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For all my fans, friends, and family who insisted I go back and get Nathan out of prison.
Thank You!!!
Prologue
From her perch above Miriam's tomb, the goddess looked over the dead city of Petra. So unfair that she was tethered here while the world moved on without her. Oh, her reach was vast, but what she needed, what she so desperately wanted, she'd yet to find.
Her power grew stronger as the sunlight faded and still she waited, trusting the wisdom of patience so close to the end game.
Assistants, minions really, came and went with various reports of successes and failures. Success she rewarded with another day of life. Failures died, slowly, as blood and brain were siphoned away with delicious precision.
The demon goddess known by many names licked her lips and listened for the clue that someone must unveil.
"Magnificent Nin."
She crooked a skeletal finger in invitation.
"The map box has been found."
She straightened to her full height, still waiting, rather than shout with premature joy. "Show me this."
The speaker approached, a woman she noted, head bowed as was proper. She signaled the guard to hold her, ignoring the screams as she peeled away scalp and bone to touch the brain itself.
Life flowed up through her fingers and the prized knowledge with it. Her messenger had caught the eye of a well-built young man, and enticed him to share his secrets. Not all, to the man's credit, but his look alone was enough to investigate further.
There were not many left with the strong jaw, dark eyes, and innate solitude that marked the guardian lineage. His name slipped into her consciousness, Darius. A fine young man with worthy goals, but his inexperience would cost him.
Dearly.
Nin thought briefly of the countless men and women she'd sent searching for the Guardians when those she'd sent after the specific treasures never returned.
After all this time, after so many bargains struck and broken, she had what she needed.
To honor the messenger, she made the kill swift, leaving the husk of the body to her guards. They must move quickly, before young Darius wised up. Nin wished for days long gone when she would have had her choice of generals to set to this task.
She vowed those days would return, her worshippers would once more fill this city and many others, but for now, only one of her servants was equipped for such a strike.
ONE
In wartime, truth is so precious that she should always be attended by a bodyguard of lies. Winston Churchill
Chicago, October 2096
Kelly sighed under the soft assault of his lips against her neck. The reaction set fiery tingles racing down her arm, her side, to her toes. His hands traced her ribs, sending her other side into delighted spasms. It was too much, too overwhelming. And every inch of her prayed he wouldn’t stop this time.
He hovered, deftly evading her touch. She ached for the feel of his firm, hot flesh in her hands. She moaned, her breath mingling with his, her desire shifting into an all new gear. They’d never shared so much. In all his visits, they’d never risked a physical declaration like this.
God, what had they been waiting for?
"Nathan," she murmured, arching into his touch. Her body ignited under his, hungry for everything he could give, eager to give him everything she had in return.
Her clothes fell away and she lay bare before him, body and soul. She felt no shame, no hesitation, only need. She could do this, this which she’d never done before. With him she could, and would, find that blissful union perfected by the joining of two matched hearts.
An alarm sounded. Not anything like the fireworks or musical crescendos she’d expected from song lyrics and steamy books. Harsh and shrill it badgered her dreamy senses into submission.
Regretfully, she pulled away from her pleading lover to deal with the alarm.
* * *
Nathan Burkhardt dropped from the delectable dream with a resounding thud. How could she? He knew she’d been enjoying it as much as he. He knew it because he’d been right there in her head with her. So why shove him out and away when they’d been on the brink of something so unprecedented and stunning he wasn’t sure they’d ever get it back.
He growled and rolled over to stare at the smooth gray wall of his cell. Knowing the volatility of his imprisoned life, he couldn’t believe she’d left him. She was smart. Smart enough to understand every moment they had might be the last.
"Wax poetic much?" he muttered, pitching his voice too low to be overheard by the guards – human or electronic.
She might’ve broken their unique contact because she’d been scared. He’d sensed her innocence moments before she vanished.
He ached for her more knowing that detail. She’d been ready for him. Just for him. Then she’d just been gone. It must be fear.
Calming down a bit, Nathan reached out across space, looking for the woman who kept him sane in this hell-hole, but she was completely unavailable, as if she’d never existed at all. No. It couldn't be illusion. He was not losing his mind to the circumstance. He searched again and again came up empty.
He wanted to pound his fists into the wall, to pound out his frustration with her, this damned mission, and life in general. Doing so would only rouse his cell mate and the guards. That combination was as likely to kill him tonight as a wrong glance between inmates over tomorrow’s breakfast.
Nathan held himself in check, as he’d been doing for too many long, long months. Through sheer willpower he restrained the urge to shatter the prison doors and simply walk out. Lately he’d been so full of pent up fury he might be strong enough to do it.
Boots sounded in the hallway, stomping closer. Deep voices were quiet, but unmistakably angry. In self preservation, Nathan feigned sleep, refusing to turn from the wall even when his cell door rolled open with a rasp across the track.
"B-21187! On your feet!"
Nathan rolled out of his bunk before the officer finished barking the order. He held his hands out, palms open and down, waiting for the shackles.
They wouldn’t care that he was unaware of any violations he might’ve unwittingly committed. The hierarchy in prison was simple: guards followed a chain of command, prisoners followed guard orders. It only got complicated when you showed a streak of independence – or when you didn’t have anything of value to pay off those who could make life easier.
With nothing of value beyond his loose grip on sanity, Nathan kept his eyes down to hide both his contempt and his remaining courage as the wrist shackles locked tightly into place.
He let them push him roughly down the cell block, cooperating only as much as he dared. It was a fine, exhausting line he danced on. Anything would set them off. Too easy and the prisoner was mocked and abused. Too stubborn and the prisoner could wake up in the infirmary days later with extensive inexplicable injuries.
So Nathan trudged behind one guard, flanked by two others. They didn’t have to say anything for him to know they were angry and for the umpteenth time since this agonizing assignment began, he wished for his sister Petra's empathic talents. Her ability to absorb and diffuse intense emotions would go a long way to ease this tour of duty.
All thought vanished as the guards turned him down a narrow hall. They weren’t going to the warden’s office as he’d hoped. The smell tipped him off before they even reached the doubled chain link door. They were sending him to solitary.
The hole.
Solitary confinement was an earthly hell supposedly banned as part of the prison reform act of 2052. Nathan had boned up on prison reform ideals, the reality, and prisoner rights in preparation for this mission.
He’d heard the rumors about solitary, and shrugged them off, knowing this facility had passed codes inspection just a few months prior to his incarceration. He’d actually relished his mission, knowing whatever he did in the pursuit of justice, solitary was one horrific threshold he wouldn’t have to cross.
But now the doors slid open, the guards shoved him through to the staff on the other side, and Nathan panicked for the first time in his near-thirty years of life.
His wrist shackles burst apart and fell to the floor. The gruff voices went silent as guards stared, dumbfounded. Using the momentary surprise, Nathan envisioned his path to freedom, but the guards recovered too quickly. Voices rose on a tide of foul curses, burly bodies swelled up from all sides, and Nathan, weakened from months of prison life collapsed under their brutal methods.
* * *
"She’s dead," Petra Callahan said when the latest lead on her missing assistant, Kelly, petered out. "She must be. She’s completely off the radar. Including mine."
"We’ll find her." Jaden Michaels struggled to find the right words to soothe her sister. "Between Kincaid’s resources, Gideon’s covert options, and Cleveland’s hacking we’ll find her."
Jaden's assurances rang hollow in her own ears. More than six months had passed without any word from Kelly and Petra was losing hope fast. In addition, she’d taken to muttering about her naiveté for blindly trusting a woman she apparently hadn't known very well at all.
"I thought this lead on Nathan's Mustang had real potential," Petra confided quietly.
Jaden nodded, looking for some way to comfort her sister. A hug not only seemed inadequate, as sensitive as Petra was to every emotion these days, the physical contact might cause more harm. Jaden had plenty of memories rolling around in her head that her empathic sister just didn’t need to encounter.
Feeling helpless, Jaden turned her attention to the holographic map of the United States projected at the end of the library work table. A small red dot marked every report on vehicles like the one Kelly was last seen driving toward Indianapolis. Green spots of color showed potential sightings of Kelly herself. So far, every sighting had been bogus. Where could the woman have run off to with an antique car? More importantly why had she run off at all?
Jaden spared a glance at Petra, eyes still glued to a computer monitor as she zipped through a continuous stream of email. Praying Petra stayed distracted, Jaden replaced the map image with a spread sheet of facilities using security programs created by Randall Burkhardt, Petra’s father.
The man’s genius had revolutionized electronic banking and provided nearly faultless locking systems for vaults, prisons, and labs around the world. In short, if you wanted it safe, you used Burkhardt code.
Bucking the general consensus of their team, Jaden felt this was how they’d eventually find Kelly. Shortly after Petra's assistant disappeared, so had the Burkhardt client list, along with his formulaic notes about his work.
Those facts, combined with a total absence of financial or personal history for Kelly older than five years, had Jaden cringing at the ramifications.
"I felt that," Petra said, turning from the monitor and rubbing her eyes.
Jaden tried to shrug it off. "Whoops. Guess I’d better tone down my judgmental vibes."
Petra smiled, but it was weak and her face was pasty. Jaden wasn’t sure if stress or pregnancy was the real cause, so she asked, "Morning sickness again?"
"No, that’s fading," Petra admitted with a happy pat on her gently rounded stomach. "Honestly, it’s Nathan more than Kelly. His office has lost all contact with him. The tracer went silent when he was moved."
Jaden cringed again, but this time managed to hide it from Petra. "Moved where?"
Petra’s big eyes swam with tears and she blinked furiously, refusing to let them fall. "That’s just it. No one knows."
Jaden restored the map image before kneeling by her sister. Slowly, she reached up to stroke the shock of gray hair at Petra’s temple, making every effort to keep the contact light. "Nathan’s strong, you know that."
Petra nodded.
"You have to let him handle it his way." Jaden knew Petra and Nathan had been close, and even without any empathic gifts of her own, she could see how this separation tore at Petra’s heart.
Petra released her breath in a series of short, frustrated puffs. "I believe Nathan and Kelly were communicating more than she admitted."
Jaden agreed, but didn’t dare interrupt.
"I can only think of one reason Kelly has no personal history," Petra grumbled. "But no one will confirm any connection between Kelly and any special ops offices."
Considering a variety of other, darker possibilities, Jaden withheld comment.
* * *
Kelly wished for death as she watched the sun sinking behind the western ridge. She soaked up this last view of the place she'd called home. Nothing could comfort her now. Nothing could ever be the same in this place.
In the blink of an eye, her entire world was destroyed. Not just by the horrible, heavy grief of the murder of her father and six brothers. That hadn’t quite become reality for her yet. At the moment, the worst thing was the utter devastation of a way of life she’d valued and loved. No matter that she’d left it to travel, explore, and find her own place.
She’d been shoved out of the nest when her father insisted she had no place in the family legacy. It wasn’t a woman’s work to guard and protect, he’d said time and again, regardless of how hard she trained to prove herself equal to the boys.
He’d said it so often she would have withered away if she hadn’t run off.
The distant landscape of Monument Valley gleamed gold and rose and copper while the temperature fell in time with the sun. She’d loved it here, planned on a life full of service and then she'd been tossed aside.
"All things work for the good."
The voice belonged to her eldest sister-in-law, Serena, but the phrase was her father’s.
Kelly shook her head in denial. "What good can come from this slaughter?"
"You," Serena replied with her trademark patience. "You came home, Calisto. All will be well."
Kelly shivered against hearing her real name spoken for the first time in five years. What girl worth her grit aspired to personify a chalice? Naming herself had been the first joy she'd claimed when she made her new life. At the moment, there was no joy. She wanted to lash out and indulge her rage and her loss, but Serena wasn't the right target.
"He thought they were invincible," Kelly said at last, referring to her father. "He forced me out, pushed me away because I wasn’t needed."
"Another good thing, it turns out."
Kelly gritted her teeth. Why couldn’t Serena get it? Why did she have to keep spouting calm and hope when the entire world had just lost a significant measure of both?
"If you’d been here, you’d only be dead too and then all would be lost."
Oh, she’d be damned if she’d accept her father’s summary rejection as wisdom at this point. He’d discounted her abilities and was probably even now arguing with God, worried she couldn’t handle the demands and honor entrusted to the men of the family for countless generations. "This isn’t woman’s work," she said, perfectly mocking her father’s hard line.
Serena had the audacity to laugh. The sound startled a giggle out of Kelly too. It grew into hilarity and momentarily eased the awful, tight fist strangling her heart.
"Calisto, your place has always been wherever you’ve made it. What can we do to help you?"
Kelly considered the sparse facts she’d learned in the days since she’d been home. The deadly strike had come in the middle of the day. Those on duty, her father and the eldest two of her six brothers, had been cut down while stationed near the caves. Three more were slain as they'd arrived to investigate the first distress call. All of them slaughtered like so many sheep.
The memory of the body of her youngest brother, Darius, plagued her. He'd earned defensive wounds before he'd been carefully eviscerated and left for the scavengers.
Her mother and sisters had done what they could to preserve any evidence around the caves, but nothing truly helpful remained by the time Kelly arrived.
Everything indicated the assailant was known, for the men of her family were too protective, too picky, to let a stranger so close to the treasure they guarded. Regardless of the scenarios she ran through her mind, nothing explained the lack of struggle. While the men of her family were faithful to a fault and gentle, compassionate men at the core, all of them were fully trained to kill with both common and unique methods. They were men who’d rarely had to prove their skills. And now they were all dead, their skills rendered useless at the most crucial time.
Who managed to breach their security? And how?
This wasn’t the first time in recent months Kelly missed her former boss, Petra Neiman, but it was certainly the most important. The woman could pick up vibes from a crime scene and put authorities on the right track within minutes. She’d be invaluable about now, if only Kelly could risk making the contact.
"You’ll need to help Mama get everyone resettled in a safer place."
"What about the –"
"That’s my worry now," Kelly cut her off. It wasn't safe to even whisper of the treasure entrusted to the family generations ago. "I’ll breathe easier once you’re all clear."
"What of Daniel?"
"He goes with you. He’s too young for what’s in store for me."
Serena straightened her gaze hard on Kelly. "His grandfather would say otherwise."
"His dead grandfather is blessed that his eldest grandson is still alive." Kelly tipped her face up to the painted sky. "Daniel will have to take his place soon enough. Let him grieve. Let him grow. Let him test his leadership by helping the family recover."
"Until he walked through the door with you, I was sure they’d found him too," Serena admitted on a choking sob.
Kelly had been just as certain of Daniel’s grim fate. It was why her return trip took an extra day and a detour past his boarding school in Scotland.
She slid an arm around Serena and hugged her close. "Go back to the house. Help Mama get to the new place. Tell the school Daniel will be back next August."
"But that's nearly a year, Cali."
"I’m afraid it might take that long to settle things down. Whoever wants our secrets has tremendous resources, you do realize that?"
Serena nodded.
Kelly hated to voice her worst fears, but she needed someone to understand. Her strong, wonderful mother was grieving too hard, the wounds to her heart too raw to bear any more bad news.
"This family has to move, has to hide. When they discover they’ve stolen a useless reproduction, they’ll be back."
Serena’s breath caught. Her mouth dropped open, then snapped closed. Her fingers twisted together. "Re-reproduction?" she squeaked. "I didn’t know."
Kelly smiled gently, drawing back from her sister-in-law. "You weren’t supposed to know. In fact, I'm not sure anyone is supposed to know." She sighed. "With Dad gone, I’ll never be sure if I made the discovery on my own, or if he let me find out."
Why it mattered, she wasn't sure. Maybe clinging to the notion that he'd trusted her enough to let her see an edge of the truth was the balm she needed. Her father was dead. Did it matter if she'd outsmarted him? He could no longer contradict whatever she chose to believe, so why not choose to put all of it in a positive light?
She could still recall the day perfectly. She'd followed her father to the caves, getting her first look into the central chamber, her first glimpse of the sacred map box on the altar. It pulled her, called her so that her name felt like a whisper under her skin and she eagerly relinquished her hiding place to answer.
"Get back! Calisto, no!" Her father hooked her at the waist and dragged her back while her arms and eyes strained to reach the goal. The disappointment stamped on his face was as shocking as the hard rock at her back and the brutal sunlight in her eyes when he'd dumped her outside.
"You mustn't ever go in uninvited again."
"But, Daddy –"
"Never!"
His temper, so rarely seen, made her speechless. She gave up the fight, running instead. Years later, when he'd invited her back inside, she'd known the box to be false. There'd been no pull, no claim, and no desire.
"All things work for the good," Serena repeated, bringing Kelly back to the present. "You're here. Daniel is here. The Guardians are not lost."
Kelly struggled, wanting to agree if only to soothe Serena's worry. "When you put it that way, I guess so." If her father had only told her where the genuine map box was now hidden. "Take care of them, Serena. I’ll be in touch when it's safe."
Kelly didn’t waste any more time with good-byes or backward glances. She moved forward, letting the dusty clay slide beneath her feet as she shuffled down and around the slope to the nearest cave entrance. With darkness falling, her eyes quickly adjusted to the deeper shadows inside. She moved across the open space and into an alcove to exchange her more colorful western clothing for the matte black pants and over tunic her father had required for those on duty.
She knelt in prayer, seeking comfort and guidance one last time before taking the leap she knew was necessary. She closed away the sorrow and loss, and thought of the map box when it had been in its place of honor. Stepping to the empty altar, she placed her hands where the map box had been and filled her mind with memories of that day as a child. Remembering the call, she shut out everything else, listening only for the ancient relic. A whisper skimmed up her fingertips. It was only a sense, a nudge to go in one direction, but it was a start.
She eased back, but instead of the soft silence of the cave, Kelly’s peace was shattered by Nathan’s frantic cry for help.
* * *
Nathan reached out again, desperate for any relief. She’d been his lifeline through it all – until now, when he needed her most. If he couldn’t find her soon, if he couldn’t escape this torment, his mind would snap from the pressure of solitary confinement.
No windows. No sounds. Just the unrelenting, unending, God-forsaken dark. He’d learned the cell’s dimensions the hard way and the resulting aches from head to toe kept him in place.
The damp stone cell was too short for him to stand erect, too narrow for him to sit with legs outstretched. He'd found a drain, smaller than his hand-span situated just off-center in the floor. There was a narrow slit at the top of the door they'd pushed him through. And a nozzle in the ceiling shot out a cold, hard spray of some sort of antiseptic cleanser in random intervals.
They couldn’t have personalized hell any better for him.
“My name is Nathan Burkhardt,” he muttered to whatever just scampered over his toe. “I am a man. I am human.”
To prove it, he envisioned his life before this assignment. He revisited in graphic detail the desk in his office. He pictured the faces of his family. He reviewed past field ops and the men who’d had his back during some sketchy operations.
Instead of helping, the memories only made his current hell worse. He felt the scream build in his throat and fought to keep it down. Kelly had been his only reprieve and she’d shut him out. He still didn’t understand how or why she’d done it.
Hell, he didn’t understand how he’d landed in here. Aside from the fit he’d thrown at the gate, he hadn’t stepped out of line. They hadn’t added to his charges or his sentence – he’d poked around the clerk’s head to learn that much. But with every day in here, his madness grew and his control weakened and even short jaunts into small minds had become impossible.
The slit opened, interrupting his thoughts with the joy of the only light in his stark world. He could almost hate the food packet that blocked that precious light as they pushed it through.
With his mind, he pushed the curious rat away from his food, letting the thing squeak as it hovered in mid-air in the corner.
"I’m Nathan Burkhardt," he said again, opening the packet. He’d barely put the first handful of cold rice into his mouth when the ceiling sprayer erupted and doused everything with antiseptic.
Nathan had tried. Tried to hold on to his humanity, to remember what sane felt like. Wet, cold, and hungry he struggled to count the slashes he’d made on the wall. One for every increment he thought was a day.
But he couldn’t know for sure.
He'd scratched in one mark when the first food packet had arrived, assuming it was dinner. But another packet filled with cold rice had been pushed inside before he was hungry again. By the time the slit had opened for the third 'meal', he'd been starving. It was impossible to know the time. There was no schedule, no method or reason. It only compounded the dreadful isolation.
The reflexive scream built and he couldn’t stop it, the inhuman sound hurting his ears and scraping his throat raw.
Another sudden short, cold spray from the ceiling was followed by a completely new sound emanating from the wall. Nathan ducked and curled into a ball, his only defense against the unknown threat. The air crackled and an electrical shock glanced off his arm. It burned his skin and his muscles seized. He continued to rage with all he had until the powers that dumped him here tired of trying to force him into silent submission.
It was then that he heard her. Kelly. His lifeline.
She was soft in his mind, a slow, sweet descant calming his heart rate, easing the terror.
He grasped for her strength and let his mind fall into the comfort she offered.
"Help me," he begged.
* * *
Kelly reeled, stumbling out of the altar room, back into the labyrinth, bumping against walls on the way. Nathan’s plea overwhelmed her senses. Her terrible grief couldn't compare with his vivid despair. His fears and pain poured into her, mixing with her own, and she struggled against the added guilt of shutting him out. No one should be made to suffer like Nathan.
She could no longer rest in the rationale that he had a sister more than willing to aid him. She'd assumed Petra's many connections would help Nathan through this assignment, even rescue him if necessary. Instead, inexplicably, Nathan had reached out to her, back when she was Petra's assistant, since his very first week behind bars.
She’d lied to her boss about the range and depth of her contact with Nathan. Then again, she’d been lying to everyone for years. It’s not like she had much choice. Revealing her true identity to anyone outside of the family was strictly forbidden. Keeping it from Nathan, a man capable of harvesting her mind for any information, had been a significant challenge.
She hadn’t been foolish enough to believe she’d done anything to keep him out of her private thoughts or her secret life. That had been his courtesy and integrity. Using her pedestrian meditative techniques to cut him off when she was forced to return home had been her only way of ensuring her continued privacy. She knew being home brought her memories, emotions, and intentions too close to the surface for Nathan to politely ignore. She would have to tread very carefully.
"Help me escape. I need out," he pleaded.
Escape? Nathan had a stellar reputation for finishing what others wouldn’t start. What could possibly push him to quit this job? He’d been doing great, considering his assignment was to infiltrate a prison.
She filled her mind with soothing thoughts, hoping to calm him enough to understand this drastic change.
The darkness of the cave shifted and closed in on her and Kelly realized Nathan was sharing his world directly. She hesitated, knowing his desperation added a risk to their link, but she followed his lead. She couldn’t leave him like this.
The stench hit her first. The cloying antiseptic didn’t quite mask the smell of fear and waste. Then the wary tension of his every muscle triggered sympathetic cramps in her body. She breathed deeply of the clean cave air, hoping the connection would allow him to experience her world, letting him have some small measure of relief.
Whether it was the air, or just her enjoyment of it she didn’t know, but she felt him relax.
"I need out," he repeated, sounding more like his normal, determined self.
"Are you done?" She didn’t know what the mission was, just that he’d taken the rap for a murder he didn’t commit in order to flush out another criminal.
"No."
He couldn’t possibly want her to discourage him. He’d never walked away from a mission, not even on those rare occasions when the plan had shattered around him.
"There’s no contact in here," he complained, trying to draw her closer.
She resisted the pull of his words and his mind. Making them both crazy wouldn’t help. She didn't reply, hoping to discover more in the next words he chose.
"I can’t take it, Kelly."
"You can," she insisted. "You just have to hang in there."
"No. The op’s offline. No contact inside or out. Help me, Kelly. Help me escape."
She felt his anxiety cranking up again, but she was full up with her own troubles. Any other time she’d rush to his side, move heaven and earth to help him, but she didn’t even know where he was incarcerated.
Just that fast the images came flooding in. He'd pounced on her only weak spot and suddenly she knew everything. Nathan showed her the prison's letterhead with the full address and the warden’s name. A map burst into her mind next, the city, the highway, the exit number. His inmate number and his sketchy plan followed.
She gasped with the information overload, with what he proposed, but it was doable. Her mind immediately started sorting options and methods to deal with her personal agenda and get Nathan out of hell’s horrible grasp.
"We can help each other," he pressed.
A chill tickled her spine. How much did he know of her needs? Maybe he hadn't been as polite as she thought. If he could help, it gave her a partner with serious potential. If he recovered from this ordeal quickly enough.
If. If. The world was full of too many ifs.
"I’ll be fine the minute I’m out of here."
She sighed. Serena was moving the family to safety. Their secret was isolated and, in reality, closer to Nathan’s location than hers.
She was out of excuses and they both knew it.
TWO
You cannot simultaneously prevent and prepare for war. Albert Einstein
Dr. Leo Kristoff, former Midwest Regional Health Chairman, watched Simon, his favorite surrogate son, through the camera wired into the boy's quarters. The boy had served him well these many years and while he wanted to lay the current failure at Simon's feet, it wasn't really his fault.
Kristoff had unveiled research that made manipulating life nearly as easy as manipulating truth, but he'd underestimated the skill growth level of those lucky people he'd created in his lab.
That single mistake was the source of this setback and his simmering fury. He paced away from the monitors to the windows overlooking Lake Michigan. His reflection on the glass mocked him, challenged him to reason rather than reaction.
He could not blame Simon for the loss of more than half of his private army. He could not blame Simon for the glaring media exposure and harsh public censure. He could not even blame Simon for bringing him a forgery.
All of Kristoff's recent troubles rested squarely on the shoulders of one Petra Neiman Callahan and the irritating vigilante sorts with whom she associated. She was one of the brightest children he'd ever created in his lab. He'd had great plans for her and her brother Nathan. Plans she'd somehow managed to foil.
He still wasn’t sure how she'd led him to the false prize. He'd followed research protocols and reliable information, only to have his strike team bring him forgeries of the priceless, ancient maps he needed.
The insult festered like an open wound.
Kristoff glanced back to the monitors, watching Simon move through his fitness regime with automaton efficiency. The boy was his only true ally now. Judge Albertson had been dispatched months ago by Petra's friends, making Simon's release from the justice system more expensive than necessary.
Small details were becoming serious obstacles and he couldn't afford serious obstacles.
Years ago, he'd thrown science and logic to the wind to barter with a goddess. Nin-Hur-Sag had promised unprecedented knowledge, success, and longevity for the small price of a few favors and eventually his soul – a soul he wasn't sure existed. He'd gotten used to life at the top of every food chain, but now it was crumbling. Payment was due. Though he held countless patents and awards, his inestimable prestige had taken a beating, the government had seized his assets, and his social network had dried up.
He was in hiding for god's sake.
He bristled at the iniquity of it all, but he knew if he didn't deliver those maps and their secrets, he faced a very real eternity of incomprehensible horror. The goddess didn't renegotiate.
It was far past time to regain the initiative. Kristoff pressed a button near the monitor. "Simon, report to me."
* * *
Kelly made her way back to the altar room, through the dim passages her feet and heart remembered so well. She'd never been troubled with claustrophobia because she imagined the earth embracing her rather than smothering her. It was a trick she'd picked up from her oldest brother. When the narrow channel opened into the main cavern just before the altar room, she forced herself to look beyond the signs of struggle and stains of death. Time was a luxury she couldn't spend erasing the remnants of the violence. Nathan needed her sooner rather than later.
She dropped to her knees, head bowed, palms layered over her heart in the formal pose of supplication. This was her only hope for gaining her father's blessing for the risk she was about to take. A risk she would take for an outsider.
She wished she could sense her father's will, the way he claimed to sense the will of God. He'd always been so committed to the mission handed down from father to son since the maps had been created. She prayed for an ounce of that dedication to carry her into what was surely a flawed and doomed plan.
One woman against a high-security prison.
Once more her thoughts scattered and stumbled. Too many ways to fail not just Nathan, but her family and the world, as well.
She quieted her mind, meditating on what had been, then picturing the best possible future. It was a balancing act to open enough to restore her strength and still keep Nathan at bay. Soon she had the image she wanted imbedded firmly in her mind: The real maps safe in the ornate box, the detail work glowing under soft candle light, and the lock secure.
She savored the sweet, freeing sensation of mind lifting away from body, wishing she could remain in the bliss forever. Exhaling, she let her hands drop and sat back on her heels.
Father's blessing or no, she opened her eyes. She committed the scene to memory. The bloody floor, the broken map box, the tumbled books and candles, and the bits of aged parchment trailing away like so many breadcrumbs.
"I'll make it right," she vowed to whatever spirits might linger. Maybe the angels who watched over her Guardian clans were listening. It'd be wonderful if they were also preparing to assist her in the days ahead.
She'd been raised in a family who knew the supernatural existed, both light and dark sides. She'd been taught every nuance of faith and free will. She knew all the old stories of heroes, both reluctant and bold, and she wondered which category scholars would eventually lump her into. The answer most likely depended on the outcome.
Kelly smiled a little. If she failed, reluctant or bold wouldn't matter because the most precious and powerful of God's relics would be in the wrong hands and no one would care enough to study her exercise in futility. If she succeeded, no one outside the family would ever know and she still might be classed as reluctant, simply because she was a woman.
The age-old bias brought her to her feet. She retreated without turning her back on the altar, until she was seven paces away. Then she did a slow visual inventory of what the intruders had left behind.
Swords, knives, and a cache of guns in the near corner had gone untouched. She gathered a short sword in its scabbard the compliment the dirk she kept strapped to her ankle. Neither would be enough for a prison break, so she added her favorite rifle and a 9mm pistol. As an afterthought, she took the .357 and ammo for Nathan. Crossing to the opposite corner, she had to crawl through a cramped access tunnel to reach a smaller storage room.
She lit the room's torch, hoping for the best. As the light grew, so did her hope. This room had escaped the intruders' notice. And this room held an arsenal of alternative weapons.
She didn't need a mirror to know the smile creasing her face was eager – and lethal.
She would free Nathan and together they would find whoever was hunting the maps. God's grace would have to suffice if she failed. But she'd be sure God's vengeance visited those she took with her in the attempt.
* * *
The cell door burst open. Sounds and light and strong hands on his weak body assaulted Nathan's frayed senses. There was relief in the human contact even with such rough treatment. His eyes burned, tearing up against the full light of the hallway as they dragged him from his dark cell. He shivered as the recycled air pressed his damp clothing to his skin, chilling him. Wherever Kelly had been, she’d reacted quickly, and he wouldn’t complain about a little thing like wet clothes.
The guards didn’t shackle his wrists or ankles, another courtesy Nathan assigned to Kelly’s influence and implementation of their plan. He praised himself for cultivating his connection to her during this assignment. She was turning into a valuable asset.
His hopeful bubble burst when the guards shoved him into another cinderblock box. This room was bigger and well lit, but as his eyes adjusted, he discovered he was only one steel table away from the primary target of the case profile.
Dr. Leo Kristoff extended a hand in greeting. “Ah, Nathan. You’re all grown up." He dropped his hand, seeing Nathan's shackles. "Pardon me if I point out you're in a rather tight spot from the looks of things."
Nathan struggled for composure as he willed his spine back into correct alignment, feeling the pop and sigh of each vertebra. Standing tall, he remained mute against the latest twist of his floundering mission.
What did it mean that Kristoff could come and go at will? The latest intel said the vile doctor had been forced into hiding. Unfortunately, with no idea how long he'd been in solitary confinement, Nathan couldn't know how things had changed on the outside.
"I’d offer you a seat, but they seem to think you’d use it against me."
Nathan ignored the lack of furniture and stared at a seam in the wall to the right of Kristoff’s head.
"None of this ordeal was necessary, son."
Nathan knew the gentle voice was designed for strategy rather than comfort. He wouldn’t take the bait, no matter how well presented. For fun, he pushed at the table with his mind, just enough to scrape it an inch along the floor.
Sympathy softened Kristoff’s aristocratic features. "They’ve weakened you." He shook his head. "I don’t condone these sorts of measures. You can be sure I’ll file a complaint as soon as you’re out of here. Wouldn’t want any backlash beforehand, would we?" Kristoff paused for a dramatic, shuddering breath. "They tell me you’ve been down there nearly a month. A month! I couldn’t believe it. A day is too much in such squalor. That's why the Special Housing Unit was outlawed, you know. But a month for you must be an eternity."
Kristoff's brand of comfort only exacerbated the agony. Nathan almost fell for the concern and exaggerated time line. At least he hoped Kristoff was fabricating the time. Though he recognized the tactic, he was ashamed at how hard it was to resist. He fisted his hands, digging his nails into his palms. The sting squelched the surge of gratitude that threatened to place Kristoff on the liberator's pedestal. More, it depressed Nathan to have slipped so far from the man he'd been. It should’ve been effortless to hold himself apart from such obvious manipulations. Instead, this meeting was another energy-sapping trial.
"What do you want?" Nathan snapped. It was all getting to him. Even with the light and the cleaner air, the room was too small. The walls were starting to close in on him. This was the contact they’d hoped for in planning the mission, but after his time in solitary, he couldn’t remember how to capitalize on the opportunity. This simple encounter overwhelmed his senses and diffused his normally relentless focus.
Kristoff’s head tilted, his brows drawn over saddened eyes. "What did they do to you, son?"
Nathan gritted his teeth, focused again on the wall. "What do you want?" he repeated. Anything further would reveal too much. Kristoff was the enemy.
"I want to help you."
"How?"
"I got you up here didn’t I?" He spread his hands. "Up into the light and air. Just what you needed. Here you are, back among the living. That helps doesn’t it?"
Nathan nodded, but for different reasons. Being out of solitary would help Kelly, would ease the escape if she was close enough. How far was she? He didn't dare reach out, Kristoff was too dangerous. Yes, being up top helped, but he wouldn’t give Kristoff the words.
"I can take it one step further."
Nathan’s gaze jerked back to Kristoff. The older man’s eyes blazed with the excitement of a hunter closing in on his prey. Kristoff was an expert at knowing which buttons to push, how hard, and when.
"I’m listening," Nathan admitted, though it wasn’t necessary.
"You can leave with me. Today. Right now, if you’d like."
If? Hell yes he’d like. It was the price that concerned him. He knew enough about body language to understand Kristoff was leaving out too many important details. Time to risk a little mental probing to determine just how malignant the offer was. The doctor's reputation and penchant for genetic research pushed the envelope and meant Nathan would have to balance cleverness with caution.
"Well, son. What’ll it be?"
"What’ll it cost me to leave with you?" Nathan used the quick and direct question to distract from his mental prodding. His first impression was a mind guarding huge secrets. No surprise there. He ventured further, vaguely listening to Kristoff’s litany of the rigors of prison life while he searched for clues to the man’s intent.
A cold, vicious spike of pain in his temple jerked Nathan back into himself.
"I knew you’d try to poke around." Kristoff tapped his forehead, then leaned across the table until Nathan could feel his breath fanning his face. "And you should’ve known I’d be ready for you."
Nathan saw the plan unfold too late to move or resist the hypospray aimed at his arm. He watched the room spin slowly into a dark haze as his body slid into a strange paralysis.
He heard Kristoff summon the guards with a concerned voice, heard the excuses given and accepted. He knew he was being lifted and moved only because the view changed. He stretched his mind through his nervous system, head to toe, yearning for any of his muscles to obey. No response. He stretched his mind again, this time reaching for Kristoff, a guard, even Kelly, but there was no one. He saw what his unblinking eyes took in, but his mind was in lockdown now. He was more alone than he'd been in the hole.
A hand passed over his face, lowering his eyelids. He swore a blue streak, but his vocal cords couldn't push out the words. Left with only his hearing, he listened as another voice muttered, swore, and then pronounced him dead. Then even his hearing was impaired by whatever they used to cover his body.
He wasn’t dead. He tried to scream, to move, to will a nearby mind to look closer, but nothing changed. Nathan forced himself to relax. He had to think. He had to find some way to break through because he sure as hell wasn’t going to survive a month in the hole just to get buried alive by his primary target.
* * *
Kelly surveyed the terrain surrounding Leavenworth Federal Prison. She'd get no help from the flat landscape that provided armed guards with miles of visibility. If she'd harbored any hope of an easy or conventional breakout, that was history now.
"When will you learn to say no?" Kelly asked herself as she cruised along the two-lane stretch of highway running parallel to the east wall. Nathan's Mustang purred across the open road. It would've been fun to really let the engine off the leash, if there weren't police cruisers and the occasional tractor on the same road.
It was her third day in town and she felt a little guilty that she hadn't let him contact her. Whatever they’d been putting him through, she was sure it wasn’t getting better. He had to be beyond antsy, but his anxiety didn't help her confidence or planning, and she wanted to break him out without taking innocent lives if she could.
Based on what he’d shown her, she did the research to confirm he was being kept in an outdated, illegally punitive cell known as the SHU – Solitary Housing Unit. In her sheltered life experience, prisons and prisoner conditions never mattered much to her. She'd learned about the reformations during her required studies in school, but prison systems never topped her list of major concerns.
Now there was no reason to delude herself that it wasn’t a deeply personal issue. Though they'd met only once in person, she'd recognized Nathan the first time he'd reached out telepathically. It may have started as a fun, mental pen-pal sort of thing, but experience soon proved their connection was special. Until she'd had to shut him out.
So the gut clenching fury she felt for the system that was hurting her friend shouldn't be all that surprising.
Except you’ve worked all your life to diffuse your temper, Calisto.
It was only right to lecture herself since neither her father nor her brothers were alive to provide the service.
Shaking off the grief that threatened to swell into tears, she turned at the next intersection and then turned again several minutes later onto a dirt track scratched out between cornfields. The escape plan was far from ideal. And the timing sucked. Not even the local farms could provide much cover. The fields had been harvested weeks ago and the grazing cows were munching their way through the dried stalks.
She thought about the double fence topped with razor wire and the sheer prison walls in her immediate future. What was one more challenge? Hadn't trying to out-train her brothers prepared her for anything?
She didn’t fight the anger or resentment, needing the emotional heat to spur her forward through one more sleepless night. She did fight off the regrets, they would only slow her down and, if all went well, there’d be time for them later.
Coming to a stop mid-field, she shielded the car from view with a net woven with leaves and debris from the field. Not foolproof, but certainly better than nothing.
Kelly crawled beneath the netting and leaned over the front seat. Tripping the lock under the lip of the rear seat, she prayed Nathan would overlook this latest modification to his antique Mustang. Raising the bench seat revealed her stash of escape-assisting equipment and she put her mind on task.
What would serve her best?
The guns were definitely out. She refused to multiply her troubles by killing anyone, or giving Nathan a chance to blindly exact revenge. The guards couldn't know Nathan was an undercover operative. They saw him simply as a violent offender bent on escape. The men of her family had died in the line of duty and she wouldn't make more widows of honorable men tonight.
She clipped one tranquilizer hypo-spray onto her ankle boot and a second on the back of her waistband. Eyeing the modest assortment of weapons, she wished for a Keris. With that unique blade she could've made any lethal result look like Simon, Dr. Kristoff’s pet killer, had been in town.
Kelly reminded herself death wasn’t the point tonight. Anyone could kill with the proper training or motivation. While she might have both, at heart she wasn’t the "kill 'em all and let God sort it out" type. She'd been trained to rise above primal instinct to exact potent, appropriate, and immediate justice.
And she'd start by freeing an innocent man who was drowning on his assignment.
Muting her internal analyst, she finished outfitting herself and loaded her 9mm with non-lethal rounds. The modified ammo would allow her to neutralize any opponent without wasting energy on hand-to-hand combat.
After securing the back bench again, she swiveled around to the passenger seat and pulled a thin makeup case out of the glove box. A few swipes of dark paint blurred her features and she was nearly ready.
Climbing out of the car, staying under the net, she rounded the trunk, popped it open and peeled back the side wall liner to reveal two new license plates.
Switching the plates only took a minute. Making the new plate as dirty as the rest of the car took a little longer. She shook her head, imagining Nathan’s face and certain misery over the car’s appearance. She'd ease his shock with a promise to help him detail it as soon as they were far away from here. Then she’d move on with her own agenda, hopefully with Nathan's help.
As dusk fell, she gathered up the camouflage netting and drove closer to the prison. Better to leave the car at a safe distance, but she wasn't sure how mobile Nathan would be. She couldn’t expect to waltz out with an unhealthy prisoner as easily as she expected to waltz in to the facility.
With the car hidden once more, she scooted closer to the west wall. Clouds scudded across the sky and slivered moon, helping the cause, if not her mood. She could blend with the shadows, the grounds, everything outside. It was all the things Nathan didn’t know about the inside environment that gnawed at her.
A review of security patterns, a hack into the system and her onsite efforts these past days led her to break in through the prison infirmary on the west edge of the facility. Security was a bit lighter there since access was restricted from the inside. According to the blueprints, the original solitary confinement cells were under the medical wing. On the designs, the SHU looked like a series of wells. It didn't take a vivid imagination to understand why prisoners referred to solitary as 'the hole'. Creeping closer to the fence, she said yet another prayer that none of the recent wardens had been industrious enough to dig new cells elsewhere.
Using wire cutters and a looping circuit, she bypassed the electric fencing and slithered under it. She waited for the next slash of the flood light, then followed in its wake to the bottom of the southwest corner guard tower. Cleated gloves and toe clips made ascending the impossibly smooth wall almost easy. Almost. Catching her breath, she palmed the tranquilizer, and withdrew the security card she’d ripped from an amorous guard in the local bar two nights ago.
Staying low, she swiped the card through the reader, paused, then pushed inside. She had the hypo-spray pressed to the guard's neck before he could turn. As he collapsed, she eased him to the floor, and secured him with his own plastic cuffs. Then she helped herself to his access card.
Swiping it through the reader on his computer, the prison systems opened like a book, ready to tell her everything.
Familiar with the system from her preliminary hacking, she found and skimmed the inmate database for Nathan’s record. The latest entry had been filed less than two hours before her arrival. Next to his inmate number was the single word: Deceased.
Kelly's body quaked with the shock. She couldn't deal with being late one more time. Couldn't cope with the loss of another good man. Was she cursed to fail everyone? Tears she didn't know she was shedding fell from her eyes into the guard's keyboard. DNA evidence was a distant concern. There was no record of her existence anyway. She was truly alone. One warrior against a lethal and unidentified enemy.
Her parents should've named her Futility.
Behind her the guard groaned, forcing Kelly to make a decision. She could accept the prison’s record, or see its truth for herself. Not wanting to believe the report didn’t automatically make it wrong. Then again, this was the same system that officially didn't impose archaic measures like solitary confinement on inmates. She stilled her shaky hands and selected the option of viewing the full report on Nathan’s demise.
Supposed demise, she amended while the computer system worked to load her request.
'Inmate B2117 died in conference room four during routine meeting with staff counselor. COD cardiac arrest determined by infirmary physician #11-1205.'
"Can’t anyone use a name anymore?"
'Body moved to morgue. Family notified. Reports filed internal and external.'
She wasn’t buying it. Maybe it was their tracking system. The elimination of names in favor of privacy-protective numbers bothered her. People were people, young, old, law-abiding or not, they should have the dignity of being addressed by name.
Quieting this lamentable quirk of her nature, she paged back to a layout of the facility. Common sense and her memory of the blueprints proved the morgue was situated between the infirmary and the loading dock. Her original plan was still good enough. She peeked through the tower windows down into the dark prison yard.
She refused to accept his death until she saw Nathan’s body. Her own concerns aside, she owed Petra that much.
In her mind, her father’s voice grumbled about stubborn girls with more will than sense. Simple parental disapproval over her decisions didn’t scare her any more. Failure terrified her. She would bring Nathan out, hopefully alive, so he could help her in turn. Always better to assume the positive.
She reached into her pocket for the paper packet. Unfolding a corner, she held it to the guard's nose and puffed a fine powder into his nostrils. He'd sleep long and hard enough the system might just declare him dead as well. Rolling him under his computer, she dismantled his gun and jammed the firing pin into an external port on the computer monitor.
She eased over the wall, timing her silent descent with the swipe of the flood lights. She crossed the yard without incident and used the guard's badge to enter the door closest to the infirmary. She found the stairs and raced down to the first of the prison’s many sublevels.
Here, another guard protected his comrades from any security breach. She watched, timing him through a short seventy-five second route. She waited through three cycles, finding his rhythm, and then she wiped her face clean and made her move.
Sweeping her pilfered card through the reader, she put herself into his path, cocked a hip and smiled with all the seduction she could muster on short notice.
His surprise quickly morphed into suspicion.
She held her palms up in universal surrender, then held his gaze hostage while she reached up and loosened her hair. As it fell past her shoulders, she tossed her head, watching his suspicion melt into lust.
He stepped closer. She held the pose. He remembered to ask for ID. She twirled the card and then crooked a finger to invite him closer. He walked straight for her. With his eyes glued to her breasts, he didn’t see her trap snapping closed.
Bigger than the guard upstairs, he didn’t go down as gently, but he did go down when she activated the hypo-spray. She relieved him of his security card and weapons, tied her hair back and then took a moment. Calm and patience were the watchwords for the next step. If security was up to advertised standards, things were about to get tough.
Crossing to the guard's console, she created a diversion by tripping a fire alarm in the neighboring cell block. When she heard the resulting commotion, she darted back up the stairwell and into the infirmary.
The open ward revealed several empty beds and a willowy blond nurse hovering over a patient at the far end – precisely where Kelly had hoped to go unnoticed.
"You're here for Nathan," the nurse whispered, waving her to the exit across the medical bay. "The morgue's just through that door. Then the ambulance dock."
Kelly followed the gesture, but braced for a conflict. "You're on Nathan's team?"
"In a manner of speaking. Go on now."
Kelly nodded and ran, accepting the unexpected grace. She pushed the questions away, hoping the nurse was indeed special ops here to keep track of Nathan. Entering the morgue, she gagged as the repugnant odor of the austere clinic assaulted her senses.
A large, walk-in cooler with a small window in the wide stainless steel door took up an entire corner. With no typical wall of drawers, she assumed any remains would be there – in the cooler. She skirted the stainless work table to peek into the window. Her stomach rolled at the sight, but she raised the handle anyway. Locked.
Dammit.
She hesitated to use either guard’s card, afraid it would register on the prison’s computer and someone would realize the walls had been breached. Well, breached by someone other than the nurse.
Kelly considered going back to ask for the code, but there wasn't time. She crossed to the small desk beneath a bank of cabinets and hoped for the best. Rifling the folders on the desk turned up nothing on Nathan, so she searched for a password cheat sheet. She found numbers scratched into the side of the second drawer.
Praising the gift of poor memories, she entered the code and lifted the handle. This time it lifted with a soft swish. She entered and ignored her entirely prissy shiver. It wasn't the cold that had the hairs on her arms standing at attention. It wasn't even the adrenaline. It was the racks of bodies laid out on rolling shelves beneath gray sheets, only tagged toes exposed.
Ick.
She’d memorized Nathan’s inmate number and her heart simply stalled when she saw it scrawled in black marker on the stark white tag. Bracing herself, she reached for the sheet and pulled it back from the immobile head. Her heart kicked back into rhythm. This man was blond. Not Nathan. She drew the sheet back a bit more, just to confirm the substitution. She checked the faces of the others and blew out a sigh.
Nathan wasn’t here.
THREE
The farther backward you can look the farther forward you are likely to see. Winston Churchill
Nathan felt the gurney pause and in the quiet, he used the only senses left – hearing and scent – for clues. No one spoke, but he knew Kristoff by the slight wheezing and there would be at least one guard or orderly handling the gurney. A bing, followed by a soft whoosh let him know they were near an elevator. During his pre-mission recon, Nathan knew the only elevators, aside from the loud freight lifts, were in the hospital wing and the prison's administration tower. It was doubtful Kristoff was taking him to visit the warden.
His gurney bumped and jostled over the elevator threshold. Inside the confined space made it easier to hear individuals. He counted four during the short ride, one who had just popped a breath mint, but that was the only information he could glean. Up and down were lost to him.
Beside him Kristoff's breath stuttered and Nathan reached out with his mind, only to get slapped back for his trouble.
"Give me that bag," Kristoff ordered. "Damned twin phase obsession. Plans and prophecies my ass."
Nathan heard him rummaging and mumbling and knew he'd gone too far. If one dose of Kristoff's cocktail had paralyzed all but his mind, what would the next dose do? Trying not to panic, Nathan dove deep inside his mind for the safest place he knew.
"Ah-ah. You stay right here." Kristoff peeled Nathan's eyelids open. "I want to see this one take effect."
Yanked from safety, Nathan willed his muscles to activate but couldn't flinch away from the icy pressure on his inner arm. He sent every dark thought he had at Kristoff's mind, to no avail. Was the man blocking him or did drug affect his telepathy too?
"Not feeling quite yourself, Nate?" Kristoff wagged the hypospray in front of him. "I made you. You owe me." He thumped the tool on Nathan's chest, emphasizing each point. "You will join me."
Kristoff leaned closer, nose to nose, his muddy breath choking Nathan. Nathan wanted to cringe, to breathe clean air, to close his eyes and shut out the nightmare. He pushed back, against the drug, against the man, with every scrap of his waning strength.
It wasn't enough.
"Finally," Kristoff said, straightening. He tossed the sheet over Nathan's face once more, then snapped his medical bag closed. "Open us up," he ordered the guard who'd been holding the elevator.
As the gurney rolled ahead, he praised himself for a job well done. Nathan was stronger than any of the projections. While that clearly posed problems in this initial dosing phase, it meant nothing but positive results in the end.
With a stronger stride and confidence, he followed the gurney through the deserted prison corridors. Winning the game – the most important game of life – was the point, after all.
* * *
Considering the ugly twists her life had taken and this blatant corruption, Kelly left the cooler to find vials for the samples she intended to take. The mismarked body might have evidence Nathan could use later against Kristoff. She returned to the body to pluck several hairs and cut away a fingernail. Safely stowing the vial in a pocket of her combat vest, she exited the cooler, waiting a moment for the lock to click back in.
In the total silence of the morgue, she heard the all-clear signal from the fire team. Her diversion was spent. She checked her watch and realized the hyposprays she’d given the guards would be wearing off any time now. While the amnesia dose would help keep her anonymous, they wouldn’t help her get out. She had to think! Where else would they take a prisoner everyone thought was dead? And why would a staff counselor haul Nathan up out of solitary?
His trial and sentence had been as high profile as his real mission had been deep undercover. If his team even knew about the assignment, would they interfere by faking his death to get him out of a corrupted mission?
Face it, you’ve got no clue. Intrigue wasn't her thing. Kelly’s fingers brushed her phone, weighing her options. Surely, Petra would know if her brother had really died. Knowing Petra's gifts, would Nathan’s team risk the bogus report?
Naturally. Covert's what they do. Come on, think!
Since he’d convinced her to help him, he hadn’t made further contact. Was the current silence by choice? She didn’t believe that, not in light of the imposter in the cooler.
She thought back over the report. The key had to be in Nathan’s last meeting. Out of time, she swiped the card to open the prison records again. This time she looked for the day’s video records. Barring an entrance like hers, Nathan’s visitor had to pass by a camera somewhere en route to the conference rooms.
It took too many excruciating seconds and an alternate angle, but she got a look at the face. Chills danced over her skin. Dr. Leo Kristoff, reported dead six months ago, was live and in color, strolling through the prison under a bogus name.
Two not-so-dead people in the same place were more than mere coincidence. From her work with Petra, Kelly knew Kristoff wasn't the benevolent physician the public had idolized. His presence didn't mean anything good for Nathan. Or the rest of humanity, for that matter.
As she cued up the visual-only record of Nathan's conference with Kristoff, she reached for the screen – a reflex to warn him – when she saw the guard drugging him. "Sneaky bastard," she muttered. With a few clicks she was fast-forwarding, trying to get a current location on Kristoff. Beneath her feet, the floor rumbled. She could hope it was just climate control, but her instincts told her time was short.
Her hands flitted over the keyboard, calling up live feeds for the entire facility. When the search proved too much, she narrowed it to just this wing. Maybe he'd recognized the logic of leaving through the ambulance bay as well. She cheered softly when she caught sight of Kristoff moving toward the service loading docks.
Before she could enter the code to lock down the prison, four guards rushed into the morgue. The first two moved to flank her and the other two remained at the doors blocking her only egress. Red hazed her vision and her hand automatically dropped to the short sword sheathed on her hip.
"Down on your stomach." The lead guard took a step closer. "Now," he snapped when she didn’t move.
She raised her hands over her shoulders and jerked her chin to the clock above the door. "You guys are waaay behind schedule. That’s not gonna look good."
To his credit the leader didn’t flinch, though his second whipped around to check the clock. The two at the door, lowered their weapons, muttering about the stupidity of drills.
"This ain’t no drill," the leader barked. "I schedule them."
"Well, you’re out of the loop on this one." Kelly shook her head, easing her hands down. "They send me in every once in awhile to keep everyone sharp. Sorry, but this has to go on report."
She started forward, but he jerked his weapon and she stopped with a loud sigh, hands drifting up once more.
"Call for confirmation," he barked over his shoulder to his second, who immediately reached for his radio.
She didn’t have time to waste. Kristoff could be hauling Nathan anywhere while these oafs chased their tails. "No one in your chain of command can confirm." She poured all the snide she could into her voice. "I’m on an independent contract."
The man behind the leader paused. The guards behind him rolled their eyes and grumbled again.
It was the opening she needed. She dropped to the floor, swung her leg around to take the leader off his feet and ripped her dirk from its place at her ankle.
The next closest guard aimed at her, but she rolled clear as the stunner shot bounced uselessly off the steel desk and into the supply cabinet.
She popped to her feet putting the second between her and the guards at the door. With her short knife to their comrade’s throat, they hesitated to advance. Unfortunately the leader wasn’t so indecisive. He’d regained his feet and now her attention was split between both threats.
"Let him –"
Her knife hand thrummed, wanting to strike, she quashed the urge by tripping her hostage into the guards at the door and pitching the blade back into the leader’s leg. Scrambling through the tangle, she dashed through the door and back into the quiet infirmary.
An alarm sounded, ringing off the concrete block, rendering coherent thought impossible.
"This way." The nurse grabbed her arm, tugging her into a glass cube that overlooked the ward. "Stay down."
Kelly obeyed, hoping she hadn’t made a fatal error when she heard the hum and thudding of locks securing the doors.
Boots thudded by, paused, and kept moving. Above her the nurse explained, "Standard protocol in cases of riot or escape attempts. Non-combative personnel lock themselves away until it’s over." She sounded like a computer voice-over during a training vid.
Kelly heard her, but she was thinking about the next move, forgetting the errors of her immediate past.
"You're hurt," the nurse observed, kneeling beside her.
Kelly glanced down at the wet sheen spreading across her calf. She hadn’t felt the hit. More interesting than the injury was the realization that someone, probably the leader, had carried a weapon loaded with old-fashioned lead ammo. Thank goodness her compression under-layer had nixed the blood trail.
The nurse’s hands were on her leg. "My name’s Mira. Looks like the shot went straight through."
"Thanks for the diagnosis. I’ll tape it up later. How can I get out of here?"
"I’ll show you in a minute. Just relax."
Kelly was about to point out her need to leave now, when an odd sensation wrapped around her injured leg. It wasn’t hot or cold, just a warm, soothing tingle. She looked down, bewildered by the indescribable cushion of light between her leg and Mira’s hands.
"What –"
"Shh."
She’d met a true healer only once before, when she was too young for school, but old enough for trouble. Her mother had rushed her to a neighboring town, alternately lecturing and praying while an elder used a similar light to mend a deep gash in her arm. She stared at Mira, wondering what attracted a woman of such special power to a prison.
"Better?" Mira gazed at her so intently Kelly couldn’t bring herself to voice any of her questions.
She tugged the torn clothing to see her leg whole and healthy. "Wow. Yes, much better. Thanks."
Mira’s answering smile was a gift in itself. "Good. Let’s get you out of here." She pressed on one corner of a floor tile and the adjacent tile lifted. Swiveling the raised tile to the side, a weak light bathed a narrow stairwell. Kelly swung her legs into the opening and hustled down.
"Good luck, Calisto," Mira whispered after her.
Kelly shivered at the sound of the stranger speaking her real name. An engine came to life somewhere below her creating a welcome distraction from the puzzle that was Mira. The nurse was a mystery that would wait until Nathan was safe.
Hooking her feet and forearms around the rails, Kelly slid down the stairs special-ops style. Landing silently in a crouch, she paused to get her bearings and then she ran. Forward was her only option for about twenty yards. Then the tunnel forked, one path heading back under the prison, two more bearing away. She listened, her decision made when she caught voices and a creak of doors.
The engine revved and she double-timed it, playing out possible scenarios in her mind. Her tunnel opened up into a vehicle bay, one she hadn’t seen on any blueprints or camera arrays. She watched a uniformed prison guard shoving a loaded gurney toward the open doors of an aged ambulance. Kristoff followed, eliminating any doubt that this body was Nathan. In her gut she knew Kristoff had orchestrated the whole scene. Having a known fugitive, the Dr. Frankenstein of the century, stealing Nate worried her more than a little. What she’d found while researching Kristoff for her former boss was nothing less than creepy.
She peeked around the corner again as the ambulance, lights and siren off, rolled toward the end of the tunnel and out into the Kansas night.
Luck smiled on her again when she found herself alone in the vehicle bay. She raced after the ambulance, desperate to escape this broken down break-out. Closing in on the vehicle, she suppressed the burst of paranoia that she was being watched. This area wasn’t on the camera circuits, wasn’t being patrolled.
The loaded ambulance lumbered up the walled drive and she ran, pushing herself as it accelerated, until she could swing her legs up onto the bumper and enjoy the ride.
Wherever Kristoff was taking Nathan, he wouldn't be alone anymore.
* * *
In another time or place, Kristoff would’ve loosed a long, hearty laugh. In present company, however paralyzed, he stifled it.
The woman hiding on the back of the ambulance was an unexpected bonus. He’d anticipated long months of searching before anyone found her. What a pleasant surprise that she’d come to him. It meant his timetable could be moved up. Fortune did indeed favor the bold.
The recent fiasco with Petra had caused him an undue amount of doubt. But the experience couldn’t be catalogued as a total loss. Though momentarily set back after trying to control Petra’s astral flights, he’d withdrawn from the failure with an additional perception that he’d put to the best possible use in recent months.
Between this new, stolen perception and the recent task the goddess had assigned, Kristoff recognized the small woman on the back of his ambulance as the last Guardian.
"Hope does spring eternal," he muttered with a smile.
It would help to know more about her, but he was smart enough to deduce her immediate goal and her significance in accomplishing his own.
Interesting that the supplements he’d added to Nathan’s food to subvert his telepathy hadn’t prevented the telepath from reaching beyond the prison walls to find her. Now he understood precisely how Nathan had lasted so long in a facility designed to drive him mad. The man’s strength had always been the unknown variable. Kristoff no longer summarily discounted the x-factor of any of his genetically engineered children.
In a weakened mental state, the Paracuron should've had a better effect. No matter. With two doses on board, Nathan would be completely malleable. Where he’d failed with Petra, Kristoff anticipated much greater success with her brother.
Kristoff twisted in the passenger seat to speak to Simon, who was studying Nathan with unrelenting focus. "Simon," he waited for eye contact. "There’s someone hanging on outside whom I think you’ll enjoy. Go and play now."
The young man smiled eagerly and Kristoff returned his attention to the dark road and the plans ahead. Simon, ever-loyal and thoroughly depraved, would give the girl a proper assassin's welcome.
* * *
Furious, Nathan refused to surrender to the oppressive weakness. He’d given up on making his body obey, but surely he could bypass whatever was paralyzing his telepathy. Hearing Kristoff give the order, he didn't understand the impact. The name Simon hadn't been mentioned anywhere in the thick dossier the office maintained on Kristoff.
Ignoring what he couldn't address, he pushed at the walls surrounding his mind, looking for the weak spot. There had to be a weak spot. Breaking though would tell him more about the drug Kristoff used than any lengthy warning label on a prescription bottle. Later he would put together the hows and whys. Right now he needed a solution. He needed to warn Kelly she was a target.
* * *
Kelly didn't need Nathan's warning. She had a perfect view of the disturbed eyes gleaming through the small window on the back door. The door latch wiggled against her belly. If she let go, the van would get away. If she hung on, she was an easy mark. The man with the strange eyes solved her dilemma by smashing the window and grabbing for her throat.
Ducking, Kelly wrenched the door handle. Soon they were both tumbling down the packed dirt road, the ambulance door flapping like a broken hand waving good bye.
The man with the scary eyes giggled as he rolled to his feet. The strange sound emphasized the unexpected quiet of the prison behind them. Briefly, she wondered why there weren't sirens and search parties in pursuit, and then she zeroed in on the crazed man circling her and the rippled blade in his hand.
"Wow," she said, catching her breath. "Is that a Keris?"
He stopped, staring at his hand as if he'd just noticed the wicked blade. "Yes."
"It's beautiful." She shifted, and he mirrored, until Simon was between her and the prison. "Where'd you get it?"
He blinked. "I've always had it."
"I bet Kristoff gave it to you." Kelly reached for her dirk. "See this? He gave this to me a long time ago," she lied.
"It's short," he said. He straightened and took a step, absorbed with the discussion. "You'd have to get in very close."
His eager, breathless tone spooked her. She swallowed her fear and spoke carefully, "Sometimes a disadvantage becomes the advantage."
His gaze lifted from the knife to her, his head tipped in a sweet sort of confusion. The effect was unsettling.
"So, what brings you out tonight?" she asked.
"Dr. Leo said I could hunt." Something in his eyes told her time was up. He wouldn't be distracted any longer. "He said I could hunt...you."
"We could make it a game," she said. "More fun for you that way. What's your name?"
"Simon."
"Well it's good to meet you, Simon." She had to finish this fast, or lose Nathan and the ambulance entirely.
Before Simon could back up, or attack, she gave the dirk a spin. His eyes, locked onto the blade's movement, missed the incoming kick to his groin. She put everything she had behind the move, envisioning his balls lodging somewhere up around his stomach. He collapsed in a heap at her feet.
Kelly fished another packet of sleeping powder from her pocket. Using more than was strictly required, she blew it into his nose. Then, tucking that terrible blade into the front of his scuffed boot, she said a prayer. If God, or even her father, was listening, Simon might sever a tendon when he woke up.
"Sweet dreams." Tossing him a salute, she jogged after the ambulance.
* * *
Feeling the ambulance rock beneath him, Nathan willed his muscles to respond, to act, but failed to accomplish anything. The exertion was pointless. If he couldn’t force his heart and lungs to engage beyond the absolute minimum, he certainly wasn't going to regain voluntary muscle control.
An insistent, arrhythmic banging continued near his feet, making it impossible to pick out other sounds around him. It had to be the door. If Simon was still here, he'd close the damn thing so Nathan had to assume Simon gone, happy to obey Kristoff's order.
If he could only see he could work with his telekinetic skills. No drug was foolproof – especially when no chemist in all of recorded history had found a way to factor in a patient's willpower.
Willpower. Well, duh. His time in the hole had dulled him more than he realized. Let's hope it's not permanent. The abuse had reduced him to thinking like a cornered animal. Something Kristoff was surely counting on.
Nathan relaxed completely as a plan formed in his mind. This wasn’t his first time in an ambulance. Most of them followed the same basic design and layout. Carefully, he brought a memory into focus. He used it to visualize the placement of equipment. Getting comfortable with the image, he pictured the equipment moving.
Hearing a clatter, followed by a curse, Nathan gave himself a mental high five. He’d found the weak spot in the drug and learned he wasn't alone back here. Next, he thought of the doors, the handle configuration, and the way the latches moved and interacted.
More cursing, a swerve, and then fresh air tickled his nose as he managed to unzip the body bag just a little. He celebrated the minor victory.
"What the hell’s going on?" Kristoff shouted through the cab window.
Nathan pictured the window sliding closed and it slammed obediently. If any of his facial muscles could move, he’d be smiling ear to ear.
His paralyzed body sloshed within the bag as the ambulance dipped and heaved. Nathan wondered at the cause, but stuck to his plan. He flipped latches that held cabinets closed and sent items sailing about, slapping them against the window he'd closed on Kristoff.
He imagined letting the air out of a tire and soon the ambulance was fishtailing. When the ambulance rumbled to a stop, several raised voices told him it wasn't nearly enough.
"Come on back here and play!" He willed the thought to reach someone, but no one seemed affected.
Damn. He couldn't let Kelly deal with this alone. He focused on the power locks and windows. Envisioning a memory from auto shop about standard wiring, Nathan severed the connections. The result was lots of pounding and rocking. He reveled in another small measure of success.
"Good one. Thanks!"
Kelly! He wanted to believe, but he didn't let down his guard. Kristoff was capable of most anything.
"You've done great, Nathan. Now let’s get you out of here."
Her voice sounded close, but he didn't want to hope for the impossible. He was scared it was another affect of Kristoff's drug.
Then he felt her small hands working him free of the body bag and the straps holding him to the gurney. "Hurry," he thought. Then he realized things had gone too quiet. "Where's Kristoff?" he wondered.
"Indisposed. We have a little time."
How did she do that? Wait. "You can hear me?"
"You've been in my head for months, Nathan."
Of course that was true, but she'd been so quiet in these last hours. Resuming the easy telepathic communication with Kelly went a long way to restoring his confidence.
If they got out of this, he'd unravel how she kept him out so effectively. At the moment he just appreciated how she spoke aloud, treating him like the man he hoped to be again. Soon.
"It's Paracuron."
I figured as much. I'm going to give you something that should help counter the effect."
"How do you know about Paracuron?"
"Give me some credit." He felt her fingers opening his mouth, felt something cool dissolve on his tongue. It was minty – and very bizarre to notice that detail. "I learned a lot when your sister was attacked by Kristoff last spring."
Panic lanced his chest like a bolt of lightning. Fear and dread swamped him in waves and he was helpless to express any of it. He felt like he was choking.
"Relax, Nate." Her warm hand stroked gently across his forehead, then down around his face, to soothe tension in his neck. "Relax. You know she’s fine."
Nathan wanted to cheer, but the moment was broken by Kristoff’s fury pouring from the cab in a string of vile threats.
So much for the Mr. Helpful routine.
Above him, he felt Kelly scrambling. He heard equipment scrape against the gurney, and then a loud hiss drowned out Kristoff. Finally the cab window slid shut again.
"I used the sedative vapor. Unfortunately he’ll be just as mad after his nap. You know what they say about the nature of the beast."
Actually, he didn’t, but he didn't care either. "I still can’t move."
"I got that, Nate. Give that powder another minute?"
"Where's Simon?"
"Indisposed. By this time he might be Leavenworth's newest resident."
"They'll know he's not me."
"Wouldn't count on that. I looked into their records. Corrupt doesn't begin to cover it. If having Simon means they have the right head count, and don't have to report a successful escape, they might go with it."
It sounded absurd to him, but she was so confident.
"You know you're not holding up your end of the bargain," she said with serious irritation.
"Wait for daybreak."
"I’m kidding. Mostly. Hang tight one second while I move the car."
He desperately wanted to see her after all this time communicating only telepathically. He blinked, then blinked again when his eyelids actually cooperated, revealing the ambulance roof in its messy reality. So much better than his memories!
"Kelly!" What he'd intended as a shout came out more like an asthmatic rasp.
No answer. He tried to quell the dread of being alone again. Though his major muscle groups were still offline, working eyelids and vocal chords were awesome. He struggled to see his fingers, determined to make them wiggle, but nothing happened. How the hell was she going to get him out of here?
"You should leave me," he said, hearing her climb back into the ambulance. Of course, he regretted the gallantry the instant he saw her.
She was beautiful. Her eyes, nearly black, were absolutely captivating. He could ignore the dark smudges of grime on her face and dust in her hair –
"You'd better stop or I'll swoon."
Whoops. He hadn't meant to be so open.
"I'm not sure you can be anything else at the moment. Got any feeling in your legs yet?"
He shook his head. Then realized what he'd done.
"Is that supposed to be a smile?" she teased. "Here's the plan. I'm taking the stretcher out, dropping it and shoving you into the car."
"Such thoughtfulness and care. Now I might swoon."
She laughed and he marveled that she could in the midst of this ridiculous stress. He was immediately grateful for her warning as the gurney bounced and jarred him head to toe. He tried to smooth the way with his telekinesis. It was easier with his vision back, and he was soon settled in the passenger seat, feeling content. Then she stole his breath and all coherent thought when she leaned that sweet, power packed body across his chest to buckle his seatbelt.
"I’m just strapping you down for safety while I drive us out of here."
In the next moment, she was behind the wheel and the Mustang was roaring away. He closed his eyes, trying to hide grateful tears, and soon he was asleep.
* * *
"Jaden, wake up!"
Jaden was on her feet and alert before he sister finished speaking. "You've found them." Not a question. She rolled her shoulders and lit up the map board. "Where?"
Petra waved to Jaden's attention to the holograph. "Leavenworth. The alert you set to go off if Dad's codes were breached."
She paused to absorb that. "You're sure it's Kelly and Nathan? Are they okay?"
"No idea. I only know they're alive because Kristoff is after them."
"I thought you killed Kristoff."
Petra shook her head. "You wish. I just sidelined him."
"You've been in contact with him all this time?"
"Of course not," Petra snapped. "He's been hiding himself from me as well as the authorities."
Jaden shook her head. She still didn't quite get all that her sister could do with her mind, preferring to use weapons she could see, hold and apply as needed.
"Now I'm using the back door he built into my head against him."
Jaden silently wished for Gideon, Petra's husband to appear. A warrior himself, he made her feel a bit more secure around Pet's odd talents for empathy and flying through space without her body.
"You've got the worried face, Jaden."
"I've earned it." She gave up trying to smile. "Tell me what to do." Her cell card skittered on the table. "Hang on." She glanced at the display and groaned. "Who texts these days? Except for you," she amended. Petra was nothing if not in touch with the retro side of technology. Speed Voice was so much more efficient for short messaging. Unless you didn't want to be overheard.
On that thought, she slid her cell card through the receptor on her keyboard and set the holographic map as the monitor so Petra could keep up.
'Sending intercept coordinates and antidote.'
A stream of numbers poured forth, followed by an odd list of what looked like Latin. It was all laid out in white text on a black background that blanked the map from Texas to North Dakota.
"Hit record, save, whatever," Petra scrambled for her pen and notebook and started to copy the words.
Jaden secured the data and started to send a reply.
"Don't."
"Okay." Sometimes it was a little creepy that Petra could read her like that. "What do you want me to do?"
Jaden tried to be patient, but her foot started tapping long before Pet answered.
"Gideon's on his way with the Commandant. We'll plan an intercept. If I can find Lorine, she can start brewing an antidote for Nathan."
"He's been poisoned?"
Petra nodded, still making notes. "Shot with Paracuron, most likely, based on the counter agents listed."
"Nathan plus Paracuron equals we can't stay here." Jaden did a slow circle, taking in the library her husband had set up in their reconfigured warehouse. The upper levels were home and the lower levels provided studio rooms for various martial arts and fitness instruction. She had excellent security but no lab capabilities. "Slick Micky's our best option."
"But-" Petra protested, then thought it through, agreeing with Jaden. "I'll notify Gideon. We have to move fast or Kristoff will be hardwired into him for life."
Which meant Nathan's life would be short.
FOUR
A lie gets halfway around the world before the truth has a chance to get its pants on. Winston Churchill
Kelly headed west, periodically checking the mirrors and craning her head to the sky. So far, no visual or audible pursuit. Maybe they’d been lucky and Simon had fed his dark urges by eviscerating Kristoff. Eliminating a genetics expert who preyed on desperate, infertile couples in order to manipulate the gene pool could only make the world a better place.
"You’re not judge, jury or executioner," she reminded herself aloud.
"Why not? We both know he's guilty."
Kelly rolled her eyes. Like she needed company in her brain at the moment.
"You're just grumpy." Thankfully, Nathan used his voice this time. "Where are we?"
"Not sure. You haven't been out that long. We're still too close to Leavenworth to stop." She was looking for a safe place to hide and rest.
Nathan tried to sit up, but his muscles were still useless. "What's the navigation gadget say?"
"Nothing useful unless you can make it find the farm house I lost. There aren't a lot of paved options out here."
He tried to keep his thoughts to himself, but he failed.
"I did have a plan," she snapped. "It blew up in my face when they made you dead. Now stay out of my head so I can think alone."
He didn’t like the dead concept any more than staying out of her head. "Two heads are better than one," he teased.
"You're in good spirits for a guy who can hardly move."
She was right. "The fresh air helps. Can you roll down my window?" The car weaved a little on the road as she reached across him to comply. He tried not to enjoy the soft press of her body. It wasn't entirely a sexual attraction. He simply craved all the little things he'd been denied in solitary confinement. Like conversation and casual human contact.
"We'll have to talk later," Kelly said.
Nathan sensed her spike of tension. He tried to move his head, to get a view of the trouble, but the Paracuron still had a tough hold on him.
Kelly swore and doused the headlights. Nathan fell to the side as she whipped right, turning onto a rutted dirt lane carved between harvested fields. She righted him and swore again.
"What is it?"
"There's no such thing as cover anywhere out here," she complained. The field behind them burst to life with searchlights from an approaching helicopter. The beat of the rotors grew louder, pounding after them like a charging army.
"Company. Can you do anything about it?"
She waited, but nothing happened.
"Not yet," he said, sounding as pissed off as she felt.
She leashed her temper, promising herself he wouldn’t be debilitated forever. More lights, headlights now, sparked to life behind the Mustang. They had to be closing in on the main road where she could really open it up and let the Mustang outrun the pursuers. At the moment, she struggled with the manual transmission and the uneven terrain.
"Let me drive."
She was sure she’d heard wrong. Let him drive? The man couldn't turn his head. "I've got this."
The wheel jerked out of her grip, proving he could handle it.
"You are insane." Or maybe she was. Inexplicably she eased her grip and let him try.
"Envision the route you planned."
He was back in her head, but there wasn't time to be bothered by it. Hands hovering over the wheel, she focused on the terrain surrounding the prison, trying to give him a bird's eye view of the map she'd memorized.
"Good girl."
She screamed when the searching beam sliced through the field ahead of the car. The rotor wash of the chasing helicopter pressed on the roof. At home there would be a thousand hiding places. Crevices, tunnels or niches to blend with or tuck into. Here, there was only more flat, open exposure.
"Hang on!"
To what? Kelly’s heart bumped her spine and her hands grappled for anything as the car did a one-eighty, zipped between two pairs of headlights then pulled a hard right into a cornfield.
She’d known Nathan was a powerful telepath, known he had telekinetic talent too, but this was a surprise. It was like he'd done a Vulcan mind meld with the car.
"Told you I just needed some air and space."
His normal, steady baritone was just a little ragged around the edges. Then it registered that he’d spoken aloud.
The car bumped along, gaining speed, but their pursuers were determined. She dared to take her eyes off the view in front of her, turning to study him. It was a mistake, he jerked the car again and, unprepared, she slammed against the door.
Lesson learned, she kept her eyes forward and her hands splayed on the door and ceiling so she didn’t impair Nathan’s ‘driving’. It seemed like a good idea, it was working, until the car bounced over another rut in the field and her head slammed up against her knuckles. "You’re beating the drug." And beating her up in the process, but she didn't expect to survive a prison break without a few bruises.
"For the moment. Let’s hope it’s not a smart virus."
A panic-immune sort of person, that statement sent her mind whirling through the catastrophic possibilities, making her grateful for the next distracting swerve and lurch of the Mustang. "Don’t you know? Can’t you feel if it’s smart or not?"
"Talk. Later."
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