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Before Scorpius, Tace Justice was a good ole Texas cowboy who served his country. After surviving the bacterium, the world became dark, dangerous, and deadly – and so did he. The Vanguard medic is stronger, faster and smarter than before, but he’s losing the line between right and wrong. His passion is absolute, and when he focuses it on one woman, there’s no turning back for either of them . . .


Sami Steel has been fighting to survive alongside Tace, convincing the Vanguard soldiers she’s one of them. In truth, Sami is a former hacker turned government agent who worked at The Bunker, where scientists stored both contaminants and cures – and she never wants to go back. Yet when sexual fire explodes between her and Tace, she’ll face even that hell again to save him.
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The Darkness doesn’t just stare back . . . it moves forward, opens its mouth, and swallows you whole.


—Tace Justice








Tace Justice read the last depressing line on the page and growled, tossing the journal across the room. When it landed, the cover slapped back into place with Hello Kitty smiling at him. Jesus. Paper was scarce, but doc could’ve found a different notebook when she’d ordered him to start journaling. Like his descent into madness really needed to be recorded by a happy cat.


He glanced around his dismal apartment in Vanguard headquarters. Worn beige bedspread, tan couch, ripped brown linoleum that smelled like, well, nothing. Hell, it probably smelled bad, but he’d lost his sense of smell. If he wasn’t crazy already, the entire room would have depressed the shit out of him. The walls had been painted white decades ago and even now stood bare and dingy. Should he get some art to brighten the place up?


Why bother? He stood and stretched, wincing as new bruises ached to life.


They’d returned mere hours before from a full-out battle up north where they’d rescued two of their own. His adrenaline had ebbed, yet his mind still spun. No way could he sleep.


A tremor started in his right foot, and he paused, taking note. It vibrated up past his knee, and he had to balance on his other leg as weakness assailed his entire limb.


Not another tremor.


He sighed and waited, breathing in and out evenly until his strength returned. Damn it. What was wrong with him? He lacked the emotion to be truly concerned, but this was certainly annoying.


His bed was empty of company, and he needed to burn off some energy. At the midnight hour, the gym downstairs would be free, so he deserted the crappy apartment, leaving the door unlocked. If anybody wanted to steal his ugly bedspread, they could take it with his blessing.


He turned down the quiet hallway where the elite Vanguard soldiers slept. All was quiet. Apparently, anybody getting some had already done so, and folks were now recuperating from the fight earlier.


Reaching the landing, he hustled down a flight of stairs to the vestibule of the brick building, tuning in to the soup kitchen to the right. No breathing. The place was deserted. Pivoting sharply, he took two stairs at a time to reach the basement, which housed their makeshift gym.


“What are you doing up?” A female voice caught him unaware.


He stopped cold at the sight of Sami Steel stretching out on the blue gym mat, her dark hair piled on top of her head, her fit body in tight yoga pants and a tank top. Bruises marred her slim jaw from the fight earlier, and a purpling lump showed on her right wrist. “Couldn’t sleep,” he said, his body awakening completely. Hell, he hadn’t realized his body had been slumbering. “You?” he asked.


She breathed in, raising very nice tits. “Too keyed up from the fight earlier.”


“I’m with you.” After the fight, it had taken hours to return to Vanguard territory, so they should both have been fine by now. “We’re strange.”


She grinned, and cute lines crinkled by her soft brown eyes. “Anybody who has survived Scorpius is weird, if you ask me.”


He nodded. The Scorpius bacterium had spread through the human population like a biblical plague, killing more than 99 percent of those infected. Since the bacteria localized in the brain, it altered everyone who’d survived it. Some were faster, some meaner, some crazier, and some evil. He was still figuring out where he was landing on that spectrum, and all indications pointed to sociopathic. “You fought well earlier.”


She lifted a dark eyebrow. “Thanks, although I did notice you covering my back more than was necessary. I can kick your ass, remember?”


True. She’d been kicking his ass for months in training. The woman had been raised by a father who owned a karate studio and an uncle who owned a street fighting organization, so she’d been fighting since birth. Yet lately . . . Tace had been holding back, not wanting to hurt her. Or to take away the confidence she seemed to need. “You are tough, now, aren’t you?”


Something in his tone must’ve alerted her, because her chin lowered. “You wanna go a round?” she murmured.


His cock perked up. Damn it. He should’ve gone looking for the woman he’d been sleeping with lately, but the gym had interested him as much as sex, which was a bad sign. Lately he kept seeing Sami’s face, even with Barbara moving naked beneath him, and that could never happen. For as tough as Sami was physically, she had a delicacy of spirit he’d destroy. Right now, before he completely succumbed to his darker side, he needed to make sure they stayed colleagues. “Nah,” he said, letting his natural Texas twang free. “I don’t wanna fight.”


“Chicken,” Sami taunted, standing and pulling one arm across her chest.


His mouth went dry, but he couldn’t look away. “I, ah, was trying to write in a journal and got frustrated.” Why was he sharing?


Sami rolled her eyes and worked on the other arm. “The doc told me to start journaling, too. Said it would be good for my brain as well as a proper recording of us rebuilding civilization.”


Tace snorted. “You’ve been keeping a diary?”


“No,” Sami shot back.


Lie. Interesting. While Tace couldn’t smell things any longer, he could sure as shit make out a lie. His chest heated. Oh, he was fine with her calling him a chicken, but lying to him? The darkness inside him rose up to battle with his good intentions. “Why the hell are you so secretive?” he snapped.


Her eyes widened and then narrowed right on him. “I’m not.”


Another fucking lie. The woman had more secrets than a CIA agent he’d met once while working as a medic in the army. “I’m not the only one who can read a lie these days, sweetheart. Many of us survivors have extra abilities, it seems. You might want to watch yourself.”


Her upper lip curled. “The day I need advice from you, Justice, I’ll be sure to ask nicely.”


Oh, he wanted to sink his teeth into that pretty pink lip. He took a step back, shaking his head free of the image. This was Sami, for Pete’s sake. They were both lieutenants to Jax Mercury, the leader of Vanguard, and they needed to keep it professional. Hell, at some point, if he turned crazier, she might be present when somebody had to put him down.


“You sure you don’t wanna go a round?” she asked again, her stance wide.


His chin lowered. “I don’t think you want my hands on you right now.”


She blinked. “Oh, you are asking for a beating.”


The challenge, arrogant and annoying, barreled right through him. The beast growing in him won. He moved without thinking, grabbing her and putting her ass against the wall.


She gasped as he held her a foot or so off the ground.


He leaned into her face and smiled. “You should watch your mou—”


She chopped to his neck, and he saw stars. Two seconds later, she’d knocked him on his back, planted her ass on his abdomen, and angled her hands around his throat. “Tap out,” she snarled, straddling him.


A day ago, he would’ve tapped out. But something new and dark rose in him, hard and fast. “No.” Sweeping her arms away from his trachea, he grabbed her hip and shoved, rolling them both over. “I’m done tapping out.”


Sami’s shoulders hit the mat a second before her butt landed. Going on instinct and a lifetime of training, she struck out, nailing Tace in the throat. His head jerked back, and she rolled away, leaping to her feet. “What the fuck?” Her breath puffed out in bursts. How had he gotten to her so fast?


He angled to the left, his movements agile, his gaze on her legs. “Gloves are off, baby. Get ready to have your ass kicked.”


Tingles spread through her abdomen. He moved with the deadly grace she’d seen in a panther once years ago, his steps sure, his stance aggressive. Tace and aggressive with a woman? They didn’t go together. “What is wrong with you?” she asked, keeping him squarely in her sights.


He chuckled, the sound both pissed and frustrated. “We don’t have that kind of time, darlin’.”


Darlin’. She swallowed and tried to ignore that sexy drawl. Oh, he’d called her endearments before when they’d trained, but there had always been a brotherly fondness to his tone, so she’d been able to keep him in that safe slot. This was different. This tone caught her breath in her throat and shot lava through her veins, which was all sorts of bad. Her penchant for bad boys had ruined her life more than once, but never again. They had to remain colleagues if not friends. “You’ve lost your mind,” she muttered.


“No doubt about that.” He feinted in and back out.


Her head lifted, and she set her feet on the mat. “I guess the good ole boy needs a lesson.” She used the falsest Texas accent she could muster, fighting to remain in control.


His upper lip quirked just enough for her to notice. “One of us is learning a lesson tonight.”


All right. He’d asked for it. She inventoried him quickly. Clear eyes, fluid movements, absolute focus. The fight earlier hadn’t seemed to weaken him. At six foot four inches tall or so, he towered over her. Add in cut muscles and raw strength, and she’d need to take him to the mat to win. She also had her mouth and brain to use against him. “If you’re feeling so frisky, why didn’t you call on the doctor you were screwing? Or the second-squad soldier? The one you’ve been banging this last week.” If he just moved an inch to the left . . .


He angled to the right, his hands loose, his body relaxed. “Those were both casual and aren’t gonna work out.”


“Oh?” Keeping her peripheral gaze on his feet, Sami slid to the left, trying not to care about his relationships ending. When he was with somebody else, she didn’t see him as a possibility, which he could not be. “Why isn’t it going to work out with the inner-city doctor?”


He lifted a broad shoulder. “We agreed on just fuckin’, and I’m getting bored. Angie wants more.”


An ankle shot would take him down, but she couldn’t put him out of commission. “Love, huh?”


“No. A good beating.”


Sami stilled. “What?”


Tace shrugged. “She likes it rough. I’ve enjoyed smacking the hell out of her ass, but I can’t bring myself to use a whip. She wants a whip, and she wants it to cut deep.”


Sami shook her head and took a step back, mentally erasing the image of Tace delivering a sexual spanking. Her chest heated. “She’s a masochist?”


“I guess.”


“But you’re not a sadist.” This conversation had taken a serious detour. Why were they talking about sex?


“Guess not.” He rubbed his chin, his gaze traveling across her body. “Though the right woman could probably talk me into it.”


Sami held up a hand, her skin tingling where his gaze had landed. “Whoa. I do not want to be whipped.”


Triumph filled his gaze. “Who said I was talking about you?”


Her mouth snapped shut. She drew a breath in. “Fine. Then how about Barbara? She’s a great soldier, and you’ve seemed happy with her this last week.”


He shrugged. “We agreed to no commitments.” His eyebrows rose. “I’d ask about your love life, but you haven’t been seeing anybody. Don’t you miss sex?”


“Who says I haven’t been having sex?” Time to put him in his place, damn it. She moved then, punching him hard in the gut and sweeping left. He bent over with a muffled oof, and she kicked out, aiming for his shoulder.


“You’ve been celibate. I’ve watched.” His torso pivoted, and he grabbed her foot before it connected with his flesh.


What the hell? She hopped back, her entire body going into a fight-or-flight mode. He’d never moved that quickly before. Her breath sped up, and only part of her reaction was from the fight.


Giving a low laugh, he shoved her foot up into the air, knocking her off balance.


She landed on her back with a loud slap against the mat, the air whooshed from her lungs, and he was on her.


Her mouth gaped open.


He straddled her and manacled his powerful hands around her biceps, pressing her upper body to the mat. He leaned down, his eyes right above hers.


She blinked several times. From day one, his eyes had fascinated her. Deep and blue, they looked what she’d imagined the Texas sky looked like. But as she focused, awareness struck. Dark blue rims, nearly black, encircled his irises. Those were new.


“Tap out,” he whispered, his voice gritty.


Oh, he really didn’t know her at all. She went limp as if giving up. His lips started to curve into a smile. Using her butt as a fulcrum, she rolled her hips, pushed off from her shoulders, and yanked her knees up beneath his arms. Putting all her strength into her legs, she kicked him squarely where his arms met his shoulders. The shock of the impact ricocheted up to her hips.


He fell back, releasing her.


She rolled into a backward somersault and leaped to her feet, her gaze tracking him. Awareness clacked through her, igniting nerves to life. Her blood stirred, and her body went on full alert, reacting to the raw maleness suddenly challenging her.


He stood and stretched his right shoulder, smiling. The smile wasn’t amused and held more than a hint of warning. “That’s relief in your pretty eyes, Samantha,” he whispered.


“Ha. That’s boredom,” she shot back, keeping track of his hands, her heart thundering. She’d spent her whole life courting danger, and she wasn’t changing now. If he moved in fast, she’d need to kick.


“Hmm.” He rubbed his other shoulder. “I originally just wanted to let off some steam, you know.” He moved forward, just a foot, already in a fighting stance but way too calm.


“Is that so?” She kept on her toes, her body on alert for his move.


“Yeah. Then I kind of wanted to win and make you tap out. But this isn’t about just tapping out anymore, now is it?” His chin lowered, and he focused on her knees, a different look in his eyes than she’d ever seen there.


The look stole her breath away.


She couldn’t transmit her intention with her legs, so she shook out her hands, trying to draw his attention. His concentration didn’t move. Her entire body felt sensitized and primed—hyperaware of him. “What more is there than tapping out?” Her voice lowered to a whisper.


His nostrils flared like a wolf’s catching a scent. “You’re wondering what it’d be like. You and me—just once.”


She stiffened and then quickly loosened her muscles in case of attack. How did he know that? Her legs trembled, and she settled her stance again. “Not even close.”


His grin was full-on this time. “Liar.”


She swallowed. All right. The guy had blue eyes, chiseled features, ripped abs, and a Texan drawl. Plus, she’d always had a thing for blonds. “Wait a second.” She cocked her head to the side. “Is your hair getting darker?” He’d cut it, but now that it was growing out a little, she could see burnished auburn instead of blond.


“Yes, ma’am. Apparently hair and eyes can change color after Scorpius.” He moved his head, his gaze on her feet now. “The eyes of some early Ebola survivors changed color, so it’s not a huge surprise.”


She lowered her shoulders. Okay, this was good. They had returned to talking about Scorpius. “I see.”


“Back to the point. You’re attracted to me, and I think I’m finally seeing how you’ve managed to hide that so well.” Regret twisted his lip even as he spoke.


Heat climbed into her face. Focus. Don’t get angry. Keep calm to fight. Her father’s mantra rippled through her head. “Maybe you’re just crazy now.”


“Could be.” He moved then, and she countered, shocked when he took her down with one arm around her waist.


She struck out, and he once again straddled her, his groin firm against her abdomen. His hands pinned her arms to the mat, and this time, he kept his elbows in so she couldn’t use her legs.


Tace had always been a fast learner.


He leaned down, his face once again above hers. Heat bracketed her from all sides. “The fact that you could kick my ass kept you feeling all nice and safe and superior, now didn’t it?”


Warning pricked through her abdomen at his words. His hold was absolute, so she didn’t try to fight it. A pulse pounded between her legs. He’d move, and then she’d find an opening. “That’s ridiculous.”


“Is it?” He leaned down, and his breath warmed her mouth. “I’m thinkin’ an old-fashioned girl like you would not want a guy she could beat. It’s a biological issue, especially now that civilization has died.”


“Old-fashioned?” She snorted even as she fought a shiver.


“Oh, Samantha. Little girl, big Hispanic family, raised by street fighters? Yeah, you’re old-fashioned.”


She rolled her eyes. “My mama was Hispanic, but a name like Steel? I’m descended from Scots as well, buddy.”


“No wonder that temper is so glorious.” He kept her easily in place, and she had to try hard to banish images of him over her in another way that involved multiple orgasms. He smiled. “I appreciate the old-fashioned side, but you know what? I like the wildness in you even more.” His voice lowered to a deep rasp.


Her nipples peaked, and finally, anger won. Fury against them both as well as her traitorous body. A fellow soldier shouldn’t affect her like this. “Do you, now?”


“Oh yeah. I just hadn’t realized it needed to be tamed.” He leaned down farther, and his lips brushed hers. “The old me? The pre-Scorpius Texan good ole boy? The one you could handle?”


“Yeah?” Finally, she let her temper free. The man had no clue whom he was messing with. She met his challenge and sank her teeth into his bottom lip.


His head jerked back. “He’s almost gone.” The growl that rumbled from him sounded much more animalistic than human. Keeping her in his sights, he slowly licked a dot of blood off the small wound. “Stop challenging me, because I’m what’s left.”


Her heartbeat sped up until her chest ached. “Meaning?”


“Tap out.” He leaned down again, his gaze so intense she could feel it through her entire body. “And remember one more thing.”


She couldn’t breathe, and it wasn’t from his weight, because he was balanced on his knees. “What’s that?”


He nipped her lip. “I bite back.”


Desire speared through her, this time edged with a sharp blade. So for the first time since Scorpius had hit, for the first time since she’d arrived at Vanguard, Sami Steel tapped out.




Chapter Two
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If Scorpius turns off emotions like a fountain, what happens when the spigot turns back on?


—Tace Justice








Morning sun illuminated the stairwell without artificial light—it was going to be another hot day. Tace tugged a dark blue T-shirt into place as he hustled down the stairs in headquarters, his flak boots clunking on the steps. Reaching the vestibule, he turned left into the war rooms, running into Barbara Bradley.


She grabbed his arms to keep from falling. “Tace.” Pink blossomed into her pretty face.


He stepped back, his thoughts swirling. They’d hooked up a couple of times, but now his mind was on Sami. “Ah, sorry.”


The tall brunette nodded and stepped away. “I was hoping we could talk later today after my shift.” She leaned back, her blue eyes clear and soft. A bulletproof vest covered her stacked chest, and a gun was tucked into her waist. “I’m on duty in a minute.”


He nodded, the saliva in his mouth drying up. It was hard to imagine he’d been smooth with the ladies at one time. Though he needed to end things, he didn’t want to hurt her. “Later would be good.”


She smiled, flashing a dimple in her left cheek. “Jax put me in charge of B-squad.”


“Congrats.” Tace nodded. He’d helped to train her, and she was a good choice.


She passed him and patted his arm. “Later.”


Tace took a deep breath. “Later,” he repeated, moving into the war rooms.


Jax Mercury was waiting for him in the back room, feet up on a monstrous coffee table. “You’re late,” he said.


“Sorry.” Tace dropped into a plush leather chair they’d scavenged from a law office near Malibu. “Couldn’t sleep and then finally dropped off an hour ago.” To have a fucking wet dream about Sami Steel. Hell. He hadn’t had a wet dream since he was fourteen years old and discovered how much girls liked a Texas accent. He admired her, enjoyed working with her, and needed to stop the nonsense now. He was way too volatile to be around a woman like Sami, but he had to break things off with Barbara, too. It wasn’t fair to her. “Where is everyone?”


Jax eyed the sun streaming through the window. “I’ve changed the time for our status meeting. You and I are taking a different meeting now.”


“Copy that.” Tace leaned back in the chair and studied the man known far and wide for creating the seven full blocks of Vanguard territory. An ex-Delta Force member, Jax had returned to East Central Los Angeles where he’d grown up in a gang to create a haven for survivors after Scorpius had descended upon them all. “Am I supposed to be the good ole boy or the badass enforcer for this one?”


Jax reached for a chipped mug in front of him. “Neither. I just want you to watch and listen.”


“All right.” Tace rubbed the scruff along his jaw, not really giving a damn about a meeting. There was a time he’d been a curious person, but he couldn’t remember why. Even so, he could manage small talk and pretend to be normal. “You still mad at Raze?”


“Yep.”


Wonderful. Jax had been furious upon discovering that Raze Shadow, one of his top soldiers, had been working with the Mercenaries, a group of dangerous vigilantes in control of the Santa Barbara area. Of course, they had kidnapped Raze’s sister and were blackmailing him. Even though Jax had been angry, he’d put himself in danger to rescue the woman.


Apparently, Jax didn’t forgive quickly.


Heavy boot steps sounded outside, and Damon Winter strode into the room, a steaming mug in his hand.


Tace straightened in his chair. He hadn’t been expecting this meeting.


Damon nodded over the mug. “Thanks for directing me toward the kitchen while we waited for Tace. This is my third cup. We’re out of coffee in Merc territory.”


“Now that’s a shame,” Jax drawled, dropping his feet to the floor. His brown eyes narrowed. “Didn’t know you were roughing it.”


Damon settled into a chair. “It has been a trial.”


Tace cataloged the man. He was about thirty years old, long and lanky, with dark brown eyes and skin. He’d flashed an LAPD badge the last time they’d met, so he no doubt had some decent training. Unfortunately, he’d also aligned himself with the Mercenaries. “You’re fairly brave to just show up in our territory,” Tace observed.


Damon shrugged. “You didn’t kill me the last time I was here, and if there’s a chance for Vanguard and the Mercenaries to form an alliance, that’d be good for both groups.”


“Then the Mercs probably shouldn’t kidnap women,” Tace drawled, letting his accent free.


Damon sighed. “Maureen Shadow is currently safe at Vanguard, so let’s just let bygones be bygones. She was treated well with us. In fact—”


“No.” Jax crossed his arms.


Tace remained stoic.


“Listen. Maureen’s specialty is food development, and we control all of the research facilities and greenhouses,” Damon said. “Greyson would’ve come himself to request her being stationed in our territory, but you’ve banned our leader from Vanguard.”


“If I let Greyson Storm set one foot in Vanguard territory, Raze Shadow will rip off his head and reach down to remove his heart.” Jax spoke evenly, but his Hispanic accent slipped out at the end. “Then Raze would most likely shove it up Storm’s ass.”


Now that was quite an image. Tace bit back a snort. “Besides, we don’t station civilians anywhere.”


“Maureen Shadow is more than a civilian. She’s probably the best food developer in the remaining world,” Damon said. “Shouldn’t we ask her if she’d like to continue her work?”


“No,” Jax said.


Tace didn’t react. While Jax might be pissed at Raze, he was willing to protect the soldier’s sister. Jax had been shot full of vitamin B when he’d contracted the bacteria, thus retaining his humanity because the injection counteracted the effects of Scorpius somehow. They’d been out of B when Tace had gotten sick. Or maybe he’d always had sociopathic tendencies, and now they were finally free. Who knew?


“Damon, are you here just to ask about Maureen?” Jax asked, pushing away from the table.


“No.” Damon lost the smile. “We’d like to borrow one of your doctors for the next couple of days. Ours was killed in the attack yesterday, and we need help.”


The Merc territory had been attacked by the Elite Force, the president’s military group. Unfortunately, the president of the former United States was one of the worst sociopaths out there. “I can help,” Tace said. Getting away from headquarters and Sami was a good idea at the moment.


Jax frowned.


“We can’t afford to send one of the doctors from inner territory,” Tace said, standing. “I’m a combat medic, anyway, and that’s what the Mercs need right now.”


“We’d take it as a sign of good faith,” Winter said.


Jax pushed away from the table and stood. “I don’t give a shit how you take it. Wait outside for a minute.”


Winter glanced at Tace and then nodded, turning on a work boot and exiting the war rooms.


“What?” Tace asked.


“This could be a trap.” Jax turned and paced the length of the room. “You know everything about Vanguard. If they want to kidnap somebody and extract information, you’d be a top target.”


Tace nodded. “I know. We were there during the attack, Jax. If their doctor was hit, then they need help. You saw the damage.” Hell. The entire headquarters had been blown to hell and back.


“You want to help them?” Jax narrowed his gaze.


Tace lifted a shoulder. “Sure. I mean, why not go in, take notes, help out, and report back about the inner workings of the Mercenary camp? As a medic, I’ll be granted access, right?”


Jax eyed him. “An undercover op?”


“Yeah. It’s the perfect in.”


Jax shook his head. “Since when are you the strategist without a heart?”


Tace paused. “Since Scorpius.”


Jax’s head lifted, and emotion smoldered for a second in his gaze. “Fair enough. Well, we do need intel on the Mercs. It’s a risk, but you’re right. Detail their weapons, their facilities, and their resources. Find out how many vials of vitamin B they have and where they’re weak.”


“You got it.”


“Good. I’m not sending you in alone,” Jax said.


Tace stalked to the lockers holding weapons along the back wall and quickly inserted a knife in his boot. “Raze can’t come. He’ll start a war.”


“No, and I need to stay here to deal with internal matters. I’m sending Sami. She’s our best fighter, anyway.” Jax waited until Tace turned around with guns in his hands, already scowling. “You disagree?”


Tace breathed out and shoved a Sig into his waistband. “I don’t think Sami should come.”


Jax’s eyebrow arched. “Why not?”


Because Tace kept picturing himself riding her like a prized pony. “She’s a woman, and we don’t know how the Mercs deal with women, even though they didn’t harm Shadow’s sister. If it’s a trap, we can’t risk Sami like that.”


Jax’s gaze narrowed. “She’s a soldier, and we’ve always treated her as one of us. That hasn’t changed.”


No, but the way Tace looked at her had. “That’s true.” He didn’t have a better argument, damn it.


“Also, I wouldn’t mind having you watch her interaction with Damon Winter.” Jax crossed his arms. “It’s interesting that they don’t know each other.”


“Maybe.” Tace instantly had the raging urge to defend the little soldier. Sami had stated from the beginning that she’d been a rookie with the LAPD, and yet, she and Winter hadn’t recognized each other. “LAPD was a large organization. Huge, really. It’s not unheard of for people to work there and not know each other.”


“Yeah, but she acted odd when we brought it up. Was twitchy.”


That was true, yet Tace kept defending her. “Perhaps they just never crossed paths.”


“Or?” Jax asked.


Tace sighed. “Or one of them is lying.”


“If that’s the case, figure out which one.” Jax picked a bandage over his right arm that covered a recent bullet wound.


“Leave your injury alone,” Tace ordered.


Jax slapped the bandage back into place. “I know you and Sami are friends, but if she’s been lying to us, you need to tell me.” He moved toward the door. “After Raze’s lies, I’m having trouble accepting secrets from any of you.”


“I’ve been an open book, pard.” Well, except for the recent tremors and numbness attacking his limbs. But that was temporary and probably yet another side effect of the bacterial infection. “You can trust me.”


“I do.” Jax slapped him on the arm. “More than anybody.”


Man, if Tace really went dark, it would suck if Jax had to kill him. “I’m sure Winter is the one lying, if anybody is. There’s no reason Sami would lie to us, right?” Tace asked, his gut churning.


Jax walked with him through the room. “Hell if I know. But it’s now your job to find out.”


Sami finished drinking some type of broth-based soup from a cup and glanced around the mishmash of tables in the headquarters eating area, once a soup kitchen. Folks, mainly soldiers, were scattered throughout, drinking the unappetizing soup; it smelled like feet. She nodded at a couple, and they nodded back. Home. This odd, dangerous, frightening place was her home, and for the first time in her life, she felt whole. Needed . . . and part of the group.


She’d never been part of any group before. God, she had to hold on to that feeling.


Barbara Bradley tipped back some soup and headed across the room, stopping at her table. “Hey. Do you want to practice sparring later tonight? I’m having trouble with the grappling hold you taught us last week.”


Sami swallowed and quickly nodded. She’d liked Barbara from the beginning, but the thought of Tace’s mouth on hers the night before forced heat to climb into her cheeks. Even though he’d said it was casual, it still had happened, and Barbara deserved better than to be lied to by anybody. “Sure. You heading out now?”


“Yeah.” Barbara smiled, transforming her face into the perfect girl-next-door look. “We’re scouting on the east side for supplies. Found a bunch of kids’ toys the other day, and it was like Christmas inner territory.”


Sami grinned, catching the excitement. “That’s awesome. Jax didn’t get cranky, you guys spending time and resources to bring back toys?”


Barbara chortled. “He tried, but when he saw how happy the kids were, I swear, he actually smiled.”


“A real smile?” Sami lowered her voice to a hushed tone, fighting another grin.


Barbara nodded, her eyes sparkling. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it. Maybe I’ll try to bring back some board games for adults later.”


“Don’t push your luck,” Sami said.


“Good point. So, training?”


Sami sipped her soup. “Sounds good. I’ll meet up with you tonight.”


“Perfect.” Barbara turned and headed for the outer door. “You’re the best,” she called out, shoving the door open to the sunny day.


Yeah, right. The best. Sami shook her head. What had she been thinking to even daydream about Tace? Barbara was her friend, damn it.


Jax bellowed her name from the war rooms.


She rolled her eyes and pushed away from the round barrel serving as her table. “Coming,” she screamed back. Dropping her cup in the bucket on the counter, she strolled out of the soup kitchen and into the vestibule, where Jax, Tace, and Damon Winter waited.


“What the hell are you doing here?” she snapped at Winter. The Merc soldier was an enemy as far as she was concerned.


“Man, you can yell,” Damon said, slapping a hand against his ear.


“Sami,” Jax said. “Damon arrived an hour ago to request assistance. I’m sending Tace into Merc territory to help with the wounded from the attack yesterday, and I’d like you to provide backup.”


Merc territory? Eesh. Although it would be advantageous to catalog their weak points. “Got it.” She kept her face stoic and strode past the men and into the war room. After she’d tapped out the night before, Tace had let her up, and she’d all but run for her quarters. A sleepless night later, and she still couldn’t forget his lips so close to hers. No way was she getting involved with a brilliant bad boy who freely admitted he was about to go dark—especially since he was smart enough to figure out everything she was fighting so hard to keep hidden.


Tace followed her. “You shouldn’t come with me,” he whispered, keeping pace past the table to the lockers.


What was happening with him? “Why not?” she whispered back, yanking open a locker to outfit herself.


He didn’t answer.


She fit a gun holster over her shoulder, pushing her green sweater out of the way. A knife went in her jeans pocket, and a couple more went beside her calf and in her boot. She looked up. “Well?”


Tace’s jaw flexed, and he stepped into her space. “It’s Merc territory.”


“No shit.” Heat flared through her at the nearness of his hard body. Man, she was off-center. “Would you move back?”


“No.” He tugged on her shoulder holster. “This isn’t secure enough.”


She slapped his hands. “Stop it.”


He yanked on the strap, and she smacked his wrist, engaging in a clumsy struggle. He leaned in. “You need to listen to me. Last night I dreamed of you beneath me, naked in bed, and coming hard. We need distance from each other.”


She didn’t back down even as her libido sprang right up into awareness. “What about Barbara?”


“It’s over,” Tace said flatly.


“That’s your problem and not mine.” Sami drew out a knife.


“Yeah, except you’re the one haunting my dreams,” he said, his voice gravelly.


She shook her head. “You’re just having more brain issues from the illness. It’ll go away once you heal. Nothing can happen between us because of our jobs.” And the fact that she was lying to everybody about her past. Oh yeah. That.


His jaw clenched. “I know that, which is why we could use distance.”


“I’m not neglecting my job because you’re horny, Justice.” She shoved him.


He tugged on the strap again, and she slapped his hand. Again. They engaged in a struggle for control, and she shoved his arm.


“What the hell?” Jax snapped from the doorway.


Her head swiveled the same time Tace’s did. Heat climbed into her face.


Jax frowned and looked from Tace to Sami and back. “Is something going on between you two?”


“No,” Sami burst out just as Tace snarled, “Hell, no.”


Jax rocked back on his heels, his face harder than usual. “All right. Keep it that way.”


Sami brushed by Tace. “No worries there.” When she reached Jax, he stopped her by the arm. She lifted one eyebrow and stared up into his sharply cut face.


He dropped his hand. “This isn’t an order. If you don’t want to go into Merc territory, you don’t have to.”


Sami stiffened. The men had never treated her differently because of her sex. Her abdomen cramped. “Did you give Tace the out if he didn’t want to go?”


Jax paused and then frowned again. “Actually, yeah. I did.”


“Oh.” She settled. “All right then. I’m fine on the mission.”


“Copy that.” Jax released her. “Learn everything about the Mercs that you can—I’m interested in their holdings and provisions. Well, and security. If we decide to take out Greyson Storm, who steps up?”


Sami paused. Sometimes she forgot what a cold strategist Jax could be. He’d mellowed a little since falling in love . . . but only a little. “You’re thinking of taking the leader of the Mercs out?”


“Maybe.” Jax turned toward Tace. “Are you focused enough for this?”


“Yep.” Tace grabbed a black cowboy hat off a rack near the door.


Sami shook her head. “Do not let him wear the hat. We’ll look like idiots.”


Tace ran his finger along the brim of the hat. “This is my natural look.”


It might have been at one time, but the new Tace Justice? She took a good look at him. The brim hung low over his blue eyes and cast part of his face in shadow. Fine lines and rugged features were visible and yet his expression remained veiled. Tingles exploded in her abdomen. He did look good in the hat. “Maybe it will fit our purposes for them to think you’re a moron.” She pivoted on her heel and headed for the vestibule, using every ounce of her strength to sound normal.


He chuckled low behind her, and the sound shivered down her spine. Her temper stirred, and she wanted nothing more than to get in his face and tell him to knock it off. But Jax was already frowning, and the last thing she needed was to be treated like somebody’s woman instead of a fellow soldier. Both Jax and Raze were committed to women, and they had turned all alpha protective over them.


Sami refused to be hidden safely behind Vanguard walls. She had a job to do, and she was damn good at it. Finally, she kind of belonged, even though she’d never use her true skills again.


Damon waited by the door, his gaze curious.


Shit. She’d almost forgotten about the whole LAPD issue. She should’ve figured she’d one day meet up with a real former LAPD member. “Damon,” she said.


He nodded. “You didn’t tell me your name last time I was here.”


When they’d tied him to a chair and threatened to torture him. She smiled. “Sami.”


“Nice to meet you.” He cocked his head to the side as if trying to force himself to remember her. “LAPD, right?”


“I was.” She kept her voice pleasant, her mind scrambling. What if he asked her a specific question?


A little blond girl ran in from the soup kitchen.


“Lena,” Sami said, crouching so they were eye to eye, relief filling her at the interruption. “How are you?”


The girl smiled, and her pretty black eyes sparkled. Yet once again, she didn’t talk. Instead, she reached into her pocket and drew out a cracked S key from a keyboard to drop into Sami’s palm.


Sami smiled. “S for Sami.”


Lena grabbed three more letters, X, U, and G, to hand over. Sami’s lips trembled, and she formed them into a line.


“What do the X, U, and G stand for?” Damon asked, craning his neck.


“Dunno.” Sami forced a smile for the girl, who had been giving gifts with odd meanings to Vanguard members for months. The computer keys were a clue Sami couldn’t let anybody in on.


Lena nodded and moved toward Damon.


He smiled. “Do you have a letter for me?”


The girl shook her head and reached in her jumper pocket to hand over half of a shiny toy sheriff’s star.


Damon paused and took the gift. “How did you know I was a cop?”


“Lena, there you are.” April Snyder, the girl’s pseudo-guardian, rushed to the doorway. “You have to stop taking off like that.” She pushed curly brown hair away from her classically lovely face.


“Well, hello,” Damon said, straightening, his gaze sharpening.


“Um, hi.” April reached to tuck Lena against her, her eyes wide on Damon. “Jax? We need to talk about, ah, my mission.”


Damon’s head jerked back. “You have a mission, pretty thing?”


April’s mouth gaped, and then her posture straightened. She met his gaze directly. “I surely do.”


Damon’s grin was slow and somehow nearly sweet.


Jax nodded. “Sami, Tace? I want you back in forty-eight hours, no matter what.” He leaned in to Damon’s face. “If they’re not back, I’m waging war.”


“Got it.” Damon took one last look at April and then shoved open the door.


Sami waved at Lena and turned to face the rapidly heating day.


“It’s odd that Lena gave Damon the star and not you, right?” Tace said quietly, walking right on by her.


Odd? Not really. Lena knew things she shouldn’t, and Sami had never been a member of the LAPD. “She’s a kid, Tace. Who knows why she gives certain gifts.”


He turned and pierced her with his blue gaze. “Someday you’re gonna be honest with me, darlin’. And it’s gonna be sooner rather than later.”




Chapter Three
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The dinosaurs probably thought they’d live forever, too.


—Dr. Frank X. Harmony, Philosophies








Tace scouted the old parking lot outside of headquarters and led the way toward the fence, which surrounded the entire seven-block Vanguard territory with metal and wrapped barbed wire. He gave a whistle, and two of the guards opened the gate. Downed trucks, vans, and industrial barrels provided another layer of protection along with tons and tons of discarded tires.


The piles of tires were uneven, and he had to fight a strong urge to go even out the stacks. Damn Scorpius had given him OCD. He maneuvered beyond them, his hands shaking with the need to organize, and stopped short at an ancient yellow Datsun truck. “Nice.”


“We aim to please,” Damon said, striding around the grille. Tension cut lines into his face.


Tace turned and waved at the guards pointing weapons at them. Good ole Damon had a reason to be stressed. Most of the guards were itching to take him out and steal the truck. Tace opened the door. “Get in, Sami.”


She faltered. “You get in.”


Oh, he wasn’t sitting in the middle. While the woman could fight like a demon, she shot like a debutante—a fact she hadn’t quite explained, considering she had been LAPD. “The day you learn to shoot straight, you can take point in a vehicle.” He whispered the words so Damon couldn’t hear.


Sami glared but slid into the truck and moved over.


Tace settled against the ripped seat in the weathered truck. Sami should stay at Vanguard where it was somewhat safe, damn it.


“Why do I have to straddle the damn gear shift?” she muttered as she set her gun on her jean-clad leg.


The words shot images through his head that shuddered right down to his dick. He cleared his throat. “Why use our gas when the Mercs have supplied us with transport?” Although Tace would’ve preferred that he was driving. When had he become such a control freak? Oh yeah. When Scorpius had ripped through his brain and tore him into a new being.


“We set?” Damon shut his door and ignited the engine, which clunked rather than purred.


“Oh, no Rippers will hear us trying to get through town in this piece of crap,” Sami muttered.


Tace leaned over and put his lips near her ear. “The more sarcastic you get, the more I want to strip you naked and make sure you stop talking.”


She stilled and then turned her head until their noses brushed. “Sexual harassment these days doesn’t go to HR, Tace.”


“Oh?” He lifted an eyebrow. If he moved a millimeter, his mouth would be on hers. He swallowed. What the hell was wrong with him? He had to get control of himself and now.


“Yeah. These days you get your dick cut off and shoved in your ear.”


Amusement burst through his chest. He coughed and leaned back. Was that an actual human reaction? A normal one? It had been so long. “I’m sorry.”


She blinked. “Huh?”


He winced. Had he been that much of a jerk lately? “I’m sorry for the harassment. It’s wrong.” The words were correct, but he wasn’t quite sure about the line between right and wrong any longer. Apparently, he’d crossed it, though. If a guy had treated one of his sisters like that, Tace would’ve maimed him. “I’ll do better.” If he thought to appease her with his very nice apology, he’d apparently missed the mark.


Sparks flew through her pretty brown eyes. “Don’t even think of charming me, Texas. I’ll make you pee blood for weeks.”


“You’re an intriguing woman.” The words slipped out of him before he could call them back. Harass her, and she was all fire. Be nice to her, and even though she’d spit venom, vulnerability would darken those stunning eyes.


She turned toward the dirty windshield. “Whatever.”


Damon glanced across the seat. “You guys done with the foreplay? I’d like to get on the road.”


Tace leveled him with a look.


Damon grinned. “All righty, then.”


“Stick to back roads as much as possible,” Tace said. “Gangs have set up traps on the freeways, and they’re armed.”


“Yep.” Damon drove around a pile of what looked like milk jugs in the crumbling street. “I have to ask, why would Jax set up Vanguard in the middle of the poorest area in LA?”


“It’s where he grew up,” Sami said. “He was familiar with the area, and it contained an old food-distribution center, medical offices, and a school.”


Tace watched shattered storefronts go by out the window. Were they walking right into a trap by voluntarily heading into Merc territory? “It was an easy area to fence and protect, just like a military base.”


Sami cleared her throat. “Why did the Mercs settle in Santa Barbara? Seems not so tough.”


Damon barked out a laugh. “We have the ocean, multiple greenhouses, and all of the resources built into UC Santa Barbara. In other words, we have more food and water than you do.”


Tace kept silent and let Sami press the Merc for information. She was a natural at it. Had she been lying to them all? Once again, a pit opened up in his gut.


Was he starting to feel things again? Sure, he’d had plenty of sex since he’d recovered, but the enjoyment had been an act. Was sex turning into something else? What would sex be like with Sami? Probably explosive. He shifted in his seat to ease some of the raging pressure suddenly in his groin. Man, he had to get a grip.


“Right, Tace?” Sami asked.


Shit. What had she been saying? He grunted in response.


She turned back to Damon. “So that’s why.”


“I see.” Damon slowed down to turn west.


“How many Mercenary members are there?” Sami asked.


Tace tuned back into the conversation.


“About seventy men.” Damon winced. “Maybe sixty after the attacks yesterday.”


“Just men?” Sami asked.


Damon nodded. “All male soldiers like in the old days of the military.”


Sami didn’t react. “Ratio of soldiers to civilians?” she asked smoothly, playing her part perfectly.


Damon turned the wheel to avoid what looked like a human leg in the road. “All soldiers.”


Sami cut Tace a look. “What happens to civilians?”


Now Damon grinned again. “We drop them off in Vanguard territory.”


Well, at least they didn’t eat civilians. “Who came up with that plan?” Tace asked.


“Greyson did. We’re a military vigilante group, and we don’t want to train or protect civilians. You Vanguard folks do, so we either direct them to or sometimes drop them off for you to coddle.”


“What about, you know, sex?” Sami asked.


Damon glanced her way. “You offering?”


Tace sat forward just enough to make his point.


Damon turned back to the road.


“What is up with everyone these days?” Sami snapped. “You’re all just horny dogs.”


Tace bit his lip.


“Sorry,” Damon said. “Um, to answer your question, if any soldier wants to keep a, well, companion, then they can. But Mercs are soldiers, all male, and anybody keeping somebody is fully responsible for them.”


“Keeping?” Sami asked slowly.


Damon held up a hand. “All consensual and all voluntary. Greyson double checks with anybody living in the territory, especially women, to make sure they want to be there. Period.”


Good. “So you’re hoarding resources and pawning civilians off on us,” Tace said, watching a couple of shadows move near the street corner. He tensed and lifted his gun to the open window.


Sami lifted herself to see better and brushed her breast against his arm.


Electricity jolted through him. He kept perfectly still and tracked two women digging through rubble. “Slow down.”


Damon sighed but slowed to nearly a stop.


Both women looked up, their bodies tensed to flee. They were in ripped jeans and heavy jackets, both with long hair already formed into dreadlocks. Dirt marred their faces, and scratches showed down their arms.


“Rippers?” Sami whispered.


“Not sure.” Tace leaned out the window. “Do you ladies need help?” He let his twang free.


The first woman, rail thin and about fifty, shook her head.


The other one, a twentysomething, didn’t move.


“All right.” Tace pointed back the way they’d come. “If you go about a mile east, you’ll enter Vanguard territory. Scouts will find you and take you to food and shelter, if you want.”


The younger woman shook her head. “We’re fine on our own.”


“We have vitamin B,” Tace said.


The women looked at each other.


“Your choice,” Damon called out, shifting the gear into DRIVE. “Good luck.” He drove away from the corner and around an abandoned library that had books scattered all over the front steps. “That’s why you’re almost out of provisions.”


“Maybe we’ll just take yours,” Tace said evenly.


“You can sure try,” Damon said agreeably. He sped up as the road cleared. “So, tell me about that April chick. She with anybody?”
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