had time to learn.

Only Ritter, unconvincing in his nerdy, Clark Kent glasses and his long-sleeved, white dress shirt buttoned far too high, caused the Homeland Security agents nervousness. He towered over everyone, moving with an animal-like stealth. His longish dark hair was hidden under a light brown wig that slicked back behind his ears, and his black eyes were now blue with special contacts, all of which was supposed to hide his real identity but still couldn’t mask the killer inside. This was probably why the guard accompanying us down the hallway tracked Ritter with an alert expression and his hand close to his weapon.

“Their ability to heal is miraculous,” said our guide, Dr. Tina Hartley, a middle-aged woman in a white lab coat similar to Dimitri’s. Her rich, brown hair was pulled into a thick bun at the base of her neck and was her one great beauty. Nothing else about her stood out—except her thoughts. In the mass of whirling emotions that filled her brain, she wondered if our visit would set her schedule back far enough that she would be allowed to work overtime. If so, she’d use the extra money to put toward her dream trip to Paris, where she’d meet a sexy man who wouldn’t scorn her three college degrees and would write her poetry and run his fingers through her hair. The man in her thoughts looked a lot like Ritter, minus the shirt and glasses. Her imagination of him shirtless didn’t begin to approach reality.

“I’ve read the reports,” I said, though I hadn’t—not the real ones. Despite Stella’s technopathic abilities, we hadn’t been able to hack into the reports, which weren’t kept on any network connecting to the outside. Our Renegade cell’s alliance with the US president had allowed us access to the official reports he’d received, but a note smuggled out of this facility had proven our suspicions that the president wasn’t being told the entire story.

Either that or we were being set up—which could very well be the case. Our enemy, the Emporium, was as eager to get their hands on us as they would be to retrieve the so-called “patients” who were detained at this facility. Three months ago in mid-January, the president’s announcement of Unbounded existence rocked the world, and things had been heating up ever since. We’d need to work harder to make sure the Emporium didn’t end up on top when the dust finally settled. Succeeding was the only way Renegades could save mortals and humanity.

The doctor arched a brow, nothing of her scattered thoughts showing in her face. “The reports are not exaggerated. In the two weeks they’ve been here, they’ve pretty much decimated everything any of us know about medicine.” Her voice took on a note of excitement. “They might even be the key to the problem of aging.”

I glanced at Dimitri, whose only reaction was a slight pursing of his lips. His centuries-long study of the Unbounded gene had yielded no result in making mortals Unbounded. Theoretically, mortals who were direct descendants of Unbounded and had enough of the unique code in their genes could Change with scientific manipulation. But the theory had thus far remained unrealized, and other Unbounded researchers, also gifted in healing, agreed that mortals would remain just that—mortal.

“Good thing they live so long,” I said, making my voice cold. “Plenty of time to figure it out.”

“Yes. Two thousand years, and they age only two years for every century. It really is amazing.” Hartley paused before a set of double doors in the hallway, swiping a card through a reader. “We have you scheduled with the Iranian, as requested. We’ve turned off the sound recordings, but we will, of course, leave video on during your interrogation.” She pushed open one of the doors and motioned us into yet another generic corridor.

“Of course.” I didn’t for a minute believe they weren’t recording, not after faking the reports to the president. At least Stella’s faked request from Homeland Security to interview the Iranian could not be ignored. This facility was maintained by Homeland Security, and Homeland supposedly had oversight of the work these doctors had conducted this past month since retrieving the Unbounded detainees from the Moroccan government.

“Iranian, American, Russian,” Dimitri said with indifference. “Doesn’t matter to me. I’m just interested in examining any of them.”

Hartley’s eyes strayed to Dimitri. “With all your research into human mutation, I expect you are especially interested in their limb regrowth and how we might transfer that ability to the general population.”

Dimitri nodded and smiled. “Yes, indeed. I understand that all of them fully regenerated after the explosion in Morocco.”

“They did regenerate beautifully. However, we have seen the need to experiment further.”

A rush of silent emotion from Ritter caught me by surprise. His control was generally tight, even with our usual mental connection, but I understood the lapse because I shared his anger. We were accustomed to the Emporium Unbounded experimenting on other Unbounded, but this was the first time mortals were involved. Previously, Hunters, castoff descendants of the Emporium, were the only mortals aware of us, and they tended toward brief torture followed by hasty execution rather than experimentation and prolonged agony.

“Oh?” Dimitri’s excitement sounded real. “Do you have a regrowth in progress now?”

Dr. Hartley shook her head. “Not at present. However, while you interview the Iranian for whatever information you feel he is withholding, I will talk to my supervisor. He might be able to arrange something for today.” She gave him a smile that made her face slightly more attractive, but her mind registered guilt. Hartley may believe experimentation was necessary, but the morality behind it was another story.

“I don’t believe I read about any regeneration experiments,” I said.

“Some of our regenerations may not have been adequately detailed in the current reports,” Hartley explained. “We have to be sure what we’re seeing isn’t just a fluke. So, naturally, we’re repeating some experiments before we report our findings.”

Someone was obviously keeping secrets about what was going on in this facility. No wonder Shadrach had been desperate enough to contact us. I only hoped the additional information he’d hinted about in his message was real and not a lie he’d concocted to make us come for him faster.

The doctor regarded me with expectant eyes, so I said, “I’m sure our superiors at Homeland Security would be grateful for a firsthand account of regeneration.” Our superiors, meaning hers and mine. “That’s why we employed Dr. Jude”—I dipped my head toward Dimitri—“to conduct his own brief examination of the patient and to give his opinion on the progress here. Anything you can do to facilitate that will be appreciated. Even if it takes us all evening.”

Hartley’s smile widened, and I didn’t have to push to see the dollar signs in her mind. She thought her trip to Paris was almost a done deal, but after today, I could at least guarantee that she wouldn’t be fantasizing about Ritter. She might even lose her job.

Pausing before the single door, Hartley swiped her key card again and pushed down on the handle, this time preceding us but stopping just inside the room, blocking our entry and our view of the occupant. “Hello, Mr. Azima,” she called. “I hope now is a good time for the interview. The visitors I told you about yesterday have arrived.”

Interview not interrogation—apparently the doctor knew how to spin a story.

“Would it matter if I said no?” Shadrach’s English held more than a hint of accent, which told me he was under great stress. After four hundred years, he spoke many languages flawlessly.

My mind reached out to Shadrach’s, but his barriers were in place, and much stronger than any I’d seen in a non-sensing Unbounded except for Ritter and Dimitri. No use expending energy to get through it—not yet.

“Now, now, Mr. Azima.” Dr. Hartley gave an amused chuckle, and I felt irritated more by her patronizing tone than I had by her fantasies of Ritter. “You know what we’re doing here is for the good of all.”

“The same has been said throughout history by all those who use human suffering to their advantage,” Shadrach replied without emotion.

Hartley stiffened and more guilt filled her mind, but Shadrach’s tone became conciliatory. “Never mind, dear. Of course I’ll see them. I know you are just doing your job.”

Dr. Hartley turned to us, her smile now fake, her eyes narrowed and upset. “Please, come in.” She stepped farther into the room, holding the door open with one hand as we filed inside. The guard waited in the hallway. Ritter placed his hand next to Hartley’s, giving her a smile to indicate that he’d hold the door. Hartley was so entranced, she didn’t glance twice at his hand or see what looked like a piece of gray eraser that he pressed under the control pad outside the door.

Shadrach stood in front of a new-looking leather couch, his feet shoulder length apart, his arms hanging loosely at his sides. I’d expected to find him abused and underweight. But he was much as we’d seen him last—physically in his late thirties, more beautiful than handsome, and elegant with straight dark hair, deep brown eyes, and a sensuous mouth. His dark skin had a healthy glow that stood out clearly from the drab green scrubs he was wearing. Only in his eyes did I see a hardness that hadn’t existed before, a hardness that four centuries hadn’t succeeded in placing there before now. How much of his suffering came from witnessing his mortal son’s murder by the Emporium in Morocco and how much derived from his internment here, I might never know.

He showed no signs of recognition, except for meeting Dimitri’s eyes a fraction of a second longer than a stranger might. Shadrach was also a healer, and the two men had worked together in Africa years ago. Shadrach was one of the best, Dimitri had told me. Being a guinea pig for procedures that were far behind Unbounded advancements must have been particularly trying for the Iranian.

“Hello, Mr. Azima,” I said for Dr. Hartley’s benefit. “Thank you for meeting with us. I hope this won’t take long, but the government does have a few questions about your involvement with the events in Morocco.”

He sighed without meeting my gaze. “I don’t suppose they’ll ever get tired of asking, but my answers won’t change. I had nothing to do with the attempt to sell plutonium to insurgents in my country.”

That wasn’t exactly true because Shadrach had tried to trade the recovered plutonium to the Emporium for his son’s life. In true Emporium fashion, they’d murdered the son anyway. No thanks to Shadrach, we’d still managed to retrieve the package and save millions of lives.

“Well, enjoy your visit,” Hartley chirped. “I’ll come back when you give the signal to the camera.” She indicated the guard. “Let Murphy know if you need any help. He’ll be waiting in the corridor.” She nodded at us, her eyes lingering too long on Ritter before escaping into the hallway.

For a brief moment, as the door closed between us, I felt a surge of unease, knowing that we were locked inside that room every bit as much as Shadrach had been for the past month.

Ritter went right to work, opening the laptop he carried. The device was supposed to record our interrogation but would actually connect wirelessly to the camera in the corner of the room. This would allow Stella, who was at our safe house in San Diego, to remotely follow the wires back to the computer and access not only that camera but the entire security system located on their internal network. Fortunately, this was the US government we were infiltrating, not the more advanced Emporium, so we’d been able to ascertain what technology they were using and didn’t need to plug one of Stella’s devices physically into their network. The laptop would suffice, but it would take some time.

Dimitri had already approached Shadrach, and both men were now seated on the couch, Dimitri listening to Shadrach’s heart with his stethoscope. In reality, it was the hand on Shadrach’s back that was doing the real work. Dimitri would be using his ability to see into Shadrach’s body, to trace every vein and feel every organ.

I allowed my gaze to wander over the room, or suite, actually. On the wall was a flat screen television, and past this a bed sat next to a set of weights. A small kitchenette nestled in the far back corner, and the single door there must lead to a bathroom. Everything appeared clean and new.

Shadrach followed my gaze. “They let us into a common area twice a day to interact with each other.”

“You mean the other patients?” I wanted to say Emporium agents, but I was sure the doctors were still recording.

“Prisoners,” Shadrach corrected, distaste radiating from the word. He didn’t say more, yet as he met my gaze, I saw recognition there. He knew me underneath the putty, the brunette wig, and the shiny red lipstick. He’d helped me once, healing my exhaustion when I’d needed rest, and despite his betrayal, I cared for Shadrach Azima. Trying to save his mortal son was a goal I understood, even if he’d let his desperation endanger us all. He should have known the Emporium better, that they wouldn’t reward him as promised. Then there was the whole argument of whether or not the life of his son balanced out eight million lives being targeted in Israel. Or far, far more lives. Because the Emporium would not rest until they had complete control, no matter how many mortals died. Like Shadrach’s son, mortals were only a subspecies to them. Expendable.

“Okay.” Ritter stepped closer to the couch, placing the laptop on the coffee table. “It’s working. You can talk freely now. Stella has control over the cameras and the sound.”

Apparently satisfied with his examination of Shadrach, Dimitri shook out earbuds from a container in his medical bag and handed one to each of us. They looked like replacement tips for his stethoscope but in reality would connect us to Oliver, who was outside waiting for us in the van. I didn’t actually need the earbud because I could use my ability to communicate directly to his mind, but Oliver hated me in his head, and I had to admit that his self-centered mental world was not one I had the least interest in visiting. Besides, if the Emporium happened to be near, it paid to keep our mental shields in place.

“This is the plan,” Ritter continued for Shadrach’s benefit. “There’s a ventilation shaft in the hallway off the kitchen here, so we just have to make it there and follow the path to the roof. We’ve already dropped equipment there that will allow us to rappel down the building. Then it’s only a matter of making it to the breach in the fence that we prepared last night. With Stella controlling the cameras, it should be easy to avoid being spotted. Your door lock is completely self-contained, but we have plans for that.”

There was a touch of frustration in Ritter’s manner at the simplicity of the plan, though he’d been responsible for the details. The Unbounded gene in our bodies made it so we preferred a head-on confrontation, and for someone with the combat ability like Ritter, skulking around in ventilation shafts went against all instinct. But he’d stick to the plan. Because getting Shadrach to safety and finding out what he knew was the most important thing. We might still run into problems, even with Ritter’s close attention to detail, and that’s why there were three of us—in case something went wrong.

“No,” Shadrach said, his sharp tone stopping Ritter in mid-stride to the locked door. “We can’t. Not yet.”

I arched a brow. “Hey, you’re the one who contacted us. Remember that cryptic email sent to our bogus chat group?”

“I meant we can’t leave without the others,” he said, coming to his feet.

We all stared. “You mean the Emporium agents? The people who tried to kill us in Morocco?” The people who murdered your son. But I didn’t say that last part aloud.

“We can’t leave them.” Shadrach shook his head, his face looking suddenly ill. “You don’t know what it’s like here. They cut off my arm last week just to see how long it took to grow back. They put out one guy’s eye. Oh, they’re kind enough to give us morphine. Except for the guy they electrocuted to death. Yes, electrocuted. The guy they froze also didn’t have any painkillers. They wanted to test his tolerance for cold.” Shadrach swallowed noisily in the abrupt silence. “Those are only the highlights. They’re far worse than the Moroccans—and they were nasty enough.”

“Their people will come for them.” Ritter’s jaw clenched and unclenched like his fists.

“That’s right. They will—and they’ll murder every mortal here. But the doctors and staff are only under orders, for the most part, and they don’t deserve that.” Shadrach’s dark eyes went to Dimitri in appeal. “In the past three months since the explosion on that rooftop, I’ve done what I can to help the Emporium agents heal, to ease their pain. They trust me, and since the announcement, they’re different. They want to live in peace. They don’t want to return to the Emporium.”

“I find that hard to believe,” Ritter said. “Maybe you have some other reason to want us to help them.”

Shadrach grimaced. “I know what you think of me, and maybe I was wrong in Morocco—”

“You almost got us killed!” Ritter didn’t take a step toward him, but the fury in his face made Shadrach step back until his calves hit the couch.

“I know,” Shadrach said, his voice strangled. “But you’re going to have to trust me on this one. Because you’re not going to leave me here, so either you drag me kicking and screaming or you take them too.”

The veins in Ritter’s neck bulged. “Believe me, I won’t have to take you screaming.” For an instant, I thought Ritter was going to punch the healer out and throw him over his shoulder. I’d probably help him.

Dimitri stepped in. “Let’s hear him out.”

“Okay,” I answered for Ritter, giving him time to calm down. “We’ll listen. But we’re going to make the final decision, Shadrach. Not you.”

“Agreed,” he said.

Ritter’s fists relaxed. “This could be a plan on their part. Did you think of that?”

Shadrach scrubbed a hand over his face and into his black hair, causing it to fall out of place. “If so, it’s an elaborate plan that started back in Morocco. Two of these agents hate the Emporium as much as I do, and the other has listened to us. I won’t pretend that their courage doesn’t come mostly from knowing Delia Vesey is dead. The fact that she can’t hurt them or their families anymore if they don’t do what she orders was a huge factor in their decision.” He paused before adding, “Vesey caused some damages—perhaps permanent—in one man’s mind, the one who took convincing. I fixed what I could, but he’s not all there in the logic department. Reality is hard for him to understand. But the others, I’m sure of.”

Now he made a direct appeal to Ritter. “They know where the Emporium strongholds are, at least five of them. The major ones. They’re willing to share that information with us.”

Ritter’s head swung toward Dimitri and they shared a long, silent stare. I knew what it would mean to locate Emporium headquarters. They’d recently relocated many of their safe houses after we’d obtained intel on the locations from a thumb drive recovered in Mexico, and since then we’d made little headway on tracking their whereabouts. This intel could prove invaluable.

Shadrach’s eyes fixed on me. “Erin can see that I’m telling the truth.” The shield around his mind dropped—an invitation I immediately accepted. In the representation I created of his conscious mind, I stood on a sort of stage, and his thoughts fell from the darkness above me in a stream of what looked like sand, curving downward and disappearing again into the darkness at hip level. Each grain of sand represented a thought or memory, past or present. I would only see thoughts he was currently pondering or memories he recalled as I studied him, but it would be enough to get a feel about his truthfulness.

I stared deeper, more interested in searching for Emporium traps—the mental constructs Delia Vesey, a former Emporium Triad leader, had been so good at placing in people’s minds. Mental traps could be fatal for the person carrying them and for any sensing Unbounded attempting to repair the damage. Delia’s assistant had survived the encounter in Morocco, so he could have planted something in Shadrach’s mind, and the Emporium had at least a few other sensing Unbounded, if the rumors were true. But Shadrach’s mind was clean. Not a hint of Emporium meddling—or prefabrication on Shadrach’s part. He believed what he was saying.

“He’s telling the truth,” I said, “and I don’t see any Emporium constructs in his mind.”

Ritter nodded once, his face grim. “Then we’ll do it.” His surface emotions radiated determination, but his mental shield was otherwise strong.

“Wait, wait, wait!” Oliver said in my earbud. “Are you guys sure about this? Because that’s going to take longer, and I kind of feel like a sitting duck all alone out here in the van.”

“Aren’t you masking it?” I asked. His ability of illusion was the reason we’d let him come with us at all. Because while Oliver was a genius, his arrogance made us all pretty much want to kill him.

“Well, it was a fruit stand for a while, but people stopped and tried to buy some.” He groaned. “I had to make the fruit appear moldy to get them to leave.”

I bit my lip “So put up a closed sign!”

“Right.”

Trust Oliver to take such pride in his illusions that his fake fruits looked and smelled great enough to make people stop to buy them even in this manufacturing area.

I caught a glimpse of irritation on Ritter’s face before he said to Oliver, “We may need a distraction at the front of the building. Something with a lot of fireworks. Be prepared. And have Stella extend her satellite surveillance to a radius of three streets in case the Emporium decides to join our party. I want to know if there’s anything unusual.”

“Will do,” Oliver said, sounding chastised. He didn’t have a lot of respect for the rest of us, but his admiration of Ritter was almost as irritating as his know-it-all attitude. “The satellite we tasked here did go down for a few minutes. Could have been someone hacking our feed, but it’s back up and running perfectly now, and we’ve detected no unusual activity so far.”

“No other fruit stands?” Dimitri asked, a hint of a smile in his voice.

Oliver took offense at his gentle jibe. “As a matter of fact, there is a defunct one. That’s what gave me the idea. There’s an orchard only two miles from here, so it’s completely logical for a fruit stand to be in this area.”

“I was sure you had a reason, but that’s good to know.” Dimitri had more patience with Oliver than the rest of us. Probably because he considered himself the father of our cell.

Biologically speaking, Dimitri was my father, but I’d only known him since my Change just over seven months ago. I’d come to terms with my uncertain beginning, and while I still considered the man who raised me to be my real father, Dimitri and I were closer in many ways.

Shadrach shifted nervously, his eyes going to the door. “So what now?”

Ritter’s eyes narrowed at the healer. “Now we try not to get killed.”
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“DO YOU KNOW WHERE THE other men are located?” Ritter strode to the computer and brought up a map of the facility.

“Yes.” Shadrach hurried over to Ritter, but his movements were regal, and I could easily imagine him in bright ceremonial robes, surrounded by women wearing burkas.

Shadrach showed us all the rooms where the other prisoners should be located. Two were in this corridor, but the third was apparently kept near the common rooms where they ate meals and conversed until the guards forced them back to their solitary quarters. That is, if the doctors’ experiments permitted them to leave their rooms at all.

“We haven’t seen one guy—Bedřich—for three days,” Shadrach said. “Usually, that’s as long as they keep us away.”

Dimitri nodded. “Most casual regenerations can be completed in that time. Are they using a form of curequick?” That was our name for a mixture containing a heavy amount of sugar and proteins reduced to their most usable form. This mixture gave our bodies enough nutrition to speed up recovery by as much as five times. It was also addictive to us.

“Oh, yeah. Someone spilled that little piece of information the first week in Morocco.” Shadrach made a face. “Can’t blame them, though. We thought we were helping ourselves recover. We had no idea the doctors there would use the information to increase the frequency of their experiments. The supervising doctor here is even worse.”

Dimitri stared at the screen, the tightening of his lips the only sign of his disapproval at the treatment. “We could stall until dinner and they’re all in the common room.”

“They have a guard there for each of us and a couple extra in the hall,” Shadrach said. “It’d be a mess.”

Ritter studied the map a few more seconds, committing it to memory. Combat Unbounded could remember plans and layouts and maps better than the average Unbounded. Unless I channeled his ability, I couldn’t begin to approach his accuracy.

Ritter began typing on the keys. “Stella can control the feed from the security cameras, and there’s only the one guard in this corridor, so getting to the first two prisoners without being seen won’t be a problem. Unfortunately, Stella just sent a message saying that the corridors near the commons room have at least a half dozen people wandering around.” He glanced at Dimitri. “You’ll have to get the first two Emporium agents and Shadrach into the ventilation shaft while Erin and I go after the third one.”

As Dimitri nodded, Ritter added, “We’ll try to join you, but we might have to find another way out. I’ll let you know if we need Oliver’s distraction. You may have to coordinate that.”

“He’ll be ready.” Dimitri sounded sure.

“Hey, guys, I’m still here,” came Oliver’s voice through the earbuds. “I can hear you. Of course I’ll be ready.” Everyone ignored him.

“Let’s go.” Ritter tapped a few more keys. “Once they come in here and someone presses a key on this computer, we’ll have only two minutes before it self-destructs. Then we’ll be live to the cameras again. It’ll send a beep to our earbuds if we’re in range when that happens.”

Dimitri took out what appeared to be two inhalers from his medical bag and started toward the door. Several long sprays from each covered the lock in frost. Ritter put a hand in his pocket, and a surprisingly loud explosion sent the pieces of the doorknob to the floor. The next instant, Ritter pulled the door open and dragged the guard into the room.

“W-wha—” The guard struggled to reach his gun, but Ritter held him too tightly. The guard’s confusion ended as Dimitri jabbed the end of a sleep dart into his neck. Ritter lowered the limp man to the carpet and then relieved him of his weapon and holster.

“All clear,” I said, peering into the hallway.

We hurried, sprinting to the next door where the first Emporium agent was being held. Ritter flattened the last of his explosive on the control pad, a thin wire sticking out of the gray material.

“Only one person inside?” Ritter asked me.

“Yes.” My ability to sense life forces wasn’t fettered by walls. I couldn’t tell if the person was Unbounded unless I could actually see him with my eyes, but the life force behind the door was blocking thoughts, which made the glow dimmer than the mortals we’d met here so far. Mortals could learn to block, but until they knew about our abilities, those here wouldn’t have reason to. I was almost certain the person behind the door was Unbounded.

Dimitri used the rest of the spray in the small bottles to aid the destruction, but even after the detonation, Ritter still had to slam his foot into the door to force it open.

Inside, the Emporium agent was standing in a room identical to Shadrach’s. He held a lamp in his hand, a frozen expression of dread etched on his face. Big as Ritter, but blond and pale, he looked vaguely familiar to me from Morocco, though far less imposing holding a lamp instead of a gun.

Shadrach pushed past us. “Come, Fenton,” he said. “Now is your chance. We’re leaving.”

“Wait.” I forced my mind against the Emporium agent’s shield. “You know what this means, leaving with us this way, don’t you?” Betraying the Emporium, I meant.

“Oh, I know.” The man’s jaw worked as he carefully set down the lamp.

Ah, there was the emotional crack I’d been waiting for. So much easier than breaking down a shield with no flaw. Gathering my energy, I forced my way inside his mind—just in time to see the hatred there. Not toward us but hatred of the Emporium who had ruled him for over a hundred years. Always promising advancements yet never quite delivering. Telling him he was a god to the lowly mortals, then treating him the same as the mortal guards.

His thoughts rushed at me, and I took them in as if they were my own. He didn’t love the Renegades or mortals, but he was tired of working for the Emporium, of being their pawn in a war he no longer believed in. He wanted to find his own path—away from the killing and the intrigue.

I didn’t blame him one bit. I longed for peace myself. For things to settle down. For Ritter and me to think about our future. Maybe even to consider that family he wanted so badly.

I nodded at Ritter, meeting his intent gaze, and the tension in his body eased. “Move,” he said to Fenton. “If you try anything, I won’t hesitate to kill you.”

Fenton sneered in response. “I would expect no less from you.”

Ritter smirked, apparently finding it amusing Fenton had seen through his disguise and that his reputation had preceded him. Of course, most Emporium agents we ran into knew exactly who our prominent Renegades were—they studied us every bit as much as we studied them, and there were far fewer of us.

“Nobody is going to kill anyone!” Shadrach insisted.

Ritter took the lead, and I kept close to him. Shadrach and Fenton were in the middle, with Dimitri bringing up the rear, presumably to watch out for guards but more to keep an eye on Fenton.

“One life force,” I confirmed for Ritter as we reached the next door. “How are we getting inside this one?”

His smile was almost tender. “Acid.”

Dimitri was already taking out two more bottles. He handed one to Ritter, and they began spraying. The plastic buttons melted instantly, the metal soon beginning to run. These weren’t ordinary acids, I knew, but something our scientist, Cort Bagley, had concocted.

Even after the bottles were emptied, it still wasn’t enough. “What now?” Shadrach asked.

Ritter’s hand went briefly to the guard’s gun, but it didn’t have a silencer, and we needed to save it as a last resort, especially since we had one more door to get through. “We do it the old-fashioned way.” Taking several steps back, he ran at the door, slamming his shoulder into it. The door buckled slightly, but it didn’t give. One more thrust and something in the weakened lock shattered. The door banged opened.

A woman jumped at us, a knife in her hand. Ritter sidestepped, his ability warning him of danger as the blade plunged toward him. He spun around, the guard’s pistol in his hand.

“Eden, stop!” Shadrach ordered. “They’re with me.”

Her hand was already in motion, almost a blur that told me her ability was combat like Ritter, like most Emporium agents, but she stopped every bit as fast. Her breath left in a whoosh. She looked at us with wild eyes, her many freckles standing out in her pale face.

I’d used her distraction to push past her shields—not that much effort was required in her case. Eden was a beaten woman, one who’d lost nearly everyone she’d ever loved, including the grown daughter who hadn’t Changed and who had been sent on a mission by the Emporium last year to seduce an intern at a hospital and steal their records. Her mission had supposedly ended in a shootout with police, but Eden learned her death had actually been caused by an Emporium sniper. She had another daughter growing up in an adoptive family where Eden had erroneously thought to place her out of Delia’s reach. Instead, the child had been threatened and her existence used to coerce Eden. Oh, yes, she had good reason to hate the Emporium. Now, with Delia no longer threatening the child’s safety, Eden wanted her freedom from all Unbounded. Her biggest hope was not that her daughter would Change, but that she would never know of her Unbounded connection.

The sadness in Eden’s heart ate at me. I’d known Unbounded who’d left families, often faking their own deaths in order to keep those they loved out of the ongoing struggle between the Emporium and Renegades over the future of humanity. I personally hadn’t made that choice, but it had cost my grandmother’s life and nearly my father’s. Now I had to go to great subterfuge each time I visited my parents. My mortal older brother and his two children, who lived with our Renegade cell, were in constant danger if they left our Fortress in San Diego. It was a tough balance, and I still wasn’t sure I’d made the right choice.

I met Ritter’s eyes, but he already knew I approved Eden. The emotional connection that some sensing Unbounded shared with their chosen mate often traveled beyond any mental barrier.

Ritter put out his hand for her knife, and Eden reluctantly gave it to him. I saw that she’d stolen the pocketknife from a guard when she’d pretended to come on to him. She’d been rebuffed—smart, since the cameras were always rolling—but no one had picked up on her sleight of hand.

Unlike most Unbounded I’d met, Eden was striking in a way that wasn’t typical. Her myriad freckles, upturned nose, and full head of brown hair would have made her cute as a mortal, rather than gorgeously sexy, but the confidence of the Unbounded gene increased her certain something to make the unusualness compelling. Cuteness times ten. Hard to believe that she’d probably killed dozens of people for the Emporium.

“Let’s go.” This time I was the one to make the call. I didn’t want to think about Eden or her daughters. The Emporium had caused so much heartache, but it didn’t seem to affect their overall plan. Rarely did agents rebel, and the few that changed sides were on a kill list. Eden might be choosing us now, but if we didn’t win this war, she’d become another victim.

At the end of the corridor, instead of splitting up, Ritter insisted on accompanying Dimitri and the others to the air shaft outside the kitchen. Two brightly glowing life forces called my attention, and I sent everyone back around the bend when two women approached from another direction.

We flattened ourselves against the wall as I peered through the two women’s eyes and experienced their emotions. With unblocking mortals, it was more a matter of letting them past my shields than breaking into their minds. Their thoughts screamed out at me, as did their conversation. One looked much like Hartley in her white doctor’s coat while the other wore a hairnet. They were talking about food.

“Just two milliliters in Fenton and Shadrach’s food at dinner tonight,” the doctor was saying.

The cook stopped in front of a door leading to the kitchen, her big hand closing around a bottle the doctor handed her. “What is it?” Suspicion filled her mind. She didn’t like this doctor or working here, but she needed the money to support herself and her disabled husband.

“Nothing you need to concern yourself with. Just a test we need to conduct without their knowing.” The doctor’s mind told me that the neurotoxin would cause death within twenty-four hours in a regular mortal. An agonizing death as the toxins attacked nerves and caused paralysis, slowly shutting down all the organs in the body. There was no known antidote.

The cook was silently considering not placing the liquid in the food, but she knew she’d end up doing it because she had no choice. The doctors with their tests would know if she didn’t. “All right. But if it tastes nasty, they’ll know.”

“Don’t worry. We’ve made sure it’s undetectable.”

Poison wouldn’t kill Unbounded, but the idea that the doctor would use it made me furious. And vindictive.

The cook opened the door to the kitchen and went inside, while the doctor continued down the hall in our direction. I moved past Ritter and met her as she came around the bend. Her eyes widened, taking in me and my companions with a single sweep. Panic filled her face, and she started to turn.

I debated sending a burst to the doctor’s unprotected mind, but Ritter would disapprove of wasting energy I might need later. Besides, it wasn’t nearly as satisfying. I balled my fist and punched hard. The doctor dropped to the ground, her chest heaving with fear.

“Who are you?” she asked. “What are you going to do? Please don’t hurt me!” Dimitri put a dart in her neck, and she lost consciousness.

Ritter lifted a brow, a question flickering in his eyes.

I shrugged. “I didn’t like her thoughts.”

“Find someplace to stash her,” Ritter told me. “We’ll get the shaft open. Shadrach, you and your friends keep watch.”

While Ritter boosted Dimitri up to work on the shaft located at the top of the wall near where the women had been talking, I dragged the unconscious doctor to a door down the hall. It was locked, but with a regular keyed doorknob instead of one with a card reader. I slipped off my shoes. Touching spots on both heels, thin metal rods slid out. Time to test my breaking and entering skills.

Fortunately, it was a regular lock—one of the kind we’d practiced on almost daily in the past three months of downtime we’d had since the president’s announcement—and in seconds, the lock clicked opened to reveal a simple broom closet. I dragged the doctor inside and dumped her unceremoniously. Kneeling briefly, I pushed my mind into her unconscious thoughts, represented by a lake of cool water and bubbles full of memories. I severed one of the bubbles, taking the memory of our faces, but not the hit. I wanted her to remember that. Satisfied, I stole her key card and left, shutting the door behind me. She wouldn’t begin to wake for at least an hour. If they didn’t find her before then.

The men had the shaft open, and Shadrach was already inside, helping Eden up as Dimitri boosted her. Fenton was next and then it was time for Dimitri. Ritter offered Dimitri the gun, but he shook his head, tapping his case. “I have one of those plastic printed ones in here. I’ll put it together when I get in the vent. Don’t worry. We’ll be fine. Just make sure you and Erin get back here fast.”

“Don’t wait for us,” I said.

Dimitri’s eyes went to me. “Be safe.”

“If Shadrach hesitates, throw him off the roof,” I added.

Dimitri laughed. “For you, I will. With pleasure.”

Ritter boosted Dimitri into the waiting arms of Shadrach and the others. Next, he lifted me up to secure the vent cover in place.

We hurried back down the corridor, passing the commons room where the detainees ate their meals and spent time together. Then came a set of locked double doors. I pulled out the key card I’d taken from the doctor.

Ritter’s grin sent heat to my belly, but I shook my head. “There’s company on the other side. Four.”

“Unbounded?”

“No. Their life forces are bright. Not blocking. There’s a fifth somewhere beyond them who might be.”

“Probably the last Emporium agent.”

“Yeah. It’s strange though. Sometimes he’s bright and sometimes dim.”

“Shadrach said his mind was damaged.” Ritter’s warm hands closed over mine. “Show me.” His mental shield had weakened, leaving a clear opening.

Ritter’s mind was almost as familiar to me as my own. Not like a comfortable pair of pants, but more like a pool of hot, turbulent water that beckoned to me with a promise of adventure and delight, water that completely enveloped and consumed me. It was easy to lose myself in him. Once, that had scared me as much as his obsession with revenge, but now I trusted him more than anyone—with my life and with my heart.

I showed him the life forces from the outside: two bright glows close to the other side of the door and two farther along the hallway. Then I took us inside one of the minds, the one most familiar to me—Dr. Hartley. She was talking to a Jeffrey Callas, who was obviously her superior. She wasn’t attracted to his flaccid red face, or his thinning hair, but she respected the power Dr. Callas wielded and the list of initials behind his name.

Two guards waited down the hall, their gazes averted. Beyond them, the other life force, the one blinking bright and dim, beckoned to my curiosity from behind a doorway.

“When our visitors are finished interviewing Mr. Azima,” Hartley said, “I’ll let them know you have approved their request.”

Callas made a deprecating sound in his throat. “They won’t get anything from the man. He doesn’t know anything or he would have told us by now.”

“I don’t know,” Hartley said. “He still seems to avoid certain questions. Makes me think he’s hiding something.”

“You mean besides the fact that he acts as some kind of empath with the others.”

Hartley wanted to correct him, to say that Shadrach Azima didn’t so much as feel the others’ pain as he did enhance their ability to heal faster, but Callas was sure to receive a promotion after they made history with their work here, and she had her eye on his job. She wouldn’t jeopardize that—or her planned trip to the city of romance.

Hartley’s eyes strayed down the hallway, past the guards to the room at the end where the Czech slept. “What about Bedřich?” she asked. “It’s his turn, right?”

“For the amputation?” Dr. Callas shook his head. “It’ll have to be one of the others instead. Bedřich’s not well; you know that. I don’t want headquarters to get any idea of pulling him from us. He’s the only one we’ve been able to learn anything from about Unbounded.”

“You believe him?” Hartley herself considered Bedřich a raving lunatic, but she wouldn’t let him know that. Most of what they had learned from the Czech had been during fits at night in his room. While in the grip of these outbursts, he destroyed everything inside his apartment and bashed holes in the walls, which was one of the reasons he was off in this wing by himself. The fits always included fearful rantings about an old woman named Delia.

“To a point,” Callas said. “But they’re all hiding something from us. Do the amputation on Eden—half a finger.”

“But it’s Mr. Azima’s turn if we are skipping Bedřich.”

“After interviewing Mr. Azima, they’ll feel a connection to him, and it’ll be better to do it on a stranger. Make sure you inject her with plenty of the new glutein concentrate, so they can witness their miracle in a couple hours. Don’t want to be here all night.”

Hartley joined his laugh without real mirth. She was glad not to do the procedure on Mr. Azima because she secretly liked the man. He was always polite, apologized when he upset her—even when he had a right to be upset—and she was sure he’d had something to do with ending her endometriosis pain. Though he’d touched her only on the arm since she’d been working with him, the pain had vanished completely. As for Eden, she didn’t like the woman at all but wouldn’t take pleasure in hurting her. Hartley had heard Eden crying over a daughter she’d lost, and Hartley pitied her.

Still, this amputation meant overtime and one step closer to Paris.

“I’ll get the OR ready.”

“Make sure Eden is already there and sedated before you allow them in. We don’t want any of Eden’s scenes. Oh, and double the guard.”

Hartley had already planned to do that. Eden could easily take out two guards, even partially sedated. So could Fenton, according to Moroccan officials, though he’d been calm enough here. Still, Hartley and her colleagues were always careful, and any time they moved either Fenton or Eden, they made sure they had a full complement of armed guards. Mostly, that had worked, except for the couple times Eden had sent guards to the infirmary with broken bones.

I found it interesting that the three Emporium agents were addressed by their first names, while Shadrach was called by his last, and usually with Mr. attached. Shadrach’s elegance seemed to hold strong even among his jailers.

“I’ll make sure everything goes smoothly,” Hartley said. “I assume that means you approve the overtime?”

Callus frowned but nodded his assent. “Looks like we have no choice. I’ll have to request additional funding. They can’t expect us to accommodate these visitors without some recompense.”

“I agree.” Hartley noticed that Callas seemed to be waiting for her to leave, and again her eyes went past him down the hall. She wondered why Dr. Callas was here with the guards when he normally only supervised the experiments from his office. But she’d gone there and been redirected to this wing. Maybe his presence here explained the odd data that kept popping up in tests on the Czech prisoner. No, they’re patients, she reminded herself.

But Hartley knew the truth.

Ritter and I were just as curious as to Callas’s purpose, so I decided to peek into his mind, but it turned out he wasn’t thinking anything about the Czech or about Eden’s pending amputation. He was musing about his wife, Lilian, and about celebrating their twentieth anniversary. He wanted it to be amazing for her. He knew she would make it so for him—she’d wear that sheer pink nighty and drive him crazy with wanting before she finally let him take it off. Hearing his male colleagues talk, he knew he was a lucky man. His wife might not be as beautiful as his secretary, who had the best legs he’d ever glimpsed on a woman, but Lilian was a far sight better than Hartley, and he and Lilian were matched in the bedroom, which eliminated a world of possible frustration. He planned to work hard to make her comfortable and give her everything she could ever want. Whatever it took.

Callas nodded pointedly at Hartley. “Better get going then.” He turned his back as she reached for the door.

The door where we waited on the other side.
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WE HAD ONLY SECONDS TO react. Our minds already melded, Ritter and I instantly reached the only possible conclusion. Hartley couldn’t be allowed to find that Eden wasn’t there, but at the same time, we had to make sure she didn’t alert Dr. Callas and his guards to our presence before the door completely closed.

We ran, retreating down the hall, with me channeling Ritter’s combat ability, so I could be fast enough. Before Hartley got the door open, we reached another door, where I swiped the key card before we hurled ourselves inside.

Slightly too late. I could see in Hartley’s mind that she’d spotted Ritter’s backside and leg. “Who’s there?” she called. “Seth? Is that you?” Dr. Seth Boulder, she meant, one of the doctors here and her main competition for future promotions.

Her heels clicked toward us in the hallway. Ritter, still linked to me, nodded when he was sure the door behind her had closed and the glow of Callas’s life force was farther away. We stepped out to greet her.

“Oh, there you are,” I said.

Hartley blinked in surprise, but anger replaced the surprise almost immediately. “How did you get—what are you doing here? This is a restricted area.”

“Yeah, well . . .” Ritter moved fast, his arm a blur, jabbing the pen dart from his pocket into her neck. He caught her as she fell.

Seconds later, I was wearing her white jacket as we went through the double doors into the wing holding the Czech prisoner. Dr. Callas was no longer in the hallway and neither were the guards, which I’d expected would be waiting outside the captive’s door.

He’s doing something to the Czech, I told Ritter through our link. His agreement was more a feeling than words.

We sprinted over the tiled floor, Ritter reaching for the gun he’d taken from the guard. Three mortals weren’t much of a challenge for him, but the Emporium agent was an unknown. We couldn’t predict how he’d react, especially without Shadrach here to make nice for us.

We’ll surprise them. Ritter’s thoughts were easy to make out through our link, but I had to take them from his mind. He wouldn’t know if I’d heard unless I responded, because even though he could feel if I was in danger from miles away, he couldn’t see any thoughts I didn’t share.

I showed him where the life forces were located inside the room. Two were near the door, and another farther into the room next to a prone life force. I slipped into Callas’s head to find that he was sitting on the edge of a bed next to a sandy-haired man who had his hands clamped over his ears, shaking his head violently, his eyes squeezed tightly shut. “No, no, no. Please no. She’ll hear. She’ll hurt me.” This must be Bedřich, the Czech Emporium agent.

I used the key card, and Ritter threw open the door.

The guards reacted immediately, but Ritter burst into movement, punching one hard and sending him to the ground, before pointing his gun at the other’s face. “Don’t move.”

Callas rose from the bed. “What is the meaning of this? Who are you?” He was shorter than I’d seen from Hartley’s mind, but his green eyes were more compelling.

“I have better questions,” I said, stepping around Ritter. “Who do you think you are, and what are you doing to this man?”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m a doctor and he’s under my care. I’m going to have to ask you to leave. You’re disturbing my patient.” On the bed, Bedřich had begun to thrash, but he didn’t open his eyes. I noticed two spent syringes lying on the bed.

“All Unbounded are my business.” I crossed the room and took a syringe from Callas’s unresisting hand. “What’s this?” He didn’t respond, but his thoughts told me it was a hallucinogen. “Well?”

“Nothing that will hurt him.”

“Oh, good.” I channeled Ritter’s quickness and stepped toward the doctor, putting him into a headlock. “Then you won’t mind taking it yourself.” The needle slid easily into his neck before he could do more than strain against me.

He gasped, and I let him jerk away. “What have you done?” he asked.

“You said it wasn’t harmful.”

“I’m not Unbounded.” His head twitched, but whether from a tick or a reaction from the injection, I couldn’t say. Abruptly, he sat down on the ground and moaned, holding his head in his hands.

The mixture, at one-third the dose he’d been planning for Bedřich, if the two spent syringes told a correct tale, shouldn’t kill him or cause lasting damage, but I was already having second thoughts. Even if I wanted him to suffer consequences for the extracurricular testing, I didn’t like hurting him.

I turned toward Bedřich, who was sitting up now, his hands still to his ears. He looked crazy, with his dirty blond hair pointing in every direction and his brown eyes red and bulging. I tried pushing my way into his mind, but a hard barrier stood against me. It was a mottled, silvery black, strong but diseased, and had a signature that felt familiar. Delia’s mark, I realized. She’d taught him this shielding, or maybe he’d learned it trying to protect himself from her.

I needed to see what was inside. Reaching for my talisman, a machete I’d been given in Mexico—or rather a mental version of the weapon that was now waiting for me in the van—I jabbed it into the tarnished barrier.

The guard who was still standing emitted a growl, our only warning before everything exploded into movement. He leapt at Ritter, pushing him backward. Ritter tripped over the fallen guard and landed on the floor, his gun flying from his hand and slamming against the wall. He was up in the next instant, foot lashing out to throw off the guard’s aim as he pulled the trigger. The gun cracked deafening fire, and the bullet embedded in the headboard of the bed. Bedřich released an inhuman scream and launched through the air at me, uttering what sounded like obscenities in a language I didn’t recognize.

Channeling Ritter, I stepped aside, chopping down at the Czech as he came to an impossibly graceful stop, like a cat finding its feet. The combat instinct made me jump away, even as he struck at me with a foot in a nearly successful effort to break my knee. His fists followed, one after another, and even using Ritter’s ability, I was barely able to keep ahead of him, blocking or dodging his blows. His rapid attack and the precise placement of the punches told me his ability was also combat.

Another part of me was aware of Ritter’s fight through my mental link, but only vaguely since I’d learned to mute that connection in the midst of a battle. With two punches, Ritter sent the guard into unconsciousness, but the other guard had recovered and jumped on his back. Ritter pushed backward, slamming him against the wall.

Bedřich landed a blow on my shoulder and another on my ribs that stole my breath. The Emporium agent had seven inches on me and at least forty pounds. No way would I win in a fair fight, and playing dirty meant hurting him, which I didn’t want to do, seeing as we were here to rescue him.

Even as I had the thought, his body crashed into me and we fell together to the bed. Somehow he had a knife in his hands, a jagged one that if plunged in deep enough would rip me apart on its way out. Who had he taken that from?

Maybe it was the desperation, but my machete finally carved a hole in his mental shield, and I arrowed inside him. His head was a mess. Destroyed bits of silvery gray construct littered his brain, obstructing the flow of the thought stream, disseminating it until thoughts and emotions careened around me like a sandstorm. Once again, I recognized Delia’s touch. Why the bits of ruined construct hadn’t disappeared when she’d died, I didn’t know. The pieces she’d left inside me had disappeared, if not all her memories.

I sent a flash of mental light to the Czech’s mind. Searing. Enough to cause unconsciousness, but hopefully not enough to cause more permanent damage. But he was too quick. The tip of his knife dug into my stomach, making it several inches past the thin body armor I wore like a second skin under my white blouse before he collapsed on top of me.

I rolled him off onto the bed. Ritter was already standing over me, murder screaming from his eyes.

“I’m fine.” I pulled the knife out as I sat up, catching my breath as it tore my insides. I was glad that only a small portion of the jagged blade had made it past my protection. Biting down hard on my lip to stave off the pain, I used the knife to slice off a part of the sheet, which I balled and pushed through the hole in my armor to catch the blood. I felt sapped as I always did when I used my ability in that way, but there was no chance for rest now. “Let’s get out of here.”

Ritter nodded and grabbed the unconscious Czech. I stopped only to uncurl the wire from inside my bracelet to secure Dr. Callas to the bed. He was moaning and shaking, clutching his head, and I didn’t want him wandering loose around the facility until the drug wore off. He pulled at my hands, but strength eluded him.

“Lilian,” he moaned. “You are so beautiful.”

“Too bad you’re a toad,” I said under my breath.

Ritter’s mental shield was still at half strength, strong enough to keep most sensing Unbounded out but like an invitation to me. I made sure not to project the burning in my side. Even so, he knew there was no way we’d be able to make it through the air shafts before we were discovered, not with my wound and him dragging the big Czech.
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