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            Chapter

One

         

         Focused on the petri dish in front of her, Dr. Isabel Santiago steadied her hand and applied a drop of the FC-5 virus to the latest batch of microscope slides. The task was easier said than done, and it had nothing to do with her bulky biohazard suit and rubber gloves and everything to do with the noise filtering into the lab through the speakers.

         “I think I diagnosed the source of those headaches you’ve been having. It’s your…music.” Isabel shifted her gaze to the wall of windows, the protective glass that separated the basement Tru Tech lab—affectionately called the Legion—from the clean room.

         Maddy Calhoun, a doctoral student and her best friend, sat in the other room, fingers tapping as she performed the role of Isa’s safety spotter. “Don’t be hating my playlist. The Psychotic Zombies are all the rage right now—something you’d know if you went out with me more than once in a blue moon.”

         “If they’re the kind of education I get on girls’ nights out, I’m kind of glad that I stay in as often as I do,” Isa joked.

         Maddy leaned into the two-way mic. “Isabel Santiago, you owe me. Do you have any idea what I could be doing on a Saturday night? Or who?”

         Beneath her headgear, Isa chuckled. “That neighbor who lives on the floor above you? What’s his name? Clint? Carson?”

         “Cody.” Maddy wrinkled her nose. “And, no. Been there and not doing that again. Don’t get me wrong. He was drop-dead gorgeous, and the things he could do with his tongue? Have mercy. But afterward? There was nothing. I shit you not, Is, we were looking up at the stars and I commented on the Milky Way, and he thought I wanted to drive to the nearest 7-Eleven for a candy bar.”

         Isa swallowed a laugh as she safely tucked the FC-5 samples back into their spots in the biohazard fridge. “It couldn’t have been that bad.”

         “It so, so was. But stop trying to change the subject. I expect payment in full for Saturday.”

         “I let you play your music.”

         “Not cutting it. I had a big night planned for the two of us. I’m talking slinky dresses, drinks—and did I mention that the place was owned by brothers? Brothers, Isabel. Hot gods all derived from the same gene pool.” Maddy fanned herself with a stack of papers. “I need an ice bath just thinking about them.”

         “Sorry to kill your plans of debauchery, but I really need to assess this latest batch of samples and start new ones with Tony’s recommendations. He had an interesting thought about changing the class of antivirals.”

         “My interesting and your and Tony’s interesting are way different from one another. And just so you know, mine is the one that’s spot-on and, if luck’s on our side, the one that could potentially lead to multiple orgasms. Sharing hobbies with a man who’s triple your age isn’t exactly a cause for bragging.”

         Isa chuckled at the image of a ninety-some-year-old Anthony Winter, but her one-time mentor, now an epidemiologist with the Global Health Organization, wasn’t a day over sixty-four and traveled to far-off places most twenty-year-olds wouldn’t venture.

         “I’m ready to step into decontamination now,” Isa announced. “Maybe we can forgo the slinky dresses and hot gods and grab a quick drink on the way home.”

         Maddy pouted. “Not the same thing.”

         It wasn’t.

         As sad as it may be to someone with Maddy’s active social life, it was viruses that took up most of Isabel’s waking hours. Ebola. Smallpox. She worked on all of them and a lot more in the name of the United States government. Most researchers waited their entire careers to be given the opportunity Tru Tech Industries had given her—her own basement lab equipped with all the latest cutting-edge tech. But all that responsibility came at a price.

         Her personal life.

         Isa stepped into decon, and the second the airtight door locked her inside, a mixture of foaming germicides blasted from the wall-mounted nozzles. She lifted her arms and let the liquid run over every inch of her suit, while Maddy, watching from the corner video monitor, directed her on which areas needed an extra dose.

         Fifteen minutes and a change of clothes later, Isa stepped into the clean room. She had just opened her mouth to give in to her friend’s need for hot god brothers when the light above the lab’s private elevator came on, alerting them they were about to get a visitor.

         Only a select few personnel had the clearance to visit the Legion, so when Frank, the Legion’s soon-to-be-retired security guard, stepped out, Isa wasn’t surprised.

         “Perfect timing.” Isa smiled, always loving the time of the night that the older man made his rounds. “Tell us how the retirement party plans are coming.”

         Frank’s wide, panicked eyes shot her way. “Doc! Ru—”

         Someone pushed him from behind. As the older man crashed into the table against the wall and hit the ground, four additional figures stepped off the elevator.

         Isabel’s brain didn’t register the intrusion until the one nearest her aimed his gun at the center of her chest.

         “Going somewhere, Dr. Santiago?” His clear blue eyes locked on her through the slits of his black ski mask.

         The intruders fanned out. The one nearest Frank grabbed him by the uniform and dragged him along the floor to the other side of the room while his friend did the same to Maddy.

         Isa’s gaze instantly snapped to the panic button a good twelve feet away.

         “Don’t do anything you’ll regret, Doc. And trust me, if you touch that alarm, you will regret it.” Blue Eyes shifted his stance—and his gun—closer. “Turn around.”

         Isa’s nerves froze her feet to the ground. She trained for spills, exposures, and the occasional equipment breakdown. Armed men in her lab wasn’t part of Tru Tech’s annual continuing education.

         “I don’t know what you’re doing here, or how you got inside, but this is a secure building,” Isa’s warning fell flat even to her own ears.

         “Yet my friends and I managed to get in just fine. And I should think what we’re doing here would be pretty obvious…or maybe you’re not as smart as I’ve heard. Now fucking move.”

         He dug the muzzle of his weapon into her back and nudged her across the room.

         Maddy sobbed into Frank’s shoulder as they both sat huddled on the floor, a trickle of blood dripping down the older man’s forehead. His small taser—if he still had it—couldn’t compete with assault weapons.

         Blue Eyes yanked Isabel to a stop in front of the lab’s sealed door. “Let me inside.”

         “No.” She lifted her chin in staunch defiance and ignored the tremor in her voice. “You have no idea what’s in there.”

         “Actually, I do. Last warning.” He aimed his gun at the center of her chest. “Let me inside the lab. Now.”

         No way in hell was Isa giving them access.

         Maddy released a loud wail, the sound temporarily pulling Blue Eyes’ attention away from the door. Isa leapt for the panic alarm. She flipped open the cover, fingers brushing over the button at the exact time a hand fisted in her hair.

         “I don’t fucking think so.” Her assailant swung her face-first into the wall.

         Pain exploded behind her eyes, dimming her vision. She barely registered Frank lurching to his feet, rushing the man. A shot rang out, echoing in the basement like an exploding bomb.

         Isa watched in horror as Frank jerked backward, his white uniform shirt blossoming red before he dropped to the ground. “No! Frank!”

         Blood seeped through the security guard’s fingers at an alarming rate, pooling on the floor beneath him. “I’m…fine.”

         In a few minutes, he’d be anything but fine.

         For a split second Isa was transported back to her med school emergency medicine rotation. In the aftermath of a mass shooting, casualties rolled in, one immediately after another. People shouted for her help—or for her to help their friend. Hospital staff ran from one patient to the next, quickly triaging and assessing, and like the others, Isa had kept pace next to her attending…until suddenly she couldn’t anymore.

         People had looked to her for help in their scariest, darkest time, and she’d failed them.

         “No. No. No.” Isa dragged her focus back to the lab.

         She hadn’t been able to save some of those people at Virginia Hospital Center, but she sure as hell wouldn’t lose Frank.

         Isabel whipped off her lab coat and dropped to her friend’s side in an attempt to stanch the flow of blood.

         “You can go to hell,” she threw at the man holding the gun, “because I’m not opening that door. Those viruses are locked up for a reason.”

         Blue Eyes aimed his gun at her head. “You have to the count of three to open the lab door, or your blood will mix right along with your friend’s. One. Two. Thr—”

         “I’ll do it!” Maddy struggled with her captor as she attempted to step forward. “I’ll do it! Just don’t hurt anyone else. Please.”

         “Maddy,” Isabel warned, shaking her head. “No.”

         They didn’t handle simple strains of influenza. A single small mishap could jumpstart the worst pandemic the world had ever seen—and it would’ve happened on her watch.

         Tears poured down her friend’s face. “I’m sorry, Isa. I—I have to. Frank’s already…I’m not letting something happen to you, too.”

         Maddy’s brute walked her to the control panel, and after an eye scan and entering her personalized code, the airlocked door slid open with a whoosh.

         Blue Eyes nodded to the two men standing off to the side. “Get what we came for and make it quick.”

         “I don’t know how you think you’re getting out of here. There’s one way into the Legion and one way out.” Isa glared.

         “You let me worry about that, sweetheart.”

         Isabel’s throat dried. He didn’t seem worried about anything, and that made her worry. The men ransacked her lab, purposefully toppling empty beakers and tipping wheeled carts as they made their way toward the back of the lab. One of them stopped in front of the cryo unit where she kept her samples of FC-5…and pulled out what looked to be his own travel case.

         Her heart leapt to her throat. “No!”

         Isa lurched to her feet. She’d made it two steps when Blue Eyes shoved her face-first against the glass wall.

         His masked mouth brushed against her ear, making her cringe. “You really must have a death wish.”

         Isa squirmed against his grip, and it tightened. “Please don’t do this. You have no idea the people that virus could hurt.”

         “Sweetheart, I don’t care who it can hurt. I care about who it can help—me.”

         His men stepped out of the lab, the one with the case announcing, “Got what we need.” He nodded toward Isa and Maddy. “What do we do about them?”

         “Leave them. For now.” Blue Eyes’ mouth brushed against her ear as he leaned closer. “Until next time, doctor.”

         He released his hold on her, and the men backtracked the way they came, guns trained on the women as they retreated to the elevator. Isa wasn’t telling them the fault in their plan.

         The elevator only had two stops.

         Upstairs security wouldn’t let them strut across the lobby and breach the exit.

         Isa dropped to Frank’s side as they disappeared into the elevator. “Maddy! Hit the panic button, and then call security. We need an ambulance. Now.”

         Frank released a wet cough that ended on a wheeze. “I’m okay, Doc. Just a little flesh wound. I’ve gotten worse scrapes yanking the weeds in the garden.”

         Isa smiled wanly and applied more pressure to the wound. All too quickly, her coat soaked up the older man’s blood. “I’m sure you have, Frank.”

         The day she’d left bedside medicine, she’d vowed never to put herself in the position where she’d have to lie to a patient again.

         And yet here she was.

         “You’re going to be fine, Frank.” Isa lost her fight against brewing tears. One drop fell down her cheek, quickly followed by another. “Stay focused on the hammock waiting for you when you get to your Caribbean bungalow. But you should know that I wasn’t kidding about going with you. I may stow away in your luggage.”

         “The more the merrier.” Frank sucked in a sharp breath, the effort making a shrill whistling sound. “We’ll all be just…fine…Doc. Just…fine.”

         Isa knew better. Anyone willing to break into a government-sponsored lab wouldn’t give two thoughts about the kind of destruction their actions could cause. If those men released FC-5 into the general public, no one be would fine.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter

Two

         

         Visiting Tru Tech Industries wasn’t on the list of things Roman Steele wanted to do today. Or tomorrow. Or next week. Or at any point in time in the near—or far—future. Yet there his dumb ass stood at the police checkpoint for the last twenty minutes with no sign of being let through any time soon.

         Roman slid his two younger brothers a sharp glare. “You assholes hauled my ass out of bed for this?”

         Liam, the baby of their four-man band, smirked. “Come on. It’s not like you had anything happening.”

         “Sleep. I had sleep happening. And how the hell do you know that I didn’t have plans?”

         “Because the day ends in a y, big brother.”

         Next to him, Ryder laughed.

         Liam wasn’t wrong. His big plans had consisted of whaling on the heavy bag until his left leg either locked up or gave out. Not the healthiest exercise regime for an amputee, but it’d worked for him for the last few years. He wasn’t about to change it now.

         Keeping in shape and running Steele Ops with his brothers and the ever-growing collection of military elite they employed took up most of his time.

         They’d officially opened their doors last year, converting the historic Keaton Jailhouse in downtown Alexandria to house both of their business ventures. Iron Bars Distillery & Beer Garden took up the first three floors and had quickly gained a reputation within the community. But beneath the feet of their vanilla-vodka-loving customers, Steele Ops ran like a well-oiled machine.

         Anti-terrorism. Covert extractions. They got shit done the government couldn’t do thanks to bureaucratic red tape or lack of manpower. Only a select few knew of their existence, one of them former Army chief of staff Hogan Wilcox.

         His teammate’s Cade’s father, Wilcox was the one who’d raised tonight’s alarm, which meant that whatever happened here at Tru Tech wasn’t insignificant. As much as he didn’t want to be here, it was probably a good thing they were.

         Ryder cleared his throat as they took another step to the front of the security line. “I have one request. Just a little thing really. I wouldn’t even call it a request…more like a suggestion.”

         “You two are just full of demands today,” Roman muttered.

         “Let me do the talking. We both know when you open your mouth, chances are high you’ll piss someone off.”

         True. Of his brothers, Liam and Ryder were definitely the most personable, with Knox, the eldest, a close second. Roman had never been much of a people-pleaser, and after his years in black ops and working at the kind of CIA installations that don’t exist, he saw even less need for roundabout politeness. Manners only got in the way of progress.

         “I’ll keep my people skills on the down-low,” Roman agreed. “At least until someone says something that’s too stupid to ignore.”

         From deep inside the security perimeter, one of the plainclothes cops ended her conversation with what looked to be a lab employee and headed their way. Natasha James eyed each of the brothers warily as she motioned for the perimeter guard to let them pass through.

         Finally.

         “I should’ve known when Roger Carmichael said he’d hired outside help who it would’ve been. Why is it that wherever there’s trouble there’s usually a Steele?”

         Liam grinned. “Come on, Nat. Admit it. If we all hadn’t come back home, you would’ve been bored sitting in that squad car.”

         Nat dropped her gaze to the detective badge on her hip. “Actually, I’ve graduated from beat cop—which means that this clusterfuck is all mine. Please tell me you won’t make it any worse.”

         “It’s definitely not on our agenda.” Ryder nodded toward the building behind them. “Can you tell us what happened?”

         “Long story made longer? At nine last night, four masked men stepped off a private elevator and right into the basement lab. They threatened the workers, shot the security guard when he tried intervening on the doctor’s behalf, stole a nasty virus, and then, believe it or not, hopped back on the elevator as if nothing happened.”

         “And no one thought to stop them from leaving the building?” Roman asked.

         “Yeah well, that’s just it. They didn’t leave the building…and yet they’re not here.” She guided them to Tru Tech’s front entrance.

         “How the hell does that work?”

         Nat shrugged and led the way through the police chaos and into the building. “Wish I knew. There’s only one way to get down to the basement lab where the virus was stolen and there’s no video footage of anyone stepping onto the elevator. Just off of it when they reached the lab.”

         Liam grunted and said exactly what Roman was thinking. “Then someone’s messing around with the surveillance images.”

         “If they are, we sure as hell can’t tell.”

         “I’ll be able to tell.”

         Liam wasn’t boasting. It was the honest truth. There wasn’t much the former Navy intelligence officer couldn’t do when a computer was put in front of him. If someone tampered with the security feed, Liam would know. If no one did, and these assholes really did disappear into thin air, then they did it while carting around brass-plated balls and fucking magic wands.

         “You said something about a doctor?” Roman asked. “People were in the lab at the time of the theft?”

         “Three of my best employees.” Dressed in a suit that probably cost more than Roman currently had in his bank account, an older man crossed the lobby, headed their way. “Roger Carmichael. Tru Tech CEO.”

         “Your three employees?”

         “Dr. Isabel Santiago, her assistant Maddy Calhoun, and the Legion’s core evening security personnel, Frank Hutchins.”

         “Core?” Roman asked.

         “Not every staff member is permitted into the Legion, for obvious safety reasons. Those who are undergo rigorous security clearances and specialized training in the event of—”

         “Something like this happening?”

         Ryder cleared his throat and muttered under his breath. “Down-low.”

         Carmichael frowned, obviously unhappy with Roman’s retort. “Actually, no. I can’t say we’ve ever trained for this eventuality, because it shouldn’t be possible.” His eyes narrowed on each of them before falling on Roman. “I can’t stress the importance of finding my missing virus enough. As it stands, I’m sure the government will use this as another reason to gift our deserved funds to another undeserving cracker-jack box lab.”

         Carmichael’s tone rubbed Roman the wrong way. “That’s why you want us to track down your virus? Because you won’t get your bonus check in the mail?”

         Ryder cleared his throat, playing referee. “We’ll find your virus, Mr. Carmichael. Where are the employees who were present at the time of the break-in?”

         “In quarantine until their bloodwork comes back clean, which will hopefully be sometime tomorrow.”

         Roman cocked an eyebrow. “Was there an actual exposure?”

         “It doesn’t appear so. According to Dr. Santiago, despite the fact that the thieves stole the virus, they did so with great care. The quarantine is a standard precaution. I’m guessing you want to talk to them?”

         “You guessed right.”

         Nat nodded. “That’s a good idea. Maybe repeating the story will jog something in their memories. I’ll get in touch with you later to compare notes.”

         Liam nodded and shook her hand. “Thanks, Nat. Congrats on the promotion. We’ll try not to step on your toes too much.”

         “We both know that promise will fall a few miles short. Just don’t do anything I’ll have to arrest you for.” Nat reached for the phone on her hip and walked away with a small wave.

         Carmichael took them the roundabout route, dropping Liam off at security before taking Ryder and Roman up to the third-floor quarantine level. He stopped in front of two sets of doors. “Miss Calhoun is in the room to the right, and Dr. Santiago the left.”

         “They weren’t placed together?” Ryder asked.

         “It’s to minimize risk in case one was exposed and the other was not.”

         Ryder glanced nervously at the door. “And we’re okay strutting in there?”

         Roman smirked. “Nervous, little brother?”

         “Of contracting a highly lethal disease and watching my dick rot off? Hell yeah, I’m nervous.”

         Carmichael waved off the concern. “Miss Calhoun and Dr. Santiago are in separate air-pressurized rooms within those doors. You’ll simply be stepping into an observation suite a lot like medical universities use for surgical teaching purposes. There’s no chance of contact or contamination.”

         On his hip, Carmichael’s walkie screeched to life and he blew out a frustrated breath. “If you’ll excuse me, I have more fires to put out. When you’re done, Eddie will see you to the lobby.” He nodded toward the lone guard standing at the edge of the hall.

         When Carmichael disappeared from view, a familiar shit-eating grin slid onto Ryder’s face as he reached for the doctor’s door. “Guess I’ll take the doc—”

         Roman knocked his brother’s hand from the knob. “Yeah, I don’t think so.”

         “Why the hell not?”

         Roman studied Ryder’s face before finding his answer in the dark gleam of his eyes. “Because of that horn-dog look you got on your face. You googled her before you even picked my ass up, didn’t you?”

         Ryder’s mouth twitched. “It was research…but yeah. And I gotta say, if my doctor looked like her, I’d actually get my annual physicals.”

         “Yeah, this is a job, not a dating service, and it’s been far too long since you’ve gotten any. I’ll take the doc.”

         “Says our resident monk.”

         The truth in Ryder’s snarky comment pissed Roman off. Thanks to their Steele genes, he and his brothers had never struggled to find female companionship when they wanted it…even as knobby-kneed teens. The problem was that he didn’t want it.

         Not really. Sex didn’t relieve stress any better than working out in the gym, and anything more than a quick romp with the fairer sex was off the table. Relationships required trust, and the only people he counted on to mean what they say were his family and his team.

         Ryder’s smirk widened. “Fine. Take the doctor, and I’ll question the assistant.”

         Fuck. He gave in way too easy, which meant both women were no doubt gorgeous as hell. “You’re an asshole.”

         Ryder shrugged. “I’ve been called worse. Just remember that the point of going in there is to see if we can coax information out of them they may not realize they know.”

         “Your point?”

         “That it requires finesse. A delicate touch.”

         “I can be delicate,” Roman lied.

         Ryder snorted. “You’re about as delicate as a sledgehammer, Ro.”

         So he wasn’t a teddy bear, and he didn’t beat around the bush. Tact was something people used when they wanted to dance around a subject instead of plow right through it, and Roman sure as hell didn’t dance.

         Roman shouldered his brother out of the way. “I’ll take the doc…and I’ll finesse the hell out of it.”

         Ignoring his brother’s chuckles, he tugged on the door and stepped into the room.

         Eyes closed and head tilted back against the wall, Isabel Santiago sat on a metal cot not unlike the ones he’d encountered in the Army. Her curtain of long dark hair framed her heart-shaped face and was a stark contrast to the white jumpsuit she wore.

         She didn’t look like any scientist he’d ever seen.

         “Dr. Santiago?”

         Her eyes opened and scanned the room before falling on him.

         Large golden brown eyes inspected his presence, narrowing in unfocused concentration. He recognized that half-glazed look all too well. Hell, he’d seen it a million times out in the field. Anyone who’d been deployed into an active combat zone scenario wore that same face at one time or another.

         Especially him.

         But there wasn’t a war happening outside this room, and they hadn’t been dropped into a hot zone.

         Roman shoved aside all his self-professed finesse and did the only thing he knew would work in pulling her out of the funk.

         “Dr. Santiago, I’m Roman Steele. I’m with the private security firm your employer hired to find out what happened to—and to track down—your missing virus.” Locking Isabel in his sights, he summoned every ounce of assholessness he possessed. “Care to tell me how the hell this happened?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Isa wasn’t as immune to the male form as Maddy thought, but even if she had been, there was no ignoring Roman Steele’s. He stood well over six feet tall, his leather jacket–encased broad shoulders rivaled only by his wide chest and trim waist. And his eyes…dark to near black and framed by long, thick lashes, they studied her as if attempting to look through her, and the intensity stirred something she hadn’t felt in a long time.

         Interest.

         At least until she pulled her thoughts away from the deep timbre of his voice and onto his words. “Did you just…?”

         Isa blinked once. Then twice. His stare turned accusatory as he waited on the other side of the three-inch safety glass. Oh hell yeah, he did.

         Ignoring her earlier exhaustion, she stiffened her shoulders and met him glare for glare. “I don’t know how something like that happens, Mr. Steele. Maybe they had second jobs as magician’s assistants.”

         Roman kept his blank mask in place as he leaned against the small table in the observation room. “There’s no reason for the sarcasm, Doc.”

         “Yet it was the first thing you dished out the moment you stepped into the room.”

         “Because things don’t add up, and I don’t like it when there are big question marks hanging over my head.”

         “Then I suggest you wear a hard hat and go in search of the answers.”

         “That’s what I’m doing here.”

         “No, you’re trying to piss me off, and guess what? It’s working. If you have a real question I may be able to answer, then ask. If not, you know where the door is.”

         “Your lab is practically impossible to breach without having appropriate clearance.”

         Isabel waited a beat. “Practically impossible, but seeing as we’re in this situation, it’s obviously not out of the realm of possibility. What’s your point?”

         “My point is that nine times out of ten that impossible becomes possible because there was an inside man…or woman.”

         If she were superhuman, Isa would’ve sent her fist through the window and throttled the gorgeous jerkwad on the other side.

         Isabel uncrossed her legs and stood, summoning her best icy tone. “I don’t like what you’re insinuating, Mr. Steele.”

         “That’s not me insinuating, Doc. That’s me making a factual statement.”

         “None of my colleagues had anything to do with what happened,” Isabel said adamantly. “We do what we do to rid the world of dangerous diseases, not so we can unleash them on a vulnerable public.”

         “I’d like to believe that, but we have four armed men getting off an elevator with no visual proof that they’d gotten on it in the first place. And then they disappeared pretty much the same way. If they didn’t have inside help, they really are magicians.”

         “You’re the ridiculously priced security expert Carmichael hired. Isn’t it your job to figure out how they pulled it off and locate the FC-5 virus? Because in case you haven’t realized it from the fact that I’m in a glass fishbowl, it’s not a simple flu strain.”

         “Oh, my team and I will track them down. It’s just a matter of time.”

         Isa was already shaking her head. “That’s something none of us have. FC-5 isn’t just an Ebola-like strain. It’s the strand. It’s an end-of-days virus that could wipe out millions of the world’s population before anyone has a chance to react.”

         “How is it different from Ebola?”

         “Standard Ebola has an average incubation of fourteen days and then a fifty percent survival rate.”

         “And FC-5?”

         Isabel’s stomach rolled as she fought back rising bile. “A four-day average incubation…and a five percent survival rate. In case you’re not keeping track of time or the math, it’s already been a day since the virus was taken from the lab, and a five percent survival rate means that ninety-five out of one hundred people infected don’t make it back to their families.”

         Roman’s jaw clenched, the muscles in his cheeks flexing wildly.

         Good. Fear, in her line of work, was a necessity. It kept you on your toes. It made you careful. And in this instance, it made her determined to keep FC-5 as far away from any civilization as humanly possible.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter

Three

         

         “When you called and told me to bring climbing gear from headquarters, this isn’t what I expected to be doing with it.” Ryder hung suspended on the rope next to Roman as they slowly lowered themselves down the elevator shaft at Tru Tech Industries.

         Isabel Santiago’s adamancy that she’d watched the four thieves step back onto the elevator only fueled Roman’s wild hunch, a hunch he prayed to God was wrong.

         While with Special Forces, he’d worked with CIA teams in high-profile urban extractions, and it was the only way he could explain it. And if he was right, it threw a whole different kind of wrench into this brewing shit-storm, because it meant whoever was behind it wasn’t a low-level fly-by-the-seat-of-the-pants crook. It took careful planning, expert knowledge, and a whole lot of balls.

         Anyone with that kind of skill set was a loose cannon, and it was that unknown factor that made him damn uncomfortable.

         “Did you look at that file Carmichael gave us on FC-5?” Ryder eased himself down another few inches, his head swiveling as he looked around them. “I looked at it right before calling it a night, and I couldn’t fall asleep. I like all my orifices the way they are—blood-free and without liquid oozing out of them. I think this will be the first year Ma won’t have to threaten bodily harm for me to get my flu shot.”

         Roman grunted in agreement. Hell, he’d be the first bastard in line, too.

         After Isabel’s parting warning yesterday, he’d also looked up the supervirus and had wished to hell that he hadn’t. By the time he’d read the last page, he’d experienced nearly all the FC-5 symptoms—except bleeding orifices—and had climbed into the shower and scrubbed head to toe no less than two times and then again a third right before he turned in for the night.

         He still didn’t feel completely clean.

         People thought his line of work was dangerous, but he’d take flying bullets over viruses any day of the week. You could visualize a gun aimed at your head, or a ticking bomb counting down in front of you. You couldn’t see what microscopic shit came your way from a sneeze or, hell, touching a damn doorknob.

         In his opinion, what Isabel Santiago and Maddy Calhoun did every single day took real guts—unless one of them was the reason he was sliding down this elevator shaft.

         “Interesting.” Ryder’s voice pulled Roman from his thoughts.

         “What’s interesting?” Roman shifted his Maglite around the walls.

         “You’ve never been a great conversationalist, but you’ve been quiet even for you…ever since you had your chat with Isabel Santiago. I’d think it was a coincidence, but I’m allergic to coincidences.”

         Roman retorted, “And I think you’d better pay attention to what you’re doing, or you’ll end up a greasy spot on the bottom of this elevator shaft.”

         As Ryder’s laughter echoed in the tight quarters, Roman’s mood worsened. The deadly FC-5 virus wasn’t the only thing he’d had difficulty getting his mind off last night. Isabel Santiago had also followed him home.

         Roman prided himself on being able to read people. It was a talent embedded into his genes. And his gut told him that what you saw with Isabel was what you got—a talented, dedicated woman who was as allergic to failure as Roman was. If she had something to do with this fiasco, he’d donate his left nut to science.

         But he’d learned five years ago that his gut wasn’t infallible.

         As if reminding him, a sharp pain sliced through his left leg, right beneath his prosthesis straps. The shadow pain didn’t come as often as it had even a year ago, but when it did, fucking A.

         Roman clenched tight to his rappel line and breathed through the stinging pain. It took two counts of ten until it didn’t feel like someone was hacking through his bone with a dull bow saw, and by the time it was over, Ryder’s gaze settled on him like an anvil.

         “You know it’s not the end of the world, right?” Ryder’s tone was suddenly serious.

         “Pretty sure that’s exactly what this virus could do in the wrong hands.”

         “You know that’s not what I’m talking about. Feeling a connection to someone isn’t a bad thing…especially when that person’s a smart, successful woman like Isabel Santiago.”

         “There is no connection,” Roman lied. “Other than the one I’ll feel against my jaw when she’s finally let out of her little glass bubble.”

         Ryder’s gaze bored into the back of his head. “You were that much of an asshole?”

         His lack of a response answered the question.

         Ry muttered under his breath, questioning at what point in time Roman had become an ass. But hell if he knew.

         Roman shined his flashlight over the walls, looking for any sign someone other than them had been down this way. “Maybe you should worry less about my female connections and more on your own. When will you stop fawning over a certain klutzy bartender long enough to ask the woman out? Or are you hoping she digs the creepy stalker vibe and extra hours you’re clocking at Iron Bars?”

         Ryder glared. “We were talking about you. Not me.”

         “All’s fair in love and ass busting.” Roman snuck a look at his brother’s puckered expression and chuckled as his flashlight beam hit a vent. “I got something.”

         He swung his body out and landed on the far side of the shaft, where an HVAC vent grate dangled precariously from a lone corner bolt. The exposed hole gaped open, large enough for a broad set of shoulders.

         Instant fucking tunnels.

         “I’ll be damned,” Ryder murmured.

         Roman snatched his walkie. “Jaz, you anywhere near the east end of the building?”

         The speaker buzzed before the former Marine sniper’s voice answered. “Turning the corner now, but I’m not seeing anything out here that’s raising any alarms.”

         “Is there a venting system? It’ll be grated, probably a tight three-by-three or somewhere close to it?”

         “Hold on.” A minute later, she came back. “Nope. Don’t see—uh, wait a sec. Well, hell. There’s one hidden behind a construction dumpster about halfway down the building.”

         “Feel like going on an adventure?” Roman asked.

         It took less than three seconds for his meaning to sink in. “You’re fucking with me. You expect me to crawl in there?”

         Jaz’s curses made both brothers chuckle. “Thanks for asking, Curva. Pretty great of you.”

         “I should’ve let Tank come and stayed back at Steele Ops.”

         Roman smirked. “That’s what you get for always trying to one-up him.”

         Jaz cursed again, but a few seconds later, low, rolling thunder echoed through the vent as she crawled through the small space. The closer she got, the louder and more creative her curses became. Five minutes later, she glowered at him in person.

         Sweat dotted her brow. “Next time someone needs to crawl in a hot, dark hole, I’m not it. Care to tell me what the point was behind this exercise?”

         “This is how they did it.” Roman’s gut feeling from before roared back.

         “This is how who did what?” Jaz’s dark eyes widened. “You think this is how those assholes got in and out of the lab without detection? How the hell is that possible?”

         It was more than possible. It was probable. During his stint with Special Ops and the Euro division of the CIA, he’d executed nearly the same type of operation, but that had been years ago and continents away. Seeing it here in his hometown—now—caused a bad taste to climb up from his throat.

         This wasn’t a hostage extraction. This was a bio-threat. People who went to these kinds of lengths didn’t come with a whole lot of boundaries…or a very long list of things they wouldn’t do to make sure they got their prize.

         Ryder whistled. “So Isabel Santiago wasn’t lying when she said they appeared and disappeared into thin air. They basically did.”

         “To play it safe, we still need eyes on everyone with any kind of access to the Legion, and that includes Carmichael, the guard, Maddy Calhoun…and Isabel Santiago.” Roman volleyed his brother’s questioning look with a determined one of his own. “What?”

         “You want to keep an eye on the doc because you think she actually had something to do with it, or is it because you’re concerned?”

         Roman wanted to say it was the former reason, but he made it a rule not to lie. His gut told him that Isabel Santiago didn’t have an evil bone in her body. Sarcastic? Yeah. Short-tempered? Probably that, too. But just because she didn’t emit an evil mastermind vibe didn’t mean that someone within Tru Tech didn’t have their hand in this mess.

         Or their whole damn body.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter

Four

         

         “I can practically hear you grinding your teeth through the mike. It’s distracting,” Liam complained from the ear comm tucked into Roman’s right ear.

         “I wouldn’t be grinding my teeth if you picked up a lead. A facial rec. Voice ID. Hell, I’d be happy with a half-assed image of a tattoo.”

         From his perch back at Steele headquarters, Liam sighed. “It’s not like I haven’t been trying, but like we thought, these guys are fucking smart. They don’t show anything identifying on the video surveillance, and the bastards took out every security cam in a two-block radius of Tru Tech. They weren’t taking any fucking chances.”

         Roman couldn’t blame his brother. After casing the elevator shaft the previous day, he’d spent all night staring at the security feed himself only to come to the same conclusion. They had jack shit. It was a jagged pill to swallow that came precariously close to the one he had to down after he’d lost his leg.

         Sitting on the sidelines and waiting for things to happen had been one of the toughest things about life post-amputation. He wasn’t wired that way, and that hadn’t changed because he was now one appendage short. With Liam working his magic on Tru Tech’s security system and scouring the dark web for any sort of virus talk, that left only one other thing for Roman to do to stave off the formation of a bed sore on his ass.

         Isabel Santiago.

         He could’ve stationed himself outside of the security guard’s hospital room, or across the street from Carmichael’s fancy Georgetown townhouse or Maddy Calhoun’s modest studio apartment, but instead, he’d taken responsibility for Isabel himself.

         And hell if he knew why. At the idea of one of his brothers or Cade following her around the city, he’d quickly tagged Hunter “Tank” Dawson as his second and hadn’t left room for negotiations.

         Liam resumed whistling, the tune changing from the peppy sounds of the fifties to something that sounded like the Beatles.

         “Are you going to be doing that much longer?” Roman demanded grumpily.

         “When music dies so does a small piece of my heart…so yeah. Gotta make sure the entire muscle’s intact for when I meet my special lady.”

         Roman snorted. “Thought you met her last week at O’Malley’s.”

         “So did I, but the physical beauty far surpassed the library she had going on upstairs, and I love myself too damn much to compromise. Guess we can’t all be as lucky as you.”

         “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

         It was Liam’s turn to stop. “Dude. I may be the youngest, but I’m by far the smartest. Isabel Santiago is the legit thing—beauty and brains—and it’s obvious she’s gotten to you.”

         “She hasn’t gotten to me.”

         “When you’re done there you should hit up the ER at George Washington.”

         “Jaz is on guard duty.”

         “Yeah, not for babysitting detail…to have someone check out those third-degree burns on your ass, because your pants just went up in flames as if they’d been doused in gasoline.”

         Tank’s low chuckle came over the comm. “You’re going to have to put that ER visit on hold because we’re headed toward you, Ro. Half block out.”

         “On it.” Roman secured his sunglasses, thankful for the momentary reprieve.

         He leaned against his motorcycle as if waiting for someone inside the small neighborhood coffee shop. Keeping tabs on Isabel since she’d been released from quarantine twenty-four hours ago, it had come to everyone’s attention that Perk It Up was her go-to spot for caffeine boosts…and she required a lot of them. At the end of a late afternoon jog was no exception.

         Roman sensed her before he saw her, his entire body nearly humming from the close proximity. No one would’ve guessed that Tank had already trailed her for a full five miles. Her stride was long and even, dark hair swaying with each pound of her sneakers. As she passed him, she didn’t spare him so much as a second glance, and then she tugged the coffee shop door open and disappeared inside.

         Roman’s gaze dropped to the generous swell of her ass in her tight running pants.

         Fuck Tank for having stared at that ass for the last five miles.

         “Thank you for turning down the run,” Tank’s voice, full of humor, pulled Roman’s attention across the street, where his friend smirked. “Gotta say, it was a nice view.”

         “Swipe that shit-eating grin off your face, or the next time the weapon cage needs to be cleaned out, you’re doing it with Jaz.”

         Tank’s smile fell. “Jaz in the cage? Surrounded by a shit ton of weapons?”

         “And ammo…so do you really want to goad me right now, man?”

         “Point taken.”

         On Roman’s left, a white utility van turned toward M Street. It slowed as it approached, and then took off before making a right at the end of the next block. His gut stirred in warning. “Did you see the van?”

         “Did it have a rusty patch over the front passenger wheel well?”

         “Yeah.”

         “That’s the third time it’s past me and Isabel on this run.”

         Fuckin’ A.

         “Tighten the perimeter around Isabel.” Roman pushed off his bike and headed toward Perk It Up. “Liam? Do you think you can find it on traffic feeds? I want to know if it’s coming around again.”

         Liam’s fingers clicked on his computer. “Give me one sec…and…yeah. There it is. It looks like it made a second right. If it makes a third I think it’s a pretty safe bet it’s coming your way again…and there’s the third. It’s coming back around.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Isa paid for her extra-large caramel macchiato and stepped back into the gorgeous summer day. A lot of people had taken advantage of the nice weather, and she was no exception. It was either leave her Foggy Bottom townhouse in favor of a run to—and around—Constitution Gardens, or crawl out of her skin.

         The second she’d gotten her clean bill of health, she’d visited Frank at George Washington University Hospital and was thankful to find that his outlook was hopeful. But seeing him on the mend hadn’t gotten rid of the eerie shiver that had taken residence in her spinal column, one she’d hoped a little sun and physical exertion would help evaporate.

         It was still there hours later. If a five-mile run wouldn’t shake it off, she wasn’t sure what would. Sleep hadn’t helped, because every time she’d closed her eyes last night, her mind replayed the scene at the Legion over and over again. Maybe Roman Steele was right. Maybe she did know something. Maybe she saw something. And maybe she’d missed a chance to stop it from happening. But hell if she knew what that something was.

         As the sun set, Isa slipped her phone from her armband and dialed the one person she hoped could put her mind at ease. It took five rings for her grandfather to pick up.

         “What’s wrong?” Carlos Santiago answered in lieu of a greeting.

         Isa chuckled. “That’s how you’re answering the phone now, Abuelito? What if I had been a potential customer wanting to book a room at the ranch?”

         “Caller ID is a miraculous thing, sweetheart. Now tell me what’s wrong so I can help you fix it.”

         “How do you know something’s wrong?”

         “Because despite me telling you it’s not needed, you still feel the need to check up on me every week like clockwork. You missed a check-in.”

         Isa couldn’t help the smile that came to her face. There wasn’t much her grandfather missed, or an obstacle he couldn’t tackle. A former US Air Force pilot, he’d seen and done it all—including having been one of the first pilots involved in the Pedro Pan flights from Cuba to the US in the sixties.

         That’s how he’d met her grandmother.

         At eighteen, Marisol Ortego had fled Cuba with her two younger siblings and was their solid rock during an uncertain time. She’d been strong and independent, and according to Isa’s grandfather, it had been head buttings at first sight.

         Tales of Romeo and Juliet, King Arthur and Lady Guinevere had nothing on Carlos and Marisol Santiago. They’d had a love story like no other, the kind Isa had always held up in comparison to her own relationships.

         Even after losing her grandmother to a long arduous battle with breast cancer, her grandfather still lived every day in hopes of making her happy by opening up their Texas horse sanctuary to the public.

         “Nothing’s wrong, Grandpa,” Isa lied. “Work was a little chaotic yesterday, and by the time I had a free moment to call it was already late. I didn’t want to wake you.”

         “Bah. You work too much, sweetheart.”

         “Says the man who refuses to listen to doctor’s orders and hire a few more hands around the ranch. One of these days you need to tuck your superhero cape away and let others step up a bit.”

         Her grandfather scoffed, making her smile. “Don’t be sassing an old man.”

         “I’m not sassing an old man. I’m sassing my grandfather.”

         He chuckled before sighing. “Ah, I miss you. When are you coming home for a visit? It’s been far too long.”

         “Soon. I promise,” Isa whispered.

         There wasn’t any place she wanted to be more than the ranch where she’d been raised. Growing up as an Army brat, she’d been shuttled all over the globe, but the only place she’d ever felt like home had been Texas. The day her parents let her choose to stay with her grandparents had been one of her happiest.

         To this day, a million things could be happening and her life could be imploding in front of her eyes, but the moment she stepped onto Mari’s Sanctuary, everything calmed. Breathing came easier. Things that seemed insurmountable suddenly didn’t look so bad.

         She needed that right about now.

         “There’s some stuff happening at work right now,” Isa admitted vaguely, “but as soon as it’s settled I’ll be on the first plane out. I swear.”

         Her grandfather grumbled. “You know I love you to the sky and back, sí?”

         “Te amo, too, Abuelito…and please hire a ranch manager like Dr. Oleson suggested. You’re supposed to be doing less of the physical work as you get older, not more.”

         “I’ll think about it. I promise. And when you decide to really tell me what’s wrong, you know where I’ll be.”

         After saying her goodbyes, Isa ended the call. Sometimes her grandfather was too perceptive for his own good—and sometimes her own. Knowing she’d caused him even an ounce of worry twisted her stomach into knots, but she couldn’t deny feeling a bit better just hearing his voice.

         As Isa tucked her phone back into her armband, a movement on her left caught her eye. The eerie tingle that had been with her since she left her apartment roared back, and with it a loud screech of tires. A white van jumped the curb in front of her. The door slid open, and before Isa could shout, two sets of hands yanked her off her feet and into the back.

         “Let me go!” Isa ripped her left arm away and swung it back, her elbow slamming into something soft.

         One of her attackers teetered backward from the unexpected blow, but his friend shoved her facedown onto the van floor as the van roared to life.

         “Guess you haven’t learned your lesson, Dr. Santiago.” Her hands were yanked behind her and secured with what felt like hard plastic ties, nearly cutting off circulation as he cinched them tight. “I should probably say that I’m disappointed, but I’m actually kind of glad. Makes this more fun.”

         That voice…

         Isa’s heart clogged her throat as she registered its owner—the same masked man from the Legion. “What do you want? Haven’t you done enough?”

         “Not even remotely, sweetheart.” The van jerked right, and the man on her back shifted his weight. “What the fuck? Be fucking careful!”

         “Yeah, we got a problem,” someone said from behind them. The driver. “Road’s blocked up ahead from an accident, and I think we’ve been spotted.”

         Isa didn’t know what that meant, or who would’ve spotted them, but she didn’t care. Her hands may be tied, but her legs weren’t. Using her kidnapper’s distraction to her advantage, she tucked her knees close to her chin, and aimed straight for the back of the driver’s headrest.

         The man cursed and the van jerked right, jumping the curb before slamming into something that brought them to a complete stop.

         “Fuck!” The driver spun in his seat and held his gun inches from her face. “I should shoot you right the fuck now.”

         “We need to split.” One of the other men peered out the back window. “We have about fifteen seconds. What do we do with the woman?”

         “Leave her.” Yanking her up by the front of her shirt, Blue Eyes hardened his gaze on her. “But don’t think for one second that this is over, Isabel.”

         With a low growl, he slammed his fist into her face. Stars danced across Isa’s vision as her would-be abductors spilled out of the van. Blue Eyes, standing in the middle of the road, aimed his Glock to the right and fired off a shot.

         People screamed. Shouting echoed from down the sidewalk as all four captors sprinted off in opposite directions. Now alone, Isa breathed easier, one breath cutting off another until she was on the verge of hyperventilating.

         The van’s side door squealed open wider a second before a large figure stepped into view. Isa snapped her leg out and nailed the man in the jaw, whipping his head of dark hair to the side. But despite the blow, he stayed solid on his feet. Isa shifted to kick again, but this time, the man’s hands caught her ankle.

         “I know I’m not your favorite person, but I think one kick’s enough, Doc. Don’t you?” Roman Steele’s dark eyes fell on her. The right side of his jaw was red where her sneaker had impacted his face. “Are you okay?”
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