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            Chapter

One

         

         From the back seat of her Lyft, FBI profiler Grace Steele eyed the old Kline Textile factory. It was one of the many abandoned riverside structures she saw daily during her New York City commute, and had never once given the building a second thought.

         She gave it that second thought now. And a third. And as trash skidded across the potholed utility road like urban tumbleweed, she gave it a fourth.

         Windows not boarded up gaped open, their glass long since fallen victim to a game of handball or a good rock toss, and less than six feet away, the only somewhat-working streetlamp flickered ominously. It was as if the horror movie she’d watched last week had come to life.

         “You sure about this, lady?” Her Lyft driver pulled the car to a slow stop. “My ma always claimed I couldn’t spot a bad idea if it stared me dead in the eye, but I can see that isn’t a place you should walk in daylight, much less after the sun goes down. I can take you back—no charge.”

         Grace read her boss’s text message for the third time in as many minutes: 321 Pier Six. Nine o’clock. Be there.

         Correct address. Correct time. And loaded with an invisible warning that to defy the FBI director would mean severe consequences. Disobeying orders had never been so tempting—except when Aunt Cindy forbade Grace from buying a prom dress she considered “light-years too short.”

         Thwarting Aunt Cindy had gotten her a month on laundry duty, which was no small punishment living with four overgrown male cousins. But disregarding Director Vance would get her fired.

         She was already on her boss’s shit list and couldn’t afford a second ding. Not that the first one was her fault. If given a do-over, she’d still tell her former regional supervisor where he could stuff his sexist comments. Except, maybe, with more explicit detail.

         But Grace’s notorious Steele temper flare-up last month was the reason she couldn’t disobey orders now. Karma had a wicked sense of humor.

         “Thanks for the offer, but I’ll be fine. I already put in a request for a ride back.” She tucked her phone into her back pocket as she climbed out of the car.

         “It’s your life, lady. Hope I don’t see you on the morning news.”

         Grace did too.

         If it wasn’t December, and if the text hadn’t come from Vance herself, she’d think this was an April Fool’s prank hatched by one of her colleagues—maybe Toby for the wasabi toast incident.

         But the director didn’t joke, or smile, or make second requests, which meant Grace had ten minutes to get her ass inside.

         She tugged her coat collar up to protect her from the chill wind whipping in from the Hudson and headed to the rusted iron door. She kept her head on a swivel and surveyed her surroundings, something she’d done even before entering the FBI, thanks to her four military-trained cousins.

         This far down the river, there were no tourists soaking in the sights, and any dockworkers who frequented the place during the day were long gone, their statuesque cranes sitting unused.

         But Grace wasn’t alone.

         She’d sensed the telltale shiver slide down her spine the second she’d stepped out of the car. It was the same one a woman felt while being eye-fucked on a nightclub dance floor or when the creepy man from the produce section miraculously appeared in front of the milk, then again by the bakery, and ended up behind you at checkout.

         Every woman everywhere knew how to pinpoint The Source, and Grace wasn’t any different. Beneath her jacket, Magdalena’s weight warmed her right side, her trusted Magnum .22-caliber handgun reminding her in its own way that it had her back.

         One man—no, two—stood on different sides of the factory’s front door. She came to a stop six feet away and unzipped her coat to give them ample time to identify themselves.

         “I’m going to throw out a warning because I’m feeling magnanimous tonight. I really hate being cold. It’s a fact. I’m a perpetual bitch from the months of December to March—give or take an early spring. Just in case you lost track of time, it’s December and we’re supposedly in the crosshairs of an arctic blast. Do with that information what you want.” Grace paused and waited for acknowledgment.

         The one on the left stepped forward, leaving his partner in position.

         Clean-shaven with close-cropped hair and a fit, lean physique, the man couldn’t have been much older than she was. Maybe early thirties. His long, confident stride and the cocky glint in his eyes gave him away as law enforcement. “Special Agent Steele. It’s good to see your reputation wasn’t exaggerated.”

         “You’ll have to excuse me for not returning that sentiment—at least until you tell me who you are.” Grace’s eyes flickered to the pin attached to his suit’s left lapel, and she swallowed a curse.

         “Agent Jake Corelli, ma’am. Secret Service.” He flashed a set of credentials. “Are you carrying a weapon?”

         “Yeah, I have my service weapon, like I do any time I’m called to the field.”

         “You’ll need to relinquish it to me before you go inside.” Corelli held out his hand expectantly.

         Grace laughed…and realized she was the only one. “Oh, wait. You’re serious? Yeah, sorry, but that’s not happening.”

         “Sorry, ma’am, but it is.”

         Again with the ma’am crap.

         Releasing a heavy sigh, she carefully reached beneath her jacket and handed over Magdalena. “Only God can help you if something happens to her. You hear me?”

         The Secret Service agent’s lips twitched. “Loud and clear, ma’am. I’ll take good care of her while she’s in my custody.”

         “You better. And while you’re at it, you can stop the ma’am.”

         “Noted…Special Agent Steele.” He smirked, the move showcasing an impressive set of dimples.

         Once upon a time, the handsome, self-assured type had been her catnip. Oh, it was fun at first. Exciting. But reality always rushed back, and it usually did so with a harsh metaphorical smack on the face. Or the ass. Thankfully, Grace learned early on that the only way to ensure a happily-ever-after was to make it yourself.

         Knights on white steeds need not apply.

         Agent Corelli tapped the communication device hooked around his left ear. “Special Agent Steele has arrived and is on her way inside.”

         The door behind him opened with a heavy thunk.

         “And where exactly am I going once I’m inside?” Grace asked.

         “You’ll see.”

         “Oh goodie. I love surprises that lurk in dark warehouses,” Grace muttered, her sarcasm earning her a small chuckle from the agent.

         Truth was that she hated surprises with a passion, nearly as much as cliffhangers in books. Unanswered anything practically gave her hives, which was one reason why profiling suited her perfectly…and why her boss’s severely-lacking-in-details text was driving her up the wall.

         She gave Magdalena one last, longing look and stepped through the doorway, where she was instantly greeted by two more Secret Service agents, one of whom had traded her own weapon in for a metal detector baton.

         “Arms and legs out, ma’am.”

         Grace bit her tongue at being called ma’am again and waited as the agent ran the baton over her body. Once satisfied, she nodded to her cohort. “All clear.”

         “You can go inside.” The second agent opened the next set of double doors, and Grace stepped into the large, and obviously unused, old factory.

         When Kline Textiles had declared bankruptcy a million years ago, they hadn’t bothered taking all their belongings. Stacked three high, old, mildewed boxes took up the far left corner, and on Grace’s right, at least a dozen cobwebbed sewing machines had been lined up in two rows. The place was an industrial wasteland, but she didn’t spare any of it a second glance, because her gaze locked on the lone table in the center of the room…and the man standing next to it.

         Grace’s earlier curiosity weighted her stomach to her feet.

         Pierce Brandt.

         Vice president of the United States.

         Deemed too pretty for government work while on the campaign trail, the former Army General sported a full head of salt-and-pepper hair and broad shoulders. Both his smile and his youthful appearance had been media fodder before he’d taken office, but neither was in the room with them.

         Dark circles framed his once brilliant green eyes, and his well-known smile had been replaced by a tight-lipped grimace. This Brandt looked a far cry and a few decades away from the man on the news who effortlessly charmed foreign dignitaries.

         This so wasn’t her typical office appointment with an FBI colleague or a direct superior. Agents at her level did not get private audiences with the second most powerful person in the country.

         It made her all the more wary.

         “Special Agent Grace Steele. Finally, we meet.” He held out a hand in greeting. “I’ve heard many great things about you from Director Vance, and I can see that my presence is a shock, which means the director didn’t tell you about this meeting.”

         “Not a thing, sir.”

         “Good. I’m sorry for all the secrecy, but it was a necessary evil. This conversation needs to remain private.”

         Grace barely withheld a snort. “Because the White House isn’t secure, sir?”

         He chuckled at her sarcasm. “Secure? Most definitely. Private? No. I’ve asked you here as a personal favor because, for a litany of reasons, I can’t involve local law enforcement or federal resources.”

         And the surprises keep coming.

         Secret meetings and personal favors didn’t ease Grace’s mind one bit. Nothing good ever came from them, especially when they involved politicians.

         She chose her words carefully so as not to offend him. “You do realize that I’m a federal agent, right?”

         He smiled, but the act never reached his eyes. “I know many things about you, Special Agent Steele. I know that you graduated at the top of your class at Quantico. I know that you could’ve written your own ticket to any high-valued branch of the Bureau you wanted, and yet you chose criminal profiling.”

         Grace shrugged. “I’ve never been a glory seeker. I’m more than happy to work behind the scenes and let others get their time in the spotlight.”

         Brandt leaned against the table, crossing his arms over his chest. “And from what I understand, you also work well with a team.”

         Grace’s internal warning light blinked to life.

         Criminal profiling was a solitary job. She dissected people—psychologically. She picked away at their thought processes, examined their motives, what made them tick, and why they did the things they did, with the hope of stopping them before they did it again.

         Though trained like any field agent, most of her time was spent behind a desk or across an interview table…which made her even more suspicious about the vice president’s comment.

         There was only one time in her eight years of service that she’d worked with a team.

         “Sir,” Grace treaded carefully, “I don’t mean any disrespect, but this cloak-and-dagger business isn’t my thing. Director Vance summoned me down here in the middle of the night for a reason, and I’d really like to know what that reason is.”

         “I like your no-nonsense attitude, Special Agent Steele. And you’re right. You were asked here because I’ve hired Steele Ops to help me deal with my personal matter.”

         And there it was.

         Steele Ops. Her four overgrown cousins who’d made laundry punishment hell on earth.

         “I believe that you worked with the private security firm in the recent past.”

         “I was actually consulting with the DCPD on the Beltway Cupid Killer case, but you didn’t ask me here about the BCK. Are you looking for a personal recommendation? I may be a bit biased, but you’re in good hands with my cousins. Failure isn’t in their vocabulary.”

         “Which is exactly why I hired them…and why Steele Ops has requested the use of your expertise.” Pierce Brandt’s gaze slid over her left shoulder. “Isn’t that correct, Mr. Wright?”

         Grace froze.

         Wright.

         A common name. Thousands of people had it in New York alone, but only one possessed the power to raise her body temperature a good few hundred degrees. Right now, she was dangerously close to finding out how hot a human had to be before bursting into flames.

         It didn’t make sense. This was New York, not DC, where her cousins had been deep in the throes of wooing him into the family business.

         Steeling her spine, Grace turned and came face-to-face with the last man on which she ever wanted to lay eyes—or anything except a strong right hook.

         Cade Wright leaned against the far wall, looking better than he had any right to in worn blue jeans and a long-sleeved Henley. The shirt molded to his upper body and didn’t leave much to the imagination as to what was under it—a rock-hard chest and eight pairs of abs, the last time she’d counted.

         Grace forced her gaze off his body and up to his eyes.

         Big freakin’ mistake. More times than she could count, those cobalt-blue eyes had been her undoing. Lord knew they’d been a key factor in gifting him her virginity a million years ago. And when she’d been in DC for the Cupid Killer case, those eyes—and an ample amount of Jack Daniel’s—were directly responsible for her sexual relapse.

         Grace fisted her hands at her side, barely resisting the urge to throw the nearest object at his overinflated head. Probably a good thing, since that thing happened to be the vice president. “What the hell are you doing here?”

         “It’s good to see you too, Grace.” Cade smirked, the move showcasing the old scar on his chin. His few days’ worth of dark blond stubble nearly covered it, but she knew it was there.

         She’d been the one to give it to him during her one and only motorcycle lesson.

         Not a day went by that she didn’t wonder how her sweet best friend, Zoey, shared an entire gene pool with the cocky ass. Cade Wright made her cousins seem humble, and that was saying a lot, since each of their pictures could have been published in a visual dictionary under the term smug.

         Granted they had the right.

         Roman’s Special Forces career wasn’t exactly spent behind a desk. No one knew what he actually did in SF, but considering his perpetual grumpiness, it wasn’t hunting for leprechauns at the end of rainbow. And Ryder and Liam, a Marine and a Navy intelligence officer, saw more action than a movie director. Cade, like her oldest cousin, Knox, had spent his service years in the 75th Ranger Regiment—high demand, high stakes, and high bragging rights.

         Cade Wright and all of her cousins were heroes without the glittery capes and skin-hugging tights.

         Grace ripped her gaze away from her ex and turned to Brandt. “I’m sorry, sir, but I’m going to have to politely decline Steele Ops’s request. I can’t help you.”

         Brandt’s eyebrows rose into his hairline. “I haven’t even told you what the job entails.”

         “You obviously need a criminal profiler, right? I’ll happily give you the names of a few colleagues who would do a fantastic job.”

         “I’m afraid you don’t understand. Your name is the one that’s been recommended—not only by Steele Ops, but by the director herself.” The vice president’s tone didn’t leave room for debate. “I’m not taking any chances with my daughter’s life, Special Agent Steele.”

         Grace didn’t read social magazines, and when the news programs ventured into gossip territory, she turned them off. But she would have heard about a threat against the politician’s daughter. “Isn’t your daughter studying art abroad? In Europe?”

         “That’s the public excuse we gave to explain her absence.”

         “Absence? If she’s not in DC and she’s not in Europe, then where is she?”

         “With a group I believe that you’re familiar with.” Brandt squared his shoulders and looked her dead in the eye. “The Order of the New Dawn.”

         Grace’s blood froze.

         Making a living diving into the disturbed minds of criminals, her shock factor was practically zilch. But that name. That group.

         No wonder the vice president wanted her working alongside Steele Ops. No one knew the OND like she did, but she hadn’t studied them at Quantico or used them as her dissertation topic.

         Grace knew the organization intimately because from the age of five to thirteen, Grace Steele had been considered a Child of the New Dawn.

         She’d spent most of her childhood in a cult.

         
            *  *  *

         

         No matter how badly Cade wanted to intervene, he couldn’t for two reasons—and they stood less than six feet away in an epic stare-down. They were both confident, both stubborn. Brandt, a former Army General, had been trained never to retreat, and yet if Cade had to bet money on who the winner would be, he’d choose Grace.

         Hands down.

         Grace was a Steele, through and through, and like her cousins—his best friends—no one could talk her into something she didn’t want to do. And there wasn’t a doubt in his mind that she didn’t want to do this.

         It was why he’d been volunteered to represent Steele Ops at this meeting. Grace already hated him, and his presence kept her cousins in her somewhat amiable good graces.

         She straightened her spine. “Mr. Vice President…sir. I’m sorry about your daughter, but—”

         “Then help me. You know New Dawn better than anyone. Steele Ops has been working tirelessly to get into Teague Rossbach’s inner circle, but it’s proven more difficult than expected. You’re the missing link. Both your training and your history with the group could help bring my daughter home.”

         Jake Corelli stepped up to Brandt, clearing his throat. “Sir, we need to be moving along.”

         The vice president locked Grace in his sights. “I’m not going to lie, Special Agent Steele. My daughter isn’t perfect. She’s made some personal choices in her life that I don’t particularly care for, but until now, they’ve been her choices. And like any self-respecting parent, I want to support her. New Dawn wasn’t a choice. They preyed on her weakness and used it to their advantage.”

         “I’m flattered that you and my cousins have so much faith in me, sir, but it’s been seventeen years since I’ve lived with the OND. There’s no way that they’re the same organization I remember.”

         “You’re right. They’ve had time to grow, to damage more lives.” He gestured to a manila envelope on the table. “That’s everything we have on Sarah’s activities leading up to her disappearance, including intelligence on the man we believed recruited her. All I’m asking is that you try.”

         Grace remained statue-still. Hell, even Cade temporarily stopped breathing, waiting for her response. As close as they’d gotten after she’d come to live with her father’s family, Grace still hadn’t told Cade everything about her time in New Dawn. He’d respected that privacy. Taking the little snippets she did share, he’d listened and hadn’t pushed.

         Much.

         But I’m fine had been her mantra, and the only way he’d been able to tell if it was true or an automatic response reserved for her family was by looking into her eyes.

         That was the real reason he’d agreed to trek to New York.

         He needed to look her in her pretty golden-brown eyes and make sure she was okay with what they were asking her to do.

         Grace picked up the file, her fingers slightly trembling. “I’ll do my best, sir.”

         “Thank you. From both myself and my wife.” Brandt shook her hand before doing the same to Cade. “I trust you’ll keep me updated?”

         “Yes, sir.”

         When Cade looked back to Grace, she’d already retrieved her firearm from Corelli and snapped it back into her holster. He waited until Brandt and his security detail left and braced for impact. “Grace—”

         “Not. One. Word.” She tucked the manila folder under her arm and stalked angrily toward the exit.

         Cade followed from a distance, although judging by her silence, he wasn’t sure if the next county would be far enough to be considered safe. Quiet Grace was more dangerous than her fly-off-the-handles counterpart. Quiet Grace meant time to dwell and stew. Quiet Grace plotted retributions that made grown men cry and call out for their mamas.

         They’d barely cleared the front door when Grace whirled around, no longer quiet. “An ambush, Cade? Seriously?”

         “Ambush is going a little too far, don’t you think?”

         “No, I don’t. DC is the capital of the free world. They don’t have working telephones? Or hell, email? You let me walk into this freakin’ blind!”

         Cade’s hackles rose. He crossed his arms over his chest, going on the defensive. “It’s not like we didn’t try to get hold of you. Knox, Roman, and Ryder. Liam was five seconds away from attempting carrier pigeon. We even roped Zoey into the coordinated effort, but surprise, surprise, all voice mails, texts, and emails went unreturned.”

         “If I didn’t get back to you, then there was a good reason. Oh, say, my job!”

         “That’s your go-to excuse these days, isn’t it?”

         “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

         “Pretty sure I meant it how it sounded. You don’t exactly make regular appearances home. You probably wouldn’t have come to town six months ago if the Bureau hadn’t sent you there for the BCK case.”

         “I’d really like to not discuss six months ago with you.” With a low growl, she stalked away, even the clack of her heels telling him to fuck himself.

         Cade couldn’t help but watch. Tall and curvy, she filled out her suit in a way that was meant to be business-smart, but instead fueled every naughty-librarian fantasy he’d had as a horny teenager.

         Hell, he didn’t need the suit to fire up a Grace-inspired fantasy reel. He needed the woman herself—which was exactly what had happened earlier that year. Stress and a little Jack had lowered their inhibitions, and they’d fallen back on old habits.

         Sex—the one thing during their nine years together that they never once argued about—except when he’d told her that he wasn’t taking her virginity after her senior prom. Hell had no fury like Grace Steele being cock-blocked.

         The flash of headlights ripped his attention away from Grace’s ass and onto the approaching sedan. She flagged it down, and it slowed.

         “Where are you going?” he asked.

         “Home. Which is where you should go.”

         Cade spotted the Lyft sticker on the car window. “There’s no reason for you to pay for a ride. I’m parked around the corner.”

         Grace stopped cold, aiming her glare his way. “Why would you think that I’d get in a car with you?”

         “Because I’m your ticket to the Steele Ops jet. Or has your love of commercial flying changed? I bet on this short of notice, there’s a nice middle seat within toilet-sniffing distance. Or we can drive down to DC. Five long hours. You and me. Side by side.”

         Her nose wrinkled as if smelling something bad, but he wasn’t sure if it was at the mention of commercial seating or close quarters with him.

         “Or”—Grace smiled sweetly and opened the Lyft door—“I can drive my own damn self. See you in DC.”

         Without another glance, she slipped into the back seat of the waiting car, leaving him to stare after her like some kind of abandoned lover…which, coincidentally, was pretty damn close to what he’d done to her nine years earlier.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter

Two

         

         Nestled in the heart of Old Town Alexandria, the once notorious Keaton Jailhouse loomed over the Potomac riverside, its four castle-like turrets giving it a gothic feel. The Steele brothers had bought it almost a year ago and poured a hell of a lot of blood, sweat, and money into its renovation so it would serve their needs—and the needs of their two businesses.

         Iron Bars Distillery and Beer Garden, located on the three aboveground levels, had quickly become a riverside hotspot. They hosted community events and company functions. Last week, they’d held their first wedding reception and were written up in some kind of event magazine.

         But tucked deep in the underbelly, beneath the unsuspecting feet of the Iron Bar patrons, Steele Ops ran its operations, doing what the government couldn’t do thanks to red tape and bureaucracy. It sure as hell wasn’t for the faint of heart, but despite Cade’s original uncertainty about leaving the DCPD Special Crimes Task Force, he knew he’d made the right decision in teaming up with his best friends.

         Not only did he get to keep his family and country safe, but he did it using the skills he’d acquired during his time with the 75th Ranger Regiment. And yeah, there were additional perks, like individual living quarters for times they had to work round-the-clock and a training facility that made his community center’s gym look like a high school locker room. And Liam had outfitted their ops center with all the latest tech, which he boasted would make NASA cry.

         Going topside wasn’t necessary unless they chose to be around people—which the man currently boring annoyed holes into Cade seldom did.

         Roman Steele, one quarter of the Steele brother quartet, kicked his boots up on the desk and followed Cade’s trek around ops with a critical eye. “You’re making me motion-sick. Either sit and wait, or go punch the hell out of the sparring bag until they get here, but if you don’t pick one, I’m diving into Ryder’s medic kit and dosing your ass with a sedative.”

         Cade stopped pacing and threw his friend a glare. The former Special Forces soldier didn’t flinch…or bluff. Not before the IED explosion that took the lower third of his left leg, and not now, years later.

         Disgusted with himself, Cade tossed his now ice-cold coffee in the trash. “I should’ve made her come with me on the jet. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking.”

         “That you valued your life.” Roman stood, stretching his back and then his legs. He winced, but erased the grimace as quickly as it had appeared. “The only reason she would’ve agreed to go with you was so she could toss your ass out the emergency exit the second you reached thirty thousand feet. Count yourself lucky.”

         “If I had any kind of luck we wouldn’t be talking about New-fucking-Dawn.” He scraped his palm over his face. “Sarah Brandt couldn’t go and pick those nature worshipers out in California? It had to be the OND?”

         “I don’t like this any more than you do, but I wouldn’t have agreed with Knox to bring Grace in if I didn’t think she could handle it.”

         “Just because she handles shit well doesn’t mean she should have to.”

         Grace was one of the strongest women he knew, right up with his mom and his sister, Zoey. She dealt with things head-on regardless if it was the easy route or not. Hell, he remembered clear as day the morning a thirteen-year-old Grace Steele showed up on the Steeles’ front porch.

         He and Knox had been sucked into whatever video game had just come out when the doorbell rang. Thinking Liam was fucking with them again, Cade had flung the door open in full tirade mode, and by the time he’d realized it wasn’t the youngest Steele brother on the front stoop, it was too late. He’d already cussed out the rail-thin young girl in front of him.

         She’d beaten him to an apology when she’d thrown his attitude right back in his face, not the least deterred by his extra seventy pounds and twelve or more inches.

         That spunk had served her well through the years, so Cade got why Roman wasn’t more worried. Sometimes even he forgot that the strong woman she’d become was also the one who he’d held through countless night terrors.

         Roman and the others hadn’t seen that side of Grace.

         She wouldn’t let them. She’d barely let him, and they’d been inseparable as teenagers. But now, after years clawing her way out from that darkness, they all expected her to dive right back in.

         “Grace will be behind the scenes,” Roman said, as if reading his thoughts. “We just need her to make Tank and Jaz’s backgrounds look attractive to the New Dawn recruiters. Once they get their invite into the Order, her part’s over. Relax. Decaffeinate. Grace’ll be here. She’ll be fine. And things will run as smooth as they always do.”

         “You didn’t see her face after meeting Brandt. If looks could kill, the NYPD would be fishing my dead body out of the Hudson River right now.”

         “Like I said, things will be back to normal.” Roman’s lips twitched. “Look, I’m not saying she’ll be all smiles when she shows. I gave some serious thought to breaking out a pair of flak jackets from the pen.”

         “Where are you going with this?”

         “We both know that the second she left your ass on that dock, she called Zoey, and your sister talked her out of doing anything to spite your dumb ass.”

         “That’s how you know she’ll be here, huh?”

         Roman flashed his cell phone. “That, and Ryder just texted to say she’s upstairs.”

         The words no sooner left Roman’s mouth than Grace’s voice echoed through the compound.

         The sound of her throaty chuckle twisted his stomach into knots. Once upon a time, he’d been able to coax that laugh from her better than anyone. They’d spend entire weekends of his R and R holed up in her dorm room doing nothing but talking and stripping each other’s clothes off. On the rare occasion they ventured outside to do something in the real world, they’d always ended up rushing back to get naked—again.

         These days all Cade got out of Grace were insults, snide comments, and eat-shit-and-die glares.

         Grace stepped into the room.

         In well-worn blue jeans and heeled knee-high boots, she looked more like the young woman he’d once pictured himself spending the rest of his life with than the federal agent who’d gladly use him for target practice.

         Her dark hair, which complemented her red sweater, fell over her shoulders in soft waves, and her golden-brown eyes damn near twinkled even under Steele Ops’s fluorescent lighting.

         FBI Special Agent Grace Steele revved up his libido, but this laid-back version burst it into flames.

         Sending a mental scolding to Little Cade for his inopportune half salute, Cade stuffed his hands into his pockets and waited for Grace’s inevitable glare. The second her eyes locked on him, her smile vanished.

         “Guess you decided to walk back to DC rather than take that solo drive.” Cade internally groaned the second he heard his own voice.

         Everyone froze. Ryder and Knox, standing on either side of Grace, looked prepped to move if she leaped for him. Roman shook his head, muttering something unflattering under his breath about Cade’s intelligence.

         At this point, Cade was ready to agree with him. He wasn’t sure why he’d said what he did, which seemed to be his new modus operandi when it came to Grace. Foot in mouth. Perpetually.

         But it put him in her crosshairs.

         It might be sadistic on his part, but he preferred her I’m-going-to-skewer-you-alive-with-the-power-of-my-glare to being ignored completely. The little electrical charge that whipped through him each time almost mimicked their good-natured barbs back in the day.

         A smile way too sweet to be real formed on Grace’s pink-glossed lips. “Considering I wasn’t given a length of time for my services, I needed to make sure that I brought enough clothes.”

         “Because there aren’t washing machines in the world.”

         “Pushing it,” Roman mumbled.

         Grace’s smile remained despite the ocular javelin spear she heaved his way. “You never told me where we’d be going, so I had to pack for all contingencies. For all I knew, we were headed to a Nepali hilltop—with no washing machines. You shouldn’t be complaining. If it had been Ryder, you’d be twiddling your thumbs for another three hours while he ironed his jeans. And that’s a safe estimate.”

         Ryder, former Marine and peacekeeper of Steele Ops, laughed. He took a seat at the conference table and lifted his boots onto the shiny wood surface. “Leave me and my creaseless jeans alone, haters. Just because you lot don’t care about looking like slobs doesn’t mean that the rest of us have to do the same.”

         Knox, the oldest of the Steele brothers, glared. “Boots. Off. Now.”

         “Come on, man. Seriously?”

         “Do I come to your place and shit in your bed?”

         “No. You shit in my latrine, and then I have to light those damn scented candles just so I can take a piss afterward.”

         Knox’s continued scowl dropped Ryder’s feet to the ground. “Hard-ass.”

         “Lightweight.” His one-word reminder of Ryder’s recent failed attempt to outdrink Jaz, Steele Ops’s resident sniper, broke the two brothers out into near matching grins.

         Knox nodded for everyone to take a seat. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

         “And not on I-95 during rush hour,” Ryder joked.

         Everyone groaned, and Roman threw his empty coffee cup at his younger brother’s head. “What did I tell you about those lame-ass jokes?”

         “Oh, come on. That was funny,” Ryder protested.

         Grace patted his hand and took a seat; the one as far from Cade as possible. “It really wasn’t, honey. If those are the kind of jokes you dole out during happy hour, no wonder you’re still single.”

         “I think I like it better when you ride Cade’s ass. Dude, switch seats with me.” He lifted his ass off his chair as if to get up and got yanked back—hard—by Grace.

         “I think you guys need to start talking.” She glanced around the room. “But aren’t we missing someone? I seem to be one cousin short.”

         Knox nodded. “Liam’s going over the logistics of the New Dawn op with Tank and Jaz.”

         Ryder chuckled. “And probably regretting his chosen occupation as the Steele Ops smart-ass. You and Cade are cuddly kittens compared to those two.”

         Grace arched a delicately curved eyebrow. “And you paired the two of them together?”

         “You’ll understand when you see them interact,” Cade interjected. “But we’re also running low on options. We’ve used undercovers, both ours and local law enforcement, and haven’t gotten much more than a nibble. For a cult, New Dawn is pretty damn particular.”

         “And let me guess, when you got a nibble, it didn’t go anywhere.”

         “Exactly.”

         Grace pulled a stack of files from her bag and spread them out on the table in front of them. “Because they weren’t the right fit. Even though Teague Rossbach’s a sociopath, he isn’t stupid. The Seekers—or recruiters—that he sends out into the general population are little more than sheep. He gives them just enough information for them to do their job.”

         “So even if they had nibbled…”

         “They wouldn’t have been able to give you a damn thing, or at least anything that we’re looking for. Anyone who knows anything of use is going to be in his tight circle—his Council. And they’re going to be on the Order compound—which is where Brandt’s intel states that Sarah’s been since leaving DC.”

         “So then why the hell are we bothering with winning over these Seekers?” Cade’s question earned him everyone’s attentions. “Sarah Brandt’s on the OND compound, right? Then we perform an old-school recovery. In and out. Everyone’s happy.”

         Grace rolled her pretty eyes at him. “That’s not going to work.”

         “Why not?”

         “Because in order to raid the compound, you’d need to find it. It’s not like it’s on a map, and I highly doubt even the Seekers know the exact location.”

         Roman scratched his scruffy beard, deep in thought. “Then how do they get new members there? If they do most of their brainwashing at the compound, then they have to transport them somehow.”

         “Members of the Council. I vaguely remember that there’d be times when a few of them disappeared for a day, sometimes two, and when they returned, our little ‘flock’ had grown.”

         “Flock?” Roman lifted a dark eyebrow. “What the hell did he see his followers as? Geese?”

         “Please don’t get me started on Rossbach’s twisted dictionary of words. I could spend weeks talking about the psychology behind it all.”

         From the file, Cade pulled the surveillance images of Bethany and Thomas Williams, the New Dawn couple they’d been tailing for the last few weeks. Fairly recent transplants in DC, they both worked steady jobs at one of the private schools across town. Teachers, for God’s sake.

         A realization nearly smacked Cade in the face.

         Teachers. “Most school systems don’t exactly dish out a lot of personal time. These recruiters aren’t going to be able to drop everything to play escort to new members very often.”

         “You’re right,” Grace admitted. “I think I remember it being about once a month, and it wasn’t as if they brought a busload. It was maybe two or three people at a time. At the most, four. Rossbach’s selective. He’s only going to pick people who he thinks he can do his mind-meld thing with.”

         Ryder snorted. “So basically the chances of getting recruited are the same as someone’s chances of being drafted by the NHL. Nice.”

         Grace eyed the photos in Cade’s hands. “If you’ve been tailing those recruiters for weeks and haven’t seen anything suspicious, it probably means they haven’t transported any new members recently.”

         Cade’s eyes snapped up to hers. “Their flock’s overdue for a population increase.”

         “Exactly what I was thinking. If we move on this quickly, your operatives can be first-round draft picks.” Grace grinned at Cade, nearly making him fall off his damn chair.

         Fuck. That smile. At the sight of it, his body never ceased to come alive. There’d been times when they were teenagers that he’d do something purposefully stupid to see her flash one his way. It was more addictive than caffeine.

         As if suddenly realizing who’d she’d been smiling at, Grace’s grin melted away, and the loss of it was a like a sucker punch to his gut.

         She leaned back in her chair and tucked her hands on her lap, turning toward her cousins. “I’m going to make sure your people get on the inside, but there’s one thing you may have to prepare yourself for that I haven’t heard anyone mention.”

         “What’s that?” Knox asked.

         “What are you going to do if Sarah Brandt doesn’t want to leave?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         No one moved. No one took so much as a shallow breath or blinked. It was more than a little eerie.

         Grace hated being the bearer of bad news, and judging by the looks on her cousins’ faces as well as Cade’s, it was probably one of the worst she could have delivered. But they had brought her here to do a job, and that was what she needed to do even if it meant dropping a metaphorical monsoon on their parade.

         “Didn’t think of that, did you?” Grace asked.

         Knox opened and closed his mouth, unable to form words. Ryder and Roman both looked horrified at the concept.

         Cade looked her dead in the eye, the first to speak. “You seriously think that could be the case?”

         “I would be surprised if it wasn’t.” Having prepared to drop reality into the situation, Grace popped open three files and slid them down the table. “The People’s Temple in Jonestown. Heaven’s Gate in California. The Branch Davidians in Waco. All with very different belief systems. But one thing they have in common is the followers follow blindly. They stay because they want to.”

         “You didn’t.”

         Grace forced herself to meet Cade’s eyes.

         As a general rule, she didn’t talk about the OND. It wasn’t the healthiest coping strategy, and as her old therapist had told her with routine frequency, it would come back to bite her on the ass one day.

         That was why she’d opened up to Cade all those years ago. Not wide open. A girl had to keep up some protective walls in this day and age, but she’d given him enough glimpses for him to know what getting involved with her meant.

         For him. For her. For them.

         She’d expected him to run away screaming, but instead he’d held on tighter…until her college graduation, when he’d let go completely and re-upped his service with the Army.

         Grace pulled her head out of the past before it swallowed her whole. “My issues with the OND weren’t exactly typical. I’m pretty sure that I’m the reason Rossbach even designed the Reconditioning Center.”

         Roman winced. “Is that as bad as it sounds?”

         “If it sounds like manual labor mixed in with solitary confinement and a lot of self-reflection, then yes.”

         Her cousin’s dark eyes narrowed. “And where was your mom during all this?”

         “Mother Dearest? Rossbach’s fiercest cheerleader and mega-groupie?” Grace let out a humorless snort. The idea of Rebecca Steele giving a damn about her daughter, other than how Grace’s disobedience made her look to others, was laughable. “She probably would’ve been thrilled if he’d kept me in the Rec full-time. But we’re getting off topic. We need to focus on Sarah Brandt, not me.”

         Knox leaned his arms on the table. “So you’re saying that we’re looking at two scenarios: the vice president’s daughter either being a permanent resident of the Reconditioning Center or someone who leads the freakin’ evening blessing.”

         “That’s pretty much what I’m saying.”

         Cade glared at Rossbach’s picture on the wall-mounted computer screen, which Grace had been careful to avoid looking at until now.

         His broad forehead looked wider due to a receding hairline, and his rounded face was devoid of any angles except for the slight crook of his nose. Unassuming. Unthreatening. And unremarkable. Most people passing him on the street wouldn’t give him a second glance.

         Grace, on the other hand, would sprint through a busy intersection to get away from those eerie mud-green eyes.

         Cade still stared at Rossbach’s picture, shaking his head. “Why the hell do people follow him so blindly? And why the hell hasn’t anyone stopped him before he put a mysterious compound in the middle of nowhere?”

         Grace forced her stomach to stop rolling. “Because like most cult leaders, he’s charismatic, and on paper, he’s a law-abiding citizen. He pays taxes, obeys the law—even if that’s only a public façade. Cults like the Order of the New Dawn don’t want to give the government any reason to infiltrate their space. They don’t want another Waco.”

         “So you’re telling me that he’s a simple, hardworking couples therapist?”

         “No. He’s a narcissistic megalomaniac with psychopathic tendencies and delusions of grandeur. But on paper? Yes. He’s a certified family counselor.”

         “Scary-ass shit if you ask me,” Roman muttered.

         “Not going to disagree with you.”

         “I’m sorry, G,” Knox said. “We tried keeping you out of this, but when Brandt did his own digging and found out about your connection he was a man on a mission. Are you sure you’re going to be okay working on this?”

         She waved off her cousin’s apology. “For eight years, my mother and Rossbach tried erasing every aspect of myself that made me me. If there’s even a chance that they’re doing that to Sarah Brandt, or anyone else, I’m going to do what I need to do.”

         “That doesn’t really answer the question.”

         It didn’t, but that was the only answer she had to give him, because the truth was that she didn’t know. For seventeen years, she’s shoved her New Dawn memories into an airtight vault, and now she had to jimmy it back open.

         But she’d meant what she said. She’d do whatever was necessary to get Sarah Brandt home—and then she’d hope like hell all of her shit fit back in its box.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter

Three

         

         If Grace had spent one more hour with her cousins and Cade at the Steele Ops headquarters her head would have exploded.

         She needed a hot shower. Chocolate. And her best friend. Not necessarily in that order.

         Zoey stood at her apartment door when Grace came up the steps and pulled her into a tight hug. “Look what the cat dragged in.”

         “Speaking of cats…where’s Mr. Evil?” Grace warily looked for Snuggles, an oxymoron-of-a-name for her best friend’s twenty-pound behemoth. The last time she’d visited, the admittedly beautiful hairball hocked an actual hairball on her five-hundred-dollar Jimmy Choos and then pissed on her backup Louboutins.

         Zoey chuckled, obviously remembering that fated day. “I think he’s hiding. I told him you were coming, and he zoomed right underneath the bed.”

         “Lying in wait’s probably more accurate, but fool on him because I’m not planning on taking my shoes off this time.”

         Zo’s eyes flickered down to her feet. “You’re going to sleep in boots?”

         “And shower,” Grace joked, tossing her things on the kitchen table. “And speaking of hot water…”

         “Towels are already in there.”

         “Bless you, my child.” Grace planted an obnoxious kiss on her cheek and hightailed it to the bathroom. Forty minutes later, she donned her fuzzy flannels—and boots—and found Zoey on the sofa with two mugs of hot chocolate, already sufficiently marshmallowed.

         “You’re an angel.” Grace took the cocoa and spotted the heating pad on the empty couch cushion. She sunk on top of it with a groan. “Strike that. You’re a goddess. I worship you.”

         Zoey chuckled. “Worship me so much that you used up all my hot water?”

         “I spent half the day in a car and the rest of it dealing with my cousins. Trust me, I earned that shower.”

         “So it wasn’t to avoid my probing questions about my brother?”

         Grace threw her hand to her chest, feigning shock. “You? My longest friend on record? Probe for information? That never once entered my mind.”

         “You’re a freakin’ liar, but I love you anyway. But seriously, on a scale of one to ten, how tempted were you to throw Cade in the Hudson last night?”

         “The scale only goes to ten?”

         Zoey snort-laughed. “If I didn’t love my job in crime scene so much, I could quit and become a self-made millionaire by selling tickets to the ‘Grace and Cade Show.’”

         Oglers do love watching a good train wreck.

         Grace couldn’t fault her best friend for her curiosity. To everyone around them, they’d once been a solid, unwavering couple. Cade had joined the Army under a four-year term while she finished up her last two years of high school and then ventured off to NYU.

         Between the two of them, they’d clocked about a million hours’ worth of air miles traveling back and forth on weekends, and added even more during her last two years of college, when they took advantage of every scheduled R and R and family holiday that they could.

         They’d had a plan.

         FBI Academy for her. College on the GI Bill for him.

         And then he’d enlisted again, and all those plans went up in a plume of smoke. Or more accurately, with the fumes of Cade’s Boeing as it left Andrews Air Force Base.

         Happy graduation to her.

         Before her sour mood transferred to her best friend, Grace changed the subject. “So now that I can see your face and tell if you’re lying…how have you been doing? Really. My cousin’s been treating you right? Everything’s back online with that stinker-of-a-ticker?”

         A pink blush rose to Zoey’s creamy cheeks. “Knox is great, and the replaced heart valve is doing exactly what it’s supposed to do. I’ve actually been downgraded from monthly cardiac appointments to quarterly.”

         “Which is no doubt driving Knox bonkers.”

         “And by extension, me.” Zoey’s fingers played with the blanket over her lap, a ghost of a smile on her lips. “But we’re good. We’re…great. So great, actually, that I sometimes wait for the other shoe to drop. Do you know what I mean?”

         She did. Completely. But she wasn’t about to say it to her best friend, not with everything Zoey had gone through this past year. If anyone deserved a shit-ton of worriless happiness, it was her best friend.

         Grace squeezed Zoey’s hand. “You have paid your dues, lady, and then some. It’s time for you to bask in the sun…and in Knox. But it should be pretty easy to do both since you’re living on the Angel Eyes now.”

         Behind black-rimmed glasses, Zoey’s eyes went a little too wide and a lot too innocent. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. We’re sitting in my apartment right now.”

         Grace smirked over the rim of her mug. “You’re really forcing me to break out my powers of observation? Fine. Your bathroom toiletries are all new, and I’m talking just-cracked-open-the-seal new. When I first turned the faucet on, the water was brown-tinged like it had been sitting in the pipes for a while. And then there’s your toilet.”

         “What’s wrong with my toilet? And you looked inside? Ew!”

         “A girl has to pee. And there’s nothing wrong with it…other than having that orange stagnant-water line. Which, as you know, Miss Crime Scene Investigator, means that it hasn’t been used, probably in weeks. There’s also the distinct lack of the freesia odor stuff you spray to mask His Evilness’s litter bombs. Either Snugs isn’t here, or you toilet trained him. And we know that’s not the case because water line…”

         Zoey’s cheeks went from pink to fuchsia.

         “Oh, so nothing to say, huh?” Grace teased.

         “Knox said you’d notice.”

         “And he was right. You didn’t need to do this. I could’ve gotten a hotel room or stayed with Aunt Cindy.”

         “Or you could’ve asked one of your adoring cousins.”

         Grace’s mouth dropped, openly horrified. “I swear it’s like you don’t know me at all! I served my time living with those barbarians. Never. Again.”

         Tears of laughter rolled down Zoey’s cheeks. “No more talk about a hotel, and if you really want to stay with Cindy and be coerced to go man-hunting with her and my mother, I’m not going to stop you. But I’d love for you to stay here. Even if I’m on the boat with Knox, I want you to act like this place is yours. For however long you need.”

         “Judging by tonight’s events, I’m going to be here a lot longer than I want to be.” Catching Zoey’s concerned look, she added, “You know I love everyone here—well, except Cade. It’s just…”

         “New Dawn.”

         Grace dropped her head to the back of the couch. She wished she could rewind time and pretend she hadn’t seen Director Vance’s text. “I’ve spent the last seventeen years trying put it all behind me.”

         “So tell Knox that you can’t do it. He’ll understand.”

         “That’s just it. I can do it. I just don’t want to have to, and I know that makes me the worst kind of person.”

         “Grace Ann Steele,” Zoey said sternly. “You are not a bad person. You took a horrible experience and used it as motivation to do something good. You’ve saved people. You’ve brought closure to loved ones who without you, probably never would’ve gotten it. You—”

         “Down, girl.” Grace bumped her shoulder gently. “I’m not the First Evil. I get it.”

         “You’re using Buffy references on me now? Did we swap lives?”

         “No, because you’re with Knox and that would just be ew.” She shrugged, smirking. “I just figured it would get me extra bonus points.”

         And the change of subject she desperately needed.

         A half dozen of her old professors condemned the act, not to mention every therapist she’d seen since the age of thirteen. But words could be weaponized.

         Rossbach’s teachings spurred his followers into action. Rebecca Steele verbally denouncing Grace as a daughter killed a young girl’s dream of motherly affection. And sharing bits of her past with Cade all those years ago resulted in the crushing blow of watching him walk away.

         Grace needed to get her cousins into the OND, and then she needed to get the hell out of Dodge before her life imploded in front of her eyes.

         
            *  *  *

         

         There were a lot of things Cade didn’t look forward to. Dentist visits. The time when he needed to go to the gastroenterologist and get a camera shoved up his ass. Now, he could tack on summoning the vice president of the United States to the list, especially since this one involved a Grace-grilling.

         And it would be a grilling.

         She’d stormed into Steele Ops bright and early that morning, a color-coded timeline clenched in her slender but capable hands. Thanks to the ridiculous hour and his bad idea to sleep in the barracks, he’d been the only one subjected to her tirade—twice, the first time without coffee.

         After two cups of stark black down his hatch, he’d finally connected the dots. But not without a lot of hand-holding on Grace’s part and a sarcastic offer of an illustrated storyboard to help him keep up.

         Cade now nursed his third cup of coffee and waited in the deserted restaurant section of Iron Bars. After fifteen minutes of peace and quiet, the distinct clack of Grace’s footsteps turned the corner.

         She only wore sneakers under duress or if placed in situations where there was chance her footwear wouldn’t come out intact. For example, his boot camp graduation.

         According to Liam, she’d complained for days leading up to the ceremony, obsessively watching the weather forecast, and privately cursing his commanding officer for not moving the graduation indoors. Cade had loved every second of that ceremony, and it had little to do with the start of his military career and everything to do with the hot—although soaked to the bone—brunette in the slinky red dress…and his old shit-kicker boots.

         “Why are you here?” File folder tucked against her chest, Grace glided over to the table.

         “I work here. Cutting it a little close to the meeting time, aren’t you? Or do you really have no clue what it means to summon the vice president and then keep him waiting?”

         Grace muttered under her breath and took a seat, her unusual acquiescence making him grin. Any time she didn’t tell him to go to hell put him one step closer to getting that second chance with her. Considering where they’d started off a few days ago, he’d take every inch she gave him.

         When he signed that four-year extension with his Ranger Regiment, he’d hurt her. Hell, he’d hurt himself, because despite loving that he got to protect his country and the men he served with, he’d loved Grace more. That was the real reason he’d re-upped for another tour. He’d just never found a way to tell her that didn’t make him sound like a pathetic ass.

         Grace sat and drummed her fingers against the table. “You know, if Brandt hadn’t wanted to be summoned again so soon, then maybe he shouldn’t have doctored the intelligence reports he handed over.”

         Cade scrubbed his hand over his face. Three cups of coffee wasn’t enough for this. “Are you absolutely sure it wasn’t an oversight? I mean, I get where you’re coming from. I do. But it could’ve been overlooked, right? Or have a simple explanation? Hell, when I first glanced through it, it looked like everything was in order.”

         “Because you’re not a profiler. You’re a…you.”

         He chuckled. “Somehow I don’t think that was meant as a compliment.”

         “Then you thought right. Why are you here, Cade? And I don’t mean in the building. I mean here…in this room…with minutes to spare before I meet with Brandt.”

         She studied him from across the table before sucking in a sharp breath. “You’re here to babysit me, aren’t you? Which cousin made the directive? Was it Knox? I’ll kill him—although it might hurt my friendship with Zoey. Oh, well. I’ll help her get over him by introducing her to a few hot FBI agents. I definitely know enough of them.”

         An unfamiliar emotion twisted Cade’s insides. Jealousy?

         It wasn’t as if he’d deluded himself into thinking that he’d been Grace’s one-and-only. After their split, he’d done his own sulking in the cleavages of various blondes and redheads—never a brunette, because he couldn’t tolerate the memories of the one he really wanted.

         But sitting across from Grace and hearing her talk about the men she knew chafed him raw. She hadn’t even said she’d slept with them, or dated them, and it shouldn’t matter to him if she had.

         But it did. Way too damn much. “Knox suggested it, but he didn’t call it babysitting.”

         “What did he call it?”

         “Lion taming.” Cade smirked.

         Grace pinched her lips closed before breaking out into a belly laugh. “I hated it when they called me Gracie the Lion.”

         “That’s why they did it—along with your tendency to bite heads off first and then ask for an explanation.”

         She shrugged, still grinning. “I didn’t need to ask for an explanation because nine times out of ten they were guilty as hell. Remember the time Liam raided my closet for that stupid varsity football hazing and ruined my favorite sweater? You guys thought I was nuts for thinking he’d taken it—but I was right.”

         Cade chuckled, remembering that afternoon with perfect clarity. “Couldn’t exactly picture Liam wearing powder blue angora, but you proved us wrong when you got your hands on those pictures.”

         They exchanged knowing smiles. For a quick moment, it was like old times. Except nine years ago, he would’ve reached across the table, kissed the hell out of her, and watched that sweet smile turn to a heated look of lust.

         Her gaze dropped to his mouth and back as if thinking the same thing.

         “Are we interrupting anything?” A deep voice disrupted the moment.

         “Yes,” Cade answered.

         “No,” Grace replied in unison. She threw Cade a warning look and got to her feet. “Hello, Agent Corelli.”

         Corelli nodded for his agents to spread out and check the grounds. “Twice in three days, Special Agent Steele. Is this going to become a habit?”

         “You wish,” Cade muttered under his breath.

         Grace flashed the vice president’s protective detail a thousand-watt smile. “No offense, but I hope not. Am I going to get to keep Magdalena this time around?”

         Corelli chuckled. “Yeah, we’re good this time.”

         An agent nodded to the VP’s detail head. “All clear, sir.”

         “Send in Papa Bear.”

         “Papa Bear?” Grace chuckled.

         “The vice president loved reading the Berenstain Bears to his daughter when she was little.”

         Pierce Brandt walked into the room. “Corelli, outside the door, please. Everyone else stays farther out.”

         “Will do, sir.” Corelli flashed Grace a wink before walking out.

         “Special Agent Steele and Mr. Wright. I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting to see the two of you this soon.”

         Grace grimaced. “Sorry, sir. I would’ve come to you but—”

         “Not possible.” He nodded toward the table where Cade stood. “I’m gathering you have some additional questions?”

         “First, let me begin by apologizing,” Grace pre-empted as they all sat.

         “For what? What did you do?”

         “It’s not what I did but what I’m about to do. I know your daughter means a lot to you, sir. Your first instinct is always going to be to protect her. But in this instance, that protective streak is doing more harm than good.”

         Fuck. Right out of the damn gate.

         “Grace,” Cade warned.

         She ignored him. “The files on Sarah and her boyfriend are extremely lacking. There are gaps. One I probably could’ve overlooked. Maybe even two, because things happen. But this many? These aren’t accidents. They’re deliberate.”

         “I’m not certain I know what you mean.” Brandt’s suddenly cool tone indicated he knew exactly what Grace meant.

         She had him.

         She’d been right.

         She opened the file in front of her and slid a set of printed images toward the VP. “Ten months ago, Sarah posted on social media an average of four times a day. Art. Fashion. Food. Books.”

         “That sounds about right. She was very passionate about all of it.”

         Grace replaced the older examples with new pictures. “And then eight months ago, after meeting Simon Reynolds, her posts changed. It makes sense. New love has a way of dominating the life of a young woman. These posts focused more on travel. Date nights. Philosophical quotes and existential questions looking for life meaning.”

         Cade couldn’t tear his gaze away from Grace as she worked her magic. She knew her shit, and she didn’t pull any punches. It made him awfully glad she was on the good side.

         Brandt shifted in his seat, a faint dew forming on his forehead. “I’m the one that gave you all those posts from her social media, Special Agent Steele. You’re not telling me anything that I haven’t already looked at.”

         “You’re right. Which means you know that seven months ago, all her accounts go dormant. There’s nothing. Not a post, retweet, share, or like.”

         “Reynolds monopolized all her time…and not to mention brain-wiped her into joining the OND. I doubt they’d let her continue on with her life as she once did.”

         “Oh, you’re right. They totally cut you off from everyone and everything that you care about. There’s no question about that, sir. But you told me that Sarah disappeared with Reynolds six months ago.” Grace tapped on the timeline spread out in front of them. “That meant she’d gone dark an entire month before she left for the Order compound—and for someone who’s a religious poster, that’s highly unlikely.”

         She didn’t say any more. Hell, she didn’t have to. Pierce Brandt had been on two campaign trails as vice president alone, been grilled at debates, questioned by hungry journalists. Through it all, the man didn’t once squirm.

         He squirmed now.

         He cleared his throat and casually loosened his tie. “What exactly are you accusing me of, Special Agent Steele?”

         “Caring about your daughter, sir…and deleting posts that you know wouldn’t have painted her in the best patriotic light.” Grace handed him the last meme quote. “Divided We Stand, United We Fall.”

         Pierce’s face lost what little color it had left. “How did you get that?”

         “You can delete Sarah’s accounts, sir, but nothing’s lost forever. When the vice president’s daughter posts government distrust quotes and retweets resistance videos, people take notice. They talk. They screen-shot. They blog.”

         “Reynolds is the one who filled her head with that nonsense. The longer she stayed mixed up with him, the more the daughter I knew melted away. Before she left, my wife and I barely recognized her anymore.”

         “She wasn’t happy with the things happening around her.”

         “She wasn’t happy about anything…except him, but I blame myself for not seeing it sooner. I thought it was a phase that she’d get over, and by the time I realized it wasn’t, it was too late.” Tears formed in the older man’s eyes as he relived the past few months. “The way she looked at me before she left? With pure, unfiltered hatred? It still keeps me awake at night. It’s why…”

         “It’s why what, sir?”

         “I hired someone to follow her prior to her disappearance.” Brandt’s gaze flickered to the closed door and back. “Her mood shifts. Her rants. I needed to be able to stop her before she did something she couldn’t take back.”

         Cade’s internal alarm system fired up. “You believed your daughter might hurt someone?”

         “Not directly. But you hear about eco-demonstrators all around the world, ready to prove their points to anyone who’ll listen. Even if they don’t intend on people getting caught in the crosshairs, it almost always happens. I didn’t want Sarah to get mixed up in something like that.”

         “What happened to the PI following her?”

         “He lost her…which is why I’m here.”

         Grace slipped out of her badass FBI profiler persona and put her hand over Brandt’s. The vulnerability in her eyes as she looked at the vice president took Cade’s breath away, because she didn’t let it out easily.

         Or often.

         “None of this is your fault, sir, and Sarah may be very misguided, but it’s not directly her fault either,” Grace assured the country’s second-in-command. “There’s nothing that either of you could’ve done differently. Once New Dawn gets into a person’s head, it’s nearly impossible to get them out. Trust me, I know. It’s been seventeen years since I left, and sometimes I still catch myself falling back on old habits.”

         Brandt cleared his throat, fighting back more emotion. “Thank you, Special Agent Steele. For saying that. And I’m sorry about the deleted posts. I gather that they’ll help you get closer to my daughter?”

         “They will. Immensely.”

         “Then I’ll get them to you by the end of the day.” A lot more somber than he’d been when he arrived, Vice President Brandt stood and shook their hands before taking his entourage out of Iron Bars.

         Grace collected her intel on Sarah Brandt and kept her back toward Cade. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that it wasn’t intentional.

         He spotted the tremble in her hand. “Grace—”

         “This changes things.” She spun toward him, her jaw angled in determination.

         “What does?”

         “Sarah Brandt went into New Dawn angry at the world. There’s no way they’re not going to use that anger and her position as the vice president’s daughter to their advantage. This entire situation is sitting on a land mine.”

         “That’s why we brought you on board. We just needed a little bit of your magic to get us on the inside.”

         “We need more than magic, Cade. And more than my thirteen-year-old self’s memory.”

         “If you have any other ideas, we’ll take them, because we’re a little short on supply ourselves.”

         Grace swallowed audibly. “I have one, but it’s not going to be well received.”

         “By who? Your cousins?”

         She nodded. “Yeah, them too. But I was mostly thinking of the man we need to talk to. As far as I know, Rhett Winston’s the only person who hates New Dawn as much as I do.”

         That name sounded way too familiar for Cade not to know who the hell she was talking about.

         And then it hit him.

         All the times he’d held her through a nightmare. All the times he’d kissed away the tears and soothed her through the quiet sobs afterward. And all the times he cursed the faceless bastard haunting Grace even when she slept.

         The name she’d woken up screaming would always echo inside his head.

         Rhett.
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Four

         

         Although not eager to traipse around a booby-trapped mountain in the middle of the night, Grace couldn’t wait to get out of Cade’s truck. He’d gone from sweetly supportive to quietly livid in a snap of fingers…and Rhett’s name.

         She’d known the news wouldn’t go over well, but it didn’t change the fact that to get to Sarah Brandt before it was too late, she had to do what she promised Rhett she’d never do.

         Find him.

         Technically, she knew where he was. Nondescript postcards, written in a Caesar shift cipher, came in the mail twice a year. Always short, sweet, and to the point, they let her know that he remained far off the grid and that their agreement still held.

         She’d broken that agreement five years ago, afraid for the older man when he’d missed a check-in, and she’d been glad she had. He’d been sick and nearly comatose, septic from a scratch, of all things. She hadn’t helped him escape seventeen years ago so he could die alone on a damn mountain.

         Rhett, as someone who’d once been in Teague Rossbach’s inner circle, could shed some clarity on Grace’s fuzzy teenage memories. Talking with him could mean the difference between bringing Sarah Brandt home or losing her for good, and the vice president didn’t seem the type to accept the latter scenario.

         Grace glanced down at the handheld GPS. “We’re almost to the point where we need to park and hike. There should be a turnoff about a half mile up the road, but it’s not going to be obvious.”

         “Of course it isn’t. Just makes it fit in with all the other surprises piling up today,” Cade muttered.

         Grace sighed. “You can stop huffing about this any time.”

         Cade shot her a glare. “I’m not huffing. I’m pissed. How many times did I hear you scream this guy’s name and get told after the fact that—”

         “Rhett’s story isn’t mine to tell…and it’s still not.”

         “Except it obviously involves you in some way.”

         “Still doesn’t mean that you need to know.” Grace folded her arms and stared out the side window as they bounced down an unused service road.

         Through the years, she’d told Cade snippets of her life in New Dawn. The structure. The expectations. The ridiculous idea that in order to get to your happy place—or New Dawn—you needed to deal with your personal Obstacles.

         But she’d never been able to tell him about the night she decided to leave—the night Todd Winston, her only true friend in the Order, came within minutes of taking another life. To be more accurate, his father’s.

         Rhett’s.

         Sometimes the mind blocks out traumatic life events. It was a coping mechanism to help a person put one step in front of the other. But Grace couldn’t forget any part of that night. Until a few short years ago, it had been cemented into her memory vault and opened every time she closed her eyes.

         The hatred that had poured from Todd still left her cold. Her once mild-mannered friend had had every intention of ending his father’s life—but not before putting him through physical hell first. She’d begged Todd to reconsider. She’d used their friendship as a bargaining chip.

         None of it had worked—and she’d seen in Todd’s eyes that nothing would.

         If she wanted him to stop, she had to be the one to make him. And she did, which was no small feat considering he’d been double her size. Todd hadn’t seen her betrayal, or the broken chair leg, coming until she’d knocked him to the ground, unconscious—and then she did everything she could to right his wrong.

         Rossbach’s once second-in-command had begged her to leave with him, but she couldn’t…not until after she’d told the Council what Todd had nearly done. Imagine her shock when they announced that they already knew—and that by aiding Rhett’s escape, she’d violated Rossbach’s most cardinal rule: Never deny someone their New Dawn.

         Twenty-four hours later, Rhett Winston had snuck back onto the Order compound and broken her out of the Reconditioning Center. She’d saved his life and he’d returned the favor—and she hadn’t looked back since.

         Outside, the wind howled, slamming into Cade’s truck and jolting Grace from the past.

         Cade brought the vehicle to a stop and frowned at the virtual nothingness outside the window. “This guy couldn’t hole up on a beach somewhere near the equator?”

         “Rhett was a loner even before he got involved with New Dawn. I can’t really see him sitting back and sipping mai tais at some tourist resort.” Grace pulled Magdalena out from her holster and checked the clip before stuffing it back under her side. At Cade’s curious look, she shrugged. “A girl can never be too careful. And speaking of careful, you can’t go charging up that mountain like a bulldozer. Stay behind me so I can get us past Winston’s alarm system.”

         “He has Safe-house all the way out here?”

         “No. He has punji pits and explosions that could create an avalanche and bury us alive if they don’t blow us to bits first. Do you have any other smart comments? Get them out of the way now because when we get to Rhett’s place, you’re going to want to curb your asshattedness.”

         Cade snorted on a chuckle. “Now you’re making words up.”

         “Excuse me? Who was trained on personal traits? Asshattedness is totally a word and you don’t need to look it up. Just look in the mirror. The definition will literally stare you in the face.”

         Cade laughed, signaling, more than likely, a very temporary truce. But she’d take it. At least long enough to get them up and down that mountain in one piece.

         It wasn’t an easy hike during daylight hours, much less at night with the threat of snow about to fall down on their heads. Brandt’s worry about his daughter fueled Grace’s motivation to get her cousins the inside edge they needed to bring her home. Unfortunately that meant every minute counted—and every available recourse mattered.

         Their boots crunched through the already fallen snow as they squeezed through foliage and stepped over rocky outcroppings. Grace’s breath swirled around her head as she panted, working up a sweat only fifteen minutes into the hike.

         “Do you want to tell me again how this guy fits in to Rossbach’s little world?” Cade asked from behind her. “Or is that not your story to tell either?”

         She let the comment slide. “He was his second-in-command. He gave instructions from time to time, doled out punishments if Rossbach wasn’t available to pass judgment.”

         “And he woke up one morning and suddenly said, ‘To hell with all this, I’m going rogue’?”

         “More like Rossbach woke up one morning and said, ‘I don’t need a second.’”

         Cade grabbed her hand and gently tugged her to a stop. “Explain.”

         “I’ve told you about the concept of New Dawn.”

         “It’s basically everyone’s individual little heaven on earth, right?”

         She nodded. “But to get there, you need to let go of the past, dole out forgiveness so you can move forward.”

         “Sounds simple enough. A lot of faiths teach the same thing.”

         “It wasn’t forgiveness that Rossbach was encouraging the night I left…the night Rhett and I both Defected.”

         “What did he want?”

         Grace’s throat dried as she remembered her once best friend moments away from becoming a killer, and the pure disappointment in Rossbach’s face at hearing she’d stopped it from happening. “Revenge. But I don’t know if it was Rossbach trying to punish Rhett or if it was a—”

         “Permanent detour in his peace, love, and harmony shtick.”

         “Exactly. And considering Sarah Brandt’s views about her father before she left, I’m afraid it’s the latter. Which makes getting on the inside a little trickier.”

         A branch cracked less than six feet away. Grace and Cade turned at the same time, their guns pointed toward the direction it came from.

         Moonlight glinted off the rifle barrel Rhett Winston pointed in their direction. The older man stepped out of the shadows, his face hard as stone. “Tell me who the fuck you are before I blow holes in both your heads.”

         Grace re-sheathed her gun and whipped her knit hat off her head. “Put that damn thing away. It’s me.”

         “What the hell are you doing here, girl? I thought I told you that I didn’t want to see you back on this damn mountain ever again.”

         “And I told you I wouldn’t be unless it was a matter of life and death—or unless I just wanted to see your happy, smiling face.” Grace nudged her chin toward his still aimed rifle. “Now can you put away the gun?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “I’ll put mine down if your friend there puts his down.” Rhett Winston glared past Grace and straight at Cade.

         Cade didn’t budge. He aimed his Glock at the man in front of him and eased in front of Grace, keeping himself solidly between her and Winston. She may trust him, but he sure as hell didn’t. Defected New Dawner or not, he’d still been Rossbach’s right hand.

         “Oh, for God’s sake.” Grace stepped around him and simultaneously shoved both guns toward the ground. “Keep the testosterone and the guns tucked away or I’ll be forced to shoot you both in the ass myself.”

         Rhett Winston growled, his gaze flickering toward Grace. “You’re still a pain in the ass.”

         “Life would be boring if I wasn’t.” She cocked a dark eyebrow and waited for them to put their weapons away. When they reluctantly complied, she nodded. “There. That’s better. Now can we get out of the freezing cold?”

         “You and I can…” Winston shot Cade a distrustful look.

         “Seriously, Rhett. I really don’t have time for your Oscar the Grouch routine. This is Cade. Cade, this is Rhett.”

         “Cade?” Winston shot a curious glance to Grace, and the two exchanged a look.

         “Yes, Cade.” Grace sighed. “Now…heat? Please?”

         The former New Dawn councilman didn’t look any less thrilled, but he nodded. “This better be important.”

         “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t.”

         “Keep up and don’t go wandering off unless you want an unpleasant surprise.” He grunted and stomped away through the six inches of snow, expecting them to keep up.

         Cade shook his head. “You failed to tell me how charming he was.”

         “Like you’re Mr. Charisma.” Grace stuffed her hat back on her head and quickly hustled after Winston. “Rhett’s heart’s in the right place. He just likes doing things his own way. Alone.”

         “And with explosives.”

         Grace shrugged, and they quietly followed the older man off the beaten path. Cade wasn’t sure how they would’ve found the place if Winston hadn’t found them first.

         Tucked beneath a thick tree canopy of trees sat a small hunting cabin. If it weren’t for the faint plume of smoke rising from the stone chimney, anyone passing would have thought the place abandoned.

         Winston notably skipped the third step leading up to the porch and gestured for them to do the same. “Unless you’re feeling lucky today.”

         Cade didn’t even want to know.

         He and Grace followed Rhett into the cabin. The inside looked as worn as the outside, except for six computers lined up along the kitchen table. Their screens displayed surveillance footage from the surrounding woods.

         “Interesting setup you got here.” Cade’s gaze slid back to the wall nearly entirely filled with handguns and assault weapons. “A lot of firepower for one man.”

         “Don’t like surprises.” He gave Grace a pointed look and bent down to drop a few logs into the fireplace.

         “I need your help.” Grace sat on the threadbare couch, looking totally at ease.

         “Figured as much. With what?”

         “I need to get inside New Dawn.”

         “Are you asking for trouble, kid?” Winston let out a curse even more inventive than Roman’s and shot Cade an accusing glare. “This your stupid idea? Because I sure as hell know she wouldn’t have come up with it on her own.”

         “I’m working a case,” Grace intervened on Cade’s behalf. “I need to get two members of Cade’s team into the Order.”

         “It’s suicide.” The older man was shaking his head.

         “It’s important. We need to get someone out.”

         “Who?” At her silence, he added, “You want help. I want details.”

         Cade scoffed. “And how do we know you can actually help us? Grace seems to think you can, but I’m not sure how a man who doesn’t leave this mountain is going to tell us something about New Dawn that we don’t already know. You’ve both been out seventeen years, right?”

         “You came trespassing up my mountain and now you’re going to insult me?” He glanced at Grace. “Way to pick a winner, kiddo. I thought you learned your lesson after the Army Asshole left you high and dry.”

         Cade blinked, digesting the fact that this guy even knew about their past. “I am the Army Asshole.”

         “I know.”

         Getting to her feet, Grace shot annoyed daggers at them both. “Enough. None of this gets us any closer to what we need. We need to get the vice president’s daughter away from New Dawn, and the sooner we do it, the better.”

         Winston turned his back and tossed another log onto the fire.

         “You know.” Grace’s mouth fell open, and she skirted around him tugging his arm so he looked her in the eye. “You know she’s there. How?”

         “Maybe my son told me when he called for our weekly check-in.”

         “Not funny.”

         “It kind of was.” Winston glanced at Cade, immediately noting his confusion. “She didn’t tell you about how I came to live on this mountain, did she?”

         Cade cleared his throat. “Said it wasn’t her story.”

         Appreciation flickered in the older man’s eyes as he glanced toward Grace.

         Not having his own dad around, Cade had never really experienced fatherly affection, but he saw it now as Winston nodded for Grace to take a seat. “My story’s going to directly affect what you guys have to do, so take a load off.”

         Grace snuck Cade a glance and nervously shifted toward the couch. “You don’t have to go through this again, Rhett. You can just give us the highlights that’ll help us do our job.”

         “Giving highlights screws up a mission just as much as they fuck up relationships. Sit and listen before I change my mind about helping you.”

         Cade wasn’t sure if that was a dig on him and Grace or not. He was too preoccupied with the realization that after years of wishing he’d known about the night Grace left New Dawn, he was finally about to hear what happened.

         He wasn’t sure he was ready, but he knew he’d rather it be her decision.

         He sat next to Grace and felt her go stiff. “If you don’t want me to be around for this, I can go outside while you get the information we need.”

         She folded her hands in her lap and refused to meet his gaze.

         “Gracie?”

         “I’m fine. It’s fine.”

         It wasn’t fine. Cade could tell not only by the way she avoided looking his way, but in the tightness in her voice.

         He stood to leave, but her hand snaked out and grabbed his. Her golden-brown eyes peered up at him through her dark lashes, the nervousness in them nearly bringing him to his knees as much as the truth. “I’m okay with you staying. Sit. Please.”

         It was damn hard not reading into her words, or that look. He’d spent the better part of the last nine years wishing that he could earn her trust back, that she’d let him inside that gorgeous head of hers, even a little bit.

         Hearing her ask him to stay, and meaning it, mattered more to him than he could ever put into words. “If you’re sure…”

         She nodded, but worried her bottom lip between her teeth. “Just…don’t think bad of me.”

         “That would never happen, sweetheart.” He squeezed her fingers to emphasize his point, and at the clearing of Winston’s throat, the spell was broken.

         “We ready now?” the old man asked without holding back any snark.

         “We’re ready.” Grace nodded for her friend to continue.

         “First thing you should know is that I didn’t join New Dawn as a fluke, or stumble into it like Grace’s mother. I was sent in to get close to Rossbach.”

         “By who?” Cade asked.

         “The CIA.”

         Cade did a double take. Okay, so maybe there were a few things out there that could still surprise him. “You’re saying that you’re CIA?”

         “Former. Now. But twenty years ago, there’d been chatter about the self-help therapist from Georgia. My superiors wanted to make sure he was as harmless as they’d been told, and at first, he was. He was a weird little shit, but he brought people inside who had issues to work through. And hell, a lot of the stuff he talked about made sense. Who didn’t want to live peacefully without the shadows of the past following your every move?”

         “You agreed with him,” Cade realized.

         “I had a job that took me away from home and left my ex-wife and kid alone more often than I was with them. So, yeah, I wanted to feel as guilt-free as possible. I stayed about four months and was prepping to leave and report back to my superiors when Seekers brought a van of new members. My teenage son was one of them.”

         Cade’s brows lifted. “He followed you to the Order?”

         Winston shook his head. “While I’d been on assignment, my ex was killed by a drunk driver on her way to pick him up from soccer practice. It wasn’t long after her death that Seekers recruited him.”

         “On purpose? Because I have a hard time believing that it was a coincidence.”

         Grace leaned heavily on her knees and answered, “We’re not one hundred percent sure, but if I was forced to make a guess, I’d say that it was all planned out.”

         Winston agreed with a nod. “We don’t know whether Rossbach did it because he knew I was CIA and he wanted leverage over me, or if it was done in some misguided attempt to bring my family together. Whichever reason he had, I had no choice but to stay with Todd.”

         The more he heard about Teague Rossbach, the more Cade wished for a little time alone with him in a locked room. “And I’m guessing your employer didn’t like it much.”

         Winston scoffed. “Not in the least. They wrote me off, but at the time, I didn’t care. I had my son, and Todd made friends with Grace”—he sent her a small smile—“and so I worried a little less about him—until Rossbach’s teachings shifted from peace, love, and harmony to retribution and retaliation. Rossbach preyed on my son’s anger at me for leaving him and his mother.”

         Leaning back into the couch, Cade saw exactly where this was going. “He painted you as your son’s Obstacle. Is that the right term?”

         “Yep,” Grace confirmed softly. “Anything that Rossbach believed kept you from reaching your New Dawn was called your Obstacle. Getting rid of it was the only way you could find your true path in life.”

         Winston nodded. “Between Rossbach’s ever-growing nonsense and my son’s inherited ability to run a good con, I didn’t even see it coming. Before I knew what happened, I was knocked unconscious and tied up like a Thanksgiving Day turkey in some off-the-beaten-path cabin. The only reason my son didn’t put that bullet in my head is the brave girl sitting next to you.”

         Grace was already shaking her head, and her voice wavered. “It never should’ve gotten that far, Rhett. I’m sorry.”

         “The blame isn’t on you, girl. You hear me?”

         Grace didn’t look convinced, refusing to meet Cade’s eyes. “I’d considered Todd a friend, and I knew he had a problem with Rhett. I thought he just wanted to get him alone so he could vent his issues, tell him how much it had hurt that he’d abandoned him and his mother. Todd never told me about the gun or what he planned to do with it. But that doesn’t excuse my part in it.”

         Winston scoffed. “It sure as hell does. You’d been subjected to Rossbach’s teachings for how many years at that point? Nine? And you still knew the difference between right and wrong.”

         “You got him out?” Cade asked Grace gently.

         Winston snortled and answered for her, “Swung a chair at Todd’s head and knocked him out cold.”

         She’d risked her friend’s wrath to help an innocent man escape. It wasn’t the brave act that surprised Cade. It was his need to hear the answer to his next question: “Why didn’t you go with him when he left?”

         Grace hesitantly met his curious gaze. “Because in my naïve mind, I didn’t think there was any way Rossbach would’ve approved of what Todd had planned. I went back to report it, and not only found out it had been given his golden seal of approval, but I got sentenced to the Reconditioning Center for ‘withholding someone from their New Dawn.’”

         White-hot rage burned through Cade’s veins.

         He jumped up and was in the former CIA operative’s face before anyone else could move. “And you fucking left her there? After she saved your ass, you left a thirteen-year-old girl with those fucking bastards?”

         “Cade! Stop!” Grace jimmied her way between them, her hands prying him away. “Stop!”

         “Who the fuck do you think found her father’s family and dropped her off on their doorstep?” Winston glared back, not in the least bit threatened by his anger. “Grace was five when that bitch of a mother took her away from them. You think she knew their names, much less their address? Hell, she barely remembered that there might be someone out there who cared about her other than me. Unlike another person in this room, I don’t run away at the first sign of a challenge.”

         Winston meant him. There wasn’t a doubt in Cade’s mind.

         Before he said something he couldn’t take back, Cade grabbed his coat and stormed out into the freezing cold.

         Grace had been a huge part of his world for seventeen years, and she’d been the other half of his heart for nine of them, yet she’d never trusted him as much as she seemed to trust Winston.

         How the fuck could he fix that?

         Cade’s previous jealousy over Grace’s nonexistent relationships with other FBI agents had nothing on the raw resentment that ate away at him now.

         Inside the cabin, Grace bellowed at Winston in typical Steele fashion, but the tongue-lashing didn’t bring Cade any joy. He stayed far away from the ominous third step and leaned heavily on the porch’s railing, the wood biting into his bare palms. Fuck, he couldn’t feel it anyway, the freezing cold numbing his skin.

         An undeterminable amount of time later, Grace stepped outside. Her gaze settled on him like an anvil before her hesitant steps scraped against the porch. “He shouldn’t have said that about you. I’m sorry.”

         “It’s nothing I haven’t berated myself for a million times in the last nine years,” Cade said truthfully.

         He mentally prepped himself to confront the judgment in her eyes, or the anger, but when he turned toward her, he saw neither. She’d folded her arms protectively over her chest and stared into the woods.

         “Why didn’t you tell me any of that?” Cade wasn’t sure he was ready to hear the answer, but he asked anyway. “About the night you left? How many times did I hold you through those nightmares, and you never once said anything more than ‘it’s over now.’ Did you not trust me even back then?”

         “It had nothing to do with not trusting you and everything to do with not trusting me,” Grace said softly. She turned, leaning her butt on the railing, and met his questioning look with a shrug. “Cults like the OND use the knowledge that you, the good little flock member, gave them, and they turn it into a weapon. They use it to control you, sometimes so effortlessly that you don’t even realize it’s happening until it’s too late to take it back.”

         That wasn’t what he wanted to hear.

         He clenched his teeth until his jaw ached. “And you thought that’s what I’d do to you? That I’d use it to bend you to my will or something?”

         “You were the last person who’d do that…but letting my guard down with you made it easier for others to piggyback in too. Trust makes a person vulnerable, Cade, and I wasn’t about to risk trusting the wrong people again. Look what almost happened to Rhett when I did.”

         “You can’t blame yourself for the actions of someone else. Todd never should’ve roped you into his issues, and I’m pretty sure we all agree that Rossbach promoting that kind of violence is all sorts of fucked up. And don’t get me started on your mother.”

         Grace emitted a humorless snort. “Thank God I take after my father, right?”

         “Did she really drag you to the Reconditioning Center?”

         “I had the bald patches to prove it. And you should’ve seen her face when I begged her to leave with me. You’d think I’d asked her to cut her still-beating heart from her chest.”

         Cade cursed. “Your mother doesn’t have a heart.”

         “You won’t hear me say anything different.” She cleared her throat, glancing back toward the cabin. “After talking to Rhett, I think I can come up with a plan of attack for getting Tank and Jaz accepted by the recruiters. It’s not perfect. We don’t know if Rossbach’s looking for the same thing he was when Sarah Brandt joined, but it’s more than we had before. And now we have this…for when we do get our official invite.”

         Grace held up a thin piece of plastic. It looked like a nondescript credit card, blank except for a thin white stripe.

         Cade took it and examined it front and back. “What’s this?”

         “Something that might open a few doors for us while on the compound. Rhett swiped it from Rossbach’s office before Todd duped him into going to that cabin. We just have to hope that Rossbach’s as allergic to technology as he was seventeen years ago and things haven’t been updated too much.”

         “So we have some kind of access card that may or may not work and a plan to paint Tank and Jaz as people with an axe to grind?”

         Grace nodded. “Or electric power saws. The time for subtlety is over.”
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“April Hunt's romantic suspense will keep you on the edge of your

seat.”” —New York Times bestsellingauthor LORI FOSTER
= on Deadly Obsession .





