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One

The roof was hot. Humid, oppressive wind blew across my face, slinging dirt from the rooftop. Exhaust from the air conditioner billowed into the sky, leaving behind a grit that coated my face and lips. The weight of the Glock was easy and familiar in my hands.

Bleh. I silently expunged the dust from my mouth. Wished this op was over.

From my position I could see the other rooftops. This sucker was the tallest in the city but still only five stories high. In the buildings around this one most of the windows were dark, the occupants gone for the night.

A pigeon roosted right above my head, on top of the exhaust vent. Hopefully the damn thing wouldn’t shit on me.

Coo. Coo.

Worse, the flying rodent was making noise. Animals were the one variable you could never fucking predict on a mission.

I could hear the guard, easily. One of his shoes squeaked.

My gaze swept the dark night sky again. Waiting, and not patiently, for the son of a bitch to get here so Nik could take the pics and we could get gone.

I made another visual sweep of the surrounding buildings and that’s when I saw him. A guy on the roof next to us. But that wasn’t right. Hawk had swept the adjacent rooftops for heat signatures.

I squinted into the shadowed darkness. I could see a device in the guy’s hands. It looked familiar. And suddenly I realized where I’d seen it before. My heart bulleted out of my chest as I realized I was fucked. Betrayed.

 

Marisol Johnson woke abruptly, chest heaving as she gasped for air.

Her throat was raw, breath like claws scraping, scratching, fighting to escape from the prison of her lungs. Her eyes were heavy with unshed tears. She’d been in her brother’s body. Her mind stretched back toward unconsciousness, back toward the dream, wanting, needing yet dreading to know what happened next. What had he seen?

Every night she’d been in John’s thoughts, almost as if she were in the ether with him, or as him. And every time she awoke, crying and panicked.

Betrayed.

Questions weighed heavy on her mind, filling the empty hole in her chest, the gaping wound of his absence. Unlike the official report findings, she refused to believe John had committed suicide.

But who had betrayed him? What had happened to her brother? Why did he come to her in dreams but never finish the story? He definitely had not been on the verge of suicide on that rooftop. Could that be where he died? Or maybe this dream was further in the past.

Mari rested her head against her knees, tried to still the rapid beat of her heart, as the tears seeped from beneath her eyelids and tracked down her cheeks.

She hated how weak they made her feel. Mother had not approved of tears. They were…unseemly. And wasn’t that another memory she didn’t want to visit right now?

If only she and John had gotten farther in her training, if only she could figure out a way to go back and find out what really happened to him. Find out who was responsible for his death.

John haunted her dreams, coming almost nightly. As if he needed to tell her something, except in her dreams, she couldn’t ask.

She couldn’t believe he was gone. His gift to her had been the knowledge that she wasn’t a freak. She wasn’t abnormal. She was a miracle.

Her gift to him would be to prove he hadn’t committed suicide.

He’d been murdered.




Two

White mist swirled in the darkness.

I looked down, realized I couldn’t see my size fourteens, couldn’t feel anything, cold, hot, wet, humid, nothing. I was on the rooftop of the tallest building in the small island city, a handful of lights dotted the windows of the surrounding structures. Most were dark and deserted.

I flattened against a metal exhaust vent belching smoke into the air, but no acrid smell coated my lungs. I held my Glock loosely. The plastic should have been cold, even a little slick, but I couldn’t feel it.

Cars and trucks rushed about several stories below. Honking horns and the occasional siren were muted. An HVAC system thrummed steadily in the background, and evil skittered along the back of my neck, heightening my senses.

Precognition wasn’t one of my talents. But something bad was in the air. Something wrong. Something off. Something…evil.

On the abrasive composite rooftop, the guard’s boot heel squeaked lightly with every other step. I knew it was his left because they trained their soldiers to lead with their right foot. Step. Squeak. Step. Squeak.

The sound grew as he approached my position.

My gaze tracked his shadow, illuminated by the security lights. The guard was huge, a result of steroids rather than nature, with a shaved head and an unfiltered cigarette dangling from his mouth. He held his AK with the ease of the Spetsnaz.

My dark gray TACAM pattern should provide invisibility against the nighttime. Plus he would be on guard against attack from over the side, even though the concertina wire that rimmed the roof was a big fucking deterrent.

He wouldn’t expect security to be breached through the front door. It was twenty times tighter than the defenses on the roof. Someone coming from the inside was nearly impossible.

Unless the US government was spying on itself.

My heart rate increased, the thumping echoed in my head, booming so hard, I thought the guard must be deaf not to hear the thuds. But he continued in that step-squeak rhythm, pacing the perimeter of the roof, alert and vigilant.

John should be on the other side. I clicked once to make sure my partner was in place.

Click.

Affirmative. We were locked, loaded, and ready for action.

I waited for the rush of adrenaline, the familiar kick of testosterone to flood my bloodstream. Instead, dread swirled, wrapping me up like a boa constrictor, suffocating, squeezing. As the air got denser and denser, my muscles knotted tighter and tighter.

Before we left for this mission I’d had a bad feeling.

Step. Squeak. The sound receded as the guard rounded the corner, moving toward John’s position.

Then I heard the chuck-chuck-chuck of the chopper’s rotors, coming in fast as the bird swooped toward the white reflective X indicating the helipad. Anticipation hummed, my anxiety forgotten.

I stuffed the Glock into my holster, leaving the strap undone in case I needed to access my weapon fast. But I also knew John was covering me. This sneak and peek was almost over. Pulling out a miniature camera, I waited for a visual on the target.

Wind whipped around the rooftop, the blades scuttling garbage and leaves in circles. The sound would mask any clicks from the camera as I waited for Gregori Bogdanov to step out of the helicopter.

As the perfectly groomed man hopped from the Sikorsky, his two-thousand-dollar white silk suit rippled in the helicopter’s halogen headlights. He hunched over to avoid the current of the blades, his thick dark hair flying wildly as he rushed toward the only access into the building.

As soon as Bogdanov cleared the entrance, the chopper lifted up and rolled away. The whole operation took ten seconds. I managed to snap at least thirty incriminating pictures of the guy, who was likely going to regret being on this particular rooftop.

I also snapped a few of the tail code HS-37-52-N for possible backup ident and additional evidence, even though I didn’t think he’d be stupid enough to use a chopper that easily traced back to his organization.

Jesus, I was turning into a highly paid PI rather than the psychic warrior I’d trained to be.

The silence was as deafening as the previous noise. 

We hadn’t gotten much info on our target. Russian billionaire, big into oil and gas. Possible ties to the RIN, Russian Information Network. He’d requested tonight’s meeting with the ambassador.

For the good guys, the meeting was a break in the ongoing struggle to find the RIN. Our job was only to get the hard evidence of this meeting. We didn’t have the deets on how the CIA was going to use the intel we were collecting.

We were grunts. The analysts would put all the information together and churn out a report.

I clicked once to affirm I’d accomplished our mission parameters. For good measure, I gave a big thumbs-up. Hawk was Watcher tonight, or rather Control since this wasn’t a remote view, but a physical op.

Kel was in the ambassador’s office posing as the door guard, listening to their conversation. We’d be done soon.

Maybe tonight over a beer John would tell us what was doing. Because sure as shit, something was going on with him.

Hawk, Kel, and I could triple-team him.

I slipped the camera into a pocket on the arm of my tactical assault cammies and pressed the Velcro shut. The guard was moving again. Step. Squeak. Step. Squeak.

Step.

I waited. Where was the squeak? We weren’t supposed to engage the guard. Our instructions were clear. Quick sneak and peek only.

I strained to hear something, anything.

For all I knew the guy had stopped to light up another death stick. But that missing squeak bothered me. And I hated not having a visual. We’d calculated position exactly for maximum line of sight and minimum chance of discovery. A small ten-foot section of roofline was not visible from either of our surveillance positions. It was the only identified gap.

Where the fuck was that squeak? And I still hadn’t received a responding click from John.

I forcibly controlled my breathing, trying to get into my zone. My stomach roiled with nausea, but this wasn’t a viewing. We were physically here.

I slid along the exhaust vent until I hit the corner. Cautiously so as not to change the silhouette of the vent, I snuck a quick peek around the corner.

My blood froze. My brain turned sluggish. A strange buzz filled my head. Oh, no, no, no.

John had stepped out of the shadows into the glow of the roof lights. Right into the path of the guard. He held his Glock like he meant business. They faced each other, while the guard yelled at him to put down his weapon.

This was wrong, wrong, wrong. We weren’t supposed to engage. 

The mission objective was covert.

John lifted his weapon. Goddammit, what was he doing? What was he doing!

John yelled something, but I couldn’t hear over the frantic buzz in my head. What was he doing?

I reported furiously into my Bluetooth headset. We were going to need extraction.

John’s body jerked.

The cough of a silencer seemed overly loud as the guard discharged his weapon and a rapid burst of three hit my ears. Bark. Bark. Bark.

John toppled, glancing back toward me as if in silent apology.

Nooooooo.

 

Nik Stanley jerked awake, curling up from the twisted sheets, muscles screaming, sweat slicking his naked skin, chest heaving as if he’d run a four-second forty. He cupped his head in his hands, brain frozen by the images of John’s death.

Every night he relived John’s last moments, wondering what he’d done wrong, agonizing over what he could have done differently to change the outcome of that horrific moment when his friend fell.

And every night, he told himself the same thing. Nothing. There was nothing he could have done. John had been on edge. He’d been distracted, but no one had thought he was suicidal.

No one.

The sour taste of stale beer lingered on his tongue like the echo of those shots. John was dead. Nothing would ever change that. The memory haunted Nik. And every single night he bled to know…why?




Three

Sheesh, she was tired.

Mari fitted the unfamiliar key into the unfamiliar lock and resisted the impulse to glance around furtively. Nothing like breaking and entering your dead brother’s house. But she had nowhere else to go until she got a new job.

No one had to know.

Wear the act like you always do. Confident. Assured. The ice queen. Act like you have every right to be here and no one will question you. It had worked in the good-old-boy echelons of finance, it would work here. Shoulders back, head high, she eased inside with a sigh of relief.

Before John died, she had already made plans to relocate to DC and move in with him. Even though John was gone, she’d moved forward. She’d given notice at her apartment, put her furniture in storage, and left her life in New York in her rearview mirror.

She’d thought she was all alone in the world. Empty. Lonely. Forever solitary. Except for her dreams. Until after her mother’s death, while clearing out a safety deposit box, Mari discovered a copy of John’s birth certificate.

Twins. Separated at birth. By their parents.

All her life, she’d felt like something was missing. As if a puzzle piece had been left out, distorting her, and if she could only find that piece and put it into place, then everything would shift into focus. She would be whole. When she connected with her twin, suddenly that missing piece made so much more sense.

Mari closed the door with a quiet snick. Dusk had fallen and the dark was closing in fast. Light from the street lamps illuminated the shambles of the living room. Stacks of newspapers, mail, and papers were haphazardly strewn across an oak cocktail table. A pile of laundry sat in the massive Stickley chair by the arched doorway to the dining room. Her father’s Barcalounger, upholstery wearing thin and held together in a few spots with duct tape, the footrest still in the up position, was ready for someone to take a nap. A fine layer of dust coated the hardwood floors.

No doubt about it, her brother had been a slob. The exact opposite of Mari.

Even so, Mari and John had connected instantly when they met. As if they’d known each other their whole lives. In some ways they had. They’d been sharing dreams for years. For a few short months, they’d been friends. And she hadn’t been lonely anymore.

The essence of John’s commanding personality wrapped around her like an extrasensory hug. She absorbed the ethereal substance of her brother still lingering in the abandoned house. Her chest tightened, and she inhaled deeply, tamping down her grief.

The house had that musty, closed-up smell but she’d paid the utility bills so the electricity and gas were still connected. Her stomach growled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten since she’d left New York this morning.

She didn’t want to draw any attention to her presence in the house. She’d even parked her Jaguar on the next block over, knowing that a new car in front of the house day after day would indicate someone had moved in. She didn’t plan on squatting forever, just until probate was over and she officially owned the house.

She was on final interview rounds with several government agencies. John had inspired her to move to a sector where she would be doing more than lining the pockets of the one percent. So she would go on her interviews and then spend the rest of the time trying to find out what really happened to her brother.

He’d told her to follow her instincts. She knew what she needed to do. Find the guys from her dreams. However she had no idea how to go about finding Nik and Hawk.

Deciding to get settled first, she headed for the guest bedroom facing the alley. The same room she’d stayed in before. Mari swallowed the lump in her throat. She’d only brought in one suitcase, the rest of her possessions were still in the trunk.

She rolled her small Coach suitcase into closet when the front door slammed. 

Someone was there. Suddenly freezing, she rubbed numb hands over the goose bumps on her arms.

What if they’d been a few minutes earlier? And what did they want?

Fudge. She needed to hide.

The intruders must think the house was empty. She wasn’t supposed to be here. She wasn’t equipped to handle this kind of thing.

She looked around for a weapon, any kind of weapon. In the back of the closet was a jumble of sports equipment: basketball, soccer, football. Great, she could run them to death.

Spying a baseball bat propped in the corner, she quietly grabbed the cold metal weapon. Carefully she eased into the closet and slid the door closed, praying the wheels wouldn’t squeak. She left the door open a crack and strained to hear something, anything.

She gripped the bat so tight her pulse thrummed in the tips of her fingers. Too fast. Too fast. She needed to slow her heart rate down, concentrate on their movements. Closing her eyes, she focused inward, picturing the chambers of her heart, visually slowing the pump down to a less panicked rhythm.

Over the rush of blood through her body, more than one set of feet thumped over the floors. At least two people had come inside.

“Yo, any beer in that fridge?”

Mari jerked reflexively. The man’s voice, gravelly and raw, had sounded right outside the guest bedroom. She hadn’t sensed anyone that close. He’d moved with extreme stealth. A shiver shimmied down her spine in a visceral reaction.

“Let’s just get started,” another man called out from farther away, the tension clear in his words. “John’s place is a sty. Packing up the house will take forever.”

Something thunked against the wall, literally next to Mari’s head. He must be right on the other side, separated from her by only six inches of lathe and plaster. She heard him clearly as he whispered, stumbling over the words, “Maybe we can find something, anything….”

What was he looking for? Why were they going through her brother’s stuff?

One thing was obvious. These guys were not ordinary intruders. They knew her brother, by the sound of it fairly well.

“Hawk’s right. Come on, Nik.” Another guy, clearly the peacemaker in the trio, rumbled from down the hallway, “I’ll take the master. We can get a beer over at the Salty Dog later.”

“Yeah. Great.”

Except he didn’t sound great, his anguish was distinct. Hawk and Nik, the men from her dream, the men she’d been hoping to find.

Her heart leapt. But then reality crept in. She couldn’t exactly pop out of the closet and introduce herself.

She thought about her dreams. About the small amount of information John had revealed about his job. Dangerous. These men were dangerous. She had to be very, very cautious.

Three against one.

Three men, against her solid, five-seven frame and an old aluminum bat. The overwhelming smell of leather sports balls and stinky cleats had her empty stomach working against her, bile rising in a sickly tide. The metal from the bat had warmed and nerves made her hands slick. Using a simple yoga technique John had taught her, she concentrated on her third eye, calming down again.

Mari focused, determined to listen to everything, make note of their voices, their inflections. Although she couldn’t sense any malice from them, the tension between the three was obvious.

They were packing up the house. She hoped they didn’t get to the guest bedroom. No way could she make it out the window without them hearing. With a sharp upward swing, she could ram one in the balls and disable him. But that still left the other two.

She sank cautiously to the ground, careful not to make any betraying sound, knowing the guy, Nik was still right on the other side of the wall. As far as she could tell, he hadn’t moved.

She sat awkwardly on the floor, legs constrained by the confines of her short, narrow skirt, the bottom of her suit jacket bunched around her waist. She wondered how much they knew about her brother’s death.

Mari let the grief swell over her. Did they miss him? Did they believe he committed suicide? If they were truly his friends, how could they have believed that John would kill himself?

She and John used to speak several times a week, but a month ago, she’d lost contact. She’d waited, but John had never called again. The longer she waited, the more she’d known something was wrong. Then she dreamed…and finally knew he was gone, their connection snuffed out.

Officially, John didn’t even have a sister, so she couldn’t get any information released to her. But she needed to know what really happened.

She had minimal details, only knew he worked for a special department within the CIA on a top clearance project. Mari had managed to get some information through the State Department from a guy who owed her big for quietly tipping him off on a banking scandal. John’s unit had been classified, and her contact dug as deep as he could, but he couldn’t find any other information than a skimpy incomplete report that listed her brother’s death as suicide. She called bull.

He would have never left her.

She ignored the empty hole in her chest, that missing piece was back again, leaving her alone and more lonely than before she’d discovered her twin brother.

Mari settled in to wait, listening to these guys dig around John’s house and hoping this could be the start of her investigation.

How did she find out what they knew? They would never talk to a civilian who wasn’t connected to their jobs, or authorized to have access to their top-secret work.

But if she got to know them, got close to one of them… They might reveal information about John’s death.




Four

Was this how John felt when he’d stepped in front of those bullets?

Nik rested his forehead against the plaster wall, his chest heavy, pressing in on his lungs as though, if he just waited long enough, all the air would be squeezed out and he would stop breathing, stop being.

Coming to John’s house was a mistake. When Hawk suggested he, Kel, and Hawk start cleaning out the house, Nik had thought coming here would be a good idea.

But he couldn’t handle the guilt. Still.

Good memories didn’t surround him. His heart, his mind were as cluttered as this old house. Guilt for not realizing John was in trouble spread like poison through his bloodstream until the deafening roar overpowered his reason and all he wanted was a drink to drown out the noise.

He half lay against the wall, letting the old house prop him up, keeping him stable as he pictured the inside of John’s fridge. His house might be a mess, but John was military precise in the placement of his condiments and assorted fridge staples. If he had any beer it would be smack in the middle of the shelf on the door. With his eyes closed, Nik could picture exactly where that beer would be.

Waiting for him.

He thought about how the Foster’s would go down, the tangy bite of hops, the fizz on his tongue, the cool slide down his throat, and that first hit of alcohol as it pitched into the acid of his stomach.

These days, he craved, fucking lived, for his first beer.

Didn’t that say it all? First. Implying there was always more than one. This was developing into a problem. He’d managed to stick to beer instead of sliding into a scotch haze every night but his PT was suffering. He needed to work out more to combat the negative physical effects of the beer he was consuming.

But right now alcohol was the only fucking way he made it through the night.

“Fuck,” he whispered.

“Maybe while we’re cleaning—” Hawk kept yammering from the front room, his voice pounding at Nik’s head, reverberating like the aftershocks from an IED, “—we’ll find something that will help us figure out what was going on with John.”

Their best friend had developed a sudden secretive streak and a death wish he hadn’t shared until it had been too late. Nik would love to find anything that explained why John had been on the edge of committing suicide. A note. A diary. A big fucking clue.

“Dude.” Kel’s meaty hand clamped down on Nik’s shoulder, scaring the crap out of him.

Only training kept him perfectly still and quiet. Inside he was squealing and running around like a Girl Scout on speed. He pushed away from the wall, turned to look at Kel, who loomed above Nik’s six feet. “Jesus.”

“Pretty sure Jesus had more hair.” Kel rubbed a hand over his bald black dome, huge biceps bulging in the hallway light. Kel’s jokes took a second to process because he looked like such a mean motherfucker.

Nik was supposed to laugh but he couldn’t.

“We gotta do this,” Kel said slowly, like he was speaking to a special needs kid.

“I know.”

“You gonna be okay?”

Kel was obviously uncomfortable with asking. Even in their unit, touchy-feely conversations were few and far between. Unless you were talking about a remote-viewing session, where every impression mattered, you kept your emotions and feelings to yourself.

“I’m good,” he lied.

“Yeah,” Kel responded, clearly not believing him.

When had denial become second nature? When had they moved into a zone where unless they were in the middle of an op they didn’t tell the truth? Was this something new? A result of the fact that one of their own, their buddy, their friend, suddenly decided to check out?

John had been secretive before he died. They’d all noticed the change in him. About three months before his death, he’d started going AWOL for weekends and he’d moved into his father’s house rather than live with Nik, Kel, and Hawk.

Nik lifted a shaking hand to rub his forehead, as if he could massage away this constant headache.

“I thought maybe he’d gotten a girlfriend,” Nik confessed. “I teased him about how he should be happier now that he was getting some regularly.”

“Looked through his bedroom,” Kel said ruefully. “Wasn’t no girlfriend.”

“I don’t think so either.” After a few weeks of ribbing, John had told Nik he needed time to come to grips with something. Eventually he’d tell them but for now he’d wanted them to back off.

So they had.

Big freaking mistake.

“How the fuck did we miss it?” Kel said helplessly.

Nik’s throat was dry as dust. Jesus, he could use a drink.

He’d been through multiple psych evals in the last few weeks. Every time, some new shrink asked: How he did he feel about John’s death? How he did he feel about himself? How did he feel because he hadn’t realized one of his best friends was on the verge of suicide?

How did they think he felt? Like shit.

Nik kept his emotions inside, not about to tell the fucking shrinks that he hadn’t seen John’s decline. Didn’t think John had been cracking up. Nik wasn’t going to crack up. He might drink himself to death but he absolutely fucking refused to go insane.

Sometimes he wondered if the department psychiatrists were having the same reaction. Did they blame themselves? The Agency shrinks had missed something in their screenings. Or heard something in John’s sessions that they’d ignored. People, men and women, exited the Specter program all the time, unable to deal with the difficult mental challenges of the job.

“Not everyone can handle what we do.” Even to his own ears he sounded defensive. He couldn’t keep flaying himself over the guilt or he’d sink further and further into the same abyss that had sucked in John.

“You got to keep it together.” Kel gestured to Nik’s shaking hands.

“Yeah, I know.” And he did.

Nik forced himself to head into John’s bedroom. “What should we clean out first?”

“Dresser.” Kel slid open a drawer and stared at the contents. With clipped motions he assembled a cardboard box and, using the tape gun, ripped large lengths of tape to hold the bottom flaps together.

“We’re donating his stuff, right?” Nik asked.

“Yeah.” Kel lifted John’s T-shirts out of the old dresser.

“And you’re sure it’s okay that we start cleaning out the house?” Nik really didn’t want to do this. Every time he thought about touching John’s clothes, a sick sweat coated his forehead.

“Lawyer said the current will on file indicated we were beneficiaries. He’s just waiting to confirm that John hadn’t changed anything.”

The CIA required that everyone have a will in place. And the three friends knew that John had left them this house. They all knew the others’ final wishes. But probate would take a while.

“We’re allowed to start cleaning. We just can’t make any material improvements to the house.”

Damn, he could use a pint.

Who was he kidding? He could drink a gallon of beer and he still wouldn’t be ready for this.

Nik pulled open another drawer, determined to quit being such a pussy. 

The first item he spotted was John’s new favorite tie sitting inside the drawer that held his socks. Odd that he’d put the tie in there but whatever. John’d taken to wearing the tie on Friday for casual days, the pattern an old map of Europe.

Nik stroked the silk. Quietly he rolled the tie into a tube and tucked it into his jacket pocket.

Then he pick up the socks and tossed them into the moving box.

Kel reached into the T-shirt drawer. “Huh.”

“What’s that?”

“Looks like a really old Nokia cell.” Kel flipped the ancient tech over. “No battery.”

Nik figured it was probably an old cell of John’s father.

Kel tucked the cell into his back pocket. “We can look at the SIM card at home.”

“Let’s go check on Hawk.” Maybe he could snag a beer from the fridge.

As they walked back toward the front of the house, Kel slung a heavy muscled arm over Nik’s shoulders. “Come on. We can get a beer over at the Salty Dog later.”

And Nik knew he hadn’t fooled Kel for a second.

“Got one stack cleared.” Hawk patted the now neat pile on the table. “Nothing but junk mail and a few issues of Guns and Ammo.”

Nik tried to focus on anything other than his own misery and paralyzing guilt. He was only half-assed trying when Hawk’s words sunk in. “Only junk mail?”

“Yeah.”

Kel figured it out at the same time. “What about regular mail, bills, shit like that?”

“Huh.” Hawk pawed through the mail again. “Negative. No bills.”

So he’d stopped all his accounts? That would mean premeditation. All three were silent as the implications sunk in.

“I don’t buy it,” Hawk muttered finally.

Nik stalked to the kitchen and slammed a hand on the Formica countertop. “You weren’t there.”

Hawk got up in Nik’s personal space, his Indian ancestry never more prominent than when he had his battle face on. “I was Control.”

“Look, electricity is still on.” Kel tried to distract them. “Bill is gettin’ paid.”

Nik yanked open the fridge, grabbed the sole can of Foster’s, and ripped open the tab. He stared into the small opening at the golden liquid, some days his only salvation, refusing to look at Hawk. “He fucking stepped into it.”

“I know,” Hawk shouted, bumping up against Nik, sloshing some of the Foster’s onto his fingers. “I was eyes.”

“Why’d he do it?” Kel whispered.

“I don’t know.” Nik put the cold metal to his lips, tilted the can back, and drank to hide the fact that his voice had wobbled, his throat muscles constricting. “I…don’t know.”

“Me either.” Hawk’s anger gone, his voice had a desperate tone.

“You know the shrinks are calling it an incident?” Yeah, that’s what they labeled John’s suicide, an incident. The beer soured in Nik’s stomach.

“Fuckers,” Hawk responded. And suddenly they were united against their common enemy. The powers that be.

“Why won’t they let us go over the mission file?”

That was the kicker. Both Nik and Hawk had requested a chance to go over what happened, go over the debrief docs, but they’d been firmly shut down. They’d appealed all the way to the Directorate. Her final answer came back today.

The answer had been not just no, but hell no.




Five

The Salty Dog was a dive.

No doubt. But it was the closest bar to John’s house, and guaran-damn-teed they wouldn’t see anybody from the office this far out.

Nik perched, military straight, in the bar chair, the wood hard at his back, his stomach full of yeasty beer and little else. The stiff back was a defense. If he relaxed against the table, even a bit, he’d probably slither to the floor. Then Hawk would have to lug him back to their house, bitching all the way.

He’d stuck with Foster’s. Kel slouched in his chair, an empty mug and a red plastic basket half-full of cold fries in front of him. He sort of overflowed the confines of the wood arm chair, his shoulders erupting from the cage around his waist like the Incredible Hulk from Bruce Banner’s clothes.

Hawk was over at the juke pushing buttons and queuing up more country songs.

“How much fucking Dierks Bentley can he listen to?”

“Ease up, dude.” Kel stared into his empty glass as if he could find the meaning of life. “He’s here.”

For you was implied.

Nik didn’t need any fucking babysitters. “Don’t need him here,” he said with absolutely perfect diction. A little too perfect.

“You need a ride home.” If he’d said the words with disgust, Nik probably could have argued back. But even in his fuzzed-up state he noted Kel’s sadness.

“Yeah.” Nik stared at the blue can, regret churning in his stomach—not even the beer could mask the emotion that burdened him now. All those feelings, just a little closer to the surface, just a little closer to the tipping point between lucidity and insanity. Most days he could fool even himself that he was fine.

He’d been hoping his friends hadn’t noticed. Stupid. They were all trained observers. They catalogued details for a living.

“I…can’t get that night out of my head.”

“Dude, I’ve been over that night repeatedly.” Kel mumbled, “Should have been routine. Except everything about the night was out of routine.”

“Yeah.” Nik rubbed his face with a weary hand.

“Fucking pervert.” Kel had been inside the embassy with the ambassador. He’d heard the shots. He’d been second on site.

Nik nodded. Kel had told them about Bogdanov’s route to blackmail.

“I had a bad feeling that night,” Kel said softly.

“Me too.”

“I thought my unease was due to the whole ‘black servant guarding the important white guy’ thing.” Kel’s face was stoic but underneath he was angry.

“Bastards.” Nik dredged a cold fry through a puddle of ketchup.

“Then I thought I was assigned ’cause of my, you know, special ability,” Kel said.

“Yeah. I thought they pretty much implied that.”

“’cept the equipment was turned off,” Kel continued. “So that didn’t make sense.” 

Kel had told them the ambassador had turned off the surveillance equipment. The ambassador had known what was coming, known he wouldn’t want his conversation with Bogdanov recorded. And Gregori Bogdanov had left as soon as he’d made his threat. Out the front door. As if he’d known the roof would be compromised.

The entire mission was full of too many anomalies, too many questions.

In typical CIA fashion they had no closure. No reports to review, as if the mission never happened. Except for the fact that they were still banned from ops.

“So what do you think?” This was easier than discussing why John had stepped into the freaking bullet. Nik looked at the french fry and suddenly the ketchup turned to blood. His stomach cramped and he dropped the fry back into the plastic basket.

“I think we need to accept and move on,” Kel replied wearily.

Nik wanted to protest that acceptance was impossible. Started to form the words, but then….

The heavy dark wood door jerked, the uneven bottom scraping at the worn linoleum whenever a patron pushed their way inside. A gust of hot air from outside swept through the bar.

“Shut the door!” the old guys at the bar shouted without any finesse or courtesy. The original salty dogs.

No one entered.

The blast of air blew out some of Nik’s stupor, bringing clarity. The doorway stayed empty for another moment. A hush of expectancy fell over him, that silent window of anticipation fizzing in the air like the sudden rush into the ether, a perfect balance of thought and noncorporeal travel.

Had Kel noticed? Kel was halfheartedly scooping ketchup onto a fry, not marking that something was about to happen.

The air shimmered with expectation.

Then she walked in.

He saw her foot first, almost dainty, encased in a shiny black pump leading to a sleek leg. Skirt short enough to show a well-muscled thigh and make every guy in the place sit a little straighter.

Her suit jacket was black and simple, the tank underneath white and tight, showing off an impressive rack discreetly. She had one of those silver-and-gold knots at her throat. Jesus, his body had woken up and taken notice and he hadn’t even gotten to her face yet.

Her skin was white-snow pure, her blade of a nose a shade too big for her face, and her deep blue eyes huge with thick black lashes. When he saw her mouth, slicked shiny with red lipstick, his heart nearly stopped. That mouth belonged in a down-and-dirty, triple-X-rated movie or better yet wrapped around his dick.

“Dude, you listening?” Kel waved his hand in front of Nik’s face, blocking his view.

Nik blinked, canted his head so he could see around Kel. Something about her seemed familiar.

“What’re you looking at?”

He figured out who she reminded him of. “An X-rated Snow White.” Jesus, she had to be meeting someone here. Otherwise, no way would she come into this dive looking like that.

“What?”

“Turn around casually.” Nik glanced around the bar and noted that every other unattached guy in the place was sizing her up. Some of the guys with women too.

She’d paused inside the doorway. He didn’t know if she’d stopped for the drama or if her placement was merely an accident but she was directly under a strong light, illuminating her features and the silky blue black of her hair.

She seemed to be scanning the bar. Looking for her date, likely. Although what kind of jerk met his date in a dive bar?

Most of the patrons were older and here for one thing only. To forget. With a whole lotta booze.

Kel leaned back in his seat and stretched his arms over his head, tilting his head back.

“Holy shit.”

Yeah. That about summed it up.

Her gaze skimmed over them in assessment, eased back, then kept going.

Finally done at the jukebox, Hawk sauntered back over to the table. “Should I order another Coke?”

No drinking for Hawk. He could not handle alcohol at all. Nik had never seen him drunk. Not even when John had died. And if ever there had been a time to get totally shit-faced, that would have been it.

Nik wanted another beer. Getting faced was a nightly occurrence and maybe tonight he could sleep without dreaming. On second thought, he probably needed a whole freaking semi full of beer.

“Yeah. One more for the road.” He was still too damn sober.

“Get a load of the babe.” Hawk dropped down into the chair, the wood squeaking under his weight.

“Yeah.” Nik watched her through his lashes, wondering with an unhealthy interest what loser she was searching for. Something about her drew him in. Her gaze reversed course and beelined to their table. Then, unbelievably, she headed toward them.

“One of you forget to mention you’ve got a hottie on the side?” Kel whispered.

“Ah, I’d keep her a secret if I did, but I’ve never seen her before.” Nik’s body was humming, lit up on nerves and something else, something indefinable. “Although she sure looks familiar.”

“She’s heading right toward us.” Hawk unconsciously shrugged his shoulders, emphasizing the bulk of his chest, and shook his hair back from his face. Preening like a cock before an attractive hen.

As if she generated her own force field, guy’s guts sucked inward as she passed the grungy tables. Her heels clicked on the linoleum audible over Dierks’s singing, “What Was I Thinkin’.” Her hips swayed in a seductive rhythm that was naturally sexy rather than obviously calculated.

Nik glanced past their table, toward the jukebox, thinking maybe he’d missed someone. She must be meeting her guy in the back of the bar.

Her steps slowed and he could almost see her mental inhale before she spoke. To them.

“Umm, hello.” She clasped her hands in front of her and he noted the grease on her fingers. “I’m in a fix and I was wondering if one of you could help me.”

Her voice matched the rest of her, a little breathy and sexy but in a subtle manner rather than contrived. His cock stood at attention, ready to help her with anything.

“What’s the trouble, ma’am?” Kel, the bastard, spoke first. He had a girlfriend. Sort of. More of an ex-girlfriend with benefits.

Nik wanted to stand up, beat his chest and yell, mine.

Nik looked over at Hawk, who miraculously seemed to be studying her with more suspicion than attraction.

“Car problems?” Nik surmised. Guess he’d have to make the sacrifice and help out the hot lady.

“Y-yes,” she stammered. He heard the truth in her words. “I seem to have a flat tire.”

“There’s a garage across the street,” Hawk said flatly.

What was up with Hawk? Could he sense something that Nik couldn’t?

“Oh,” she faltered. “I…hadn’t noticed.”

Nik stood, only a little sway in his stance. “I’d been happy to help.”

“Nik’s your guy then.” Kel smiled wickedly, his white teeth shining in his black face.

He’d like to be her guy. Say pretty please.

“Nik,” she said huskily. Oddly, he swore he heard a note of satisfaction in her voice. “Nice to meet you.”




Six

Sheesh. He was hot.

Nik. She’d nailed him on the first try. The guy by the jukebox had that surly, bad-boy thing going for him. The big black guy with the bald head had such a sweet smile that she’d barely thought to be concerned for her safety.

But Nik, he oozed raw sex appeal. Not much taller than her with her heels on, he had shaggy blond hair and shadowed gray eyes. Even the way he stood, hips canted forward a bit, seemed sexual. And she knew when he moved he’d be a walking advertisement for sex.

She ignored the shiver because, really, she couldn’t afford to be attracted to him. She was planning on using him. Using him to find out what happened to her brother.

Now, she had to put her imperfect plan into motion.

When they’d been discussing the Salty Dog, she’d decided to be at the bar when they arrived. But she’d fallen asleep in the closet while the guys had still been in the house. She still couldn’t believe she’d done that.

So on her way over she’d come up with a new strategy. She’d let air out of her tire until it was almost flat, betting on the fact that the men her brother had called best friends would be chivalrous enough to help her out.

John had told her to trust her intuition. While she’d cowered in that closet, she’d had the distinct hunch that Nik was who she needed to pursue.

Get your head in the game, Mari. Channel your inner goddess and get this thing done.

With a little swing to her hips, she sauntered toward the front door, hoping the move would entice him.

“Where’s your car?” His words were a shade too precise as they exited into the deepening twilight.

She twisted to speak to him, letting her hair fall over one shoulder, and tilted her head provocatively. “I managed to pull over into the parking lot of the bar.”

“Great.”

The soft sounds of clinking glasses, muted conversations, and some country singer disappeared as the door to the bar wheezed closed, leaving them sheltered in a cocoon of darkness and intimacy. She should have been uneasy. Outside a bar, on a busy street, alone with a stranger. A dangerous stranger who might have something to do with her brother’s death.

Instead peace settled over her. The tension she’d been holding since John had died seemed to quiet, like the waters of the ocean after an angry storm, the crash and bang became an eerily flat calm.

“My car’s right here.” She damned the breathy quality of her voice as she gestured to it. The reaction guys had to the Jaguar was always bemusing.

“I’ll take a look.” But he hadn’t even glanced at her car. He was looking at her. His stare direct and intense, as if he were concentrating, trying to catch every nuance of her voice.

He was so close, when their gazes met, time stuttered to a stop.

Sexual awareness slammed into her. Her heart beat in double time and her pulse thudded in the base of her throat. The warmth from his body radiated along her right side. The puff of his breath hit her neck, goose bumps shivering along her arms. Mari’s brain conjured images of them coiled naked around each other, his muscled biceps cradled her, his long capable fingers tunneled in the mass of her hair, and their legs twined intimately.

The image was so intense, so immediate in her mind, she flushed with the sheer eroticism of her response. Cutting her gaze away from his, she placed a hand on the gleaming black hood.

Nik cleared his throat. “Have you got the keys?”

The night wrapped around them like a thick dark blanket, the heavy sultry air alive with sensuality.

Mari dangled the keys from one finger and peered at him through her lashes. He still had his gaze firmly locked on her, and the intensity of his regard was melting her insides into a languid liquid puddle.

The jingle seemed to jar him out of his stupor. He gripped the bulky key fob with his lean fingers. For a moment everything was still, a hush expectancy hung in the air. She had the absurd notion that when she let go of her keys, life would change. That by surrendering them to Nik, she was giving him permission for more than the opportunity to fix her car.

She shook off the odd feeling, wondering where that fanciful thought had come from, and let the keys go.

“Wow. Great car.” The sensual haze that seemed to surround them evaporated.

Guys loved her car. “Yeah.”

Then he smiled at her, a little goofy, his mouth an uneven curve as he ignored the car to stare at her again. She got a tiny thrill from his easy dismissal of her car and his clear compulsion to go right back to looking at her, as if she were the most fascinating, compelling woman in this hemisphere.

Nik blinked. “Where’s the jack and wrench?”

“I put them back in the trunk.” She glanced around. The neighborhood surrounding the Salty Dog could be considered…eclectic.

“Good move.” Nik popped the trunk and rummaged around for the wrench. The action took longer than it should have. She noted the very precise nature of his movements. He was drunker than she’d thought. Hopefully she hadn’t tightened the nuts too much.

He hefted the wrench out of the trunk, the street light throwing the sleek muscles of his forearms in stark relief. She faltered for a moment, wondering if she hadn’t made a huge mistake. In her dreams, her brother is on a roof with Nik and he is betrayed. What if Nik had something to do with her brother’s death? She was alone with him in a dark parking lot, and he was armed with a weapon.

He held the heavy metal tool with surety, his hands capable and strong and confident, but without a hint of violence in his grasp. When he ran his hand up the shaft of the wrench, she imagined that hand running up her body with the same ease.

Then Nik knelt down on the ground and pumped the jack a few extra times. Ignoring the dirty pavement, he used the wrench to loosen the bolts on the tire. His back rippled with the play of his muscles underneath the white cotton button-down shirt.

“These are really tight.” He didn’t look up, his concentration for his task once again highlighting his impaired state. “No wonder you couldn’t get the tire off.”

“Thank you,” she replied huskily, grateful she’d tightened them enough to be believable. Maybe she should make a crack about needing a big strong man, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She could take care of herself. And even if she hadn’t been able to loosen the bolts, the nice efficient people at AAA would have been happy to fix her tire.

Her breath caught. She wished he could help her figure out what happened to her brother as easily as he was changing her tire. John. He was the reason she was here.

She needed to focus and use this man to help her.

More quickly than she could imagine, he had removed the damaged tire.

“Wow, you’re good at that,” she said softly, hating to break the bubble of intimacy that surrounded them, hating to disturb this odd sense of peace. “Do you work with your hands?”

Nik popped to his feet and stared into the crowded trunk.

“Lot of suitcases.” Nik hefted the first one out of the trunk, neatly avoiding her question.

“I’m…moving.” Which was one way to describe her situation. Temporarily homeless might be another.

“Oh.” He finished piling the suitcases on the sidewalk.

She couldn’t afford to replace the tire, so she’d merely let the air out so it could be reinflated without too much trouble.

Nik quickly removed the spare from the trunk and attached the tire.

Mari considered how to initiate a conversation so she could continue to weasel her way into his sphere of influence. Coming up with and discarding lines quickly, she watched him tighten the bolts on the spare with hard, strong twists of the wrench. 

She wouldn’t get anything from Nik tonight. Despite the off-the-charts attraction, she wasn’t going home with him. That wasn’t her. She could continue to mine her other contacts for information about John’s death. But she believed Nik and his friends were the answer. They worked with him. They had answers.

They were clearly good friends since they had a key to John’s house. And they seemed to think they were going to inherit it. So they must not know John had changed his will.

She had to get them to trust her, and then find out what they knew. She had sensed the tension between the three men inside and thought about how she could use it to her advantage.

“I’d like to thank you,” Mari started. “Can I buy you a drink?”

Trite. Also convenient since they were in the parking lot of a bar.

He glanced at the Salty Dog’s doorway, his face illuminated by the streetlight, gray eyes cast in shadow by the length of his lashes, as if he was considering her offer. “That’s not necessary.”

She wanted to let her shoulders slump, instead she kept her chin up, shoulders back, the thrust of her breasts high and impossible to miss.

Nik carefully and precisely put away the tire-changing tools, then loaded the flat tire into the trunk. “Here or away?”

“Excuse me?”

He hefted the heaviest of her three suitcases into the trunk without a grimace about its weight. “Are you moving to here or away from here?”

Perfect. A fishing line. “To here.”

Nik slammed the trunk shut, leaned his hip against the back of the car, and crossed his arms. The action pulled his cotton dress shirt tight over finely developed muscles.

She cynically wondered if he practiced the pose, but her heart fluttered and her limbs went liquid. He was closer than she’d thought, the heat from his body stealing into hers. She swayed nearer like a positive charge seeking a negative.

She’d never in her life considered going home with a stranger, but right now, if she didn’t need Nik for information, she might actually take that leap.
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