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      We are the GhostWalkers, we live in the shadows 

      The sea, the earth, and the air are our domain 

      No fallen comrade will be left behind 

      We are loyalty and honor bound 

      We are invisible to our enemies 

      and we destroy them where we find them 

      We believe in justice and we protect our country 

      and those unable to protect themselves 

      What goes unseen, unheard, and unknown are GhostWalkers 

      There is honor in the shadows and it is us 

      We move in complete silence whether in jungle or desert 

      We walk among our enemy unseen and unheard 

      Striking without sound and scatter to the winds 

      before they have knowledge of our existence 

      We gather information and wait with endless patience 

      for that perfect moment to deliver swift justice 

      We are both merciful and merciless 

      We are relentless and implacable in our resolve 

      We are the GhostWalkers and the night is ours 
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      Zara Hightower stepped into the town car with tinted windows, sliding along the leather seat, positioning her briefcase at her feet on the floor. She gave the man who slid in beside her a small smile and looked out the window, ignoring the way her heart wanted to accelerate. It was always this moment, when she was so close to her goal, when her body wanted to betray her. She never let it. Never. She was very, very good at staying in control. Breathing. Keeping her heart rate perfect, adrenaline at bay.

      The car moved forward, and her head went up alertly. “Wait. I need my interpreter. She always travels with me.”

      The car kept moving. The man beside her, Heng Zhang, turned his head and gave her a small, polite smile. “Miss Hightower, you do not need an interpreter. I speak English.”

      “I’m aware that you do, Mr. Zhang, but I require my own interpreter. I made that very clear to Mr. Cheng when he invited me. I was given assurances when I agreed to speak with his people. I’ve turned down his request four times, and will do so this time as well if you don’t stop this car immediately, turn it around and get her.”

      She kept her voice smooth and even. She had a certain reputation to uphold. She never lost her temper. She never raised her voice. She was always polite. She cut people down sweetly, so sweetly they almost didn’t realize at first that she was telling them off. She was an expert at that as well. Seeing as how she was considered one of the world’s leading minds in the field of artificial intelligence, those around her should expect that she could hold her own with anyone, but they always took one look at her and judged on appearances. Like now. Zhang made the mistake of looking her up and down and giving her a look that said she was nothing in his eyes before turning away from her and looking out the window.

      In her head, she went through the moves that would end his life and then the driver’s. She would use one hard-edged chop to the throat, hard enough to drive through the trachea. Or she could just scratch his arm accidentally. Smile and apologize. Then, when he slumped on the seat, for good measure she could follow up by taking his gun and shooting the driver in the back of the head, shooting Zhang to be certain and then taking control of the car. One, maybe two seconds was all she’d need.

      Zara sat very still, appearing as she always did. She looked like a beautiful model with her long legs, oval face, flawless skin, large slate blue eyes and long red gold hair that fell down her back, thick and unusual, sheets of it falling below her waist, looks that most reporters ended up commenting on when they should be listening to what she had to say. Still, her looks enabled her to get her work done. She shouldn’t complain. It was her looks that often kept her alive.

      She turned her head and looked out the window, resisting the impulse to kill Zhang for his smug, superior attitude. They probably had a camera on her. She let her mind drift, uncaring of the direction they were taking her. She knew where Cheng’s lair was. He was famous in the district, his building a fortress. The government tolerated him because he paid them well and gave them all sorts of reasons to keep him protected. Cheng bought and sold secrets and shared them often enough with the government to buy their protection.

      Once at the facility, the car pulled into the underground parking garage, went through three guard stations and pulled right up to a private elevator. Zhang got out first and went around to her door. For a split second, Zara debated whether or not to have it out with them right there in the parking lot by refusing to move from the car. She knew they would force her, but she also knew they wouldn’t kill her.

      Cheng needed her. He wanted the information she had. He had kept doubling the price each time she refused to come to his private facility to give her talk on the VALUE system, as she called her project, and its uses in the business world. He thought he had bought her with his more than generous offer, the one that would set her up for life if she accepted it – or get her killed.

      She slid out of the car without looking left or right, and followed Zhang into the elevator. Neither spoke as they were whisked up to the middle floor where Cheng waited for her. She was stopped as she stepped off. Two guards with automatic weapons took her briefcase and pointed to a door. She stepped through it into a narrow cubicle. Immediately her entire body was scanned for listening devices, weapons and cameras, anything that might harm Cheng in any way.

      Zara knew Cheng was paranoid, and deservedly so. He had his hand in every criminal activity around the globe that had to do with running guns, drugs or political secrets. He had top minds working for him developing all kinds of weapons that he sold on the black market. What he didn’t develop, he stole. She knew every paper in her briefcase would be scanned and copied before it was returned to her. She’d come prepared for just such a thing. Those papers were “encrypted.” No one could break the code because there wasn’t one. In reality, the code was nothing but sheer gibberish, but it would give Cheng’s people something to keep them busy.

      She was taken from the cubicle and marched through an open floor where there were several desks leading the way to Cheng’s office. He stood in the doorway, all smiles, as if she should be pleased to meet him even though he’d broken their rules.

      “Miss Hightower, how good of you to come,” he greeted.

      She stopped moving a few feet from his office, forcing Zhang and the two guards to stop as well. “My interpreter?” She didn’t smile. She kept her gaze fixed on Cheng without blinking, something she’d practiced for a long time. She was very good at it.

      “I’m sorry.” Cheng didn’t sound in the least remorseful. “You must understand I have many enemies. I don’t, as a rule, allow any outsider into these facilities. There are always industrial spies. We won’t need an interpreter.”

      Stubbornly she didn’t move an inch. “Don’t you think you should have let me know you changed the conditions? I’m uncomfortable without her. When I come to Shanghai, I always use her and have grown used to her.”

      Cheng stepped back to clear his doorway, waving toward his office. “Please come in, Miss Hightower. My staff has made you tea, which I believe is your favorite drink.”

      She stood for several seconds, letting them all worry. Zhang stepped close to her. “Miss Hightower.” He waved toward the office.

      She looked at him coolly. Haughtily. Every bit as arrogant as his boss. “I’m deciding. I added this additional talk to my agenda, and as you both are aware, I’ve had a very tight and exhausting schedule. I did this as a courtesy. I don’t need the money. To have your boss break his word so quickly is disconcerting to say the least.”

      Zhang switched instantly to his native language. “Do you want me to take her up to the interrogation room? Bolan Zhu can extract the information you require from her.”

      Cheng shook his head, a small, humorless smile on his mouth, one that reminded Zara of a cold-blooded reptile. “Don’t be so bloodthirsty, Heng. She will cooperate.”

      “I apologize again, Miss Hightower.”

      “I dislike others speaking in a language I can’t understand,” Zara said, still not moving. She had understood every word they said. Her resume never stated that she was gifted in languages. That was kept a secret for instances just like this one. She admitted to knowing a few pertinent words in the languages of countries she traveled to often, but was careful not to let on that she understood without her interpreter. Her heart had jumped at the name Bolan Zhu. He was extremely good at torturing people.

      “Zhang was only asking after your comfort. We knew you would have trouble without your interpreter, so we tried to think of other ways that would assure you would enjoy your visit with us,” Cheng lied smoothly. “We thought a tour of our labs was in order. Understand, this is a great privilege, one not extended often.”

      As in never. A tendril of unease slid through her. He wanted her evaluation. She understood that. He wanted to hear what she was doing in her chosen field of expertise. She understood that too. She had the feeling that seeing his labs, especially his computers, the ones that stored all that data, the secrets he blackmailed or paid others to get so he could sell out countries – including his own – to the highest bidder, would earn her a bullet in the brain.

      She kept her eyes steady on Cheng’s face. Zhang didn’t matter. He would carry out his boss’s orders, but he wouldn’t act on his own. He didn’t take her as a threat.

      “Miss Hightower, I realize the circumstances are unusual, but if you would just come into my office and hear me out, I would appreciate it.”

      She felt Zhang stiffen beside her. He didn’t like his boss asking. He was used to the man ordering others and if they didn’t obey, punishment was swift and brutal. The fact that she was a woman and an American probably offended him even more. Deliberately she made certain to stand as tall as possible so she could tower over Zhang. He was particularly short, and she knew it irritated him that she was tall. Cheng was the same height as she was in her heels.

      Zara flashed Cheng a small smile and walked past him into the spacious office. She took the chair he indicated and sank into it, deliberately crossing her legs. Zhang didn’t like her, but he appreciated her looks. Doing the leg thing always kept others from thinking she was brilliant. She’d found out that most people didn’t think looks and brains could go hand in hand.

      Cheng seated himself across from her, not behind his desk, clearly trying to create a much friendlier atmosphere. He picked up a file and scanned it quickly. “This is very impressive. I see you went to MIT as an undergrad and then got your PhD at Stanford in Computer Science. Your subfield is machine learning?”

      He made it a question, but Zara didn’t respond. Instead she looked slightly bored. She was really good at that particular look as well. She’d perfected that and the wide-eyed innocent look she was certain she was going to need very soon.

      “I see you teach at Rutgers University. Why not private business? You could make a lot more money.”

      She shrugged. “Money bores me. I realize it makes the world go around, but I don’t spend much time in the real world, Mr. Cheng. My mind prefers other pursuits.” Which she supposed was the strict truth. She didn’t think about money because she didn’t have to. She thought about other things like life and death. Like survival. “I spend most of my time working on things others don’t understand, and that’s all right. My programs, hopefully, will be a contribution to the world.”

      “There isn’t a lot here about your earlier life.”

      She frowned at him. “What does my earlier life have to do with my work?” She kept her voice mild, as if barely interested. She kept her heartbeat the exact same rhythm, and that took just a little extra work, but she knew it was possible her vitals were being monitored just by her sitting in the chair he’d chosen for her.

      “I like to know everything about anyone I do business with.”

      “I’m not a businesswoman, Mr. Cheng. I lecture. I get paid to lecture. I give talks on exciting new breakthroughs in the world of artificial intelligence. That’s what I thought you wanted from me, and knowing anything other than my credentials is not really helpful. I can assure you, my credentials speak for me. I’m regarded as one of the leading experts in AI and machine learning. I thought you were aware of that.”

      “I’m very aware of that, Miss Hightower,” Cheng assured. “It’s just that you’re far younger than I thought you’d be. I noted your age, of course, but thought it was a typo.”

      His gaze flicked several times to Zhang, and more than ever she was certain they were somehow determining if she was lying or not. She liked cat-and-mouse games. She was good at them. She was fairly certain his secretary, or whoever prepared the report on her, wouldn’t dare give him a report with a typo. His secretary wouldn’t survive the hour.

      “My age does sometimes give people pause, but I graduated with honors, I assure you,” she said with a small shrug as if she didn’t care whether he believed her or not. She uncrossed her legs to switch them, drawing their attention immediately. Once comfortable, she moved her foot, clad in a sexy blue high heel to match the blue jacket she wore, around in lazy circles. That always seemed to mesmerize males. It worked with Zhang, but not with Cheng.

      “You disappear for long periods of time.”

      He made it a statement so she smiled sweetly at him as if waiting for a question, making him ask.

      He sighed. “Where do you go?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t really think what I do in my downtime is any of your business.”

      “You’re more of a consulting professor for Rutgers. I want to know where you go, Miss Hightower. You’re asking me to trust you around my researchers.”

      She stopped the lazy circles, planted both feet solidly on the floor and leaned toward him. “Let’s get something straight, Mr. Cheng. I’m doing you the favor, not the other way around. I said no over and over. I made it clear I wasn’t interested in your money. You may think I agreed to speak to your people because the money was too good to pass up, but it was because you intrigued me. You were that persistent. I thought the research mattered to you. If you keep insisting on playing this silly game, I would very much like you to ask your driver to return me to my hotel.”

      “Have I offended you with my questions?”

      Zhang interrupted, once again in his language. “Let me take her to the interrogation room, Mr. Cheng.”

      “That’s it.” Zara stood up, glaring at Zhang. “I can’t believe how rude you’re being when you invited me here. Please return my briefcase and escort me down to the car.”

      Cheng stood as well. “Mr. Zhang will be leaving us. I’m sorry for his rude behavior. Mr. Zhang, send in Mr. Zhu.” He indicated the door with a jerk of his chin and it said something for the fear his people felt, even those closest to him, that Zhang hastened toward the door.

      “Please sit, Miss Hightower. I’m used to people trying to spy on us, stealing what we’ve worked hard to develop. Just a few weeks ago, a spy escaped with valuable information. It set us back months.”

      Zara kept her heart from accelerating, but it was difficult after hearing the name Bolan Zhu twice. She knew all about him. He was Cheng’s right hand and probably far more feared even than Cheng. He was the interrogator sent in for difficult subjects. Most people never got near him. He was the man Cheng trusted more than any other. Little was known about Zhu, until he served with the army.

      Zara decided it was better to appear to cooperate than have Bolan Zhu threaten her. It was one thing for Zhang to do so, but Zhu was a different matter altogether. She sank into the chair and gave a pretty little moue with her lips. “I’m sorry. I think I’m being temperamental because I’m tired and your Mr. Zhang wasn’t the most welcoming.”

      Cheng looked up as Zhu walked through the door. Bolan Zhu was tall and wore a very expensive suit in a dark charcoal. He gave Zara a small smile as Cheng introduced them.

      “So nice to finally have you here, Miss Hightower,” Zhu greeted. “Cheng has spoken of you often. He is a great admirer of your work.”

      Clearly the man was as charming as he was lethal. Her information on him included the fact that he enjoyed traveling abroad and when he did, he visited clubs nightly. He was considered quite a ladies’ man, and Zara could see why. He was extremely handsome. She gave him a smile and sat a little straighter.

      “That’s nice of you to say,” she murmured, lowering her lashes. She felt rather than saw the two men exchange a look. They bought that she was a little affected by Zhu’s good looks and charming manner.

      “Miss Hightower was just going to tell me where she disappears to when she isn’t at the university, which is often,” Cheng said.

      “It’s a little embarrassing,” Zara said, acting reluctant. She snuck a quick glance at Zhu as if talking in front of him was the reason she would be embarrassed. “I work very hard for long periods of time without sleeping or sometimes eating. I realize it isn’t the best thing for my health, but I just can’t remember to eat or sleep when I’m on to something. I’ve been known to wake up in the middle of the night and use my walls for paper to write on. I often take breaks, sometimes just a couple of weeks, but often longer, to regroup. I go on retreats where I don’t have access to a computer, phone or television. I have to shut out the world entirely. Sometimes I sleep for twenty-four hours straight.”

      “That makes sense.” Zhu jumped to her defense. “Cheng told me you were a child prodigy, one of the leading AI experts at a very young age.”

      “It’s such a fascinating idea,” Zara said, pouring enthusiasm into her voice, hoping neither man would realize she hadn’t answered the question of where she’d been. Only what she’d been doing. “Artificial intelligence is a growing field, covering so many things that could be useful. People have the mistaken idea that it is just robotics – although that alone is amazing and forward-thinking – but it’s so much more.”

      “We spend some time and energy on robotics here,” Cheng said. “You think that’s a waste of time?”

      “No, of course not. It’s just that artificial intelligence can be used in a much broader scope. I don’t want any student to get bogged down thinking in a box, just thinking one thing. Already we have small examples of machines learning. They can help so many people. On a small scale, people stuck in houses can just ask their devices to order food or supplies for them. If an elderly man or woman falls in their home they can call out to their device and have it call for an ambulance or family member. The possibilities are limitless.”

      There was genuine enthusiasm in her voice. She sat up straight and her face lit up. Her eyes did. She was very aware of the changes in her and allowed them. She wanted Cheng and Zhu to see she was exactly what she said she was, a very young professor who believed in exploring artificial intelligence.

      “Why did you choose a subfield like machine learning versus something else, like robotics?” Cheng asked.

      “I like machines. I like programming, not that I do much of that anymore myself, but numbers speak to me. Machines are logical.” Her long lashes fluttered and she made a small face. “I get carried away when I talk about my work. Please forgive me. What else do you need to know before I give my talk to your people, Mr. Cheng? I don’t want to take up any more of your time than I need to. It’s getting late, and I’m certain your employees need to get home.”

      “They would wait all night to get a chance to ask questions of you, Miss Hightower,” Cheng said. “Your briefcase has few papers we can understand. Your code appears to be unbreakable. Did you devise it yourself?”

      She burst out laughing. “The few papers you can understand are used for my talk. The others are sequences of numbers I put together when I’m working out a problem in my head. It soothes me.”

      “Hasn’t anyone ever stopped you, believing it’s a code of some kind?”

      She shrugged. “It’s happened, but eventually they realize it’s nothing but me doing something repetitious that helps me think.”

      Cheng’s brows came together and he regarded her with skepticism. “Didn’t you have trouble coming into the country with those papers?”

      “I only had a couple of papers with numbers at the time and someone assured those holding me that it’s no code but random sets of numbers repeated over and over on several pages. That ensures everyone thinks I’m a little eccentric, which I probably am.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Cheng said, suspicion in his voice.

      “It does if she’s OCD,” Zhu pointed out, looking straight at Zara. “Those random numbers are repeated in sets of three.”

      Zara didn’t change expression and she kept her heart rate exactly the same – a nice steady rhythm as if she didn’t have a care in the world. As if she wasn’t sitting in a room with two deadly vipers ready to strike at any moment. Zhu’s answer meant he’d looked at those papers.

      A timid knock announced the arrival of the tea. It was Zhu who physically got up and opened the door. Zara found that fascinating. He didn’t call out to the woman carrying in the tray; he got up and took the tray from her. She never entered Cheng’s office and Zhu lowered himself to carrying the tea tray. He set it on the small table in front of Zara. She knew she was really in trouble. Zhu didn’t care what others thought of him. He didn’t stand on protocol or ego. That made him very, very dangerous.

      Was Cheng so paranoid that he didn’t allow anyone into his office? Probably, she decided. “I don’t mind pouring the tea for everyone,” she said, pitching her voice low, almost submissive. “I don’t know if that would be offensive to either of you. I’m unsure of the custom when there is no other woman in the room.”

      She knew Cheng would never pour her tea. He’d already stepped far back as if that would save him from having to do such a menial task in front of her.

      Zhu had no such problem. He simply smiled at her and shook his head. “We are very modern here, Miss Hightower. I have no problems pouring you tea.” He suited actions to words, picking up the little pot and pouring the liquid into three cups.

      She watched very carefully, making certain he didn’t put anything in the tea. He poured quickly and efficiently, his long fingers looking incongruous on the small cups. He was mesmerizing. Frightening, but mesmerizing. Bolan Zhu was a very scary man. He appeared modern and sophisticated, very charming with his white teeth and startling green eyes. His shoulders were wide, filling out his suit beautifully, and when he walked, he seemed to glide.

      She noted that he served Cheng first and her second. They weren’t quite as modern as they wanted her to believe. She took the cup of tea, observing that Zhu’s index finger touched the rim, sliding around it in one continuous motion. The drug was on the outside of the cup, not the inside, but it was where her lips would go no matter where she placed them. Zhu also took a cup and deliberately brought it to his mouth and drank. Cheng also drank. Both watched her.

      Zara had a couple of choices. She could drop the cup and “accidentally” break it, or she could drink it and hope they weren’t trying to kill her. She suspected Zhu would interrogate her and whatever drug he’d just introduced to the rim of the cup would compel her to tell the truth. She lifted the cup to her lips and sipped. She had to take the chance. She knew if she didn’t, Zhu would probably incarcerate her, and that wouldn’t go well for her at all.

      “Have you been taken around the city at all?” Zhu asked.

      “No. I haven’t had time. I’ve been here four times, and mostly I see the inside of hotels or facilities where I’ve been asked to speak,” she said, taking another sip. She looked at the liquid in the teacup. “This is exceptionally good. I don’t think I’ve ever had this before and I order tea all the time.”

      Zhu sat in the chair closest to her, and Cheng seemed to fade into the background. “All our teas are made from one single plant, did you know that? It’s actually an evergreen shrub that can grow into a small tree and live over a hundred years. It grows in southeast China and the leaves are harvested year-round.”

      He watched as she sipped at the tea. She smiled at him. “Well, it’s excellent.”

      “Why did you come here?”

      “I was invited, of course. I don’t like to travel that much anymore, so I only go where I’m invited.” She frowned. Something was definitely working on her brain. She had to puzzle it out fast. “That’s not exactly true. I turn down a lot of invitations as well. I travel to the countries I’m interested in. Ones that are beautiful, but then I don’t get to see them because I’m working.”

      Was she babbling? It sounded like it to her, but the words just tumbled out. She had to rein it in. Think. Force her brain to process whatever it was, and work around it. She was good at repeating numbers in her head. That would lessen the effect of the drug on her. She watched the reactions of the two men and realized they expected her to babble and blurt things out. Well, she could do that.

      “You find our country beautiful?”

      “Don’t you?” she countered. “It’s so alive. I love the people.” She didn’t have to lie about that. “There are so many things to love.” She put her fingers over her mouth as if embarrassed. “I’m sorry. I don’t usually carry on this much.” She took another sip of tea, careful to keep her mouth in exactly the same place. She didn’t need a larger dose of Zhu’s truth drug. Was it a new strain? Something that didn’t slow her mind. It had to be a new strain. This wasn’t making her slow and sleepy. It wasn’t slowing her brain at all. What was it doing to her? She continued to count sequences of numbers in her head and solve intricate problems. It helped to clear her mind of the effects of the drug.

      Zhu leaned into her, took her teacup from her and placed it on the table. Very gently he turned her hand over and stroked her wrist once. Something slithered through her mind, something unsettling that coiled hotly in her belly. He was looking at her differently. Not with the eyes of a viper, but more like a predator – a wolf or a tiger, something with teeth about to pounce. Her heart jumped. Stuttered. His fingers pressed into her wrist, right over her pulse, and she forced calm when she felt more threatened than ever.

      “Do you wish Mr. Cheng harm?”

      Her gaze leapt to Zhu’s face. “Harm? Of course not. He seems a very nice man. He asked me to talk to his employees. I thought perhaps they would benefit from my work.” She needed to blurt something out. Something true. “You have a really beautiful mouth. I should know. I notice mouths all the time.” That was a truth that seemed to come flying out. She put her hand over her mouth again and tried to pull her arm away at the same time.

      Zhu smiled at her and clamped his fingers around her wrist, but so gently she almost didn’t realize he was holding her still. “Thank you. I was thinking the same of yours. What is the true reason you’ve come to see us tonight?”

      His voice was extraordinary. She almost told him so, but that calm she called on, the one that kept her heart from beating out of control, thankfully prevented her from blurting out that he was mesmerizing. Spellbinding. “I came to talk about a new project my team has developed to Mr. Cheng’s chosen researchers, the ones he thought would be interested in my work.”

      Her eyelashes fluttered at him because she knew it was expected of her. She wasn’t a flirt. She never flirted because it would be fruitless to flirt. She couldn’t have a relationship with anyone. She was forever alone. Now that her best friends were gone, she was truly alone.

      “You look sad.”

      Those long fingers stroked her arm, sending more ripples of awareness snaking through her. It was more unsettling to her than if he’d put a gun to her head. “Do I? I guess I was thinking sad thoughts.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I lost my best friends recently.” She lifted her chin, making her eyes go wide in seeming surprise that she’d blurted out such a personal detail. “That’s personal and not pertinent to what I need to be doing here. Please take me to this group. It’s already late, and I’m getting tired.” It wasn’t the drug making her tired, but she knew it made her susceptible to Zhu and his mesmerizing voice. She could feel his pull on her. She kept up the numbers running in her head, combating the drug in the only way she could.

      Zhu immediately pulled back and looked at Cheng, who nodded. “Mr. Cheng thought you might like a tour of the facility. He’s very proud of it and the work environment he’s created here. It’s a haven of sorts for his people. They’re very loyal to him. He provides apartments, day care, and even exercise rooms.” He stood up and gently tugged on her hand until she was up with him.

      The touch of his skin on hers sent an electric current sizzling through her. What was that? She hadn’t experienced it before. Not. Ever. The drug wasn’t a date rape drug, but it was something that made her respond chemically to him. In her mind, she gave a delicate shudder. She knew such things existed and they could even be permanent – causing the woman or man to be obsessed with the person giving off the pheromones.

      Zhu led her out of Cheng’s office, one hand on the small of her back. She’d never been so aware of another human being in her life as she was of Bolan Zhu as he walked her through the facility. She noted that several floors were avoided and most of the people failed to greet Zhu – in fact they kept their eyes downcast.

      It was definitely pheromones. Some kind of drug that made her physically susceptible to him. His fingers burned through her clothing right into her skin. She snuck a glance up at him. His breathing was much better than her own but not quite normal. He’d had to touch the drug with his fingers before administering it onto the rim of the teacup. He’d drunk his tea. Had he touched his fingers to his mouth? She couldn’t remember. Her body had grown hot. She was almost too uncomfortable to listen to the sound of his voice.

      Zara managed to ooh and aah in all the right places, but it was clear to both of them that she was struggling against her attraction to Zhu more than she was paying attention to the things he was showing her. After all, that was the point, wasn’t it? She kept that uppermost in her mind so she wasn’t too ashamed of herself for the fight she had to put up to not give in to the drug’s effects. And she kept solving number problems in her head.

      Before her talk, she had him take her to the ladies’ room. She threw up like she did every time before she gave her talk. From experience she knew, once she got started, she would be fine, but the idea of standing before colleagues, others interested in AI work, always made her feel incredibly sick. She knew if Zhu was aware she was ill, he would think she had something to hide. He would never consider it nerves. She carefully rinsed her mouth and ate the strong peppermint candy she always carried before rejoining him.

      “I’d like to take you on a tour of our city,” Zhu said as he brought her to the auditorium where they’d set up a podium for her. Her briefcase was there, sitting right beside the glass of water provided for her.

      “I’d love that.” She’d be long gone, thankful she’d escaped with her life.

      He took her straight to the podium, and Zara immediately slipped into her role. She hated everything about her life but this – talking about what she loved and believed in with those interested. That, more than anything else, always allowed her to escape the horrible shyness that made her the worst traveler ever. She had developed the character everyone saw and believed, and she hid behind her. Once she got past her nerves, she could settle into explaining the program and why it could be so helpful on so many levels.

      Zhu stood to one side. Close. Beyond the lights she could see half a dozen men with automatic weapons at the entrances. She pretended not to, but it was a very definite fight to keep her heart rate normal.

      At her introduction, conducted by another very charming man in a suit, the applause was enthusiastic. She wondered if Cheng had threatened all of them – applaud her loudly or my goons will shoot you.

      “Good evening. My talk is called the VALUE system, the program you’d love to have as a partner. I think you’ll see why in just a moment…” She trailed off and scanned her audience. She’d given her talk dozens of times already and knew it was cutting-edge. They would be hanging on every word if they were really interested in artificial intelligence and what it could do for them.

      She reached out to the machines on the first floor. The computers. Touching them with her energy, that psychic gift Dr. Whitney had so carefully enhanced. She could talk to machines, and they listened with rapt attention just as these people were listening. She had the ability to serve as a wireless conduit between the remote computers and her wireless hard drive. She instructed the remote computers to transfer their data from every one of the computers, floor by floor, and store it in the PEEK-carbon nanotube hiding the SSD in her brain.

      “AI game-playing systems since the 1960s have been fixated on winning. Every twenty years there is a quantum leap in AI programs’ ability to win. Arthur Samuel built the first self-learning program in 1959, a program that learned how to play checkers increasingly better over time. The program reached a respectable amateur level status of play by the 1970s. Fast-forward twenty years, and in 1997, you could watch the deep learning program, Deep Blue, beat the reigning world chess champion, Garry Kasparov – an amazing accomplishment! Fast- forward another twenty years, and in 2017, you see Google’s deep learning program, AlphaGo, beat the reigning world Go champion.”

      It took time to transfer the amount of data stored in the computers in Cheng’s facility. It would take as long to destroy every hard drive to ensure the man had none of the data on the GhostWalker program given to him by the treasonous senator Violet Smythe. Zara kept her voice even and calm, so that later, when Cheng and Zhu compared it with other speeches she’d given, there would be no difference. Inflections would be the same. She wasn’t under undue stress. She couldn’t possibly be the reason they lost the data on every computer. She was incredibly thankful for her mind’s ability to work on solving number problems. In doing so, it had lessened the effects of the drug they’d given her enough for her to control the systems in her body.

      “But here’s one thing we have yet to see… What about a program that could learn to intentionally lose when playing a little boy, so that boy could experience winning? What about a program that could learn how to propose ‘win-win’ solutions for itself and someone else? What about a program that knows that ‘you can’t always get what you want’ and learns how to ‘get what you need’ by making good trade-offs given limited, competing resources – time, money, people, materials, et cetera?”

      The idea had been talked about for years. For trade, such a program would be invaluable. It was expected that there would be a breakthrough sooner or later, but to be able to stand in front of them and announce it had been accomplished was exciting. Every. Single. Time. She had to be careful to never lose sight of why she was really there. She needed the information in those computers. She’d done this so many times, but she’d never had to destroy the hard drives. Most businesses or universities had no idea she’d taken anything out with her when she went because she only gathered information; she never left evidence that their computers had been touched. Destroying the hard drives of every computer in the building would definitely raise alarms.

      “In this talk, I’m going to describe a program, the VALUE system, which integrates an entire suite of learning techniques, some old and some new, to do just that. The VALUE system integrates: the inverse reinforcement learning techniques of Russell and Ng for learning the value of others, our earlier deep learning techniques for creating and refining negotiations and compromise in a two-party circumstance, our new supervised learning techniques for reformulating design spaces based on human guidance with acceptable trade-offs.”

      She launched into her talk, trying not to get lost in the excitement of the artificial intelligence world and the endless possibilities that always consumed her mind when she allowed herself to become fully immersed there. She had a job, a much more important one, in terms of serving her country, saving lives and getting out of there alive.

      As each of the computers gave up its data, its hard drive destroyed itself, wiping out all documents, making certain no trace remained. It was a big facility, but she was used to delivering her talks while making the data transfers. She was certain the flow of information to her would never be detected, so she was never nervous. It was a matter of instructing the machines in any chosen building to cooperate. She didn’t need to hack in, or figure out passwords. She just needed a wireless environment. Destroying the hard drives after was a much riskier thing to do, and she’d never done it before. That left footprints. No one could prove she had anything to do with the losses, but she was there. On-site.

      Zara let her enthusiasm for her work show, in her voice, her mannerisms, the way her face lit up. She wanted to be animated, and she was. Her mind had finally let go of her curious obsession with Bolan Zhu, the need to focus on her academia and the particular program she was spearheading overcoming the last remnants of the drug. This program was her “baby” all the way, and she was totally immersed in that world and had been for a long while when the sirens blared loudly. Instantly, the room went electric. Zara stopped speaking to look around, allowing her heart rate to accelerate just as everyone’s had to be. Her audience stood up in silence and began filing out of the room like robots.

      Zara gathered her papers and turned to Zhu. “What’s happening?” Fear crept into her voice. Just enough of a note that she hoped Zhu would think was normal under the circumstances. She had to keep collecting the remaining data and destroying the hard drives as she went. There was no protection from her unless the wireless was shut down. Only half a floor to go and she’d be finished. She had no way of knowing what data was in what computer on what floor, but even as Zhu reached her, gathering her into him, she kept up the transfer and destruction.

      “We have to get you to safety and then I’ll check it out,” Zhu assured. “I can’t imagine a drill being scheduled, so this is more likely a glitch in the system or someone left chemicals out when they shouldn’t have. Don’t be alarmed.” He escorted her to a small room.

      No windows, Zara noted. She heard the lock turn when he left her. She didn’t bother trying the door. Sinking down onto the chair, she glanced at her watch, noting the time. She wanted to press the stopwatch, but she forced herself to leave it alone. She had time, but it would run out fast if she didn’t get out of Cheng’s facility. She knew his lockdowns could last a week or longer.

      She told herself her mission was important to Whitney. He wouldn’t allow her to die, not when what she had in her head was so valuable to him. Calmly, she finished the data transfers and destroyed all remaining hard drives in the building. She could be calm because she had something for her mind to work on, but the moment that was done, fear poured in and she rocked herself in terror.
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      Gino Mazza rested one hip against the wall and regarded his best friend and team leader, Joe Spagnola. Joe shouldn’t have been up, running around, let alone called to the Pentagon just to get their orders directly from Major General Tennessee Milton, the man overseeing the Air Force’s Division of GhostWalkers.

      He knew Joe. They’d been kids together. That seemed so long ago. Gino had grown up in an extremely wealthy family, so much money it had been said they could buy a small country if they wanted. That money hadn’t done them much good when their home had been invaded and his parents and grandparents from both sides had stood in front of him and been shot down one by one for their efforts to prevent the men from kidnapping him. It had been his twelfth birthday. He’d been shot three times and left for dead because, once you killed the family, who was going to pay the ransom?

      Of course, each family member had one heir. Gino. He inherited a fortune from his grandparents on his father’s side. Again, on his mother’s side. Then from his parents, and he received everything from his mother’s private trust. He got everything and he had nothing. He would much rather have had his family back. He’d turned his back on the money, detesting that someone valued it far more than the lives of his family.

      Gino carried scars from those three bullets. He had earned a hell of a lot more since, but those scars ran the deepest. They reminded him every day that families could be fragile. His parents had been decent people – no, good people. He thought of them every single day and wondered what he would be like if they’d lived. Most certainly he’d be a better man.

      Joe Spagnola’s family had taken him in. The two fathers had known each other since they were children. It was Joe who’d found Gino and saved his life. Life was very different after that. Ciro was head of a crime family and was every bit as ruthless as Gino’s father was kind. How the two men were best friends remained a mystery, but it was Joe’s father, not the police, who’d found the men who had wiped out Gino’s family. The men were tortured mercilessly before they were killed. They died hard, and Gino watched it all.

      Joe and Gino were sent to the best schools. They also were required – and that was a polite way of saying it – to learn martial arts from dozens of trainers, the best in the world. Boxing and street fighting followed, and they trained for hours every day. They learned how to use a variety of weapons: knives, sticks, guns, everything Ciro and the trainers could conceive of.

      Gino followed Joe into the Air Force and from there, pararescue training. Then the GhostWalker program. If there was one thing both men knew how to do, it was to take care of themselves. Until Joe tried to save a woman from herself. Senator Violet Smythe had stuck a knife in Joe and twisted it for good measure, making sure to do as much damage as possible. He was still healing and had no business getting on planes and flying to Washington at the major general’s insistence.

      “Major General received a personal call from Dr. Whitney,” Joe announced, looking around the room at his team – at the nine men serving under the major general with him. None of them liked the idea that Dr. Whitney, the man who had created the GhostWalker program, would dare to call their boss.

      Whitney wasn’t sane. They’d all agreed on that. Worse, he was a megalomaniac with far too many friends in high places and way too much money.

      “It seems one of his GhostWalkers has gone missing. She was sent to Shanghai to Cheng’s facility there, the one Bellisia barely escaped from with her life. Whitney’s agent apparently managed to wipe the computers of all data, including everything Cheng had on the GhostWalker program, but she’s being held prisoner. He wants us to go in and get her out.”

      There was a shocked silence. Mordichai Fortunes cleared his throat. “Wait. Whitney wants us to work for him? After all the shit he’s pulled on us, he wants us to do a job for him?”

      “Doesn’t he have his own little army?” Rubin Campo asked. His voice was mild. Gino had never heard him speak above that soft, accented tone.

      “Yeah, he’s got an army,” Joe agreed. “But they aren’t like us. Cheng is a powerful man with a lot of clout in Shanghai. Whitney’s soldiers are more like tanks. Or robots. They self-destruct very fast. You all know that. He’s still experimenting, and his experiments have gone in another direction. We don’t like Whitney, but the fact is, one of us is a prisoner in enemy territory and in danger. She’s a GhostWalker, the same as we are.”

      Gino noted Joe looked uneasy when he glanced at Ezekiel Fortunes. The two had clashed when Ezekiel had met his wife, Bellisia. Joe had ordered her incarcerated briefly, just until they finished an important mission they were running. Ezekiel hadn’t liked it and he’d let Joe know. Gino straightened from his lazy pose against the wall. He made the move subtly, silently, gliding into a better position to defend Joe if there was need.

      Ordinarily, when they were having a meeting, it was understood that Joe was in charge and no one contradicted him. He gave orders and they obeyed. That was military life. The thing was, they weren’t ordinary. They only had one another. There were four teams of GhostWalkers, but each of those four teams were somewhat isolated from other military units. That meant sometimes the lines blurred for them when they talked to one another. Or like now, when Joe was about to say something he believed Ezekiel clearly wouldn’t like.

      “Whitney called Major General the moment he was informed that his agent hadn’t returned to her hotel. He said it was imperative we get there as soon as possible to get her out due to Cheng’s reputation of torturing and killing anyone he doesn’t like.”

      Gino figured it stood to reason Cheng wouldn’t like an industrial spy, let alone one that would wipe out the data on GhostWalkers that Cheng had worked so hard to collect.

      “I spoke at length with Bellisia and she assures me that she knows the woman; her name is Zara Hightower. Apparently, Zara has always been Bellisia’s closest friend.”

      There it was. Bellisia was Ezekiel’s wife and he was very, very protective of her. Gino kept his movements subtle, but he was careful to be in a place he could move fast to intercept any aggression on either part if necessary. Ordinarily, Joe could protect himself, but his wounds had been serious. He doubted Ezekiel would really do anything to try to hurt Joe, but Gino had been protecting him since they were children, and the habit wouldn’t die.

      “Zara works outside Whitney’s seeming control quite a bit of the time. She was allowed to go to school, and he sent her to the best. A childhood prodigy or something. You know how Whitney loves brains. She taught at Rutgers and now works mainly consulting. She is invited all over the world by businesses to give talks on artificial intelligence and her particular subfield, which is learning machines.”

      “So, she’s given a tremendous amount of freedom,” Mordichai said.

      “You talked to Bellisia without talking to me first?” Ezekiel sounded mild enough.

      Gino inched closer. Ezekiel was never good when he sounded that calm.

      Joe ignored Ezekiel and focused on Mordichai. “Certainly more freedom than most of his women. She’s written up in all the journals and her name is everywhere in conjunction with artificial intelligence.”

      Wyatt nodded and glanced across the table at Trap. “She and her team have developed some leading-edge programs in her field.”

      Trap rubbed the bridge of his nose. He was considered leading-edge himself in researching new drugs for various diseases as well as in quite a few other fields. “I remember reading, very early on when she was a professor at Rutgers, one of the youngest, just a kid, she was creating some kind of knowledge compilation program to teach other programs to learn faster or something along those lines.”

      “Which is?” Malichai prompted.

      “You would tell the knowledge compiler what kind of program you wanted, what it would have to do, and the knowledge compiler would automatically write the program for you. She had four of her PhD students working on different pieces of the overall program. It was in such a way that each student had an important and exciting research problem they had to solve as they were constructing their piece of the overall program.”

      Wyatt nodded. “It was a win-win situation for both her and her students. They got their PhD dissertations and she got her program.”

      “Now that knowledge compiler program she built with her students back then is a piece of her current VALUE system,” Trap added.

      “She’s the real deal, Joe,” Wyatt continued. “Smart as hell. I had no idea she was a GhostWalker. Never met her. Did you, Trap?”

      Trap shook his head. “We traveled in different circles, but I started at the university when I was in my teens, obviously before her. When I heard of her, I kept up with her progress, just to see how she was doing. She’s younger than me, but after I read about her, I wanted to see how well she did for herself.”

      “I would think Whitney would make sure none of us ever met her,” Ezekiel said. “Just my wife. Bellisia. Her best friend. My wife. The woman Joe talked to without talking to me first. I thought we had multiple discussions about that, Joe.”

      “If we did, I don’t remember, Zeke,” Joe said, finally turning to face him. “Bellisia had no problem telling me the things I needed to know without you holding her hand. I didn’t bite her. We just talked.”

      “Like anyone’s going to bite that woman,” Malichai whispered in a too-loud voice. “If she bites you back it’s over, as in you drop dead.”

      “Don’t think he’s worried about you biting her, Joe,” Mordichai announced. “Zeke’s got himself in trouble and he’s worried she’s going to be looking for love in all the wrong places.”

      Ezekiel wadded up the sheet of paper in front of him and threw it at his brother. “Shut the hell up.”

      Gino relaxed, allowing the coiling snake inside him to unwind. He should have known Ezekiel’s brothers would take care of the tension that hadn’t quite worked itself out between Joe and Zeke.

      “So, getting back to the problem Major General sent us,” Joe said. “We know for sure that Zara Hightower is one of us, and right now she’s sitting in Cheng’s fortress. If we don’t go get her, the chances that she will survive are zero.”

      “Did Whitney admit to planting the same virus in her that he planted in Bellisia?” Ezekiel asked. “Does she need the antidote?”

      “No. Funny that he managed to leave that out when he talked to Major General,” Joe said. “Bellisia stated Zara was never allowed to leave without the virus capsule in her.”

      “How do we know that’s true?” Diego asked. “Whitney might have told Bellisia and the other girls that. This Zara could be working for him and leading us into a trap. For all we know, Whitney could have sold us to Cheng. He sold out Ezekiel.”

      “No,” Joe denied. “He didn’t. That was all Violet.” He touched his abdomen, unconsciously smoothing his fingers over the wound the senator had inflicted when she’d betrayed them all. “She sold out Zeke and the rest of us when she gave Cheng the GhostWalker program. Whitney’s insane and he’s willing to do just about anything to experiment, but he is a patriot and he wouldn’t give us up. That much I believe, and so does Major General.”

      Wyatt groaned. “That means we’re going to China to rescue this chick. Do you know how much trouble I’m going to get into from Pepper if I leave right now?”

      “Major General didn’t give us any choice on this one, although, of course, it’s all volunteer.”

      A little snicker went up around the room.

      “Whitney said he’d allow us to keep the woman without his trying to get her back if we rescued her. One more GhostWalker, a brilliant one at that, a female – of course Major General is going to make the bargain. Neither Whitney nor Major General wants Cheng to recognize that she’s a GhostWalker. He’ll take her apart if he finds out,” Joe said.

      “No wonder Whitney didn’t tell the general about the virus. He figures we’ll rescue the woman and then she’ll haul ass back to Whitney as fast as she can go so she doesn’t die. If she doesn’t make it back and dies before she can get there, at least Cheng doesn’t have her. Whitney wins all the way around,” Mordichai said.

      “Aside from what Bellisia thinks, Joe,” Gino said, “do you think we can trust that this woman isn’t working with Whitney and that’s why he wants us to go in after her? He could just let the virus kill her. There has to be more here than any of us are seeing.”

      Joe sighed. “Nothing with Whitney is straightforward. Nevertheless, we can’t leave her in Cheng’s hands. This is a suicide mission as far as I can tell, so in spite of what Major General says about mandatory, this is volunteer basis only. If you do agree to go, you would have to leave in three days at 21:00 that evening.”

      Gino knew if there weren’t enough volunteers, Joe would go. That meant he was going either way. He couldn’t let Joe go, still healing from the wound that nearly ended his life.

      “Three days doesn’t give us very long to train,” Ezekiel pointed out.

      “Right now, construction is huge in China, particularly in Shanghai. Apartments are going up for the elderly. Several American contractors are working with crews there and have been for a while. New workers move through there all the time. You’re going in as workers scattered among several different crews. Our equipment is being transported with the equipment needed for the construction project. You’ll have to leave when the next crews are changing out so there is no suspicion. This company is already established and they bring in new workers and equipment all the time,” Joe stated.

      “How big a team do we need?” Ezekiel asked.

      “It has to be small. Five-man team. If it goes to hell, less men to get out.”

      “I’ll go,” Ezekiel said immediately. “This is Bellisia’s best friend. She talks about her all the time.”

      “I’m in,” Gino said immediately.

      “Count me in,” Draden Freeman volunteered.

      “Not doin’ much in this next week,” Rubin said with a small shrug.

      “Likewise,” Diego added, which wasn’t a shock to anyone. Rubin and Diego watched Ezekiel’s back whether he liked it or not. It probably had something to do with him looking after them when they were all on the streets.

      “I had a hankerin’ to see China,” Mordichai objected.

      “Me too,” Malichai added.

      “Too late,” Ezekiel said. “We’ve got our five-man team.”

      “Well, shit,” Mordichai said. “That woman of Trap’s is still tryin’ to learn to cook and on her night, I swear the woman’s tryin’ to poison us all. I might pay one of you to stay home this trip and give me a break.”

      “My woman’s going to hear what you have to say, Mordichai, and she’ll tie you up to the ceiling,” Trap threatened.

      The others hooted because it was a very real possibility.

      Joe waited for the laughter to fade. “Major General has given his permission to incorporate the women if you need them as backup or in any other capacity. Cayenne and Bellisia, obviously not Pepper, Wyatt, so don’t give me that glare, although she did try to pay me to ship you out.”

      That brought smiles. Pepper was in her first trimester and already Wyatt was a wreck. Even with being a doctor, he was nervous, standing over her, ordering her around, walking with her three times a day, watching every bite of food that went into her mouth, making certain she was taking her prenatal vitamins and generally hovering. It wouldn’t have surprised Gino if Pepper had tried to bribe Joe to send Wyatt out on a mission.

      “Was that Whitney’s idea – to send the women – or Major General’s?” Ezekiel asked.

      Joe frowned. “Good question. If Whitney planted that seed, it would be best not to let them anywhere near Shanghai. If it is an ambush, they’d be right back in Whitney’s hands – or worse – Cheng’s.”

      There was a small silence. No one was willing to risk their women, but on the other hand, Bellisia and Cayenne were both lethal and would be a huge asset if needed.

      Ezekiel shook his head. “I don’t like it. Too convenient. Whitney wants them back. He’s not getting them. I know Bellisia would want to go to help Zara out, but until I know Zara isn’t working with Whitney to make that happen, I want Bellisia right here where she’s safe. Cayenne as well. Mordichai will just have to put up with their cooking.”

      This time it was Ezekiel who waited for the laughter to fade. “We need intel on where she’s being held. Do we have any?”

      “Whitney turned over all his intel on Cheng to Major General and he’s sent it to us. You should consult Bellisia as well to double-check it. She might remember more than she already gave me. She was actually there and might have a better understanding of where they could be holding Zara. She said the top floor, nearest the roof, was where they took prisoners they interrogated, so her best guess was that they would hold her there,” Joe said.

      Ezekiel was all business. He nodded. He took having four of his colleagues, brothers really, entrusted to him very seriously. “What did she tell you about Zara?”

      “She goes in without a weapon. She’s an industrial spy, not a government spy. She can’t take pain at all. Bellisia said if Zara hadn’t been so brainy, Whitney would have gotten rid of her a long time ago. He wants them all to be stoic. No matter how much he tried to condition her to pain, she couldn’t take it.”

      Gino knew exactly what that shit meant. The woman was subjected to pain in order to gain a higher tolerance for it. That was Whitney’s fucked-up way of thinking. He’d like to put a cap in the bastard’s head. Torturing girls. Children. Experimenting on them because he found them in orphanages and considered them throwaways. Yeah, he wanted to go to Shanghai.

      “What do we know about Cheng?” Ezekiel asked.

      “Bernard Lee Cheng was born of an American mother, an actress, and a very ruthless businessman there in Shanghai. His mother was beautiful and his father powerful. Between the two, he had contacts in both countries and grew up to be very, very powerful, more so even than his father,” Joe said. “He inherited the business from his father and has built it beyond anyone’s imagining. There isn’t a secret anyone has in any government that he doesn’t eventually find out about.”

      “And Bolan Zhu? What do we know about him?” Ezekiel persisted.

      “Cheng’s right-hand man,” Joe said. “He’s a little murkier. Served in the military and acquired a certain reputation. He’s the enforcer for Cheng and scares the shit out of just about anyone he comes in contact with. His expertise is taking apart people, and he does it efficiently. There’s very little about his personal life. Like Cheng, he doesn’t have a permanent woman, but there have been many. None last more than a few weeks for either of them. Nothing is known about his parents. Nothing at all. His life started there in the military as Bolan Zhu, but his earlier childhood was wiped out.”

      Joe looked around the room. “There’s nothing about this that’s good. Not one damn thing. I don’t like that Whitney called Major General personally. I don’t like that Major General suggested the women go along. I don’t like that we can’t get to you if things go to shit, and the number one thing you can count on is things always go to shit.”

      Ezekiel shrugged. “You keep everyone safe here and we’ll get the job done and bring her home.”

      “Be prepared for a virus. Gino, you’re on the woman. You can find the capsule and hopefully get it out before it breaks open. If not, you’ll only have a couple of days to figure out the antidote. Whitney wasn’t generous enough to give us one,” Joe said. “If she’s working with Whitney and is any kind of a threat to us, Bellisia, Cayenne, Pepper or the children, kill her.”

      Gino nodded, although there was a nasty taste in his mouth. He didn’t like killing women. It was a line he’d drawn, but sometimes, out of necessity, it had to be crossed. When that happened, it stayed with him. He could put away the others, but women haunted him. He remembered each of the few, the circumstances and the way they looked crumbling to the ground. He looked away from the others, but he nodded all the same.

      No one could be allowed to be a threat to their family. The men in this room, their women and children and Wyatt’s grandmother, were family. They had one another and fought together and pooled resources to stay alive, carving a fortress out of the swamp in order to better defend themselves against anyone trying to harm them.

      “You’ll go in with the contractor’s crew and once in Shanghai, you won’t have much time so orient yourselves immediately. For those going, you’ll do a night jump, HALO from a commercial charter plane, the company working in Shanghai uses. You’ll land on the roof of this building. You’ll have to watch for the series of water tanks, so you’ll need to land north to south with the predicted winds.”

      A high-altitude, low-opening jump – a HALO – at night was done often, but this would be a precision landing with no room for error, and if there was a guard on the roof… The room went silent. A jump like that might really be a suicide mission.

      “What kind of security they have up there?” Gino asked.

      “Cameras, no guard. That’s where Rubin is going to come in. You’ll have to jump first out of the plane, Rubin, and disrupt those cameras as you’re coming down.”

      Rubin nodded, but Gino looked at Joe sharply. They had two men with the particular psychic ability to disrupt electrical equipment and Rubin was one of them. His brother Diego was the other. How had Joe known they’d volunteer? He’d known exactly who would go. Probably, he was counting on all of them volunteering. No one would leave another GhostWalker behind in enemy territory, especially one who had risked her life to save the rest of them. A woman. Damn Whitney to hell for using women.

      “We know she’s being held on the top floor, but we don’t know the room. That floor will be heavily guarded with cameras everywhere. It will require both of you to take those cameras out while the others take down the guards. Gino, Draden, the two of you do your thing that you never explain to any of us and find where she is fast. Get her out of there.” Joe sighed and looked around the table at his men. “This is a non-sanctioned op. You can’t kill anyone. We take only less than lethal arms. In and out like ghosts.”

      Ezekiel nodded. “We understand, Joe.”

      “That being said, if you have no choice, if it’s them or you, kill them,” Joe said. “And get the hell out fast. Leave no trace if possible, so it’s thought to be an enemy of Cheng’s. He’ll know the GhostWalkers came for her, because Violet gave us up, but the government won’t.”

      “We’ll get the job done quietly,” Ezekiel assured.

      “You’ll need to carry a lot of gear on the jump because you’ll be using the powered paragliders to leave from the rooftop. Anyone who prays, now is the time to start. You’ll need favorable winds. With good winds, you should get close to thirty miles with the gliders. That should get you to this park, right here on the map. That will put you a quarter mile from the embassy. You get her there, and they have to help you, we’re golden. With any luck, you’re at the embassy before any authorities are notified with some bogus story Cheng comes up with.”

      Powered paragliders were heavy. This was getting worse and worse. A small landing target with a series of water towers on it. A high rise, which meant winds. In the city. Gino shook his head and looked around him. The others were thinking the same thing he was and it wasn’t good. Their chances were looking worse every minute.

      “How is her disappearance going to be explained as well as her exit from the country?” he asked.

      “We’ve got that covered. She was very ill and went to the embassy for help. They flew her out of the country to get medical aid for her. Someone from the embassy will go to her hotel room and collect her things. Cheng will know who took her, but what’s he going to say to the authorities? They aren’t going to like him kidnapping an American professor who is famous in her own right. He can’t very well admit to that.”

      Ezekiel nodded. “Everyone get some rest and be back here at 7:00 so we can get to work. We want to run this precisely. We’ll need the rest of you to help us have a mock-up ready of the building, rooftop and floor. Gino, she’ll be going out with you on the glider. If she’s in bad shape, and we’ll have to expect that with Zhu on board, you’re not going to have much time to prepare her for the escape. She may be unconscious. And it has to be said, it’s possible she’s already dead. If so, we take her body out of there.”

      Gino shrugged. He was strong. Extremely strong, enhanced strong, and he’d started with that trait long before Whitney got creative. He could deal with the woman, unconscious, dead weight or not.

      “If she’s alive, she may fight you,” Joe said. “Bellisia didn’t trust us at first, and Zara has no reason to either. She’ll have been in their hands three days by the time we can get there. In Zhu’s hands, three days is likely to be a lifetime, especially for someone who can’t take pain.”

      “She’ll tell them what she knows,” Diego said, rubbing his hand along the barrel of his rifle. He carried the weapon just about everywhere he went, like a security blanket. “And they’ll stop working on her.” His tone was hopeful.

      Gino knew it wouldn’t matter if the woman gave Zhu everything. He’d want to make certain there wasn’t more. The torture wouldn’t stop until she was dead.

      “I don’t think she will,” Joe disagreed. “According to Bellisia, she might be terrified of pain, but she doesn’t break. Her best defense is ignorance. Her cover is solid because it’s the truth or as close to it as possible.” He looked to Ezekiel. “Stay, let’s go over this so you can look to see if there’s any holes in my plan.”

      Ezekiel nodded. Gino studied the two men. All differences had been put aside for the mission. They were good. He walked out of the room, Draden pacing along beside him. Draden was considered the epitome of what a man should look like. He’d made his way through college and grad school on modeling. He’d been in high demand for some of the most high-end companies imaginable. The ladies loved him, calling out to him as he passed them on the street. Draden ran most nights, sometimes with Gino, but mostly alone. Whatever demons drove him, they were deep. Mostly, he kept to himself, even among the GhostWalkers, just as Gino did.

      “This is a bad one,” Draden observed.

      “They usually are.” Gino was noncommittal.

      “She’s a beautiful woman. Has brains too,” Draden continued.

      Gino paused and looked at him. “Spit it out.”

      “Just saying you want me to take over if the job needs doin’, I will. Won’t like it, but I’ll live with it. You don’t sleep so good.”

      Gino didn’t know how to feel about the offer, but Draden wasn’t going to have to do his job for him. He decided to be grateful. Brothers did that, noticed when something didn’t sit well and tried to help out, but Zara Hightower was his responsibility and he wasn’t shirking. Draden didn’t sleep much better than he did, if at all.

      “Thanks, man, I appreciate the offer, but it’s mine to do if necessary.”

      Draden nodded and peeled off, heading toward the road. He ran before he slept. Always. Sometimes miles. Sometimes all night. The man rarely slept and seemed like a machine. Gino shook his head and headed toward the house. He wanted to find his laptop and research Zara. There was something about her that caught at him.

      He wasn’t like the others – well – maybe Wyatt, a little bit. He didn’t want a warrior woman. Bellisia and Cayenne were lethal. Pepper was as well, in her own right, but killing had a vicious backlash for her and was dangerous. She did it if she had to, but all of them were aware the consequences for her could include death so it was a last resort.

      Gino knew if he had a woman, he wouldn’t want her anywhere near killing. He’d killed enough for both of them. He didn’t want his woman trying to stand in front of him like his parents and grandparents had done. He’d watched them be mowed down, one by one. It was never happening again. With the help of Ciro, he’d shaped himself into a killing machine. He was quiet and deadly. He never picked a fight. He faded into the background whenever possible, but he could take apart a man if needed and not look back. He didn’t need or want his woman to be anything like him. Listening to Joe and the others talk about Zara, it had occurred to him, just crept right into his mind, that she wasn’t anything at all like him.

      Wyatt’s three little girls came running out of the house straight at him. All three. He didn’t know the first thing about kids. Hadn’t thought to find out about them either. Not in this lifetime, but these three little girls blew right past that notion and wormed their way into everyone’s affections – his included.

      He crouched low as they got to him so they could fling their arms around him. Triplets. Hard to tell them apart unless you knew what you were looking for. Beautiful little girls with their dark, thick curls, skin like their mother and eyes like their father. They had been deemed mistakes and had been scheduled for termination. Pepper had gotten one out of their prison, and Wyatt and their team had rescued the other two – and Cayenne.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “We’re going to hide in the swamp and see if Daddy can find us,” Ginger, the spokesperson for the three, said.

      “Did Pepper or Nonny give you permission?” he asked. “It’s late. Past your bedtime.” They were dressed in nightclothes, which meant Pepper had put them to bed. They were little escape artists.

      The triplets looked at one another. Gino shook his head, lifted all three of them up and stood. “You three. Ginger, you’re such a little ringleader.”

      She grinned at him, completely unrepentant. “I know. Nonny says I keep everyone on their toes.”

      “You’re not walking on your toes, Uncle Gino,” Cannelle pointed out.

      Although extremely intelligent, the children were very literal. He kept a straight face. “No, you’re right. It’s a saying, remember, Pepper explained that concept to you?” He kept striding toward the house, picking up speed, not wanting them to realize he was taking them back inside before it was too late.

      “How are we supposed to know when it’s a saying?” Thym protested, patting his face with her little hand.

      That did something to him. He liked that her hand was so tiny, brushing over his rough shadow. She seemed intrigued with the dark sandpaper along his jaw, rubbing at it over and over. His heart melted just a little when he’d been so certain it was made of stone. It was the three little girls who had given him back some humanity.

      Pepper burst out of the house, glaring at her little ones. “You do not get to take advantage of me throwing up in the bathroom, you little hooligans.”

      They didn’t have to ask what a hooligan was. Pepper called the triplets that often, and the word had been explained. Gino set them on the porch just as Wyatt’s grandmother stepped outside. She smiled gently at the girls and seated herself in the rocking chair, and gestured, using her pipe, toward the three little rockers Wyatt had made for his girls.

      “Girls, your mother wasn’t feelin’ well this evenin’, was she?” The tone was mild.

      Gino’s stomach turned to knots. How did Nonny do that? She didn’t raise her voice, but just by the tone and words, you knew she was disappointed. No one ever wanted to disappoint Nonny – especially the triplets. Their little faces dropped as they all obediently sat in their appointed rockers.

      “I wanted Daddy to come and find us,” Ginger said, her lower lip starting to quiver. “He works all the time now.”

      Gino leaned one hip against the post. Pepper, Wyatt’s wife, was gorgeous. Not just gorgeous, that didn’t begin to describe her. She was exotic. Sexy. Every movement she made was sensual. She was enhanced that way, and sometimes just looking at her hurt. Right now, she looked beautiful but very tired. Her pregnancy appeared to be a rough one.

      He wanted to put his arm around her and offer her a little sympathy like any brother might do for his sister, but one didn’t touch Pepper. There was something on her skin that could cause a man to need her. They were all very careful around her. Fortunately, her husband watched over her, and he came up behind Gino and went straight to his wife.

      “Hey baby. Did they wear you out today?” He brushed gentle kisses over her mouth and then sank into a chair and pulled her down onto his lap. “You girls were good for Mommy while I was workin’?” he asked.

      Ginger, Cannelle and Thym looked at one another and then shook their heads. Ginger looked down at her hands. “We snuck out of bed while Mommy was throwin’ up and were goin’ to hide in the swamp and make you find us,” she said. “We don’ like you gone so much.”

      There was a small silence while Wyatt regarded his children. Gino went on into the house, giving Wyatt and his family privacy. The men were all building homes close, with Trap’s home the fortress to defend should they come under attack, but most of them were still using the Fontenot home as a barracks until the buildings were complete.

      Gino went down the hall to his room. He didn’t have to share with anyone and he pulled off his boots immediately, grabbed his laptop and sank down onto the bed. There were hundreds, no, thousands of entries about Zara Hightower. She’d been a child prodigy just as Trap had been. Gino wondered if she had the same problems as Trap. Trap had Asperger’s and missed a lot of social cues. Draden interpreted for Trap often, and Gino had found himself doing so as well. He studied Zara’s face. She was looking straight at the camera, something Trap wouldn’t do in a million years.

      She was beautiful. He found an image of her in color. That hair of hers was the perfect mixture of red and gold. She wore it long, but usually in a tidy braid down her back. There were only two images of her with her hair outside that braid, and both times the wind was blowing and the sun was shining. The thick mass looked like spun silk gleaming in the sun’s rays, more red than gold, but a soft, barely there red.

      Her eyes were very large, a slate blue framed with long lashes. Her mouth was generous, her teeth very straight. She had legs that went on forever and he knew he shouldn’t be looking that close – not at someone he might have to kill. He cursed and slammed the lid down on his laptop. What was he thinking? He didn’t look at women that way. He hadn’t for a long, long while. If he needed relief, he found it for a night and walked away.

      The problem was those three little girls. Wyatt’s daughters. His wife. Cayenne and Trap. He never thought Trap would get married, but the man was crazy about Cayenne, couldn’t keep his eyes or his hands off of her. They shared those soft, intimate looks. She made Trap smile when Gino had never known him to. Then there was Ezekiel with Bellisia. The two were inseparable. And Nonny, Wyatt’s grandmother. She was the glue that held them all together. She’d made a home for all of them, and Gino hadn’t had a home in a very long time.

      Gino knew he wasn’t the kind of man to find the happily ever after, because what woman could put up with him? He wasn’t like the rest of them. He’d watched the others succumb, even Trap, to their women. When Cayenne wanted to join the men in a firefight, she did it. So did Bellisia. Pepper might be the guardian of the safe room, but she wasn’t in it. His woman would be. He had a coldness in him the others didn’t. Trap was antisocial, he could be dark and very dangerous, but he didn’t have that well inside him that turned to ice and allowed him to do ugly, vile things when needed. Wyatt was way dominant, but again, he didn’t turn to a cold, unnatural place when riled. Zeke was always interesting. He was the sweetest man on the planet, but he had a wealth of darkness shadowing him. He had been given that strand of big cat DNA just like the rest of them, so he was a hunter, but to his woman, he was beyond nice.

      Gino leapt off the bed and paced across the room to stare out the window into the gathering night. Zara Hightower was physically beautiful the way Draden was beautiful. The kind of looks that were noticeable and turned heads everywhere they went. She would always garner attention, if not with her looks, then with her brains. Gino was a man to fade into the background and his wife wouldn’t be somewhere where a fuckin’ goon could grab her and throw her in an interrogation room. With her good looks, she should belong to a man like Draden, one who matched her, but could look after her.

      He touched the pane, looking up at the stars just beginning to show themselves. Zara was the type of woman a man might come to crave. To obsess over. If he were the wrong kind of man he might come to think she could be taken against her will. She shouldn’t be all over the Internet. He was tempted to go back and look to see how many stalkers she’d had over the years because he was certain it would be more than one.

      He swore again and tore his shirt off, pulling it over his head with one hand. The bullet holes from when he was a child were prominent on his chest, but along with them were dozens of other scars. He had them and he’d earned every single one. He wasn’t pretty nor, by any means, handsome. He was scary and he knew it. He had cultivated that stillness, that coldness he’d been born with in order to survive. Enhancement had grown all traits, good or bad, and that coldness had spread, obliterating most of the good he had left. The things he wanted from a woman weren’t for the likes of a woman like Zara.

      He was restless, edgy, moody. He needed to be sharp for this mission. Joe had called it. It was a suicide mission. Precision jumping onto the roof of a high rise with heavy gear? Avoiding water towers when the target was already so small? He knew he would go no matter what, even if the others changed their minds. He pulled the laptop to him, even though he knew he shouldn’t. He was one of those men becoming obsessed with Zara Hightower and he didn’t even know why.
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