
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			[image: Half.gif]
		



			[image: Title.gif]
		

	
		
			[image: 10058.jpg]

				 

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

			 

			Text copyright © 2015 Laura Thalassa

			All rights reserved.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

			 

			Published by Skyscape, New York

			 

			www.apub.com

			 

			Amazon, the Amazon logo, and Skyscape are trademarks of Amazon.com, Inc., or its affiliates.

			 

			ISBN-13: 9781477829042

			ISBN-10: 1477829040

			 

			Cover design by Paul Barrett

			 

			Library of Congress Control Number: 2014956179

		

	
		
			To my father.

			Thank you for always seeing the best in me.
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    PROLOGUE
 
			I was thrown into a chair, and the door slammed shut behind me. It looked like I was in an office, along with Emilio Santoro and the Three Stooges. Behind me knuckles cracked.

			Emilio backhanded me, and my head whipped to the side. I winced from the pain; my head already pounded from where I’d received an earlier head wound, and I could feel the stream of blood from it snake down my neck.

			Never taking his eyes off me, Emilio reached a hand behind him and pulled out a gun. “So,” he began, “which name do you prefer, Angela . . . or Ember?”

			I tried to hide my surprise. He knew my real name? This was very, very bad.

			“Well, from you, I prefer mi pirata.”

			He laughed, sounding a little crazy. “That you are.”

			And then the humor in his face drained away. He lowered himself in front of me and cocked the gun for show.

			I knew the drill. He’d slowly torture information out of me. It would be calculated and cruel. However, if I could get a rise out of him, I might actually get hurt less. People with hot tempers liked to personally get their hands dirty—they liked the feeling of their fists slamming into skin. And at the moment I was more worried about a gunshot wound than getting beaten to a pulp.

			“What do you want?” he asked, the firearm trained on my chest.

			“The pleasure of your company.” It was an incredibly stupid thing to say, and it had the desired effect.

			“Don’t fuck with me!” Emilio roared, his accent thick. His nostrils flared as he breathed heavily through his nose. Eventually he calmed down; the killer was in control again. “Tell me who you work for and why you’re here.”

			I gave him a look, putting attitude into it that I certainly didn’t feel. “You mean to tell me you can’t hazard a guess?”

			The gun went off, and I screamed as the most agonizing pain tore through my right upper chest. He shot me!

			So much for my calculated plan.

			I was gasping—he must have hit a lung. Fire spread through me, and each movement—even my ragged breathing—was agonizing.

			“Listen, little girl”—Emilio leaned in close—“I kill people on a regular basis. I know more ways to torture a person than you can imagine. So tell me again, what—”

			A series of shots rang out on the other side of the door, accompanied by the sound of splintering wood. Several bullet holes appeared in the door, and one of the guards grunted and clutched his stomach.

			Emilio cursed and swiveled to face the door, lowering himself to the floor and aiming.

			“He’s down on one knee!” I yelled, forcing the words out even though it felt like Emilio had shot me all over again, “and has a gun trained on the—”

			My voice cut off as one of the remaining guards smashed his fist into my temple. My head rocked to the side and I coughed up blood.

			Another series of shots destroyed the door’s metal handle. Someone on the other side kicked the door open.

			A spray of bullets hit the man in the doorway. I screamed until I realized the man wasn’t Caden but instead a guard he used as human shield.

			Caden didn’t hesitate; he shot Emilio in the head, then the guards. I’d never seen Caden—or anyone for that matter—move so quickly. The fight was over in a matter of seconds.

			He let the man he’d shielded himself with fall from his arms, and only then did he look at me, slumped over on the chair.

			“Ember!” He ran to me, sinking to his knees in front of me. “Oh God,” he moaned when he saw the wound. We both knew what an injury this extensive meant. My body wouldn’t piece itself back together correctly when I teleported. Instead it would splice, ripping apart skin, organs, and bone in a botched attempt to fit me back together.

			I was going to die.

			I should’ve been worried about myself, but the only thing I could think about was that Caden’s deepest fear had come true. I’d abandon him, just as his family had.

			He cupped my face. “You can’t die, Ember,” he said, his eyes red. “Goddammit, I love you—you can’t.”

			Tears trickled out of my eyes. “I . . . love . . . y—”

			My watch beeped once.

			Caden’s eyes widened, and his hands tightened on my skin, as though his sheer force of will would keep me here. “N—”

			My watch beeped again, and I was gone.
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			I woke up to shouting, and for one horrifying moment I believed I was still at Emilio’s estate. A split second later the pain resurfaced.

			I tried to scream, but my air passageway was blocked. Someone was already manually pumping oxygen into my lungs. My entire chest was consumed by flames, so much so that my vision blurred from the pain. I could barely think through it.

			My eyes wouldn’t focus, but I could tell from the movement that I was on a gurney. A group of doctors wheeled me down a hall. Color seeped away, and with it, the pain.

			I’m dying.

			There was a blast of cold air, and then I lost consciousness.

			


		
    CHAPTER 1
 
			Ten Months Later

			It was like surfacing from a deep abyss. The darkness gradually lightening, the freeze inside me thawing. Fingers and toes began to twitch. I’d forgotten they were there to begin with.

			“She’s coming out of it.” The voice sounded far away, as though I heard it through water.

			My body felt heavy and stiff, and my mind was sluggish. But with each passing moment, they moved a little faster. Then my eyelids fluttered, and light filtered in and out of my vision.

			It felt like . . . resurrection.

			I ordered my eyes to open. It didn’t happen immediately, but once it did, they focused on the plain white ceiling and the fluorescent lights glaring down at me. I registered the shadowy silhouettes surrounding me for only a moment.

			And then I disappeared.
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			I blinked a few times, confused. Cool air brushed against bare skin. I was in someone’s room, naked and curled on my side. I pushed myself up with my arms and brushed away locks of my hair. Absently I noted that it was longer than I remembered.

			Behind me someone drew in a sharp breath. “Mother of . . .”

			That voice . . . it was familiar, and it had my heart speeding up.

			I threw a glance over my shoulder and locked eyes on a devastatingly handsome man. Devastatingly handsome. It was a term Ava and I used to describe especially attractive men. Ava. My friend. The information surfaced from somewhere deep inside me, and I filed it away to analyze later.

			The guy stopped in his tracks. His hazel eyes widened when they met mine, and he staggered back, his hand clutched to his heart. A beat passed before he spoke. “Ember?” he whispered a name—my name, I realized—like it was a prayer.

			Déjà vu washed over me as I heard his voice and drank in each of his familiar features. His golden hair, his tan skin, and his muscular body, which seemed even larger than my memory of it. The dimples that would’ve decorated his cheeks had he been smiling.

			I remember.

			This man, I knew his secrets; I shared his pain.

			I loved him.

			His name came to me, and with it, the feeling of pure happiness. “Caden.” My voice was hoarse, but I savored the sound of his name on my lips.

			His face cracked. “Ember,” he repeated, his voice breaking.

			He closed the distance between us and fell to his knees next to me. Desperately he gathered my body to him. The thick bands of his arms wrapped around me, pulling me close. “You can’t be real,” he whispered into my skin. Beneath me his body began to shake, and I felt wetness where his face pressed against my shoulder. Tears.

			Even locked within his tight embrace, I managed to run a hand through his hair. I didn’t understand why he was crying, so I didn’t know how to console him.

			“This must be a dream,” he whispered.

			“I . . . I think I’m real.” I should’ve sounded more certain than I did.

			“You died, Ember,” he said, his voice ravaged. “I saw it. Oh God, you died.”

			I stiffened at his words. A dozen memories bubbled to the surface, and with each one I reclaimed a piece of my identity.

			I was Ember Elizabeth Pierce. Age eighteen. I could teleport, and I worked for the government. I went on deadly missions.

			And I was in love with Caden Hawthorne, the man who now rocked me in his arms.

			I inhaled sharply as some of the haze that clouded my mind dissipated. Dissipated only enough that I knew there was still so much more missing from my memory.

			I ran my hand through Caden’s hair again and brushed a kiss against his temple. “I’m alive,” I whispered. I wanted to add, I remember you, but I wasn’t sure I remembered everything. Just enough to feel the ache in my heart and the flutter in my chest. Love. It was the only sensation that could feel light and heavy at the same time.

			Instead I said, “I’m sorry I’ve been . . . gone.” The phrase sounded funny. I hadn’t felt like I’d been away, but my head, it wasn’t right. I should know certain things. The day of the week—of the month, of the year. The information wasn’t there. How long had I been gone, and where had I been?

			I whispered against Caden’s temple one of the few pieces of information I did know. “I never wanted to leave you.”

			Caden stilled. He pulled away from me, his face the picture of anguish. He brushed my hair away from my face, and his eyes devoured me. A shaky hand rose, and the tips of his fingers grazed my cheek.

			A tear spilled from one of his eyes. “Jesus, you are real.”
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			I placed my hand over the one that touched my face, and I glanced at his mouth. I swear I saw a hint of dimple before he leaned in and pressed his lips to mine.

			The intensity in the kiss nearly took my breath away. I pressed a hand to his cheek as his mouth moved longingly over mine.

			The stroke of his lips wasn’t frantic; it was reverent. This wasn’t a man thirsty for me; this was a man finding God again in a kiss.

			That realization pulverized my heart. He’d thought I was dead. I pinched my eyes closed to push back my own tears.

			The kiss ended, and Caden shuddered against me. Both of us clung to each other, reluctant to let go.

			I leaned my forehead against his shoulder. A thought surfaced, and I voiced it before it had a chance to flitter away. “Stealing a kiss from a dead girl,” I whispered. “I see you’re still an opportunist.”

			My words didn’t have the witty snap that they should’ve, but it didn’t seem to matter. Caden let out a choked laugh and tightened his hold on me. He stared down at my face, a true, genuine smile spreading across his.

			His eyes drifted down to my lips, then my chin, then lower. Suddenly he stiffened against me.

			“Oh God.”

			“What?”

			I followed his horrified gaze, which was riveted to my torso. It only took me a moment to see it. I made a strangled noise at the back of my throat.

			Just inside my right breast, the jagged purple line began. It sliced down and across my stomach before zigzagging in the other direction. Tiny horizontal lines bisected it every so often—residual marks where I’d been stitched together.

			“I—I look like Frankenstein.” I choked on the words. “What happened to me?”

			“I don’t know.” Lightly he traced over the scar, his face full of raw pain. His finger paused. “You were shot here. It hit a lung.” His voice was flat.

			“I was?” Even as I asked, the memory came back.

			Thrown into a chair. Calculated taunting. He’d shot me. I knew I was going to die. And Caden, begging me to stay, to live.

			“I had a head wound.” I reached up and touched my temple. Sure enough, I could feel a thin strip of raised skin hidden under my hair. A horrible thought struck me. “Is my face . . . ?”

			“No,” he said, his eyes roving over my face. He drank me in. “It’s not scarred.”

			I closed my eyes and nodded. “I was spliced.”

			That was why the scar from my bullet wound was so extensive and abnormal. My mind conjured images of things I’d once seen. Files filled with photos of dead teleporters, their bodies flayed open by the process.

			How had I survived that?

			Caden’s lips pressed into my forehead. His arms shook as he held me. “I can’t believe you’re here,” he whispered against my skin. “That you’re . . . alive.” He seemed to come undone with that word. His cheek rubbed against mine, and I felt wetness there.

			I drew back from him and touched his face, surprised when I felt roughness. Stubble. He was older than I remembered. I moved my hand along the skin of his cheek, my brow furrowed.

			Caden watched me, his eyes shining too brightly. Someone else might have said he looked mad, but I knew instinctively what I was seeing: his heart’s deepest desire being fulfilled. Only he didn’t completely believe it. He was enjoying the moment, even though he hadn’t ruled out the possibility that I was a figment of his imagination.

			I took in the hard planes of Caden’s face; it wasn’t just his stubble that caught me off guard. He looked older—manlier—his body more muscular than I remembered. Which meant . . .

			“How long have I been gone?” I asked.

			Sad eyes stared at me. Gently Caden reached out and touched my face again, his fingers moving over my features. He drew his hand down, along my neck, stopping at the hollow of my throat.

			His gaze flicked back up to me, his expression grim. “Ten months.”

			“Ten months?” I repeated, my voice small.

			“Yes.” So much bleakness in those eyes.

			Almost a year. I couldn’t remember any of that lost time. Not since that hazy memory of getting shot. And while I’d been gone, Caden had lost the last soft edges he might’ve had.

			“So long,” I said.

			“An eternity.”

			I traced his lips. He took my hand and stared down at me, longing replacing sadness.

			His head dipped, and then warm lips pressed against mine. Something low in my belly clenched, and I sighed at the rightness of the moment. Of us, together.

			This was my pair, the man who’d been genetically engineered for me. Our forced partnership shouldn’t have turned into something genuine, not when the Project had created pairs not only to fight together but also to reproduce together. But it had.

			Caden’s hands came up and cupped my face, and I wrapped an arm around his neck. His lips coaxed mine open, and then his tongue stroked the inside of my mouth. Even after all this time apart, he still smelled, tasted, felt like home.

			I drew away, savoring him on my lips. My eyes slowly opened, and Caden and I held each other’s gazes. The moment lingered.

			Whatever else happens, at least we’re together.

			I’d no sooner thought the words than I vanished.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 2
 
			One moment Ember had been there, and the next, she was gone. Caden’s arms fell into his lap now that there was nothing to hold on to.

			He stared at them, unbelieving. For mere minutes all his desperate wishes over the past months had come true. I held her in my arms. And now she was gone.

			Twice. Twice this had happened, and Caden wasn’t sure which of the two memories was worse. Before, he knew—or thought he knew—she was dead, but now . . . now the uncertainty was shredding him from the inside out.

			The longer he sat there, gazing at his empty arms, the more hope bloomed. And dammit, he didn’t want to hope. Not after all this time. All these horrible months that had crawled by.

			Yet . . . the idea had taken root, and he couldn’t shake it. She’d been real. The angel-wing tattoo, the splicing scars, her long hair, her confusion. She hadn’t looked dead; she’d looked . . . hospitalized.

			He rubbed a hand over his mouth, ignoring the spill of tears that slipped silently down his cheeks. She wasn’t dead.

			Like an idiot, he hadn’t even asked where she’d come from. Hadn’t even fucking thought to. Not when he was drunk on her presence, on the realness of her.

			Now she was gone. Slipped away . . . again. He’d be damned if he lost her twice.
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			I blinked and glanced around. People clad in scrubs peered down at me. Beyond them the sickly glow of fluorescent light shone down. The smell of antiseptic and sickness tickled my nose.

			Hospital. I was in a hospital.

			“What’s going on?” I asked. I pushed myself up onto my forearms.

			Inhale.

			“You were recently taken out of a coma. Your body is adjusting to—”

			Exhale.

			And I was gone.
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			I stared at a vaguely familiar door. I teleported while awake. That . . . shouldn’t have happened.

			Come to think of it, hadn’t I been awake—or waking up—just before I’d visited Caden?

			I dragged a hand down my face. I’d been gone for ten months apparently—a span of time I still didn’t remember anything about—and this body and mind I’d come back to felt wrong.

			I glanced around me at the plain hallway. The dress I wore swished with the movement.

			Dress?

			I looked down. Peacock-blue fabric sheathed my body. I fingered the material. I knew this dress. I’d worn it on a mission . . . my final mission.

			Blood everywhere. Couldn’t breathe.

			I’d done something, learned something about the Project I was a part of. I’d wanted to escape. I’d gotten caught.

			My chest tightened with the knowledge. I’d been worried the government would make me permanently disappear. They had. During that last mission my cover had been blown.

			Hands around my neck. Dragged by my hair. I looked up and saw Desiree watching me.

			Desiree Payne.

			She’d been involved that night.

			My face hardened as I returned to the present. I knew this place, this door. My enemy lay on the other side.

			I grabbed the handle.

			I should’ve died, thanks to her. Now I was back, my body scarred, my ability broken, my memory hazy. But I recalled enough to know the sweet taste of vengeance.

			Today vengeance would be mine.
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			Caden stalked down the corridor toward Dane’s office. He rubbed his chest.

			Ember Pierce was alive.

			Alive.

			He wouldn’t have to live like this anymore. The relentless workouts he put himself through, his increasingly brutal extractions, the risky missions he’d taken on—all those things he’d done to feel something other than the dull ache inside him.

			Now that could all change; it had to change. Because she wasn’t dead.

			White-hot anger ran through his veins. Why had no one told him? Where had she been all this time?

			Caden tried to open the door to the office.

			Locked.

			He pounded on it. “Dane!” he shouted. “I know you’re in there!”

			He could hear murmuring on the other side of the door.

			“Dane! Goddammit, let me in!” Caden yelled.

			More murmuring. Caden was backing up—ready to ram himself into the door and break the damn thing down—when the door opened.

			Dane stood on the other side, cell phone pressed against his chest. “I’m in the middle—”

			“She’s alive? And you let me believe she was dead?” Caden shoved his hands through his hair, mostly so that he wouldn’t come to blows with Dane Richards, the director of the Prometheus Project. All those months of grieving, when he’d lost hope, the fucker in front of him must’ve known that entire time that she lived, and he hadn’t once mentioned it.

			“I see,” Dane said, giving Caden a once-over. He brought his phone to his ear. “Steven, I’ll call you back later.”

			Caden pushed his way in. “Where is she?” He prowled the room, as if he’d find her there.

			Dane took his time slipping his phone back in his pocket. “You’ve seen Ember.”

			Caden turned, getting into Dane’s personal space. He was taller and stronger than this man, and right now he used that to his advantage. “Where. Is. She?”

			“Son.” Dane put a hand on Caden’s shoulder. In the past Caden would’ve stepped in line at that tone, that touch.

			But not today. Not when his skin still remembered the feel of Ember’s body.

			Caden leaned in. “Don’t ‘son’ me, Dane. You don’t know how close I am to losing it.”

			Dane studied his expression. Finally he relented. “All you need to know is that she’s alive and she’s coming back to the facility—once her condition has stabilized, that is.”

			Condition? Stabilized? Caden searched Dane’s eyes. Eyes that, he’d begun to suspect, held many dangerous secrets.

			“Is this a joke?” he asked. “What the hell happened to her? Where has she been, and why is this the first time she’s teleported to me?”

			It wasn’t as though Caden hadn’t hoped Ember had survived. That had been what had kept him going for several months. The thing was, teleporters teleported. Had she been alive, she should’ve visited him once she’d recovered—unless, of course, she’d forgotten him completely. Clearly, she hadn’t; she’d said his name. She’d looked into his eyes. There was recognition there. Hell, there was blinding love there.

			Dane’s phone rang, and he answered the call. “Dane.”

			Before the caller had a chance to speak, Caden ripped the phone from Dane’s grip and tossed it aside. “Answer my damn questions.”

			Dane’s eyes flashed. “Son, you are dangerously close to using up my patience. I am your superior, something you seem to have forgotten. Now, step into fucking line or I will suspend you.”

			“No you won’t,” Caden challenged. “Not when I’m your best extractor.” All those months of nearly constant training had shaped him into the Project’s most effective operative.

			Dane drilled him with a hard look. “I don’t care what you are. You follow orders. Period. Now, get the hell out of my office.”

			Caden squared his shoulders and loomed over the older man. “No.”

			Dane’s brow crinkled. “The fuck did you just say?”

			“No.”

			It wasn’t a word Richards heard often, especially not from Caden. But Caden couldn’t bother with stepping in line when his entire world had just been upended.

			Unsettling details about Ember seeped to the forefront of his mind. Her sickly skin and hollow cheeks, her too-long hair.

			What had happened to her?

			Dane took a step closer so that their chests brushed. “After all I’ve—”

			“Richards!” someone shouted from down the hall. Their footsteps slapped against the linoleum as they ran toward the office.

			Dane broke eye contact to address the shouting teleporter. Bryce.

			“There’s a fight in one of the rooms,” Bryce said.

			Dane scrutinized the teleporter. “Is it really bad enough to get me involved?” When he mediated these sorts of skirmishes, someone always paid the piper big time.

			“That’s the thing,” Bryce said. “I caught sight of a girl entering Desiree’s room just before the fight broke out.” His eyes flicked to Caden; they looked apologetic. “Sir, I could’ve sworn she was Caden’s chick.”
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			I let the door swing open, cold, controlled anger coursing through me. On the other side of the room, Desiree typed away at her computer.

			She looked up, distracted, then did a double take when she realized who stood in her doorway.

			I could actually see the blood drain from her face. She sprung to her feet, her chair tipping in the process.

			“Miss me?” I asked.

			“Y-you’re supposed to be—”

			“Dead? I know.” I stepped inside the room and kicked the door shut behind me. “Imagine my own surprise when I woke up.”

			I could see the whites of her eyes as they moved over me.

			I sauntered into the room. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” I pinched the fabric of my dress. “In fact, this is the dress I should’ve died in, right?”

			Her gaze flew to my face. “Stay away from me.” She edged along her desk.

			I flashed her a smile that could only set her further on edge. Adrenaline surged through me. I was officially getting off on her fear. “You almost got rid of me,” I said, closing the distance between us.

			“Get the hell away from me.” Her hand shot out to hit me. I caught it and twisted sharply.

			I heard a sickening pop, and then she screamed. I let go of her long enough to slam my fist into her face.

			Already I could hear the footfalls drawing closer, so I crossed the room and locked the door.

			When I turned around, Desiree had a knife in her good hand. “Stay the fuck away from me, Ember,” she warned, assuming a fighting stance. Her hurt wrist hung limply at her side.

			“Or else what?” I taunted, stalking back over to her.

			She shifted her weight. “Or else I’ll finish what I started.”

			“I’m quaking.” The words were barely out of my mouth when I struck her, slamming the palm of my hand into her nose. She let out another cry and slashed at me.

			The knife cut through the skin of my arm. I glanced at it. Probably too shallow to splice but deep enough to piss me off.

			I lunged for a trophy perched on a nearby shelf. Behind me I heard someone pounding on the door. Ignoring the noise, I grabbed the trophy and threw it at her.

			The marble base clipped her injured wrist. She let out a shriek and dropped the knife to cradle it.

			A lethal mistake on her part.

			I spun, delivering a roundhouse kick to the side of her head.

			She stumbled, then fell to the floor. Following her down, I began to rain blows on her face. Each one seemed to fuel the next. I was drowning in rage, sinking and sinking. I wanted my pound of flesh.

			The door began to shake. It wouldn’t hold up for much longer, but then again, I wouldn’t be here for much longer either. The distraction was enough to pull me in from the edge and halt my attack. I leaned back on my haunches, breathing heavily. Below me Desiree moaned, her face swollen and bloody.

			“I should kill you,” I said, staring down at her. “I want to kill you.”

			Desiree made a small noise.

			I stood, never taking my eyes off her. The pounding on the door sounded like a drumroll. “Cross me again, and I’ll finish this.” I brought my foot back and kicked her in the head, knocking her out.

			The door shook, and then I heard the unmistakable sound of a key being inserted in the slot.

			I looked myself over. My knuckles were split, my arm slashed, and there were droplets of blood splattered over my dress.

			I was fairly certain none of the cuts were deep enough to cause splicing, but my body was a stranger to me. If I could now teleport while lucid, I didn’t know what other rules my body was capable of breaking.

			The door swung open, and Dane stood on the other side. Just to his side Caden took in the scene. When his eyes met mine, he took a step forward, horror written across his features. Ember, he mouthed.

			Behind them I could make out a few curious teleporters whose eyes went wide when they saw me.

			As soon as Dane registered the situation, he reached for the gun at his side. “Hands up!” he shouted.

			“No!” Caden tried to push forward, panic-stricken. Dane put a hand out to stop him. “Fuck this, Dane. It’s Ember.”

			I closed my eyes. Rage still flowed through me, but Caden tempered it somewhat. His presence grounded me.

			“I said, put your hands up!” That voice. My rage redoubled, making the hair on my arms stand up.

			Now seemed like the wrong time to concede to him. Not when he’d almost killed me once. I’d only gotten a taste of this second life.

			I opened my eyes slowly and stared down the barrel of his gun. My gaze moved from it to him. I don’t know what he saw in my eyes—anger, confusion, or something more nihilistic—but he flinched at the sight.

			And then I vanished.
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			Dane exhaled as soon as Ember left. He holstered his gun as Caden pressed in next to him. Figured that Ember Pierce would wreak havoc the moment she was revived.

			Dane’s eyes fell upon Desiree. Her face was swollen and discolored. Ember had done quite a workup on the girl. “Get a nurse,” Dane called over his shoulder. “Let them know we’re going to need a stretcher.”

			Dane crouched next to a moaning Desiree.

			“She knew,” Desiree breathed.

			Dane rubbed his face and nodded. He’d figured as much when he saw that blue dress. Didn’t matter—in fact, it might facilitate his plans.

			Caden brushed by him. Dane heard the whistle of air that passed through Caden’s teeth when he saw Desiree up close. He took a step back at the sight. A cocktail of emotions played along his face—confusion, disbelief, anguish.

			Two nurses entered the room, wheeling a cart along with them. He’d have to save questioning Desiree for later.

			“Everyone save for soldiers and staff, clear the area,” Dane announced. Teleporters began to disperse, but Caden lingered.

			“Caden, that means you too,” Dane said, stepping aside so that the nurses could maneuver the stretcher next to Desiree.

			“But, sir—”

			“Leave. Now.”

			Caden worked his jaw but nodded and turned on his heel. He’d defied direct orders again today. All because of Ember.

			Dane scrubbed his face again. His plan had better work.

			“Make sure you reset that wrist of hers before she teleports,” he said to the nurses.

			He stayed and watched as Desiree was strapped into the stretcher and wheeled off to the medical wing of the facility. He heard her moan twice during the process; she’d be all right.

			As for Desiree’s attacker . . . he’d have to call the hospital staff, warn them that Ember might be unstable.

			Before he could reach for his phone, it rang, and a bolt of unease coursed through him. “Dane Richards,” he answered.

			As soon as he heard the voice on the other end of the line, he cursed. He knew he should’ve called sooner.

			Ember Pierce had escaped.

			


		
    CHAPTER 3
 
			They’ll be coming for me now. That was my first thought the instant I materialized back in the hospital. I took in the medical professionals surrounding me. There were four of them—four of them who stood between me and freedom. Five if I counted the security guard blocking the door.

			By their expressions I could tell they were worried I’d prove to be uncooperative.

			They were right.

			I hoisted myself off the bed and rushed the security guard. No one in the room had time to react before I yanked the baton from his belt.

			“I’m sorry,” I said, and then I slammed the weapon into his temple.

			The security guard crumpled.

			I turned and faced the room just as a nurse lunged for me. I brought my elbow down on the top of her head and felt her stumble. Using the baton, I struck the side of her head and watched her eyes flutter closed.

			Need to escape.

			The doctor in the room was in the process of pressing the nurse “Call” button on the side of my bed. I brought my weapon down on the back of his skull. As his body pitched forward, I kicked at the nurse closest to me.

			The nurse staggered into a tray on wheels and both toppled over. Before he had a chance to get up, I backhanded him with the baton.

			I faced the last person standing. The final nurse held up her hands in surrender. “Sweetie, I’m not here to hurt you. I just want to help.”

			I’ll give her this: the nurse’s voice never wavered, even though her hands shook. Even though she knew I was unstable.

			“I can’t go back.”

			Something like sympathy filled her eyes. “I’ll make sure you don’t go back.”

			I doubted that she even knew what I was referring to. She’d go along with it, however, if it could keep her from harm. Too bad her help would only slow me down. She seemed nice enough.

			I vaulted over a bed and smashed the baton against the side of her head. Her eyes rolled back and she fell.

			I caught her body and laid her out on the floor. Quickly I checked all five individuals for a pulse, letting out a breath when it was clear all five were alive.

			Need to go. Need to go. Need to go.

			I didn’t know where I was, where I planned on going, or even what, exactly, my options were, but I couldn’t ignore the sick churn of my stomach begging me to flee.

			Hurriedly I began undressing one of the first nurses I’d knocked out. I took her ID badge and clipped it onto the front pocket of the loose top I’d borrowed, then slipped her socks and white sneakers onto my feet. Everything was two sizes too big, but it would have to do.

			After I’d dressed I pillaged the room, slipping a pair of latex gloves, a roll of surgical tape, and scissors the good doctor was carrying into the pocket of my borrowed scrubs. I lifted the security guard’s CB radio and carried it out the door with me.

			I’d learned from teleporting that half the trick to convincing people of anything was body language. So I walked casually down the hallways, though my body hummed with adrenaline. If I could’ve, I would’ve sprinted out of the place; I didn’t have much time before someone figured out I’d escaped.

			I exhaled when I exited the building, squinting under the midday sun. I hadn’t gotten caught. Yet. Now I needed a getaway car.

			Making my way to the parking lot, I searched the rows of vehicles for older models. I let my mind drift as I perused the aisles.

			I didn’t feel right. My memory was still spotty, but I was pretty sure that before today I hadn’t been a violent person. However, in the past fifteen minutes . . . something far darker and primal had taken over. Worse, rage continued to boil within me. I’d gotten my revenge on Desiree. Why didn’t it feel like enough?

			And Caden had seen me standing over her body. At the thought my heart thumped painfully. Caden, who’d seemed so moved when he held me in his arms. I swallowed down a thick lump in my throat. What must he think of me? Hell, what could I offer him at this point? He was better off without this confused, destructive version of me.

			My eyes honed in on an Oldsmobile that was more relic than car, and I pushed the questions to the back of my mind. I could jump-start a car like this. Sending up a small prayer that I wasn’t stealing from an old person, I walked over to it.

			Positioning the tip of the scissors against the glass of the passenger-side window, I thumped the heel of my hand against the scissors’ handle. Nothing. I did it again and again. On my fourth try, a hairline crack appeared. I hit the handle again, and the crack expanded in a spiderweb pattern. Two more hits, and the window finally shattered.

			Knocking all remaining glass free, I reached inside and opened the car door. Climbing into the car via the passenger side, I got to work, scrunching up my nose at the smell of stale cigarette smoke. I opened the glove box to see if I could find anything useful.

			“Holy shit.” A gun, a knife, a wad of cash, and a bag of weed sat on top of the car’s registration papers. Definitely not Grandma and Grandpa’s car.

			Discarding the scissors for the knife, I used its edge to unscrew the bolts holding together the plastic panel beneath the steering wheel. Once the panel was loosened, I removed it, exposing a tangle of wires.

			I pulled the latex gloves out of my pocket and slid one, then the other on. As I did so, I absently noted that the skin of my previously split knuckles had stitched itself together when I teleported back here. That happened often, so long as the injuries weren’t too severe. I glanced at my arm; a thin pink line had replaced the knife wound Desiree had inflicted. Once I teleported again, it would completely vanish.

			I turned my attention back to the task at hand—pulling the battery and starter wires away from the rest. I cut and stripped each before I began twisting them together. Once I’d finished I tapped the starter wire to the intertwined battery wires.

			The sweet sound of the roaring engine was music to my ears. The security guard’s CB radio crackled, and I grabbed the radio and held it to my ear to hear the chatter better. “. . . attack on the west medical wing . . . Five down . . . Suspect at large.”

			I swore under my breath. I’d need to make this fast. I removed the gloves and carefully wrapped them around the exposed wires, making sure not to touch them and risk zapping myself. Grabbing the surgical tape, I secured the latex gloves to the wires. The whole thing looked ridiculous. Ridiculous but effective.

			My hands shook as I backed out of the parking spot and maneuvered the car off the hospital lot. I ran a hand over my stomach and felt the indentations where my scars were. What had happened to me?

			Ten months. That’s how long it had been since that final night.

			I glanced down at my nails. They were much shorter than I ever wore them, and the cut of them was rough. Someone else had clipped them. The idea sent a shiver down my spine.

			Had I—had I been unconscious that whole time? If so, why had I finally woken up?

			No one looked twice at me as I drove off the hospital’s property, even though the radio next to me was going crazy. I scanned the signs and caught sight of one for the 405 freeway and another for Wilshire Boulevard.

			I was in Los Angeles, which meant that I was only hours away from Mexico. I could escape.

			What about Caden?

			Could I really leave him behind? He was supposed to escape with me. But he hadn’t—even after I’d been spliced, he hadn’t. I remembered the cheap brown carpet that had pricked my skin as Caden had held me. It was the same carpet that lined all the dorm rooms back at the facility.

			I rubbed my forehead. That piece of information hadn’t been there a second ago. The longer I was awake, the more my memory filled itself in.

			Like the angel-wing tattoo that covered my back. I took a hand off the steering wheel and touched the raised skin of my left shoulder blade. On my eighteenth birthday, I’d woken up with strange markings there. At the time all I understood was that the inky, twisting lines shouldn’t be there, so I camouflaged them with a tattoo.

			Only later did I find out that what I’d hidden was my imprint, a genetically programmed ID. The Project used it not only to identify me and other teleporters like me but also to direct us to various locations around the globe.

			I let out a shaky breath. My past was slowly coming back to me, and each subsequent memory left me a little more rattled. I pushed my budding worries aside. There’d be plenty of time for reflection once I was out of the country and Dane Richards’s jurisdiction.

			I slowed the car to a stop as I hit a red light. Back to my inner debate: escape and leave Caden behind, or let myself get caught and hope that took me back to him?

			Would he still want to escape with me after all this time? After what he’d seen just minutes ago?

			I rubbed my eyes. A memory I couldn’t quite grasp teased the edge of my mind. I’d made him promises right before my final mission. About what, I couldn’t remember. Something in my gut told me they were important, and I was betraying those promises.

			The thing about time, though, was that it changed everything. Ten months was enough to fall in and out of love with someone. It was long enough to grieve a loss and want to move on. It was long enough to break a promise.

			Caden hadn’t left. Even though he’d been the one who’d warned me that teleporters disappeared, and even though I had, he hadn’t left.

			He hadn’t left.

			I’d have to escape without Caden. Objectively it was my best option at the moment. Right now I needed objectivity because my heart was telling me I was a damn fool to leave behind the one person who’d been willing to risk everything for me.

			Caden knew how to escape that place. He’d leave if he wanted to. If I was reason enough for him.

			I worried my lower lip. Problem was, I no longer knew whether I was.
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			Caden waited outside Dane’s office, his hands clasped behind his head. His knuckles were bloody from punching a hole in the wall. Caden hadn’t felt this much in a long time, and it made him both excited and helpless. Because Ember wasn’t dead. She. Wasn’t. Dead.

			But she could be soon.

			And she had to be scared. Confused. That girl who had haunted him all these months.

			Dane eyed the hole, then Caden. “I’m ordering you to be debriefed.”

			“Boss, I need to see her,” Caden said, stepping up to the man. This was a delicate business, convincing Dane he was up for the task. God, he was going to utterly fuck this up.

			“Are you deaf, son? You will not be going on any missions until you talk to Debbie.”

			Caden clenched his jaw. Desperation had set in. “Please,” he said, “I’ll debrief with Debbie as soon as I come back. Hell, I’ll do whatever it is you want me to do, sir. Just let me see her.” His voice broke over that last sentence. It was hard to say this, especially to him. Dane was culpable for many things, and the very least of them was lying to Caden about Ember.

			The lines on Dane’s face deepened. Caden knew enough about facial expressions to know that his pleas were hurting rather than helping his cause.

			“You saw the dress she wore,” Caden continued. “It was the same one as the night she was spliced.” It could’ve been some form of PTSD. That was the only reason why she’d attack Desiree and beat her bloody. “You know I might be the only one who can get through to her.”

			Then something flickered in Dane’s eyes. As fast as it had appeared, it vanished.

			“Even you know you need me,” Caden said, reading into the expression he’d seen.

			“You’re too close to the situation,” Dane said.

			“Sir, you know I can do what you ask of me.”

			Richards sighed, then beckoned Caden into the room. As soon as the door closed behind them, Dane stared him down. “If I send you in and you blow it, you’ll be off missions for the next two months—at the very least.”

			At the threat of no more missions, Caden fisted his hands. Richards could be bluffing, but Caden couldn’t chance it. He’d go insane if he was benched from action for two months. Which meant he would not screw this up.

			Caden nodded. “What do you need me to do, sir?”

			Dane’s face was grim. “I need you to retrieve Ember Pierce.”
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			Food, maps, survival equipment, street clothes, a fake ID, and gas. I needed all of these before I could cross the border. It was easy enough to come up with a plan: find a mall, use the wad of cash in the glove compartment to buy half of these items. Then lift a wallet off a girl who looked roughly the same as me. Hit a gas station, grab the rest of the items.

			Cross the border.

			Step one: find a mall. This was LA; there should be one on practically every corner. I drove through a neighborhood and tightened my hold on the wheel.

			Not a freaking mall in sight—

			The car, the road, the sunny day all vanished in an instant.

			My body slammed to the ground, my bare skin making a sickening thud as it hit a hardwood floor. I moaned from the pain.

			From somewhere in front of me I heard a chorus of gasps and a muffled scream.

			I moaned and pushed myself up off the ground. I’d teleported again. That was three times within, what, an hour? Two?

			As I pushed myself to my feet, I realized that once again I’d appeared naked.

			At least my ability had remained predictably asshole-ish.

			I covered myself and scanned the scene in front of me. Over a hundred faces stared back at me. Most wore shell-shocked expressions, as though they didn’t know what to make of me.

			“Ember?” someone to my left spoke. Not someone . . . Adrian Sumner. The name came out of the ether.

			I glanced up at him, even as other voices began to speak all at once. He stood behind a podium, looking at me like he’d seen a ghost. Then his eyes moved down my body, pausing when they landed on my gruesome scar.

			He sucked in a breath. “What—what happened to you?” he asked, eyes wide.

			“I was spliced,” I said, not bothering to ask him whether he knew the term.

			He swore under his breath and shrugged off his coat, coming over to me and draping it around my shoulders. I stared into his face, mesmerized by his masculine beauty—just as I was the first time I met him. “I thought you were dead—” Adrian lowered his voice. “The reports I hacked into suggested that you were.”

			“Yeah, that’s what I keep hearing.” I slid the suit jacket on, recalling how Adrian used to be some techie hotshot before I’d come into his life. Another piece of information I hadn’t remembered until a second ago. Now he openly acknowledged that he used his skills to hack into classified government files.

			“Ember, what happened to you?” Concern laced his words.

			I scrutinized him. He sounded worried about me—me, the pesky girl that had haunted him all those months ago. I’d assumed that he’d considered me a nuisance—someone who continuously ruined his life. I’d thought he’d be relieved when I’d stopped showing up.

			“Ember?” Adrian asked again, this time more gently.

			I blinked and furrowed my brows. “I wanted to expose the Project. They found out, and I was punished for it.”

			His hand cupped my chin, and he eased my face upward until we stared into each other’s eyes. He gazed at me like he was trying to pillage my mind for answers. “So you hadn’t been double-crossing me this entire time?”

			My eyes widened. “Really? That’s what you thought?”

			“The last time I saw you, I’d decided to help you. But then you threw those lodestones into the ocean, and I assumed you’d been conning me the entire time.”

			My brows pinched together as I struggled to remember. Red dress, mini blowtorch, lodestones. I still didn’t understand the importance of those stones.

			“I didn’t toss them into the sea,” I said, recalling the memory. “I hid them in the hotel room.” I focused on him. “Richards found out I knew you shortly after that.”

			“Dane Richards?” Adrian asked, piecing together my words.

			I nodded.

			“What happened once he found out?”

			Around us whispers turned to murmurs. I could hear chairs scrape and the rustling of fabric, yet I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Adrian.

			“A mission went awry. It was a setup, and I got ganked.”

			“Richards set you up?”

			I rubbed my forehead again, trying to remember the intricacies that led up to that mission. “I’m not sure, but I believe so. I know at least one other teleporter helped stage it,” I said, my mood darkening.

			His hand dropped from my chin. “So you hadn’t been conning me that entire time?” There was no emotion behind his words, but I saw the way his Adam’s apple bobbed. The distinction had mattered to him.

			I shook my head. “No.”

			Adrian’s hand ran over his face. “So this whole time . . .”

			“I have no memory. I think I might’ve been unconscious—that’s the best theory I’ve got at the moment.”

			Horror shone at the back of his eyes. He let out a breath and tentatively touched the side of my arm. “I’m glad you’re still alive.”

			“Me too.”

			


		
    CHAPTER 4
 
			I reappeared several feet off the ground, right where my car should have been. Only there was no longer any car here. I had a split second to react, shielding my head as my body slammed into the asphalt. The pain of the impact had me gritting my teeth. As soon as I hit the ground, I rolled. I grimaced as the street scraped my exposed skin.

			So this was what happened when one teleported while awake.

			Tires screeched and I felt a gust of air stir around me. I glanced up in time to see a car veer to the shoulder of the road to avoid hitting me. My breath caught when I peered beyond the car.

			The Oldsmobile I’d stolen had wrapped itself around a light post. I pieced together what I hadn’t seen: I’d teleported, leaving an unmanned car going forty mph. It’d listed off the road and crashed. Luckily I’d driven along back roads. I shuddered to think of what might’ve happened had I teleported while driving down Wilshire Boulevard, or worse, the freeway.

			I pushed myself to my feet, taking in the residential neighborhood as I did so. The other vehicle—the one that had narrowly avoided me—shut off, and the driver’s door opened. A middle-aged man pushed himself out.

			“Miss, are—are you all right?” he asked, stepping out of the car. His face seemed pale, and his legs trembled. If I had to guess, I’d say he wasn’t quite sure whether I was real. I couldn’t blame him. If I saw a naked woman wink into existence in front of me, I’d be seriously questioning my own sanity.

			I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to look as meek as possible. As my fingers curled around the skin of my upper left arm, I felt a hard bump beneath the skin. I frowned as I touched it. Something to look into later, when I wasn’t naked and running for my life. I began walking toward the man. “Do you have a phone?” I asked. I pitched my voice so that it came out high and sweet. Innocent.

			I was about to do something bad again.

			As if he’d read my thoughts, the man took a step back and bumped into his car. Then, seeming to realize the absurdity of the situation, he took several steps toward me. They must’ve cost him something, though, because I could see the sheen of sweat gathering on his face.

			I could hear the sound of sirens in the distance.

			Too slow. This is going way too slow.

			Behind me I heard someone gasp as they caught sight of me. I turned in time to see a woman walking her dog. A couple strolling farther down the block had also stopped to stare at me.

			I was gathering attention, which meant I had to triage my priorities, and right now I needed to regroup somewhere private. I backed away from the man.

			“Wait, miss, are you okay?” Feeling braver than before, he stepped forward.

			“I’m fine,” I said. I turned on my heel and began to jog, limping a little from my fall.

			“Miss!” he called out after me.

			I ignored the man and picked up my pace. I needed to disappear and fast.

			I took in the looming houses as I passed them. I’d need to break into one of them to steal some clothes and additional supplies. As soon as I turned the corner and was out of sight, I picked a random house and ran over to it. Crossing the lawn, I opened the gate to the backyard. Two kids ran through sprinklers while a woman gardened. She looked up at me, her eyes wide.

			Whoops. “Sorry, wrong house!” I said to the bewildered woman. “Thought this was the address to the nudist pool party!”

			I closed the gate just as I heard her daughter giggle. “That girl was naked.”

			The sirens were getting louder. I began to jog again. I couldn’t linger here long, now that multiple people had sighted me.

			I jogged to another house and opened the gate to the backyard. A dog came running at me—a beagle, its tongue lolling out. Some guard dog it was. It licked my leg and wagged its tail as I closed the door behind me and hurried down the side yard.

			I peered into one of the windows. All the lights inside were dark. I checked another window; this one looked into the kitchen. The place looked empty.

			Here goes nothing.

			I pulled off a screen and shimmied one of the windows open. Hoisting myself up, I swung first one leg inside and then the other, rubbing away my prints and closing the window after me. Once inside I silently checked the rooms to make sure the occupants were away.

			In the bedroom I caught sight of my reflection through a full-length mirror. Reflexively I took a step back. My lusterless hair was longer, falling midway down my back, and it was darker. My body was scrawnier, and my skin, paler. Against it my splicing scar stood out, zigzagging down my body. But it was my eyes, my wild, too-bright eyes that unsettled me most.

			I was a stranger.

			I turned, catching sight of my angel-wing tattoo. The plumage stretched down my back, curving along the contours of my flesh. The sight soothed my jackhammering pulse. I reached around and touched it. Unlike almost everything else about me, this had remained unchanged, and it brought me some level of comfort. I hadn’t changed, not completely. Ironically, the thing I’d altered about myself was the thing that now reminded me of who I was.

			I left the room. After a quick pass through the rest of the house, I determined it was all clear. Back in the kitchen, I snagged an old man’s sport coat thrown over a chair to cover myself. Unfortunately, from my initial search of the house, I’d picked a place that had no female residents. I’d have to get creative with my wardrobe before I left here. For now I’d gather the items I’d need.

			A cordless phone caught my eye. Thank God not everyone had converted to solely using cell phones.

			Snatching it up, I dialed a number I knew by heart. It rang once, twice . . . The line clicked as someone picked up the phone, and then I heard my father’s tired voice.

			“Hello?”

			I covered my mouth with my palm, a choked cry bubbling up. Hearing his voice after what felt like an eternity—after what essentially was an eternity—overwhelmed me.

			“Hello?” my father repeated, his voice irritated.

			I dropped my hand. “Dad,” I whispered, my voice breaking.

			I heard him suck in a breath. “Ember?” Hope and incredulity tinged his voice. “Ember Bug?”

			“Yes,” I sobbed out.

			“Oh my God, Ember. It’s so damn good to hear your voice.” My father, my assertive, even-tempered father, began to weep. My father never cried. Never ever. The sound of his pain almost undid me. “Bug,” he said, “I love you. I love you. I never told you that as much as I should’ve.”

			I rubbed my eyes as tears slipped out. “Dad, I love you too. I love you and Mom so much.”

			“Ember, where are you? What’s going on? Do you need someone to pick you up? You give me the word, and—”

			Right then I made the decision to confide in him. It was unbelievably selfish of me, putting my parents in danger by passing along this information. Last year I’d made a decision to not get them involved. However, between then and now I’d gotten spliced. It was time to admit that this was way bigger than me. I needed whatever help I could get, and my parents deserved an explanation—they’d want one, even if it put them at risk.

			“Dad, I can’t talk long,” I said, “and I don’t know when I’ll see you next. There are some things I need to tell you.”

			As I spoke to him, I began moving around the house, gathering the items I’d need.

			He took a deep breath, cleared his throat. “I’m listening,” he said, reining in his emotions. This was what I loved about him. He knew how to handle crises better than the average parent.

			“Get a pen and a paper.” I moved to the pantry and grabbed several bottles of water and some protein bars, setting them on the counter.

			“Ready.”

			“Write this down: I’m a part of the Prometheus Project. It was a government project that publicly went by the name the Generation Project.”

			I paused to let my father catch up, and then I continued. “The Project genetically engineered a group of humans with the ability to . . . teleport. Now they’re using them—us—as spies. And a lot of us are dying.”

			Again I paused, but the silence on his end of the line stretched on and on.

			Finally he spoke. “Dying?” he echoed. Another long pause followed this, and I got the impression my father was using it to collect himself. “I’d suspected there was something more to you and to them,” he whispered. “I’d suspected, and I let them take you anyway.” I could practically see my father’s hand scraping over the whiskers on his chin, and then I heard his soft sobs.

			“Dad, it’s okay.” I mean, it wasn’t, none of this was, but I understood that people dealt with situations in the best way they knew how, and my parents weren’t the only ones who’d made mistakes. The last hour of my life was a testament to that.

			“It’s not, but I won’t waste your time trying to make myself feel better when you’ve got to go. So you got anything else for me?” he asked.

			I swallowed. An old thought took shape: Can’t tell parents. They could be tracked down and killed. I’d tried to shield them. Now, ignorant of that memory, I’d placed my father in danger.

			No way to undo what’s already been done. I could only move forward.

			“Thanks, Dad, and I do,” I responded, my grip tightening on the phone. “There are some names I need you to covertly look up: Dane Richards—he’s one of the heads of the Project. You might not find much on him.”

			“Good guy or bad guy?”

			Ah, my father. My eyes pricked; he understood. “Bad guy.”

			“Got it.”

			“Here’s the next guy: Adrian Sumner. Good guy. He knows about the Project because his father was the lead scientist.”

			“What’s his father’s name?”

			I pinched my temples. Can’t remember, can’t remember . . . Then, wham, the name hit me over the head.

			“Dr. Brent Sumner.”

			“Good guy or bad guy?”

			“Good guy—but deceased.”

			“Ember Bug, what exactly is going on here?”

			“I don’t know,” I said, my throat thick, “but it’s a matter of national security, and I’m a part of it.”

			“Are you okay?”

			Loaded question. “I’m fine.” For now. “Dad—promise me that whatever you do with that information, you’ll be careful. Anything you talk about, read about, search for—the Project can trace it if they think you’re hiding something.”

			“Of course.”

			“Dad, I’m serious. These guys . . . they’re used to killing off people, and they won’t hesitate to target you if they feel you’re a threat. You and Mom are probably already in danger just because I called.”

			He must’ve heard something in my voice because his next words were solemn.

			“Ember Bug, we’ll be careful, but I am glad you called. Please don’t ever wait this long again, regardless of the consequences.”

			I came dangerously close to explaining why he hadn’t heard from me in all this time. But reasonable or not, the man on the phone was first and foremost my father. He’d have an aneurysm if he learned just how not all right I’d been during the past year.

			“Thank you for trusting me and your mother with this,” he said, interrupting my thoughts. “It’s so damn good to hear your voice and know you’re okay.” His voice broke, and I heard him choke back a sob.

			The sound of sirens blared as an emergency vehicle sped by the house.

			“Where are you, Ember?” my dad asked.

			I bit my lip, debating whether it was better or worse for him to know. My father understood the risks; he deserved to have some answers. “LA at the moment,” I said, “but I’ll either be in Mexico by the time we speak next or . . . perhaps somewhere near Big Sur.” If they caught me. That was a very real possibility now that I knew I might teleport again at any moment; that limited my movement. “That’s where they were keeping me before.”

			I heard him swear over the phone. “Stay safe, Bug. I already know what it feels like to lose you. I can’t go through that again.”

			Another emergency vehicle passed by, its siren blaring. I knew my father could hear it over the phone.

			“I will—I promise. I got to go.”

			“Are you going to be okay? When will I hear from you again?”

			I opened the drawers in the kitchen, fishing out scissors, duct tape, and what looked like a spare car key. “Whenever it’s safe to call. That might not be for a while—don’t assume I’m dead.” I never imagined I’d have to utter those particular words. “I love you, Dad—tell Mom I love and miss her.”

			“Will do, Bug. I love you too. We’ll find a way to get you out of this.”

			I swallowed down a lump in my throat and nodded. “You stay safe too. Talk soon.”

			I ended the call and fisted the phone.

			I’d just gotten my parents involved.

			Shit.
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			With the car key in hand, I headed for the garage. As I did so, I lowered the coat I wore to glance at my upper arm, where earlier I’d noticed a bump. Running my fingers over it again, I felt the same hardness. It couldn’t have been more than a centimeter across, and it felt perfectly symmetrical. I could barely make out a thin white line just below it, what looked to be an incision mark.

			“Fuck,” I swore loudly.

			I figured it could be anything, but if I had to guess? It was some sort of tracker. That meant I was going to have to remove it, and soon.

			I turned my attention back to the task at hand. I’d take this one step at a time.

			Entering the garage, I found exactly what I was searching for. A car. A means to get across the border. Only now as I stared it down, I had misgivings.

			I chewed the side of my lip. If I drove and teleported again, I could die or kill someone, depending on where the car crashed. Luck had been on my side the first time it happened. I doubted I’d be so fortunate in the future.

			What to do, what to do.

			Hesitation is lethal. Caden’s words came back to me, and my chest constricted at the thought of him.

			Could I risk death trying to escape? Absolutely. Would death await me if I was caught? Probably not—not if I’d just woken up. But imprisonment—that was a possibility. I’d broken a lot of laws.

			Could I bear the thought of letting down all those people who’d grieved for me only to find out I’d survived? I didn’t know.

			“Ember.”

			The voice sent a shiver down my spine, even as my shoulders hiked up in surprise. I whirled around.

			Caden.

			


		
    CHAPTER 5
 
			When I turned to face him, he was crouching, a single hand held to the ground for balance.

			Slowly he rose, as though sudden movement might scare me away.

			“Angel,” he murmured, taking in my appearance, “you’ve forgotten.”

			I canted my head. “Forgotten what?”

			His hands opened and closed. I knew that he desperately wanted to touch me, but he held himself back. Was he now afraid of me?

			Caden’s eyes lingered on my face. “That you’re not alone in this.”

			I furrowed my brows at his words, and then the memory hit me. The sharp, sweet smell of pine mingling with the bitter tang of my fear. It was the moment after Dane Richards had confronted me. My muscles still ached from exertion. I was a dead woman, and I knew it. And then Caden was there, asking me to share my secrets with him. My pain. Telling me that he loved me, telling me to let him in.

			He’d wanted it all—he’d wanted all of me.

			I didn’t realize I’d been staring at the ground until I raised my eyes to meet his. “I remember,” I whispered.

			Then we were moving toward each other. His arms wrapped around me, and for a moment I felt safe.

			Caden’s mouth met mine, and our lips moved over each other. My heart ached; I didn’t know whether I was feeling Caden’s loneliness, our circumstances, or if, deep in my bones, I could feel the time we’d spent apart. His lips parted mine, and I got my second sweet taste of him. Goose bumps danced along my skin as memories of our other kisses played out behind closed lids.

			Caden’s tongue brushed against mine, and my hands tunneled through his hair. He groaned at the sensation, his hands beginning their own exploration, drifting over my back, my upper arms, my torso, then finally, the sides of my face. I got the distinct impression that he was reacquainting himself with me.

			Just like with all our kisses, desperation tinged this one. It could be our last, depending how the next few hours played out. We were constantly having that final, parting kiss.

			Caden broke away to lean his forehead against mine. “Tell me I’m not dreaming this whole thing up.”

			“Would you dream me in nothing but an old man’s sport coat?” I replied, fingering the hem of my temporary outfit.

			Caden gave a choked laugh. “Hell yeah, I would. Remember who you’re talking to?”

			I smiled at that, but then my smile faded. “I need to escape.”

			Caden put a finger to my lips. My eyes moved over his face, reading his expression. Someone else was listening to us. Of course. I nodded to let him know I understood.

			Caden grabbed a small chip from the inside of his clothes and dropped it to the ground. Using the heel of his shoe, he crushed it.

			“Should you be doing that?” I said, breaking the silence.

			“No.”

			I took that in stride. He was defying orders for me, and here I was, preparing to leave without him. Guilt swamped me; I’d choke on it if I allowed myself. It wasn’t my job to rescue anyone, especially not someone who’d remained at the very organization that had betrayed me.

			“Are there any others?” I asked.

			He raised an eyebrow, a sly grin beginning to bloom. My breath caught when his dimples appeared. I’d missed those.

			“If you wanted a striptease, angel, you only had to ask.”

			I rolled my eyes, but I felt a smile tugging on my own lips, my stormy emotions temporarily ebbing away.

			Seeing my expression, Caden began to remove his clothing in earnest.

			“Caden . . .” I gaped when he lifted his shirt over his head and I caught sight of his torso. I couldn’t help it—Caden had gotten ripped. He had been muscular before, but this . . . He must’ve thrown himself into weight training since I’d last seen him.

			He also had new scars. Many more. They licked their way up his arms and branded his chest and abs. I hid my frown. Weight training wasn’t the only thing Caden had thrown himself into.

			His hands drifted to his zipper, and my thoughts quickly shifted from war to love. My cheeks flushed at the idea of him naked, but I didn’t look away.

			“Is someone embarrassed?” There was a lightness to his voice that I hadn’t heard since I’d first seen him.

			“You’ve changed,” I said, eyeing him up and down.

			“So have you.” He unceremoniously dropped his pants, pulling his boxers down with them.

			And I forgot to breathe.

			Grabbing his clothes and the crushed listening device, he sauntered off, presumably to dispose of them and grab something else to wear. I stared at his backside, ogling the rippling muscles of his back and his tight ass.

			“Ember,” he said, not bothering to turn around.

			“Huh?”

			“It’s rude to stare.” I could hear the humor in his tone. He knew exactly what he did to me.

			Focus. I took a quick inventory of the house. Most of what I’d need would be in the garage and the kitchen.

			Caden came back wearing the homeowner’s gym shorts. “What were we talking about again?”

			“I have to leave.” My hands were starting to twitch with the need to pack and head out. And my emotions . . . They flickered from guilt, to anger, to lust, to fear, to happiness as my memories returned and I processed my past and present situation.

			“You’ve been teleporting during the day,” he said. Not a question.

			I cocked my head to the side. “How do you know?”

			“You visited Desiree right after you visited me, and now you’re here.” He’d connected the dots much faster than I currently was. Something was wrong with that—with me. I rubbed my forehead. I’d been doing that a lot, like I might be able to massage my mind back into working order.

			“Ember . . . why did you attack her?” Neither his eyes nor his voice contained any judgment.

			I stared at him unflinchingly. “I was settling a score.”

			“You beat her bloody.”

			“It was less than she deserved.”

			I could tell he was intrigued by that, but I could also tell he thought I was the unstable one. Not her.

			I pushed away my hurt. I knew how this looked. How I looked. I was the one on the run after all.

			I stepped away from him. And like any other genetically modified teleporter, he read into that single, physical action. Just like he’d been trained to do.

			“Ember.” Caden reached for my hand.

			I pulled it away before he could touch me. “Don’t.”

			“I get that you’re confused,” he said.

			I laughed, and some of the understanding in his eyes gave way to annoyance.

			“Caden, you’ve been reading people for longer than I have. Surely you know her injuries weren’t a result of my confusion.” Please.

			“Then what made you do it?” he asked. Calm. He was too calm.

			I took another step back. More sirens in the background. Time was slipping through my fingers. “She set me up that night.”

			Caden stilled. “What?”

			“Did you think I blew my own cover?” I asked.

			His silence spoke for him.

			I sighed. This was why I did things alone. I began to move, walking to the kitchen to collect the items that I’d need to cross the border.

			“Don’t push me out, Ember. Help me understand,” Caden said, following me. “I’ve had a lot of time to suspect a lot of things. At some point you become a conspiracy theorist, and I just couldn’t do it. Not on top of the grief.”

			“There’s nothing you couldn’t figure out on your own,” I continued, now thoroughly annoyed. “Clearly, you’ve chosen not to.” I pulled a package of rubber gloves out from under the sink, then a screwdriver and a small hammer from a junk drawer.

			Caden growled, “Fine—you’re right. But fuck, Ember, have some perspective. You died, and I was the one who couldn’t save you.”

			I turned in time to see him bow his head and run his hands through his hair. “I was the one who held you those last moments.” His voice cracked as he looked up.

			Our gazes met, and I could tell that he was barely holding it together. Barely.

			His red-rimmed eyes beseeched mine. “I’ve been trying to forget that night ever since.”

			I hesitated only for a moment, and then I walked into his arms. He crushed me to him. “I’ve missed you so Goddamn much,” he murmured into my hair.

			What do you say to something like that? I couldn’t feel the weight of the time spent apart. I couldn’t possibly understand.

			But I did understand that I’d been given a second chance at life, and I’d be damned if I wasted it.

			“I have to run, Caden,” I said into his chest.

			His arms tensed around me. “I can’t let you do that, angel.”

			I drew back from him only to realize that he wasn’t loosening his hold. “They sent you to capture me,” I stated.

			Pain flared in his eyes. “Yes,” he breathed.

			“And you’re going to follow orders, even after what they’ve done to me—what they will do to me?”

			He was shaking his head as I spoke, his eyes shining. “No. I’m going to help you, and this is the best way I know how.”

			This wasn’t happening. I squirmed against him; it didn’t do any good. “Please, Caden, let me go. If you love me, then give me this one thing.”

			He squeezed his eyes shut. “I’m doing this because I love you.” He opened his eyes. “I can’t risk you gambling your life trying to escape. Not when you’re teleporting while awake.”

			I was starting to lose it. “I can’t go back, Caden.” My voice shook. “I’d rather die.”

			“Don’t say that,” he whispered.

			“It’s the truth.”

			Caden tensed his eyebrows, and I saw ferocity in his eyes. “You want to run, we do this together.”

			That drew me up short. I scoured his face.

			“I’m not asking you to go back to the facility to stay. You think I’d want you to continue to go on missions and face down certain death?” His eyes moved over my face, the look in them tender. “I’m asking you to go back so that we can do this properly.”

			I stared at him for a long time as I thought over his words. If I was being honest with myself, I knew that in my current situation, making it to Mexico would probably be impossible. Authorities already knew roughly where I was; they’d warn border patrols if they lost me. Not to mention that I likely had a GPS tracker embedded beneath my skin.

			But going back and facing the same people who betrayed me—depending on them—that seemed impossible.

			“Please, Ember. Trust me.”

			My eyes searched his. This was a man who’d protected my life numerous times. He’d do it again, of that I was sure. I also needed to admit to myself that I’d run out of options.

			I nodded reluctantly. “Okay.”

			Caden’s entire body relaxed. “Thank you, angel,” he repeated over and over again. Agreeing to stay with him, to subject myself to the Project, had meant more to Caden than he let on.

			All the while a cold, numbing dread took up residence inside me.

			Less than a minute later, I heard several cars pull up outside the house. I flinched in his arms.

			I stepped out of his embrace. “They were coming anyway,” I stated. My eyes begged him to deny it, but he didn’t. “You wouldn’t have warned me.”

			Caden opened his mouth to reply, but whatever he was about to say was lost as military personnel stormed in.

			“There she is,” one of them said.

			They rushed me. I cried out as someone shoved me to my knees and yanked my arms behind me.

			Caden began to reach for me, but two men clad in fatigues restrained him. “What are you doing?” he shouted at the men holding me down. He strained against the soldiers who held him back, and I could see by his captors’ clenched jaws and the way their lips curled in that they were having a difficult time restraining Caden.

			I struggled against the hands that held my wrists. As a reward for bad behavior, someone pushed me down to the ground. “Stop fighting,” the man behind me barked.

			“This is not what I agreed to!” Caden’s face was red and beginning to shine as sweat beaded along his brow.

			No one answered him.

			The room began to blur as tears gathered. I could feel Caden’s eyes on me, but I couldn’t meet his gaze. So instead I stared at nothing and let the military personnel manhandle me.

			“Ember, I’m so sorry. Please don’t look like that,” Caden begged. “Come back to me.”

			I haven’t gone anywhere. That was the problem.

			“Angel, please.”

			My eyes finally flicked to Caden. “This is what you wanted,” I said, and he flinched at my words.

			“Not like this,” he said, his voice broken.

			Then something behind me caught Caden’s attention. “Don’t fucking hur—”

			Poof. Caden was gone. And now I was the one alone.

			A soldier yanked my hand up, and I felt the cool touch of a cotton swab against the crook of my arm.

			They wanted to sedate me. I’d only recently woken up, and now they wanted to put me under again.

			Permanently?

			I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. And then I bucked against my captors, kicking out with my unrestrained legs. I hadn’t woken up just to be put down again. My foot caught someone in the knee, and they let out a small yelp.

			The man holding me down grunted and slammed my torso into the ground, my teeth clacking painfully together.

			I brought my leg up and kneed him in the crotch with enough force to make him sing soprano for a while.

			His hold on me loosened, and he just kind of rolled off me. I scrambled to my feet and began to run.

			Military personnel shouted at me to stop. Naturally, I didn’t listen. I made it as far as the backyard before I was tackled to the ground. Now a group of men in fatigues held me down.

			“Hurry, get me the syringe!” one of them called. I struggled against them. A hand shoved me harder into the grass.

			Turning my head to the side, I caught sight of what looked like a medic pulling a syringe from his breast pocket.

			I screamed and began to thrash. Still no one said a damn thing to me. The medic grasped my forearm, his hold on me tightening with my struggles. I saw him remove the needle’s cap with his teeth and felt the prick of pain when he slipped it into my skin.

			I squirmed as the liquid released into my bloodstream. Within seconds I felt the drug begin to take effect.

			Definitely a sedative, I thought as my eyelids drooped and my limbs grew heavy. I fought it for as long as I could, but it was futile.

			The last thing I saw was the beagle licking one of the men’s fatigues. The image blurred until it was nothing more than circles of color floating in a sea of blue sky. And then it too faded away.
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			Darkness surrounded me.

			For one terrifying second I thought, This is it. I’m finally meeting my maker. But then I blinked and turned my head, noticing that the darkness wasn’t complete. Streetlight filtered in through a nearby window. In the dim light I could make out a man sleeping in a bed. Next to him was an alarm clock that read 1:21 a.m.

			I fell to my knees, a choked sob coming out of me.

			Alive. I was alive.

			And judging from the time, I was on the other side of the earth.

			Someone stirred across the room. “Who’s there?” Adrian’s voice was thick with sleep.

			“Me.” He was smart; he’d figure it out.

			A moment later a lamp clicked on, and I had to shield my eyes from the brightness. When I brought my hands away from my head, I gazed into green eyes.

			“Ember?” I could see relief written into his expression, though I wasn’t sure whether that was because I was okay, or because of all home intruders he could have, I was the least threatening.

			Just when I thought I was getting spooky too.

			“You wouldn’t believe the scene I just left,” I said, forcing a laugh out and shaking my head.

			“What are you doing here?” he asked, rubbing his eyes. “You’re only supposed to travel once per—”

			“Circadian rhythm,” I finished for him. “Yeah, I know. Something—something is wrong with me. This is the fourth time I’ve teleported today.” That might’ve come out a little desperate. I realized I was maybe looking at Adrian like he could fix me.

			He frowned, his eyes growing distant. “Strange. I wonder if this is your body’s way of realigning itself,” he mused, stroking his lower lip.

			Or I was broken.

			My eyes strayed to Adrian’s exposed torso. Unlike Caden, he wasn’t muscular. He had the body of a scholar. Soft. Weak.

			Not that I should throw stones. I’d noticed my own muscles had atrophied from disuse.

			I wrapped my arms around myself, thankful that I’d teleported in jeans and a T-shirt.

			Small favors.

			“Are you okay for the moment?” he asked.

			I sucked in my upper lip and shook my head. “I was sedated, and I have no idea where and when I’ll wake up next.”

			At least it wasn’t euthanasia like I feared it might be.

			Or was it? Did teleporters get one last act before curtain call? I’d only ever heard of us dying during our ten-minute stints. For all I knew, my body was in the process of shutting itself down.

			That thought made me feel all sorts of warm and cozy.

			Not.

			I glanced around his room. “Is this the same place I visited you before I was spliced?”

			He smothered a yawn. “Yep.”

			I raised my eyebrows, saying nothing.

			“What?” he asked.

			I shrugged. “Just glad I didn’t run you out of another house.”

			I didn’t mention that I was surprised he’d managed to stay in one location when, last I heard, the government had been after him. That seemed . . . fortuitous.

			I snapped my fingers. “Speaking of, I think I have a GPS tracker on me.”

			“On you?” Adrian echoed, his eyes widening.

			I tapped my shoulder. “I think they put it in sometime during . . .” During all those lost months.

			Adrian swore. “As always, having you in my life causes problems.”

			“Don’t get all nostalgic on me now,” I said, cracking a smile. It felt weird on my face, especially considering how not funny the situation was.

			He rubbed his eyes, a sliver of a smile forming along his own lips. “I’m going to have to jam their GPS system.”

			“Sounds fun. And highly illegal.” And like something that would help him but not me. I would still have to dig the thing out.

			“Have you been able to return to the US since you left?” I asked.

			He shook his head. “No, unfortunately. I want to go back . . . eventually.”

			In other words, he was still on the government’s blacklist, thanks to Richards.

			Adrian pushed himself out of bed and grabbed a shirt hanging over a bedside chair. “Listen, Ember,” he said, sliding it on, “I know you don’t have much time, and a lot has happened since you’ve been gone. I’ve continued my father’s research. It would dizzy you, the things I know.”

			“Uh-huh,” I said, my tone changing. Now I really found it fortuitous that Dane hadn’t been successful at neutralizing Adrian. “That’s why you know so much about what’s happening to me right now.”

			A sly smile bloomed on Adrian’s face. “It’s good to hear sarcasm from you.”

			When did he learn that sarcasm was a trait of mine? And why had it been so damn hard to be sarcastic? I placed a hand to my stomach. I feared that sometime during those ten months, I’d lost whatever it was that made me . . . me.

			“If you want my help, you have it,” he said. “I’m working abroad with an organization called Stonehawk Enterprises. It consists of a group of researchers, benefactors, and heads of state who are interested in your existence and want to help you and others like you.”

			“Uh-huh.” Stonehawk Enterprises? It sounded like a manufacturer of military weapons. Big wonder what the weapon here might be. The Prometheus Project was proof that organized interest in teleporters usually benefited everyone but the teleporters themselves.

			Adrian raised an eyebrow. “You don’t believe me?”

			“I do believe you want to help”—though perhaps only in order to get his name cleared—“and I’m sure there are others who would also benefit from helping me. But the scientists on the case? Methinks they’d just want to poke, prod, and probe me.”

			“Awesome visual, Ember.”

			I shrugged. “Your dirty mind imagined it, not mine.”

			“Teleportation is a new field of scientific research that is being oppressed by politics and nationalism.”

			“The world’s smallest violin is playing for you.” He could save me the sob story.

			“Ember . . .” he said, shifting his weight. I could already tell he was going to try another approach. “The Project is never going to stop controlling your teleportations.”

			That thought sobered me up. As soon as my imprint appeared, they were able to control my ability. I swiped my hands down my face at the thought. My dilemma wasn’t as simple as escape, like I’d assumed this whole time. The government could always, always control my ability. I’d never be free.

			Adrian laid a hand on my shoulder, and I glanced up at him. “Stonehawk has the ability to remove the Project’s control.” He spoke slowly, letting every word sink in. “We can protect you if you’ll accept our help.”

			I weighed his words, not wholly believing them. Things that sounded too good to be true almost always were. But even the possibility . . . It was worth the risk, especially considering my other dismal options. That, and I trusted Adrian enough to have passed along his name to my father. I hoped that was the right decision. Caden had already duped me, and I’d trusted him implicitly.

			You still do, a small voice whispered. Even if I was pissed at him for betraying me in some small way. He was probably hurt that I’d leave without him . . . and maybe he was angry that I’d beaten up Desiree. Were they still friends? Were they more than friends? My head began to pound as jealousy whipped through me.

			I rubbed my head. I had no right to feel this way. Caden had ten months to move on with his life. Hell, I didn’t even know at this point whether we were still dating. Resurrection didn’t come with an etiquette book, and now was really not the time to psychoanalyze my current relationship with him.

			“Ember?”

			Adrian snapped me back to the present.

			“I’m interested in what you’re saying. Hesitant but interested.” I brushed past him and grabbed a pen and a notepad from the nightstand next to his bed. I scribbled down my parents’ personal information.

			I ripped the sheet of paper off the pad and handed it to him. “I’ve already told them about you, but they know essentially nothing about what’s going on. My guess is that the Project’s stonewalled them up until now.”

			I had to fist my hands to keep from snatching the note back. Instinct screamed at me that this was a bad idea. I’d survived my first eighteen years of life by trusting no one. That was how I’d learned to get by.

			Now it seemed that if I wanted to survive, I’d need to blindly trust people with ambiguous motives.

			“I’ll get in touch with them,” Adrian said, looking up from the paper.

			“Please be careful,” I said, staring at the note. “If my parents get hurt because of me . . .” I couldn’t finish the sentence. Wouldn’t consider that.

			“I’ll be careful with them,” Adrian said.

			Whether it was his words or his inflection, he made me tear up.

			“Thanks,” I whispered.

			“Of course,” he said. “We’ll arrange an escape for you as soon we know where the Project’s holding you.”

			I raised my eyebrows. “You can do that?”

			He gave me a noncommittal shrug, which had me thinking he wasn’t at liberty to discuss this in great detail. “A large part of it will depend on you.”

			“So I’ll escape, and you’ll provide assistance,” I clarified.

			“Something like that.”

			I stared down at my hands. “Then you’ll need to provide escape for two.”

			“Two?” He sounded baffled.

			I nodded. “There’s another teleporter.” I looked up. “I’m not leaving without him.” Even if the bastard managed to capture me twice.

			Somehow Adrian knew exactly what Caden meant to me. His body tensed and his expression closed off, almost as though he was threatened by this. The idea was all kinds of strange.

			“How can you be sure he’ll want to—”

			“I saw him fifteen minutes ago,” I said. “Trust me, he’s in.”

			Adrian’s mouth opened and closed. “This will be much more difficult to coordinate.” He sounded . . . miffed.

			“Then we’ll find you on our own.”

			I could see Adrian struggling to rein in his emotions. That only piqued my curiosity—I wasn’t aware that there were emotions concerning me that Adrian needed to rein in.

			“I’ll see what I can do,” he said.

			I glanced at Adrian’s alarm clock—1:30 a.m.

			Less than a minute left before I lost consciousness. And I didn’t know when—or if—I’d wake up.

			I cleared my throat. “I guess we’ll figure out logistics the next time I see you?”

			Adrian nodded slowly, taking in my expression. Something gave me away. “You okay?” he asked, eyeing me.

			I closed my eyes. “I’m fine.” I’d be fine, come what may.

			I sensed more than heard Adrian step forward. Cool fingers brushed my cheek. “You’re not going to die,” Adrian murmured.

			“It doesn’t matter. Either way, I’ll still be in hell.”
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			By the time Caden woke up in the cold hospital wing of the facility, it was three in the morning.

			He pushed himself onto his forearms, blinking against the fluorescent lights that shuddered on as soon as they detected motion.

			Worry pooled low in his stomach, and for a moment he couldn’t place it. He ran a hand over his jaw, trying to recall what caused it.

			Then the previous day came flooding back to him. He swore loudly and stood, grabbing his neatly folded jeans, ignoring the shirt and boxers that also awaited him. Sliding the jeans on, he jogged out of the room and headed for the one place where he’d find answers.

			“You’re a fucking liar!” Caden shouted right before he stormed into Richards’s office. Or tried to. The door was locked, and no light shone from between the cracks.

			Obviously, fucktard. It’s the middle of the night.

			Dane would be at home, fast asleep. Without a care in the Goddamn world because he didn’t have to worry about losing someone he loved on a daily basis.

			Caden pounded on the door anyway. “What have you done with her? Why is she so . . . ?” Different. Just like every other teleporter who came back. But he couldn’t bring himself to say it.

			The Project had made her disappear, that much Caden already knew. But the way she reacted when he’d brought up Desiree—she hadn’t been suffering from PTSD like he thought. She’d been a woman with a vendetta.

			Could Desiree have had something to do with Ember getting spliced? He squeezed his eyes shut. Of course she could have. If the Project asked her to compromise Ember’s identity, she wouldn’t hesitate to carry out the orders. But that would mean that Dane was involved as well.

			Caden shuddered. He’d always known, deep down, but he’d had to repress that suspicion while under the Project’s roof; otherwise he’d likely kill Dane on sight.

			The worst part of all of this was that both Dane and Desiree were simply doing their duty.

			Duty. He didn’t know what that meant anymore. He tortured information out of targets on a regular basis in the name of duty. His victims had all been national security threats. So had Ember. Where was he supposed to draw the line in the sand?

			He leaned against the door and bowed his head. Caden could still see Ember’s face when she’d realized Richards’s men had been coming for her regardless of what she agreed to. She’d thought he’d betrayed her. Caden pinched his eyes shut. Worse, in the moments after she’d been wrestled to the floor, she’d worn that haunted, broken look that Eric had before Richards moved him and Serena. Caden had helped seed the bleakness in Ember’s eyes by asking her to stay.

			Because you’re a pussy who’d rather she live with her wings clipped than have her risk her own life escaping. Without you.

			And now he had no idea where she was.

			


		
    CHAPTER 6
 
			Another damn hospital room. That was my first thought when my eyes fluttered open.

			My nostrils flared at the smell of antiseptic. Definitely alive—unless hell was way more perverse than I’d ever imagined it.

			“Evening, Ember.”

			My limbs seized up at the sound of Dane’s voice. I turned to look over at him, sitting in a flimsy plastic chair next to the bed. His arms draped over the armrests, his hands clasped.

			“You bastard,” I said, my voice hoarse.

			He narrowed his eyes. “Seems you haven’t lost any of your charm.”

			“Where am I?” I pushed myself up in bed, belatedly noticing the tug of an IV that had been inserted in my wrist.

			“The facility.”

			I closed my eyes and inhaled, making an effort to relax my muscles. “How long have I been out?”

			“About a day.”

			Short, clipped responses. This was not what he was here to talk about. Not that I cared about his agenda.

			“Where’s Caden?” I asked.

			“You’ll see him soon enough.”

			I angled my eyes at him. “He doesn’t know I’m here yet, does he?”

			Richards’s mouth thinned. I’d always gotten the impression that he was a misogynistic prick. His reaction now only confirmed my suspicions. Seemed Dane the Dick hadn’t changed his opinion of the fairer sex since I’d been gone, if his mannerisms were anything to go by.

			“At least we know you’re still useful at reading people,” he said.

			I clenched my jaw. That was all teleporters boiled down to here—weapons to use. And like all weapons, we were only as good as our abilities.

			Richards leaned forward in his seat. “Wondering what the hell is going on?”

			I stared back at him, unflinching. “What do you think?”

			His face was grim. “You were spliced on your last mission, and you and I both know exactly why that happened.”

			Dane sharing information with me and being honest? This was new. “Admitting to sabotaging the mission?” I asked.

			I could see his dislike for me written all over his face. “By some miracle you didn’t die from your wounds.”

			“Why even try to save me?” I asked, interrupting him.

			“You’re a smart girl—you figure it out.”

			Appearances. That was why. No one would assume the Project tried to kill me if they worked valiantly to save my life. And perhaps keeping me alive afforded the scientific community the chance to study me. I suppressed a shudder at the thought of people handling me during all those months I’d been unconscious.

			The corner of Dane’s mouth rose slightly, though he didn’t look amused in the least. “You were never supposed to be woken up.”

			“Then why wake me at all?”

			“Caden,” Richards sighed.

			When it came to my pair, the two of us were always on the same page. “What about him?” I asked, my voice less snarky than it had been.

			“He hasn’t been doing so well since you disappeared. I’d hoped he’d pull through it, but he’s only gotten worse. He blamed himself for your . . . death.” Dane leaned back in the chair and assessed me. “He’s going to die soon if he keeps going at the rate he is.”

			I’d seen enough of Caden’s torso to notice that he’d gotten reckless.

			“That’s why you woke me,” I said, putting together what he hadn’t said. “To help him.”

			Richards nodded. Typical that an old boy such as Dane would see the situation in this light—that I’d be some sort of Florence Nightingale and nurse Caden back to health.

			Regardless, the man’s intentions were decent. Just when I’d written him off as completely soulless too. He had to up and do something redeemable.

			I maintained that he was still an asshat.

			“So that’s what had you waiting at my bedside to tell me?”

			Richards leaned forward. “You know the conditions that brought you here. Caden’s recovery is the only thing keeping you alive. You pull a stunt like you did back at the hospital or you try to escape again, and you’ll die for real this time.”
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			I had a half hour to mull over Richards’s words before rapidly approaching footfalls broke the silence outside my room. Not that I’d spent any of that time actually considering his words. You could only hear so many threats before they lost their shock value.

			The footfalls stopped at my room. The door swung open, and then Caden filled the doorway. “They just told me you were here.” In three long strides he crossed the room and got into the bed with me.

			Naturally—because this was Caden after all. Good to know that some things never changed.

			He gathered me to him. I gave him a watery smile and touched the side of his face.

			Caden leaned into the caress, his brows pinching together. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “So, so sorry.”

			He kept repeating it over and over again until I moved my fingers to his lips. He stared at me, his face a mask of remorse.

			Tentatively I began to trace the contours of his lips. His eyes fluttered shut. Only now that I wasn’t on the run could I truly appreciate the circumstances I’d found myself in.

			Caden had abandonment issues. I remembered this from before. And I’d gone and abandoned him, just like everyone else who’d ever mattered to him. In some ways the man across from me was more broken than I was. And that brokenness, which had made him so reckless, was what brought me back to life. So we seemed to be in each other’s debt.

			“It’s okay,” I said. “The Project would have found me regardless.” So long as the GPS device was beneath my skin, Richards could pinpoint my location. I would’ve ended up here one way or another.

			“I’ll make this right,” he said, his voice pitched low.

			He leaned in, then paused.

			“Hesitation is lethal,” I reminded him.

			He flashed me a grin, free of his angst, and his mouth pressed against mine.

			I dragged my hand through his hair as my lips parted. He kissed me like a man possessed. As though I might disappear at any moment.

			His tongue caressed mine, the contact deeply intimate. It reminded me of all the other ways I knew this man. Man. Somehow that word fit him better than boy.

			I broke off the kiss. “Can we get out of here?” I breathed.

			Warning flashed in his eyes.

			“Out of the infirmary,” I clarified. Like I was in any condition for a prison break.

			He gave me a sly smile. “Let me work my magic with the nurses.”

			He stood to go, so I grabbed his hand and pressed a kiss to his knuckles. “I love you,” I whispered against his callused skin.

			He glanced back down at his captive hand. Slowly his gaze rose, and the emotion that flickered at the back of his eyes made my breath catch. Someone less trained in reading people would say they saw lust. But I knew the emotion that shone back at me wasn’t that.

			It was fervor. Faith. Conviction on the deepest level.

			Salvation.
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			I followed Caden to my room, my pulse skittering along. The idea of returning to it had me on edge. Like I could go back to my life as usual knowing all that had come to pass.

			Caden stopped in front of the door. He took a deep breath and glanced at me from the corner of his eye. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was nervous.

			He opened the door, and suddenly I understood what had him fidgeting next to me.

			My eyebrows nudged up as I stepped inside and took the place in. It wasn’t my room anymore. It was Caden’s. His pictures lined the walls, and a bookcase rested opposite the bed.

			The apprehension that had filled me before I entered the room had vanished. I could live in a room that bore no resemblance to what had originally been here.

			“Made yourself at home here, did you now?” I asked, walking over to his bookcase. When I threw Caden a glance over my shoulder, his eyes were grief filled.

			I didn’t mention that this arrangement was much preferable to being alone. My life danced along a knife’s edge—I wanted someone beside me who was also concerned about keeping me alive.

			“Angel, we’re doing this together or not at all.” Again Caden’s words left no room for argument.

			I turned back to Caden’s bookcase, mostly to distract myself from this man who had replaced the boy I loved. My fingers skimmed over the book spines. I paused when I came across one of my own books. It was the romance novel I’d caught Caden reading in this very room almost a year ago. The memory had a hazy feel to it.

			The spine now had several more lines bent into it. By all accounts Caden had read this book many times over. That brought a smile to my lips until I realized this might just have been another way for him to feel close to me. Inside some stupid romance novel that my parents had carelessly thrown into the suitcase they’d packed for me all those months ago.

			For some reason that, more than anything else, made my chest tighten.

			As if he couldn’t help himself, Caden came up behind me. He brushed the hair away from my neck. I stilled when I felt his rough fingers trail along the skin. His touch was hesitant, unsure. Strange when some of my final memories of him and me were anything but.

			The softest of kisses followed. His lips brushed over me, right where my shoulder met my neck.

			I swiveled to face Caden. He was staring at me like I was one of the Seven Wonders of the World. A girl could get used to these kinds of looks.

			We held each other’s gaze for an eternity. Those complex hazel eyes offered up so many unspoken thoughts.

			“My memory never did you justice,” he breathed. “You’re perfect.” Achingly slow he leaned in, his eyes lowering to my mouth.

			I tilted my face up, and our lips met. The kiss began as a slow burn, and we savored each other the way one would a fine wine.

			Time seemed to collapse as we melted into each other. It had always been like this with him. The violence that was our lives faded away when we were together. I wondered whether he felt the same. Judging by the way he held me—like I was the only thing anchoring him to this world—he probably did.

			Ever so gently I ran my hands along his chest and arms, familiarizing myself with this older, roughened version of Caden.

			Before, I’d thought there was no softness to his body. I’d been wrong; there must’ve been, because now he felt impossibly harder, sharper.

			Under my finger goose bumps rose along Caden’s skin. He groaned into my mouth, and the kiss sped up until we were breathless. I dropped my hands and tugged on the edge of Caden’s shirt.

			He broke off the kiss, his chest heaving, so that he could pull his shirt up over his head. Like before, I caught a glimpse of his body. Beautiful was not a word one often used in reference to the male form, especially not when that form was riddled with scars. But right now it was the only word to describe his ferocious appeal.

			Then Caden’s lips were back on mine, moving against me hungrily.

			My hands replaced my eyes, grazing over his chest. Fingers rolled over small ridges of scars before skimming over the rounded contours of his abs. Yes, Caden had that dangerous, scarred beauty, and damn, it appealed to me on a primal level. I reveled in his familiarity. His smell, his taste, the feel of his hair between my fingers.

			His hands drifted to my hips and he lifted me, wrapping my legs around his waist.

			His lips left my mouth to trail kisses along my jaw. “Angel,” he murmured. The pitch of his voice made me want to cry.

			I stroked a hand along the side of his face. “Don’t be sad. Not right now.”

			His throat worked and he nodded, and then he took possession of my lips once more. As he did so, he walked us to the edge of his bed and sat down with me in his lap.

			I pressed myself even closer to Caden, but it didn’t satisfy me. I’d almost lost everything, and I had no reason to believe I’d get to keep this man or this life much longer.

			Caden must’ve been thinking along the same lines, because he lowered me onto the bed.

			He knelt between my legs, and his hands fell to my hips. Caden stroked the skin there, his touch featherlight. I made a small noise at the touch, bringing a smile to his lips. Slowly he peeled back the scrubs I wore, his eyes drinking in each inch of exposed skin. “You’re paler than I remember,” he said, almost to himself.

			What he hadn’t said was that I was also frailer than what we both remembered. Now, when my body’s ability to run and fight was more important than ever.

			Caden ran his hands along my legs, his face awed. He made a satisfying sound low in his throat. “I can’t get over how your skin feels against mine.”

			I watched him, enraptured. Where I saw weakness, he saw something to be cherished.

			I reached for him, not liking that while he’d been reacquainting himself with my legs, I’d been left bereft.

			The corner of Caden’s mouth curled. “Is my Ember impatient?”

			Whatever expression I wore amused Caden, and I was rewarded with a laugh. The sound curved my own lips into a smile.

			Caden’s torso slid up my body, his fingers hooking underneath my shirt. “That better, angel?” he breathed, his face directly above mine. Close enough for me to notice that his hair had more sun streaks in it.

			I nodded, reaching up to finger a lock of his golden hair. He was a sun god, the American dream, and he was staring at me like I was his whole world.

			Something this good was bound to end terribly. It was karma evening the score—you get a gorgeous man in return for your tragic life and early death. Not a happily-ever-after. That was for movies and romance novels.

			I lifted my shoulders as Caden pulled my shirt up over my head. He threw the garment aside and stared at my stomach. At my new scars.

			Reflexively my hands went to cover them.

			“No,” he said, catching my arms and placing them at my sides.

			My entire body tensed as his gaze moved over the discolored, distorted skin. The last time we’d been intimate, I’d been scar free, toned, and my skin had a healthy glow to it. Now it was a different story.

			He released my hands, his eyes warning me to leave my arms where they were. I bit my lip, but I didn’t move.

			With his fingertips Caden traced my scars. I had to lock my jaw and clench my fists to keep from squirming under his inspection. And then he did the strangest thing of all: he leaned down and pressed a kiss to my scarred stomach.

			“Beautiful,” he murmured.

			I stilled at the word. “How can you say that?”

			Caden drew away slightly. “This is what kept you alive,” he said. “And it’s proof that you’re real.”

			He glanced up at me to read my expression. “You thought I’d find them ugly?”

			I shrugged. “Yes.” My mouth tripped over the word, giving away just how vulnerable I felt.

			“Oh, Ember,” Caden said, his lips instantly back on mine. “Never,” he whispered into my mouth.

			Without thinking I wrapped my arms around him. He grinned as he kissed me, clearly enjoying the way I clung to him.

			He pulled away long enough to remove the rest of his clothes, and then he draped himself over me again. I sighed at the feel of his skin against mine. Softly his fingers stroked my skin, over and over. Drawing his head back, he stared at me. Raw, aching love, with all its gritty edges filled his expression.

			“Whatever happens you’ll stay with me through it?” I asked. My words were intentionally vague in case the government had audio set up in the room. Considering what we were about to do, I sincerely hoped no one was listening in.

			Still, I could tell by the way Caden gazed down at me that he knew I was asking about surviving—and eventually leaving—this place.

			He propped himself up on an elbow. “Do you remember that day in the woods when you confessed to me about stealing those files?”

			I nodded.

			Caden took my hand and placed it over his heart. “And I told you this was yours?”

			Again I nodded.

			“Well, it still is, and I still mean every word I said that day. We’re together in this, okay? Everything else might fall apart, but you’ll always have me. Always.”

			I drew in a shaky breath.

			He rolled back on me and kissed me gently, his hips rocking against mine. My hips met his. Still not close enough.

			“Caden . . .” My voice sounded breathless.

			His dimples emerged. “Still impatient, I see.”

			As if he was one to talk. His hardness pressed against my belly, igniting a slew of emotions. Lust. Connection. Affection. Love.

			The playfulness drained from his face. “We shouldn’t . . .”

			“We should,” I insisted.

			His brows tilted. “Are you sure?”

			I kissed him by way of answer. He groaned and gave in. “Okay, I get it,” he murmured against my mouth. “You want me.”

			Some comments did not deserve a response.

			When we broke apart, he reached between my legs and stroked a thumb down my opening.

			His eyebrows rose at my wetness, and a smile that was pure male smugness lit up his face. “My, my, someone has missed me.”

			I rolled my eyes, but a grin tugged at the corners of my mouth.

			Caden grabbed a condom from the drawer in his bedside table, then hesitated. He swore, flipping the package over.

			I propped myself up. “What is it?”

			“I don’t know if these are still good. They’ve sat here since . . .”

			My eyes widened. Oh. Ten months had passed and Caden, who seemed like the promiscuous type, had been celibate the entire time. Unless he used alternate forms of protection—or none at all . . . I pushed those thoughts from my mind. The past was the past.

			Gently I took the condom from Caden and read the expiration date. “It’s still good,” I said, my hand trembling slightly.

			I tore the package open and slid the condom onto him. My eyes lingering on the V of Caden’s torso.

			He dipped his head, nuzzling my neck and kissing the skin there. “I fucking missed you,” he said. Despite the lightness in his voice, I could tell this moment was affecting him on a deep level.

			I fell back onto the bed, and he followed. Our chests grazed as he leaned on his forearms, his face just above my own. So close yet still apart.

			We stared at each other as he entered me agonizingly slow. Intensity gripped his face, and I couldn’t bring myself to look away. When he was fully inside me, his eyes squeezed closed and his brow pinched together.

			“Caden?” I ran a hand through his hair. This wasn’t exactly the initial reaction I’d been expecting. He looked like he was in pain, his chest heaving, his throat working.

			“Give me . . . a minute,” he said, not opening his eyes.

			“Okay.” It came out as little more than a whisper. Was the party over before it even got started?

			He pulled away and thrust against me. My head fell back at the sensation. He did it again, and a breathy sigh came out of me.

			When Caden finally opened his eyes, they gleamed with unshed tears. And I realized I’d assumed incorrectly Caden’s reasons for starting slow.

			He didn’t try to explain what had happened, but he didn’t have to. He’d almost broken down. Caden might be vulnerable around me, but there were still some lines he didn’t want to cross. Like weeping while banging.

			I understood. Or I didn’t. But hey, I hadn’t experienced loss like he had. So I’d pretend everything was okay . . . until it was.

			Still, as Caden thrust in and out of me, trailing kisses over my body and stroking my skin as it were fine silk, I couldn’t help but feel . . . cherished. Not that I’d ever been lacking in that department when it came to him. But the whole resurrection thing? Yeah, it came with a few perks.

			Like I said before, a girl could get used to this.
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			We’d spent the rest of the day in Caden’s bed, reacquainting ourselves with one another. Both he and I were knowingly putting off the real world. Because let’s face it, the real world sort of sucked at the moment.

			I lay with my head on Caden’s chest, my body draped half on him, half off.

			He held me against him, one of his arms wrapped around my waist. With his other hand, he languidly stroked my tattoo.

			“My angel,” he murmured, brushing a kiss along my forehead.

			“No more princess?” I asked, glancing up at him. I’d been meaning to ask this since he’d started using the new nickname.

			He shook his head. “A princess needs saving. An angel . . . saves.” Saves me. He hadn’t said it, but the thought lingered in the air between of us.

			“Ah.”

			“Plus you have angel wings tattooed on your back. It was about damn time for a nickname change.”

			“You could just call me Ember. That works too.”

			Caden snorted. “Not going to happen, angel. Just be happy I don’t call you puss-puss, or honey, or some other name that would make you want to kill yourself slowly.”

			My lips curled into a smile. “Puss-puss? Do I even want to know where you came up with—”

			“Hell no, you don’t—so don’t ask.”

			I bit my lip. “I still can’t believe you even said the words puss-puss.”

			Caden raised an eyebrow. The expression said, Challenge accepted. “I like your puss-p—”

			I slapped a hand over his mouth before he could finish. “Yeah, say that again and you won’t be getting any for a while.”

			Beneath me Caden’s body shook, and it took me a moment to realize it was from his deep, rumbly laughter. After a moment I joined in. I couldn’t help it; his laughter was contagious.

			This was what life was worth living for.
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			An alarm blared, and I winced. I couldn’t have slept more than a few hours last night.

			An arm hooked around me and dragged me back down into bed. “Mmm, let’s sleep in, angel.” Caden’s voice was husky with sleep. He reached over me and hit the “Snooze” button on top of the alarm clock, and the blaring cut out.

			The past several days came rushing back to me. Woken. Escaped. Captured. Sedated. Woken again. Back at the facility.

			Back at the facility.

			Suddenly I couldn’t sit still. My legs jittered with the need to run—to escape. Yesterday was a welcome vacation from my life, but I couldn’t pretend things were all peaches and cream.

			I scrambled out of bed. Caden groaned in protest and then rolled over.

			I headed for his dresser, realizing even as I opened the top drawer that I wouldn’t find my own clothing in it.

			Only I did.

			Bras, underpants, socks—the whole shebang. I opened another drawer, and chills skittered down my back. My shirts were all in there, all accounted for.

			I opened the remaining drawers and noticed that the ones I’d left empty were now filled with Caden’s clothing. He’d been cohabitating with a ghost while I was gone.

			“I couldn’t get rid of them.” I jumped at the sound of Caden’s voice. He stood a few feet behind me, arms crossed. He wore a defiant look on his sleepy face, daring me to call him out on keeping my things in here for ten months.

			“I . . . can see that.”

			He ran his hands through his hair. “Don’t give me that look, not until you lose someone who means the world to you.”

			I turned back to the clothes. “But why would you even want these near you? Wouldn’t the reminder . . . ?”

			“Eat me up from the inside out?” he finished for me. “Yes.” Caden closed the distance between us until I had to tilt my head to look up at him. His hands cupped my upper arms. “But I left them there, hoping one day you’d show up, just like the other teleporters who’d survived splicing.”

			Others had survived splicing? That was news to me

			As much as I wanted to pump Caden for information on this, I had something more important on my mind.

			“I thought that you didn’t believe me,” I said.

			Caden stared at me for a long time, then glanced away. “I told you I had a lot of theories. Too many.” He shook his head. “What I believed never mattered anyway. Hope trumped it all.”

			[image: Section]

			I could hear the hum of conversation from down the hall. Laughter and the clattering plastic trays punctuated it. I stared down at my beat-up boots, one of several pairs Caden had also saved, and my hand tightened around Caden’s.

			The dining hall would be filled with teleporters at this time in the morning, and they’d probably know all about me. I basked in anonymity, so walking in there would be a particularly hellish experience.

			But that wasn’t the only part of the ordeal that terrified me. Stepping right back into this world and pretending, if even for a short period of time, to be okay made my stomach churn.

			A long time ago Caden had said that the teleporters who came back were not the same. I now understood what he meant. One doesn’t simply come back from near death without carrying their share of scars. From the violence, the pain, the betrayal. I couldn’t just hold on to that experience and expect to remain unchanged.

			My legs trembled with the need to run in the other direction, but I made myself move forward. Caden squeezed my hand once. When I met his gaze, he gave me a look that said, You got this.

			Despite what the movies show, crowds don’t usually go quiet all at once. Instead conversation gradually trickles away. Like right now. Caden and I stepped in line for breakfast, and the hair on the nape of my neck prickled. I didn’t have to turn around to know I had the attention of almost everyone in the cafeteria.

			Next to me I saw Caden glare out at our audience, his jaw tipped up just enough to make him appear hostile.

			“It’s fine,” I said.

			“No, it’s not.”

			“Just give them a minute. Once they’ve looked their fill, they’ll go back to what they were doing.”

			It was true. By the time we’d left the line, the stares had faded somewhat, though the whispering hadn’t. We headed to a table near the back of the room. Where there was once a group of friends, now there was one. Jeff. It was unclear whether death or dissention caused the ranks to thin. Regardless, the table looked a little lonesome.

			Jeff stood up when he saw me and opened his arms. “My girl Ember. Bring it in.”

			Setting down my tray, I grinned and walked into Jeff’s embrace. The guy squeezed the living daylights out of me. “I’m glad you came back from the dead,” he said. “The table was getting lonely.”

			“I noticed,” I said, stepping away and taking a seat next to Caden. Jeff sat down across from us.

			“So,” he said, “are the rumors true?”

			“Rumors?”

			Jeff leaned forward. “That you laid Desiree out on her ass. She’s been in the infirmary for the last few days.”

			Her face on the night of my failed mission flashed in my mind. My hands fisted at the reminder, my anger bubbling up at the mere thought of her.

			“Oh shit, you did deck her! Damn, girl.” Jeff eyed me. “I ain’t ever going to piss you off.”

			I gave him a watery smile. I couldn’t joke about it—not yet. It still felt too raw.

			Caden’s eyes flicked to my fists. “Dude,” he said, turning his attention to Jeff, “how was your last mission—you were in Jordan, right?” I wanted to kiss him for reading my mood and changing the subject before Jeff could probe me some more. As soon as their conversation took off, I surreptitiously glanced around the room. Some vaguely familiar faces stood out, and others I’d expected to see were absent. In their place I saw new faces. Turnover. That word came to mind as I took in the crowd.

			Everyone looked so normal. These didn’t appear to be stressed or frightened teens. They didn’t seem to struggle with the same problems I did. Maybe they masked their feelings well, or maybe they really were wired not to question orders.

			As I scanned the dining hall, Eric’s and Serena’s names kept drifting in from surrounding tables. I tried to listen in on the conversations, but nearby voices kept drowning them out.

			“Ember?”

			I blinked and focused my attention on Caden, who’d spoken. Concern creased his face. Judging from the way he was looking at me, he must’ve said my name a few times. When my gaze strayed to Jeff, I saw pity on the other teleporter’s face.

			Maladaptive. I could see the term running through Jeff’s eyes. And he was right.

			“Aren’t you going to eat?” Caden asked, looking pointedly at my tray.

			I stared down at the untouched oatmeal and tried not to grimace. On the best of days oatmeal was palatable. On a day like today, when I sensed a dozen sets of eyes on me, I didn’t think I could stomach it. Instead I picked up the banana on the tray and began to peel it.

			“Is Eric alive?” I asked casually.

			I caught the look that passed between Caden and Jeff before Caden spoke. “Yeah, he is.”

			Alive. That meant that he’d also survived getting spliced. No wonder Caden had been hopeful about my return.

			I’d seen Eric’s wounds when he’d come back from his mission. Never would I have placed money on him surviving that.

			That’s what I must’ve looked like.

			“Where is he?” Did the government make him disappear too? That’s what I really wanted to ask, but I bit it back for later.

			Caden and Jeff exchanged another weighty glance.

			“Would you two fucking quit it with the looks and just tell me?” The teleporters surrounding us quieted at my outburst.

			A smile bloomed along Jeff’s face. “You really did come back a ballbuster, Ember.”

			I flashed Jeff a quelling look; next to me Caden smirked. He seemed to be thoroughly enjoying himself. But when he finally faced me, his mirth had died away somewhat. “They left for the Montana facility.”
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			They left for the Montana facility. Caden’s words from breakfast still circled around and around in my head.

			That was the facility where older teleporters went to settle down. I’d seen the plans for it—I’d even been inside one of the facility’s track homes. I’d seen the family housing. The playgrounds. The classrooms. The child-care facilities.

			The facility was the Project’s attempt to produce more teleporters. At some point in the past ten months, the government had sent Eric and Serena there. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that starting a family was vital to living there.

			That place creeped me out just as much as this facility. It reminded me that if we couldn’t be used as weapons, we’d be used as incubators. In return for lengthening their own life spans, those teleporters doomed their children to the same fate as theirs.

			The whole thing made me nauseous.

			Caden turned away from his printer. “I have our schedu—hey, you okay?” he asked, reading me.

			I shook off my mood. “I’m fine.”

			I could tell by the way Caden watched me that he didn’t believe me, but he let it slide.

			His chair groaned as he stood up, and then my hulk of a pair grabbed two sheets he’d printed. He handed me one, his eyes apologetic. “You got shafted this week, angel.”

			I furrowed my brows and took the paper from him. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said, reading it over.

			Along with my regular classes, I had counseling sessions every single day.

			Let the shitshow begin.
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			Caden and I walked outside the facility, and I squinted against the early-morning sun. When I breathed in, the smell of soil and pine hit me.

			God, I was really back here.

			“I probably should’ve asked this yesterday,” I said, “but you’re not with anyone are you?”

			Caden gave me gentle smile. “No, angel,” he said. “I might dupe, maim, and kill people for a living, but I would never cheat.” His dimples materialized. “I should spank you for even asking.”

			“Good to know you haven’t lost your same crude sense of humor.”

			He shook his head, taking a step forward. “I wasn’t joking.”

			Ah. I took a step back, and he took another one forward, his grin deepening. Just when I felt the morning might take a turn toward interesting, he winked at me and trotted past me up the trail. “Think you can still beat me, angel?” he asked, turning around and jogging backward to face me.

			I smirked. “I’m going to laugh when you fall on your ass trying to run like that.”

			“Oh, someone is nervous that I might beat her,” Caden teased.

			I jogged up to him and clutched the front of his shirt. “You are pretty fast,” I said, glancing down at his lips. I leaned in until only a wisp of air separated our mouths. “But you’ll never be as fast as me.”

			I gave Caden a firm push.

			“Hey!”

			I bolted up the trail, not sticking around to see whether he managed to catch himself before he fell.

			Almost immediately my legs screamed in protest. What in the past had been my natural gait now strained my muscles. Still I didn’t let up, especially when I heard Caden’s swiftly approaching footfalls.

			I laid on the speed. The path wound on for some time before we’d reach the stadium where we were to meet.

			I could hear pines crunching close on my heels. A moment later Caden picked me up from behind and swung me around.

			I gasped as the world spun.

			“That wasn’t very nice,” he said low in my ear. “The next time we get back to the room, you are definitely getting spanked for that.”

			As he said the words, another teleporter ran by, flashing us a dirty look. Caden grinned like an idiot at the sight. “Don’t act like you aren’t jealous, Cameron!” he shouted to the teleporter’s back.

			Oh, Caden.
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			I stepped onto the field and closed my eyes, letting the wind wash over me. My first class of the day was Close Combat, just like it had been all those months ago. Déjà vu washed over me. It was as though I got a second chance at reliving a nightmare.

			I could do this.

			I opened my eyes and arranged my expression so that I looked pleasantly bored, even while I was screaming inside.

			I managed to keep my cool until Desiree showed up. At the sight of her, my jaw locked and my muscles tensed. I took an ominous step toward her.

			“No.” Caden placed a hand across my chest.

			I gave him an incredulous glare. “You’re joking. You’re not going to let me—”

			“No,” Caden repeated more emphatically.

			Desiree must’ve sensed my gaze on her, because she turned and met it. Her face was still swollen and discolored from my earlier attack. Despite the injuries a satisfied smirk drew up one side of her mouth.

			Repercussions be damned. She was mine.

			I began to step around Caden only to have him haul me back against his chest. He wrapped his arms around my torso.

			“Angel,” he warned, his voice low.

			Desiree raised her eyebrows and flicked her gaze away. The action clearly said, You are beneath my notice.

			“Let me at her,” I growled, pawing at Caden’s hold.

			“So that what? You can kill her this time? I don’t think so. You don’t want to get noticed for the wrong reasons on your first day back to class.”

			His words reminded me of my visit with Dane. I had to be on good behavior. I took a deep breath in, then another out. Some—but not all—of my rage left me.

			“Are you good?” Caden asked me a minute later.

			I blew out a breath. “I think so.”

			Slowly he released me, just as Coach Painter walked onto the field.

			“Morning, class,” Coach said. “I’ve got a good one for us today. We’re going to work on disarming and taking down your opponent.” He pulled out his clipboard, flipping through its pages. “Singles, find a partner of the opposite sex. I’ll be calling you up in groups of four. Those of you not up will spend the rest of the class running stadiums. If I see anyone slack off, I’ll be giving you tardy exercises for the rest of the week.”

			Coach Painter glanced up from his clipboard. “Before we begin I want to reintroduce a teleporter joining us after recovering from an injury.”

			Coach Painter’s eyes searched the crowd. “Ember Pierce, why don’t you come on up.”

			My muscles tensed, but I forced myself to step forward. For the second time today, all eyes were on me. I made my way to Coach Painter, whose eyes twinkled, as though he knew just how incredibly uncomfortable the attention made me.

			When I stepped to his side, he clapped me on the shoulder. “If you haven’t gotten to know her yet, make sure to take the time to do so.”

			I closed my eyes. He couldn’t make this easy for me.

			Coach Painter gave my shoulder a shake. “It’s good to have you back,” he said.

			I nodded and gave him a pained smile.

			“Okay, let’s get started,” he said, clapping me again on the shoulder and pushing me back into the crowd. He picked up his whistle and blew it three times, then rattled off the first set of names.

			It wasn’t until thirty minutes later that ours were called. By then I’d nearly hacked up a lung running stadiums. My body had a lot of catching up to do, and no one had told me to take it easy. Why would they? I needed to convince them that I was useful. Or I was as good as dead.

			Caden and I joined another pair in front of Coach Painter. “All right, you four,” he said, leaning in. “I want to see each of you demonstrate on your pair how you might disarm and take them down. You get five minutes each to practice.”

			Everyone else was nodding, like this all made perfect sense. Déjà vu struck twice.

			“Um, Coach,” I said, stepping up. “How exactly are we supposed to do this?” Was I the only one who ever needed additional instructions?

			Coach Painter gave me a look like he expected better. From me. The resurrected chick. “You should know how,” he said. “And if you don’t, your partner better fill you in real quick.” He gazed at Caden with a stern expression. “You’re being graded for this.”

			I glanced at my pair, who matched Coach Painter’s hard look with one of his own.

			When Caden’s eyes met mine, his expression softened somewhat. “C’mon, angel, I’ll give you a demo.”

			We walked off to the side to train.

			“Okay,” I said, stretching my arms and praying my shaky legs would hold up after stadiums, “how do we . . . ?”

			Caden leaned in and bowed his head so that his lips touched the shell of my ear. “We need to fail this.”

			I drew back from him. “That shouldn’t be too hard.”

			Caden stepped away, looking grim. I searched his face, trying to decipher his thoughts from his expression.

			And then I did.

			They want me back in the field ASAP.

			I touched my stomach, where my scars were hidden. They couldn’t possibly want me back on missions. One, I’d proven my disloyalty, and two, it would be difficult to seduce targets with my monstrous scars.

			Caden shook his head. “Whatever you think matters to them doesn’t,” he said, reading my expression. “Teleporters have a high turnover rate. They’ll put you in the field if they think you’re at all capable.”

			That shouldn’t have surprised me—really, it shouldn’t have. But I’d assumed that I served one purpose and one purpose only: to pull Caden back from the brink. Seemed counterintuitive to bring me back only to chance letting me die again.

			Caden was maybe right, that they could be desperate. Or perhaps the Project wanted to corral him into a decision he might not otherwise make. Like everything else with the Project, the layers of deception ran deep.

			But what decision would Caden not normally make?

			My eyes drifted to his arms. The thick, corded muscles distracted me for only a moment, and then I focused on his scar-riddled skin.

			Of course. Domestication.

			Caden stepped in close, cupping my face and drawing my attention away from my thoughts. “I lost you once,” he said, his voice low. “I’m not taking any chances.”

			Behind him a familiar form walked onto the field. I stilled, my attention diverted.

			Dane Richards.

			He scanned the field, and his eyes paused on me. We held each other’s stares for several tense seconds. Long enough for Caden to throw a glance over his shoulder and see what I was looking at. Then Dane the Dick approached Coach Painter.

			My heart slammed into my chest. Dane was here to watch me. He had to be.

			“Ember?” Caden said.

			I touched my chest, feeling the uneven skin where my scar had formed. I couldn’t catch my breath. Nothing had ever hurt so badly as that gunshot. Then I’d teleported, and I was pain incarnate. I knew I was going to die. And Dane had to have ordered it.

			And here I was now. Under his control once again. I couldn’t do a damn thing about it. “Need to escape. Need to escape. Need to—”

			“Angel.” A hand slid down the side of my face, and suddenly I stared into Caden’s eyes. “Focus on me. Focus.”

			I did, drawing in one shaky breath. It only helped so much. You couldn’t reason with fear, nor could you with physiology. That’s what this was—my mind and body reacting instinctually to Dane’s presence.

			“You’re all right,” Caden said, soothing me. “You’re all right.”

			“He did it, Caden.” My voice broke as I spoke. “He killed me.”

			Agony flashed in Caden’s eyes for a moment, and then it was gone. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

			That wasn’t the point. “How could you stay here?” I accused. I already knew his reasons; they just didn’t seem valid at the moment.

			Now he didn’t bother to disguise his pain. “I was waiting for you.”

			That answer, the answer he’d mentioned earlier, was one that I couldn’t get angry at. Those five simple words sated some of the hurt I carried.

			But not the fear.

			I ran a shaky hand through my hair, and then I vanished.

			


		
    CHAPTER 7
 
			It took me a moment to get my bearings. Once I did I let out a little squeak. I stood behind Adrian, who was taking a piss. Perfect timing as usual.

			At the sound of my voice, Adrian flinched. But he didn’t scream—I’d give him that. “What the—” he said, turning.

			“Don’t!” I practically shrieked. Heaven forbid I get an eyeful. There were some things that couldn’t be unseen. Catching a glimpse of an acquaintance’s junk was one of them.

			“Ember?” he said to the wall in front of him. Then he shook his head. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

			“I’m leaving,” I said, pawing for the door handle behind me. “Shit, just give me a second.”

			I swiveled, grabbed the handle, and gracelessly fled the bathroom—only to run into a woman. She rose from a couch—Adrian’s couch—and stared at me, confused. “Who are you?” she asked in a clipped British accent.

			My eyes widened and my mouth opened and closed. “Me?” I pointed to myself. Adrian had a girl over, and all that flashed through my mind was how bad this looked.

			“Yeah, you.” Her confusion morphed into something darker and more suspicious.

			Adrian saved me from explaining myself when he exited the bathroom. Not that I wanted to see him either.

			He flashed me an annoyed look. “Couldn’t you have picked a better time to drop in?” he asked.

			“It’s not like I can control these things.”

			“Well, now that you’re here, I need to talk to you,” he said.

			“What is going on?” the woman interrupted, glancing between the two of us and trying to make sense of the situation. “Adrian, what was a girl”—she eyed me—“doing in your bathroom?”

			His eyes flicked from me to the woman. “Sarah, it’s a long story. It’s work related.”

			“‘Work related’?” Her brows drew together.

			“You’re really screwing this up,” I whispered under my breath to him.

			“Shut up,” he dismissed me. Rude as usual.

			“Sarah, we can either reschedule dinner—”

			“Reschedule dinner?” She’d gone from horrified surprise to fuming.

			“—or you can wait outside for the next ten minutes.”

			“Wait outside?” she repeated.

			I bit the inside of my cheek. For all his brains, Adrian was having a hell of a time maneuvering the subtleties of relationships. That, or he didn’t much care for this woman.

			Sarah looked between us again. Then, as she realized that this wasn’t a practical joke, her cheeks flushed. She ducked her head, mouthing Wow to herself. Grabbing her coat and purse, she woodenly walked out the door.

			“That . . . probably could’ve ended better,” Adrian said after the door clicked shut.

			“You think?”

			He sighed. “Another one bites the dust.”

			I shook my head. “This life ain’t for the fainthearted, that’s for sure.”
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			Adrian’s cool fingers traced my angel-wing tattoo. “So you camouflaged your imprint?” he asked.

			We stood in his office, my shirt and bra clutched against my chest with one hand. Considering what I’d witnessed only a few minutes ago, this was not nearly as awkward as it might otherwise have been.

			With my other hand I swabbed the inside of my cheek, handing the Q-tip back to Adrian when I finished. “Yep.”

			He dropped the Q-tip into a plastic bag and returned his attention to my shoulder blade. “That’s going to make this a bit harder.”

			He grabbed a camera from his desk, and I heard the clicks as he took a series of photos. Adrian had wanted to record my imprint and collect a sample of my DNA, things I had more than a little trepidation about. But the sooner he had this information, the sooner he could direct where I teleported to. That would be important if I ever wanted to escape from the Project’s control over my visits.

			It also meant that I’d have to trust Adrian. Me, I wasn’t a big fan of trust. The trusting got exploited far too often. But I’d already seen and lived the alternative path. The devil I didn’t know was, at worst, just as bad as the one I did know. That left me with nothing to lose.

			“Why do you think I’ve been showing up near you as often as I have?” I asked.

			Silence. I glanced over my shoulder to find that Adrian wasn’t even paying attention to me. No, he was frowning at his camera screen.

			“What is it?” I asked.

			“In person I can make out your imprint—the color and thickness is a little different—but it’s lost on camera.”

			“You could always make a cast of it.”

			Adrian’s eyes lit up only to then fall flat. “A plaster cast would take too long.”

			“Got any candles?”
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			“Worst idea ever,” I said not a minute later, when the first few drops of wax hit my skin.

			I’d sprawled on Adrian’s couch.

			“Once we have this,” Adrian said, “we’ll be one step closer to removing you from under the government’s thumb.”

			He made it sound easy. I knew it would be anything but.

			“Did they take you to the Big Sur facility or somewhere else?” Adrian asked.

			“Big Sur,” I replied, tensing when another stream of wax hit my back. “Is your offer to help me and Caden escape still good?”

			“Caden—that’s your pair, correct?”

			As if he didn’t know. He had his father’s notes. He was just probing, wanting to see how I responded.

			“Mmm-hmm,” I said casually. And that was the end of that line of questioning.

			After a pause and another round of hot wax, Adrian spoke again. “The offer is still good. I’m getting in touch with some of my contacts, and I should have more information for you soon.” He hesitated.

			“But?” I filled in, hearing the word in his pause.

			“I can help you and your pair get to our safe house here in Zurich, but escaping the facility . . . That, you’ll have to do alone.”
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			I appeared buck naked back on the field in front of my entire class, my coach, and Dane Richards. I almost laughed at the last one. Not ten seconds ago, I’d been plotting against him, and now I’d been caught with my pants down in more ways than one.

			“Ember.” Worry and relief warred for dominance in Caden’s voice. He came over to me, using his body to shield my nudity from onlookers. I grabbed my clothes from the ground and hurriedly put them back on.

			I’d day-teleported again. Damn it. Judging from the turbulent expression on Caden’s face, he wouldn’t agree to escape anytime soon. Not when he still considered my life to be in danger because of these daytime travels.

			I untucked my hair from my shirt collar, and Caden plucked a strand. “You okay?” he asked, rubbing it between his fingers, as if making sure that I was real.

			I nodded, glancing over Caden’s shoulder. I’d noticed that we’d drawn the attention of several other teleporters—including Desiree. She made no point of hiding her glee.

			My gaze moved to Coach Painter. He studied me, his brow pinched with worry. Next to him Dane assessed me, scowling.

			At least I wouldn’t have to worry about screwing up the takedown. Clearly, I’d already failed the most critical test—making the Project believe I was stable.

			


		
    CHAPTER 8
 
			Ember, it is so good to see you,” said Debbie, the Project’s psychologist, as I walked into her office later that day. She’d been sitting behind her computer, but now she stood. I took a step back when I realized she was going to hug me. Debbie got the message and stopped short.

			“Is it good to see me?” I asked.

			At my words her head tilted and her brows furrowed. Quizzical. That was the expression she wore. “Why wouldn’t I be happy to see you?”

			Because the Project you worked for almost killed me. Because everyone involved rightfully believed I was a traitor.

			I let those reasons hang unspoken between us. That was the thing about reading people. If you knew how they would react, you could predict the scenario you might find yourself in. The one I imagined unfolding right now would lead me somewhere I didn’t want to go.

			I sighed. “Let’s just get this over with.” I brushed past her and dropped onto her couch.

			Almost gingerly she followed me, grabbing a pen and notepad and taking a seat across from me.

			I slung my arms over the back of the couch, making myself comfortable.

			“So how are you doing?” she asked once she’d situated herself.

			“How do you think?”

			My response already had Debbie scribbling away in her notebook.

			I could imagine her notes. Patient shows signs of aggression, especially toward the Project. Probably stems from a repressed need to be in control of her world.

			All would be true.

			Debbie lifted her chin, her expression carefully neutral. The look came off as superior. “Why don’t you tell me?” she said.

			I picked at a loose thread on the couch. “What if I don’t want to?” I said, not looking at her.

			“You cannot deal with what you don’t acknowledge.”

			“Did you steal that from Dr. Phil?” I asked.

			She didn’t respond, and the silence stretched on. My surliness morphed into the first tendrils of anger. I knew exactly what she was doing. People had a horrible aversion to awkward silences, so they’d rush to fill it in. She was hoping I’d do just that.

			I didn’t.

			When it became clear I wouldn’t, Debbie broke the silence. “What can I do to make this process more comfortable for you, Ember?”

			“You can let me go.”

			“We both know that’s not possible.”

			I shrugged. “Then this will just have to be uncomfortable.”

			Another silence descended, this one much longer than the first. I couldn’t for the life of me understand this tactic. People didn’t willingly open up when they felt the oppressive silence weigh upon them. This didn’t put me in the sharing mood. No, I’d already begun letting my thoughts drift.

			“Are you angry, Ember?”

			I’d been staring off to the side of Debbie, but now my gaze swiveled back. I focused on her for so long that she began to fidget.

			“Why would I ever want to vent to you, Debbie?” I asked, narrowing my eyes and leaning forward. “You’re not my friend and you’re not family—you’re not even some maternal figure in my mind. Why would I ever choose you to confide in?”

			“That’s why,” she said, and I could hear something close to relief in her voice. She must think it a small victory, getting me to talk. “Because I hold no significant relationship to you, you can unload your issues on me.”

			“Wrong,” I said, and now the anger that had been brewing from the moment I’d walked in here finally spilled out. “You work for the people who tried to kill me.” My voice wavered at the end of the sentence. I hadn’t meant to say this; I hadn’t wanted to. I’d let my emotions get the better of me.

			“That’s what you believe?”

			“That’s what I know.”

			She didn’t bother denying it. “They also healed you when you were broken. They created you.”

			At that I snapped. “And somehow that makes it right?”

			“Is planned treason right?” she countered.

			I stood up. “Fuck you for putting this on me. I didn’t ask to be born, I didn’t ask to be mutated, and I sure as hell didn’t ask to be kept here like an animal.” This was why I’d meant to avoid the confrontation. This was the ending I knew it might lead to. I bet Debbie was having a field day recognizing and cataloging all the messed-up parts of me.

			“Ember, you might not believe it at the moment, but this is good. I want you to get angry. I want you to process what happened. This is a safe environment.”

			My mouth curved into a vicious smile. “Please, let’s not even talk about ‘safe environments’ here.” I eyed her. “You’re the psychologist, so you should know what a load of crap that is. You disclose all of these sessions to Richards.”

			She didn’t react, didn’t fidget, didn’t tighten her grip on her notepad.

			I shook my head and headed for the door.

			“Our session isn’t over, Ember.”

			I stopped and swiveled to face her, letting her see just how dead my eyes were. “I don’t care.” And then I exited her office, slamming the door on my way out.
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			Sprawled on my bed, I was still fuming an hour later when the door opened.

			“You.”

			I turned just in time to see Caden kick the door shut behind him. I closed the book about edible plants I was reading. “I do have a name.”

			“Yes. It’s angel when you’re good, and puss-puss when you’re bad,” he said, sauntering toward me.

			I chucked the book at his head. He caught it with one hand. Show-off.

			“Has anyone told you it’s not nice to throw things at people?” he said, tossing the book aside.

			“We went over how I felt about ‘puss-puss.’”

			The corner of Caden’s mouth inched up, but he didn’t respond. He crossed the room and began opening my drawers.

			“What are you doing?”

			Instead of answering he threw a T-shirt at me, which hit me square in the face, then a pair of leggings. A sports bra and his favorite black thong followed. “Put those on.” He nodded toward the clothes. “You’ve got five minutes.”

			“Until what?”

			“Until I collect your ass, angel.”

			Caden had gotten awfully bossy since I’d come back. “You still haven’t answered my question.”

			He snagged the computer chair and straddled it backward. “You want to know what we’re about to do?” he asked, a smile tugging at his lips. His dimples dipped in, even as his eyes narrowed. He leaned forward, close enough to really distract me.

			“Vacation’s over, angel. Time to train.”
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			I shifted my weight from foot to foot as Caden and I faced off.

			“You going to just stand there, or are you going to actually fight?” Caden taunted, his gloved fists at the ready.

			It was the wrong thing to say.

			I didn’t react immediately; that would’ve been too predictable. Instead I attacked two seconds later, right about the time Caden assumed that his taunt hadn’t worked.

			Caden’s eyes widened infinitesimally, the only indication that I’d surprised him. And then I made contact.

			I threw a punch to Caden’s stomach, followed by one to his side just to distract him. While he blocked the blows, I kneed him in the crotch. He moved at the last minute, deflecting the attack. I jumped out of reach before he could throw a punch. It didn’t matter. I might have the moves and the muscle memory, but my reaction times were slower and my hits weaker.

			Caden swiped my feet out from under me. I tripped and fell, hitting the floor hard. A moment later Caden’s torso pressed against mine.

			No sweat dotted his brow; no ragged breaths tore from his lungs. This hadn’t even been a match. Caden had gotten even stronger and faster while I’d languished.

			All I had done was surprise him. And I’d barely done that.

			“Whoa, angel,” he said, “you nearly neutered me.”

			“I wasn’t even close.”

			He pushed off me and removed his gloves and helmet. “Praise Jesus for that,” he said, tossing the items off to the side. “Your form is phenomenal, and you’re obviously not afraid to try new, below-the-belt moves.” He assessed me. “That’s good when you’re fighting an opponent.”

			He sat down and patted the space next to him. I removed my gloves and helmet and lowered myself to the floor.

			“Your muscles have atrophied, and your reflexes aren’t as quick—hopefully both of these things are temporary. But you’re not afraid to be vicious—that makes you much more dangerous.”

			I glanced at Caden as he spoke. His eyes looked remorseful.

			He grieves what I’ve become.

			“I did worse to those people who got in my way,” I said. “The doctors, the nurses, innocent bystanders. And I didn’t hesitate. Not a single second.”

			Caden turned his head to face me, his expression inscrutable. “Why tell me this?”

			So many, many answers flittered through my head. Because I’m a bad person, and I want you to know. Because I’m afraid I’ll only disappoint you. Because I would rather scare you off on my own terms than have you leave me on yours.

			But I said none of this.

			I shook my head. “Why spar with me if you don’t want me to go on missions?” I asked, deflecting his question with another.

			By the way Caden’s eyes flickered, I knew he’d seen right through my ruse. He paused before he spoke, weighing his words. “What do you fear most in the world?”

			I paused. “My loss of freedom.”

			He nodded. “And how do you get your freedom back?”

			Escape. I couldn’t voice that here, so I simply stared at him.

			“And how do you do that?” he said, his voice low.

			Plan. Prepare.

			My eyes snapped to him, and he inclined his head, giving me a small, secretive smile. “I haven’t forgotten my promise.” To escape.

			My body thrummed with excited energy at the thought.

			“We do this, angel, then we do this right.”
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			I stood in front of a glass case, my gaze falling on its contents before I could even register where I was.

			A gleam of dark silver caught my eye. I bit my lip when I realized what I stared at. Lodestones.

			It took me another second to realize something was on my face. I reached up, noticing I wore gloves, and touched the material. A mask, one that hid my brows, nose, and cheekbones. I dropped my hands, the action causing my hair to brush against my jaw.

			But that couldn’t be right. My hair was longer than ever at the moment. Which meant that I was wearing a wig.

			I glanced down at my outfit, my mouth parting open in surprise.

			What the . . . ?

			Leather clung to my body in a way that was more suggestive than functional, especially the busty top.

			I looked like Catwoman. Not cool.

			A holstered gun rested against my waist, and a note rested between my breasts. I removed the note, frowning.

			 

			Retrieve the lodestones. Flush them down the toilet.

			 

			I rubbed my forehead. Down the toilet? Why would someone . . . ? My hand stilled. To smuggle them out of the building of course. A person wouldn’t fit through a pipe, but a stone as small as the ones in front of me would.

			My eyes roved over my surroundings, then returned to the note. Was this . . . a simulation? It wouldn’t be the first time the Project threw me into a practice mission underprepared.

			The words here had been typed, not handwritten. Had the Project tweaked its style slightly?

			No. My outfit seemed too outlandish. And the Project had never given me a gun before. I rubbed my forehead. I’d also fallen asleep naturally; the Project always gave me a sedative to control when I teleported.

			This wasn’t the Project’s doing.

			But if this wasn’t the Project, then who sent me?

			I worried my lower lip, my eyes moving back to the lodestones. They had to do with my ability—that much I knew. The only person who’d showed interest in the stones besides the Project was Adrian. Plus he’d recently acquired my imprint.

			Was this his doing? If so, why would he send me on a mission when I’d been so desperate to escape them?

			The answer lay in front of me. He needed the lodestones.

			I paced. Should I do this? This could simply mean transferring power from one group to another. I understood enough about human nature to know this was a possibility, friend or not.

			It came down to this: Adrian was going to help Caden and me escape. I’d go along with his plans until I was free from government control.

			I made a decision. Take action.

			On the far end of the room rested a display that mapped out the museum. I hurried over to it, aware that I could be setting off motion detector alarms. I’d have to chance it.

			My eyes scoured the map, looking for the nearest restroom. Down the hall and off to the right. However, there was another bathroom in the other direction, next to a stairwell. If I didn’t want to get caught and compromise my identity, I’d need access to that stairwell.

			As soon as my eyes drifted to the top of the map, I froze.

			The Smithsonian. I was going to steal lodestones from the Smithsonian. Just when I thought my memory had fully returned, a detail drifted in that I’d forgotten. Almost a year ago a man working with Adrian had stolen lodestones from this same museum.

			You are just a pawn. And a pawn can’t help but get played. Adrian’s words from that day rang in my ears.

			Walking back to the lodestone case, I unsnapped the holster at my waist and drew out a Beretta. What Adrian failed to mention that day was that even a pawn could take down the queen.

			I stopped several feet from the case and cocked the gun.

			Here’s to living by the sword.

			I pulled the trigger.
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			The glass shattered and an alarm blared around me. The room flashed red.

			Leaning in I scooped up the lodestones and sprinted toward the bathroom.

			My feet wobbled in the heeled boots I wore. Just as I silently cursed whoever had designed my outfit, I heard the sound of tearing seams.

			I briefly closed my eyes. You’ve got to be kidding me. Ripped freaking pants. I had to flee with my ass hanging out.

			Someone was going down for this.

			I rounded the corner when I heard distant shouts. I pushed my protesting muscles to go faster. Ahead of me I caught sight of the bathroom. I threw a glance behind me. The hallway was empty. Not that it mattered. If they were watching the security footage, then they’d be coming for me soon.

			I pushed open the bathroom door and headed for a stall. Under the pulsating alarm lights, a flash of pale pink caught my eye in the mirror. I spared it a passing glance. The wig I wore was the color of cotton candy. I looked like a freak. I mean, a sexy, masked freak, but a freak nonetheless. With ripped pants.

			Kicking open a stall door, I stepped inside and locked it behind me. Much good that would do. I tossed the first stone into the porcelain bowl and flushed it down.

			Oh, the glamorous life of a teleporter.

			I dropped the second gem in and flushed again. I would’ve preferred to dump all the lodestones down at once, but it wouldn’t do to steal the gems only to have them clog the pipes on their way out. As it was, I had my doubts that this would actually work.

			Just as I tossed the third stone into the toilet, I thought I heard footsteps approach the door of the restroom.

			I swore under my breath and dumped the rest of the stones, kicking the flusher. Hopefully, they wouldn’t stop up the pipes.

			How to handle the situation? If I stayed in here, I’d be cornered, but if I tried to run, they’d probably catch me. Then the jig would be up.

			I left the stall and continued to mull it over. As soon as I aimed the gun, they’d shoot me. But if I dropped the weapon, they’d catch and cuff me. Again no good.

			I needed to get into a situation that bought me time. Kidnappers and bank robbers managed these standoffs, but I had no hostages.

			Wait.

			But I did.

			I pulled the Beretta out of the holster and placed the barrel against my temple. My legs shook as the cold steel pressed into my skin. I closed my eyes, taking shallow breaths as I vividly recalled the last time I’d been shot.

			The barrel of the gun moved against my temple as my hand trembled.

			“Come out with your hands up!” someone shouted on the other side of the door.

			“I have a gun, and I’m going to shoot myself!” I yelled back. A very real tremor shook my voice.

			A pause. Then shuffling. Voices spoke outside the door, and I got the impression my assailants were communicating with their superior.

			My arm began to ache and the gun felt heavy. Just when I truly worried that my fatigue and panic would cause me to accidentally do something stupid, I disappeared.
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			The alarm went off next to me, and I groaned into the pillow. The sun hadn’t fully risen yet. Early-morning training. The thought of it had me burrowing deeper under my covers.

			Caden got up and turned it off, then grabbed the edge of the sheets.

			“Don’t even fucking think about it,” I growled, tightening the sheets around me. Only, as soon as I moved, my muscles flared up. I made a small, pained noise.

			“Is this where I play nurse?” I could hear the smile in his voice.

			“Oh my God,” I said as the events of the night before rushed back to me. I put my hands to my face.

			“What is it?” Caden’s tone changed from playful to serious.

			When I lowered my hands from my face, he got a good look at my expression. Whatever he saw was enough to wipe away the last of his teasing.

			“Get dressed,” he whispered. “It’s time to talk.”
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			The early-morning air tasted crisp against my tongue, just like I remembered. I breathed in the smell of pine and earth; none of man’s machinations could touch this wildness. Something about that brought me comfort.

			We’d barely stopped walking when Caden swiveled to face me. “Everything is ready.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Money, passports, credit cards—I already have it all set aside for us.”

			I stared at Caden, not computing his words. “What?” I’d been ready to tell him about my plans. I wasn’t expecting this.

			A grin tugged at his lips. “You’re not the only one who can keep a secret, angel.”

			I searched his face. Money was one thing, but passports? “How? When? Where?”

			“How? Connections of mine. When?” His eyes fell heavily on me. “You can guess. And where? Relatively close by, but outside the facility.”

			He’d been a busy bee while I was comatose. I rubbed my mouth. All of this he did for me.

			“You shouldn’t have risked your life organizing this escape.” His grief-fueled preparations had only come about because I had died preparing for this very thing.

			Caden laughed. “Because I cared so much for my life in the last ten months.”

			I winced at his words. “You should’ve. I’m just a girl.” In the scheme of his life, I was a brief blip.

			He closed the space between us. “You really think that? That you’re ‘just a girl’? You, the one person engineered for me—the woman I fell in love with and then lost?”

			Yes. No. Maybe. All I knew for sure was that I wasn’t the same person he lost, and even if I were, I wouldn’t live up to his gilded memories.

			He searched my eyes. “You know nothing, Ember.”

			I averted my gaze.

			“What is that?” Caden said, tilting my chin up.

			“What?”

			He stared at me. “That. That look in your eyes. It started to fade away over the last couple of days, but this morning it’s back.”

			I swallowed. “You know what that look is.” He just didn’t want to put a name to it. Terror.

			“Why did you wake up with it?”

			I wanted to look anywhere but at Caden. “All teleporters who’ve disappeared come back with this look. You said so yourself.”

			Caden squinted at me, reading my thoughts from my expression. “Where did you go last night?”

			Sometimes I really hated it that he could peel back the layers. It made keeping things from him next to impossible. “I’ve been organizing plans to escape too.”

			He let go of my chin. “What does that have to do with teleporting last night?”

			How to phrase this? “Last night I went on a mission. One that wasn’t led by the Project.”

			Caden stared at me for a long moment as my words sunk in. Seconds ticked by before panic flared in the back of his eyes. “You went on a mission,” he repeated.

			“Yes.”

			“And you believe it wasn’t the Project’s doing?”

			I sighed. “I’m almost positive it wasn’t.”

			“Then who could it be? And how is that possible?” He studied me for another beat. What he saw in my eyes made him stagger back. “Adrian? Are you still visiting him?”

			“He’s promised to help us escape.”

			“‘Us’? What have you gotten us involved in?”

			My lips parted in surprise. An angry flush spread across my cheeks. “Are you kidding me? I’m trying to save us.”

			“You think he sent you on a mission, and you still want to trust him?” Caden drew away from me and slammed his fist into a tree.

			“Shit, I’m not going to go along with this,” he said. “Escaping the Project only to fall into another enemy’s lap is not how we’re going to do this.”

			My hackles rose. I’d given up escape only to come here and leave with Caden, and now he was trying to dictate exactly how this would play out. “You don’t get a choice in the matter. I’m taking the help Adrian is offering us. You can either join me, or you can stay behind. It’s that simple.”

			Caden turned to face me, his fingers threaded together on top of his head. Surprise and hurt danced across his face. He clearly wasn’t expecting my backbone to pop into place right now. Although, by the looks of it, he didn’t think it was my backbone. He thought this was me placing my trust in the wrong person. That only pissed me off more.

			He dropped his hands. “You know what? Fuck it,” he said shaking his head.

			And then he left.
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			I didn’t see Caden for the rest of the morning. We both kept our distance, which was probably for the best. Caden’s earlier words still made me want to throttle him.

			After I’d grabbed lunch from the dining hall and prepared to scram, Jeff followed me out. “’Ey, yo, Ember!” he called, catching up to me. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

			“Sure,” I said. “I have to swing by my room—”

			“In private,” Jeff clarified.

			“Um, okay,” I said, my gaze moving over him. “Where do you want to go?”

			“We can talk in my room.” Now Jeff looked nervous.

			Curious, I followed him back to his dorm. His place was a mess, which was to say that it looked like almost every other guy’s room I’d been in.

			“So,” I said, perching on the edge of his bed, “what did you want to talk about?”

			Jeff rubbed the back of his neck. He didn’t bother to hide that he looked immensely uncomfortable. My stomach started to drop before he spoke.

			“I’m no good at these things,” he said, “so I’m just going to tell it to you straight.” He took a deep breath and met my eyes. “You almost killed Caden.”

			


		
    CHAPTER 9
 
			Not what I was expecting him to say. Then again, I didn’t know what I was planning to hear come from his lips.

			“I did?” I asked, incredulous.

			“After you . . . left,” Jeff said.

			Ah. After I’d gotten spliced. “What happened?”

			He rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know what was going on with you two before you were spliced, but Caden fell apart afterwards.”

			I swallowed.

			“He wouldn’t eat for a long time, and he began sleeping in your room—wouldn’t leave the damn place. He and Serena—Eric’s pair—sort of gravitated together for a while, since both had lost their pairs. But that didn’t last, thank God. Fucking depressing, the two of them together,” he said more to himself than to me.

			Caden and Serena?

			“And then, I don’t know, something changed. Whatever it was, it brought Caden back to life,” Jeff continued. “He began to eat again, if only to build muscle at the gym. Some people turn to alcohol—Caden turned to working out. He moved his things into your room. In spite of that, I thought he was finally getting over you.”

			Jeff shook his head. “Over time it became clear he was hoping you’d return—especially once Eric did. When you didn’t he slipped again. He took on more missions, pulled riskier stunts.”

			I closed my eyes, my brows pinching together in pain. I didn’t want to hear this, didn’t want to know I’d caused it. Especially not while I was still mad at him.

			“Eventually it caught up with him, and he met the business end of some terrorist’s knife. It’s a miracle he didn’t get spliced. Still, he nearly got himself gutted.”

			“What?” I said, my voice barely a whisper. I hadn’t realized how close to death he’d been.

			“Almost lost my best friend.”

			“How—how had a wound that bad not spliced him?”

			Jeff shrugged. “With teleporting, it can go either way,” he said. “It might expedite the healing process—even on severe injuries—or . . . it exacerbates the wound. The worse the injury, the worse the odds of recovering from it.”

			“When did Caden get stabbed?” I asked.

			“Last month,” Jeff said.

			I winced. “Why tell me this?” I asked.

			“Caden’s my best friend, and he’s in love with you, a girl with an expiration date.”

			I started at Jeff’s words.

			Before I could ask he explained. “No one told me about the conditions of your release, but I know someone scared you good. I can see it in your eyes.” Jeff pointed two fingers at them.

			Seemed like everyone here could see it.

			“You don’t believe this second chance at life is going to last,” Jeff continued. “And Caden knows it too.”

			Everything about me stilled. “You think so?”

			“I know Caden’s tells like the back of my hand. He might not say it or act like it, but he’s freaking out. He thinks he’s losing you all over again.”
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			After my hellish start to the day, I had no intention of showing up for my counseling session. Debbie, however, wasn’t a psychologist for nothing. Five minutes after our scheduled appointment, someone banged on the door to my room. When I didn’t answer it, I heard the sound of a key slotting into the lock, and then the door opened.

			Two men in fatigues stood on the other side of the threshold. “Dr. Fields requires your presence,” one said.

			“What happens if I decide not to go?”

			“We forcibly remove you from the room,” the soldier replied without missing a beat.

			I was supposed to be on good behavior, and already I was slacking off on that front. So even though the thought of speaking with Debbie caused me to gnash my teeth, I stood up and followed the men out of the room.

			“Thank you for the escort service,” I said to Debbie not five minutes later when I entered her office.

			She pushed away from her computer. “The mere fact that you needed it says more about your intentions than it does mine.”

			I walked over to a shelf of books near her desk, ignoring her words. Scientific journals and diagnostic manuals stared back at me. “No Chicken Soup for the Soul?” I asked.

			Debbie watched me the entire time, her eyes narrowed. She didn’t rise to my bait.

			I moved to her framed diploma. “Debra Anne Fields, MD,” I read aloud, raising my eyebrows. “‘MD’? You’re a psychiatrist, Doc?”

			“The sooner you sit down on the couch, the sooner our session can begin,” she said smoothly. She’d already taken a seat across from me.

			I could only waste so much time. I walked over to the couch and collapsed on it, kicking my legs up on the armrest just like my mother hated me doing. Judging by the flicker of annoyance on Debbie’s face, she hated it too.

			“So, Doc, what do you want to know?”

			“How are you doing?”

			I ran my hands through my hair, marveling again at its length. “I’m fine.”

			“How has readjusting to the facility gone?”

			“As good as can be expected.”

			“It must be strange, coming back here after all this time.”

			“It doesn’t seem like ‘all this time’ to me,” I said, staring at my roughly clipped nails, proof that until a few days ago I was comatose. “To me it’s as though I was killed last week.” I glanced up at her as I said this.

			It wasn’t quite the truth. I could sense the passage of time deep within me. The memories I woke up with had that murky, time-decayed feel to them, like they’d rotted away while I’d been unconscious.

			“What does that feel like?” Debbie asked, looking vaguely bored. And she probably was. My life made no real difference to her. Her job and life ticked on regardless.

			“You couldn’t imagine it even if you tried,” I said.

			She nodded, agreeing with me. It was utterly infuriating—her casual acceptance of my trauma.

			Trying to discuss with Debbie exactly what I’d gone through wasn’t just frustrating—it was insulting. She could never understand because she’d never had to survive what I’d had to endure. She’d never been isolated from her family, forced to manipulate and hurt people. She’d never been spliced and kept somewhere between life and death for the better part of a year.

			“How does remembering make you feel?” she tried again.

			That’s what she wanted—to get to my feelings. “I’m never going to tell you, Debbie.”

			“Would you tell Caden?” she asked.

			I sat up a little straighter. The question came out of nowhere. Something about her tone and her body language made me think that much rested on this answer.

			“Yes,” I said. “I would.” Maybe. Definitely not today.

			“And have you?” Again the question seemed weighted.

			Had I? No. He hadn’t asked, and I hadn’t thought to explain.

			“Yes,” I lied, looking her straight in the eye as I did so.

			She scribbled something in her notebook. This felt an awful lot like a game of Russian roulette. And I’d just fired the loaded round.
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			I stood inside a dimly lit restaurant. The clatter of silverware, the low murmur of conversation, and several swift gasps welcomed me.

			Across the room Adrian sat with another man whose back was to me. Adrian must’ve felt the weight of my stare, because he looked up from his guest, his gaze locking with mine.

			I could see shock register on his face, but when his companion leaned forward and placed a hand on his forearm, he covertly covered the response.

			“Excusez-moi?” A waiter appeared next to me. “Mademoiselle?”

			I glanced at the waiter before returning my attention to Adrian. He’d left his table and was making his way toward me.

			“Excusez-moi,” the waiter said a little more forcefully.

			Adrian reached us just then. He rattled off something in French that seemed to appease the waiter and steered us out of the restaurant.

			“You know French?” I asked, impressed.

			He shrugged. “I’ve picked it up since I’ve been here.” Placing a hand on my lower back, he guided me down the street.

			Out here the evening air had a chilly bite to it. “Where, exactly, is ‘here’?”

			“Switzerland.”

			“Oh, are any chocolate shops still open?” I asked, taking in the low glow from streetlamps illuminating the street. “I love Swiss—”

			“I’m not buying you any chocolate,” Adrian said.

			I sighed. It was worth a try. “Is your friend going to worry that you disappeared for ten minutes?”

			“I told him I needed to make a call.”

			“Oh.” I rubbed my arms. I’d appeared in a thin cotton shirt and jeans, which were no match for the cold evening here. Adrian absently placed an arm around my shoulders.

			“A friend of mine owns a jet, and he’s agreed to arrange transportation out of the States for you and one other.”

			My gaze snapped to him as our feet clicked against the damp sidewalk. “Really?” I asked. That happened fast. Then the rest of Adrian’s statement sunk in. “What kind of friend is this?” I asked, suspicious. In my world everything came with a price—usually a steep one too.

			“One who’s helping fund my research.”

			Definitely a steep price. “What does he get out of it?”

			“He’s a part of the organization I work with. His goals align with my own.”

			“Do they?” I said, assessing Adrian. I might not be as distrustful as Caden, but mama didn’t raise no fool either.

			He glanced down at me. Reading my thoughts from my expression, he replied, “This isn’t some nefarious organization, Ember.”

			“Yeah, and the road to hell is paved with good intentions.”
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			Adrian and I walked to the end of the block and were now making our way back to La Petite, the French restaurant we’d so recently left. Around us people bustled by speaking a myriad of languages.

			“Why is it that I keep finding my way to you?” I asked.

			Adrian stuck his hands in his pockets, and for a moment I thought he wouldn’t answer me, especially since he’d kept quiet last time I’d asked him this.

			Instead he pulled out a familiar object from his pants pocket.

			I gasped, snatching it from his hand. The lodestone glittered under the warm light of streetlamps. I socked him on the arm. “Don’t ever send me on another mission without first asking me.”

			Adrian cursed, rubbing his arm. “What the hell was that for?”

			“The mission at the Smithsonian to retrieve the lodestones.”

			I balked at his confused expression. “Don’t tell me you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

			“I don’t.” Carefully Adrian took the lodestone from me. “This was one of the stones my father left in his vault—the one you opened last year.”

			The memory of that night surfaced. The small cache of lodestones and Dr. Brent Sumner’s notes.

			“What happened on this mission?” Adrian asked, now curious.

			I was still recovering from the possibility that Adrian hadn’t sent me to retrieve the gems. “I was instructed to steal lodestones.” I held up the one he’d given to me to make a point. I left out the part about flushing them down the toilet. Some details just didn’t need to be shared.

			“And you followed the orders?”

			“I did.”

			Adrian looked at me like I was the stupidest person on the planet. And okay, maybe I was.

			“Listen,” I said, “I assumed you were behind it. That’s why I did what I did.”

			Adrian shook his head. “It wasn’t me or my team.”

			Crap. He was telling me the truth.

			I blew out a breath, refocusing on the stone in Adrian’s hand and trying to distract myself from the fact that some third party had sent me on a mission.

			“So,” I said, “what does a lodestone have to do with teleporters?”

			Adrian rolled the stone between his fingers. “It’s a magnet that interacts with imprints. It can pull you to a destination, or conversely, it can repel you from one.”

			“Does each stone belong to a certain teleporter?” If so, I would be hunting down the ones that belonged to Caden and me and smashing them to smithereens.

			“The lodestones?” Adrian laughed. “Naw, at the end of the day they’re just rocks.”

			“Then how do they work?” I asked.

			“Short answer? A lodestone tampers with how a teleporter interacts with the earth’s natural magnetic field. It’s like erasing the lane markings from a street and drawing new ones. But we’re not talking in absolutes here—merely probabilities. Software can enhance this—”

			I held my hand up, palm out, and signaled for him to stop. Already this was making my head hurt. “So that’s why I keep visiting you?”

			A shadow of a smile appeared on Adrian’s face. “You could just think about me all the time as you fall asleep.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Don’t let that get to your head.”

			“Point is”—and now Adrian got really excited—“Stonehawk Enterprises has the ability to manipulate these stones. Do you know what that means?”

			“Hit me with it.”

			“This,” he said, holding up the stone, “is how we stop the Prometheus Project from sending you on missions.”
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			Sometime in the middle of the night, the bed dipped and an arm wrapped around my torso. Caden hadn’t come back to my room after this morning’s argument, and falling asleep without him bothered me. It made me feel guilty and apologetic, which then only served to tick me off. Like being here, in this bed, was an act of forgiveness that Caden had rejected.

			I felt the brush of his breath against my neck, and then the press of his lips against the skin of my shoulder.

			“I’m sorry,” he breathed.

			I flipped over and faced him.

			He reached out and brushed my hair behind my ear. His fingers lingered, trailing down my cheekbones. “Angel, I’m never going to be on board with trusting Adrian.”

			I wanted to groan. “Did you really have to wake me up to continue arguing with me?”

			Caden’s arm tightened around my waist. “I’m leaving with you,” he said, as though I hadn’t interrupted him, “either on my terms or on yours. So if you really want to do it this way”—Caden blew out a breath—“then I’m in.

			“However, before we do this, we need to figure out how we prevent the Project from finding us just like they did once you turned eighteen.”

			I flashed him a wry smile, remembering my conversation with Adrian. “Funny you should mention that . . .”
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			“There’s a toolshed at the back of the facility, near one of the warehouses we train in for Close Combat,” Caden said the next morning at our meeting place. Last night I filled him in on my visits with Adrian, so he was aware of—although definitely not pleased with—my efforts to extricate us from the Project’s control.

			I nodded, not quite knowing where he was going with this.

			“Only the groundskeeper and Dane have a set of keys.” Caden flashed me a sly look. “As far as they know, at least.”

			“What’s in the shed?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper. I had to trust that Caden knew where the Project’s secret cameras were hidden. Otherwise I’d be screwed a second time.

			“Shears.”

			He didn’t need to say more. He wanted us to cut our way out of the facility.

			“Are they strong enough to cut through metal?” I asked.

			He nodded once, and I whistled. He’d done his homework.

			Caden gave me a sad, tender look. “All that was ever missing from the plan was you,” he said, following my thoughts.

			Caden’s efforts illuminated just how impossible it was to contain and control people with altered intelligence. No wonder the Project had to coerce the uncooperative. If a teleporter put their mind to it, they could find a way to escape.

			“During the graveyard shift, one of the guards who mans the tower near the back right corner of the property sleeps on the job. That’s where we’ll cut through the fence.”

			I nodded.

			“Military personnel drive by every fifteen minutes, which means that we’ll need to time our escape between their rounds.”

			We’d been training for years on escaping unusual scenarios in under ten minutes. This should be comparatively easy.

			“I have our money and supplies stored in a PO box roughly fifteen miles from here. Once we escape we need to stop there first.”

			“How did you manage to coordinate that?” We weren’t let out of the facility—except on our missions. So to acquire money and IDs and store them in a nearby location seemed impossible.

			“Some people owed me favors.” His eyes got a cold edge to them. Like he’d done some very bad things to call in these favors. Things he didn’t regret.

			“Before we do this, we need to get rid of that tracker,” he said, nodding toward my upper arm.

			I touched the place he referred to. The hard device pressed against my skin. I hadn’t realized Caden noticed it.

			“You know what that means.”

			I swallowed and nodded. It meant we’d have to cut me open, something I was not looking forward to. “I’m prepared to do what needs to be done.”

			Caden grimaced at the thought.

			“Lastly”—his gaze fell heavily on mine—“I won’t be willing to do any of this until we know you won’t teleport at random.”

			“Caden.” I couldn’t say more.

			He shook his head. “I’m willing to set aside my distrust for Adrian because of you. But if you want my help leaving the facility, then you got to play by my rules, angel.”

			Big surprise. One of the first things I’d learned about Caden was that he was the king of calculated risks.

			“I might be like this permanently.” It hurt to utter this very real fear of mine. For a teleporter this was a life-threatening handicap.

			Caden’s face clouded. When he refocused on me, his expression softened. “We’ll deal with that when—and if—it comes.”

			“The longer we wait, the higher the risk we’ll get caught.” Restlessness stirred within me. The wait would kill me.

			“I’m not asking for forever. Give me two weeks,” Caden said. “That’s all I ask.” His eyes implored me.

			Two weeks seemed like an eternity. But there was a good chance that teleporting during the day was temporary, and if that was the case, I could escape without worrying about teleporting while on the move.

			Finally I nodded. “Two weeks.”
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			The following day, as I chewed on a pencil and glared at Desiree in our profiling class, a knock sounded on the door.

			I sat up straighter when the door opened a moment later and Dane walked in. He didn’t apologize for interrupting class, didn’t even bother addressing Debbie. Instead he searched the room.

			“Ember,” he said, his eyes finding mine, “come with me.”

			Caden pushed out of the chair next to me.

			“Just Ember.” I noted the warning tone in Dane’s voice. Usually the man had nothing but doting affection for Caden. Interesting.

			As I rose from my seat, I noticed Caden’s clenched jaw. Ah. Trouble in paradise with these two.

			Caden glanced at me, and he must’ve seen something in my expression, because he didn’t back down. “Anything that concerns her concerns me too,” he said.

			We now had the attention of everyone in the room.

			“Charming,” Dane the Dick said. “But that doesn’t change my answer.

			When Caden stepped to my side and took my hand, Richards gave Debbie a loaded look. She grabbed the phone from the wall next to her desk and began dialing someone.

			Caden noticed too. “That’s not going to stop me from coming along.”

			People around us began to whisper.

			“Don’t make this unnecessarily difficult,” Richards said, his voice deceptively smooth.

			Caden walked up the aisle ahead of me. “I’m her pair,” he said, like that explained things. “We do things as a team.”

			Richards’s mouth thinned. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

			A shiver raced down my spine. As much as I hated the idea of being alone with Richards, I’d rather his displeasure be focused on me and me alone.

			I reached out and touched Caden’s arm. He glanced back at me, the hard edge to his features softening. That look almost undid me. I gave a slight shake of my head. Back down on this one.

			He gleaned the unspoken message from my body language. He worked his jaw, his hands fisting once, twice. “Fine. Call off your muscle, Debbie,” Caden said, not looking at her. “I’m sitting down.”

			“Your actions will not go unpunished,” Richards said to Caden’s back.

			My nostrils flared. I understood why Richards said it. Caden had resisted orders in a room full of other teleporters. Insubordination—no matter how small—bred more insubordination if it wasn’t dealt with. Still, it pissed me off.

			Caden waved away the order as he walked back to his seat.

			It wasn’t until I’d almost reached Richards’s office that I realized the weight of Caden’s resistance. A year ago Caden would’ve sat back down the moment he’d been told to. In fact, he had.

			But this Caden hadn’t.
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			“Ember,” Dane said, gesturing to one of the guest seats in his office.

			My lips drew down as I stared at the familiar accolades that lined Dane’s office. Praise for heroic actions in combat. For making hard decisions. Now he was doing little more than trafficking teleporters.

			“How is it going so far?”

			That wasn’t his real question. Not by a long shot.

			“Why don’t you ask Caden?” I replied.

			Richards leaned back in his chair, his way of signaling that he had all day. “I’m asking you.”

			“Classes have been a blast.”

			“I heard that you had to be escorted to counseling the other day.”

			“Why would I complain about my problems to the very people that created them?” I asked.

			Dane leaned forward abruptly. “You make the mistake of thinking that this is for your benefit, Ms. Pierce. It’s not. The only reason you’re here is because I don’t want to see our best teleporter killed in action.”

			“Is that all Caden is to you? A teleporter?” I could hear it in his voice. Richards had separated us in his mind from regular humans. Not surprising, really. That was how one explained away all sorts of atrocities. It began with clinical detachment.

			“I don’t have the luxury of getting attached to the men and women here,” Richards said, almost echoing my thoughts. I also knew he lied. Somehow he managed to hold two opposing feelings—love for Caden, the son of a friend, and a dispassion for teleporters.

			“As you saw earlier, Caden’s acting up. It’s your responsibility to stamp out those tendencies of his.”

			“And if I don’t?”

			“You already know what’s at stake.”

			My life. And perhaps Caden’s, if the Project couldn’t control him. Richards might care for him, but he cared for other things more.

			“Is that all?” I asked.

			Richards shook his head, as though I’d already disappointed him. “You’re going to fail at this. I can already see it. And I don’t want that for either of you.”

			I stood, taking in the man across from me. For all Richards’s slick plotting and wicked intelligence, there was a certainty about him. He only functioned in a world where he was king.

			I tapped his desk with the tips of my fingers. “Then you’re blind,” I said, leaning forward so that Richards could see the gravity that came with my words. “I will do whatever it takes to survive. Whatever it takes.”

			


		
    CHAPTER 10
 
			I appeared inside a bookstore. As I glanced at the books haphazardly stacked on top of each other in piles, I realized it wasn’t just a bookstore. It was my favorite bookstore, the one my father used to take me to every Saturday morning since when we’d moved to San Francisco.

			I closed my eyes and breathed in the musty scent of the place. It was the scent I associated with absolute bliss. For ten delightful minutes, I got to re-experience this.

			That was the thing about teleporting. You could live in heaven and be forced to visit hell each night, but you could also live in hell and catch brief glimpses of heaven.

			Independently owned, the bookstore sold new and used books, and on the weekends they served free coffee. We’d come so often, we’d become friends with the shop owner, Ingrid.

			I walked behind the front counter and tore off a sheet of paper from a notepad. Grabbing a pen, I scribbled out a message:

			
			
			 

			Ingrid,

			Please call my father and let him know I’m alive and the Project has me. He’ll know what this means.

			XOXO,

			Ember

			PS I miss your coffee.

			 

			
			
			I wrote down my father’s contact information, including his e-mail address in case she couldn’t reach him via phone, and then I taped the note to her computer screen. I could only hope she’d follow through with my request.

			Moving from behind the counter, I made my way to the travel section of the store. I first pulled out a map of California. I had a rough idea of where we were, but it didn’t matter. Even with only a general idea of the facility’s location, I could tell that it was miles away from any urban area. Caden and I would have to survive in the wild for days, and then we’d need to blend in. That would prove difficult. But it was a difficulty I’d planned for even before I knew there was such a thing as the Prometheus Project.

			I grabbed an atlas that covered the region between Montana and California.

			Flipping through it, I memorized the major roads that sliced across the states, as well as the interstate highways that would lead to either Mexico or Canada.

			Paranoia was my middle name. Caden and I would never lay eyes on the Montana facility, so I shouldn’t be wasting my time studying the interstate highways that ran through Montana. Hell, I shouldn’t be looking up freeways running through California when Adrian had a jet lined up to fly Caden and me out of the country. I’d never need to know the information I was currently sponging up. That logic didn’t keep me from mapping out possible escape routes from Montana, though.

			Fleeing from either location would challenging because there were only a few main freeways one could take. Few options meant that they’d be easier to patrol.

			After I’d memorized the different interstate highways that funneled out of the US, I closed the atlas and placed it back on the shelf.

			I’ll never need to use this information, I assured myself.

			But if that was true, then why did I have the strangest sense of trepidation?
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			I woke up in the middle of the night, my heart pounding and my skin covered in cold sweat.

			Need to escape. Need to escape.

			My muscles still ached from their recent overuse. Pushing myself during training the way I was couldn’t possibly be good. Knowing that didn’t stop me from throwing off the covers and lacing up my running shoes.

			I had to move; my body hummed with the need. I paused, glancing at Caden, who slept next to me. Moonlight fell on his features, highlighting his strong jaw. He looked especially devastating, like something out of a fairy tale. More than anything he seemed at peace.

			Since I’d been back, he’d been happy, angry, concerned, lustful, but he’d never looked peaceful. How could he? He was a prisoner here, his day job demanded violence, and his girlfriend had been resurrected from the dead—and she’d come back with issues.

			I released a shaky breath. I was going to ruin this, just like I had the first time around. I’d never live up to his memory of me—I’d never even come close. I sighed and slipped from the room.

			Outside, the stars shone brightly in the sky, reminding me of how far we must be from civilization. They didn’t shine this bright in cities.

			I jogged up one of the paths, slowly working my legs out. The burn began almost immediately, but I pushed through it.

			As I climbed uphill, a series of unfamiliar twinges accompanied the movement. Even as my body wanted me to cease, frustration spurred me on.

			I stopped when I realized I’d ended up at the lake. By that time I was wheezing, and my calves spasmed from being overworked.

			I bent over my knees. My chest heaved as choked sobs came out of me. Such a weak, broken body.

			I sat down, letting my forearms dangle from my kneecaps, and I stayed there for a long time, head bowed, mourning the way things used to be.

			“So that’s how it’s going to be?” Caden’s voice came from behind me.

			When I glanced over my shoulder, he’d stepped out of the woods. His eyes were pinched with tension. I hated knowing I’d caused that.

			“Caden, what are you doing here?” I asked.

			He ignored my question and walked up to me, extending his hand. I took it and rose to my feet. He didn’t let my hand go once I’d stood. Instead he tugged me to him, and I stumbled into his arms.

			“You always seem to forget that you’re not in this alone,” he whispered in my ear.

			“Maybe I don’t want you to see me when I’m weak.”

			His arms tightened around me. “That’s when I want to be there most. So I can tell you that you are the strongest Goddamn person I know.”

			I swallowed down the lump that had formed in my throat. I shook my head and stepped out of his embrace. “Why have you never asked me about the night I got spliced?”

			Caden cocked his head at the subject change. The moonlight glinted off his eyes. “I was there.”

			“Yet you don’t know some of the most frightening details about that evening.”

			Even in the dark, Caden’s gaze seared through me. “Then tell me,” he said softly.

			I shook my head. I wasn’t going to say anything . . . until I did.

			“That night I knew the minute Emilio had ended the call that someone set me up.” I could feel my eyes growing distant as I fell into the memory. “He dragged me across the courtyard, and I realized then that no one was going to step in. That I was in this alone.

			“And then Desiree’s expression.” I shivered. “I knew when I saw her that the Project wouldn’t save me. That’s when it really sunk in that I was going to die.” I blinked away the image and refocused on Caden.

			Somewhere above us an owl hooted and the trees rustled.

			Caden stepped up to me, and he placed his hand against the side of my face. “I’m so sorry, Ember,” he said. I could hear the remorse in his voice, deep and unending. Even now he managed to blame himself for my situation. That was why he hadn’t asked, I realized. It reopened this glaring wound that he’d been trying to heal for the past ten months.

			“I don’t want you to be sorry. I want you to understand what I went through.” I asked for the impossible. We were all such lonely beings, carrying experiences with us that no one else could relate to.

			Caden’s eyes searched mine, and then they widened. “This is not about that night,” he breathed as if the idea had just dawned on him.

			I frowned. Had he not heard anything I said? I took a step back, putting some distance between us. “How can you say that after everything I just told you?” My insides squirmed.

			“This is not about that night,” he repeated, never breaking eye contact. “That’s the lie you’ve told yourself. This is about you pushing me away in some misguided attempt to keep me safe.”

			I glared at him. “How dare you assume you know what’s going on with me. The things I’ve been through . . . you cannot imagine.”

			Caden ran his fingers through his hair. “You want to talk about things you cannot imagine? Try grief.

			“The way it makes you choke on your own breath and everything inside you seizes. You feel like you’re going crazy, because who could live with that kind of pain for so long and still remain sane?” Caden touched his chest and rubbed it, like even now his heart hurt.

			“You don’t get over it. Never. You just choose to fill your mind with other thoughts so that you can forget, for a moment, that nothing will ever be okay again.”

			Caden’s words cut off abruptly, and he glanced away to rub his eyes with his thumb and forefinger.

			My throat worked. “You’re right,” I said quietly. “I don’t know anything about grief.” I blinked away tears. “I don’t know anything about you anymore, and you don’t seem to know anything about me either.”

			Caden strode forward, looking dangerous. “But I do. I know that every time you think of jumping, you really want someone to save you. And every time you run, you really want someone to chase after you.”

			I backed up, and lake water lapped at my shoes. “Don’t project your own insecurities onto me.”

			Caden’s jaw clenched. I’d hit a nerve. “I’m not denying it,” he said. “I’m fifty different types of fucked up. So are you. You just haven’t owned up to it.”

			Sadness and anger had warred within me, but at Caden’s words, anger won out. My hands fisted at my sides.

			Caden’s eyes flicked to them, then back to me. “You going to hit me?”

			My nostrils flared. “Leave me alone.”

			“What? So you can enjoy another pity party? Tell me, angel, did the one I interrupted make you feel good?”

			My fist was swinging before I’d even made the decision to hit him.

			He blocked it with his forearm, and it pissed me off how easily he deflected the blow.

			“Feel better now?” Caden asked.

			He eyed me. “Nope,” he said, answering his own question. “Looks like it just made you mad.”

			I let out a scream and spun, launching a roundhouse kick to his side. This time he didn’t move; he didn’t even try to dodge it. He also didn’t flinch when I landed the kick.

			“That the best you got?” he asked, blatantly baiting me.

			I closed the distance between us, stomping on his instep and punching him in the solar plexus. He grunted at the hits, but he didn’t attempt to block them. Instead he scooped me up with one arm and began walking us forward.

			I used the position to land a series of jabs to his kidneys.

			Caden made a noise low in his throat. “For an angel, you sure are a vicious little thing.”

			That patronizing statement only made me hit him harder. So focused was I on making Caden feel my anger that I didn’t realize he had walked us into the lake. Not until it was too late.

			He let go of me, and suddenly I was falling. I yelped as I hit cold water.

			I came up sputtering. “I c-cannot b—”

			My voice cut off as Caden dragged my body up. And then his hot mouth pressed against mine. “Just shut up, Ember,” he said against my lips. “I love you.”

			That was all it took for me to fall apart. My anger disappeared, as did my hurt. The man had played me like a fiddle. I tightened my hold on him and kissed him back, noticing as I did so that I was shaking.

			Caden broke off the kiss briefly. “Do you feel better now that you’ve destroyed my kidneys?” he asked.

			“No.” Maybe.

			“Liar,” he breathed, and then we were kissing again.

			He groaned into my mouth. “You are so much easier to deal with when you’re wailing on me than when you’re running.”

			That was what our physical altercation was for? To flip my reaction from flight to fight? For a supposedly smart person, I was an idiot.

			“Was the demonstration necessary?” I asked.

			“Mhm,” he murmured. “Just like one I’m going to give you on how to properly make up.” He lifted me by the hips and wrapped my legs around his waist. “Would you like the demonstration here, or back inside the facility?” he asked, kissing me on the underside of my jaw.

			“Awfully presumptuous of you to assume I want to make up at all,” I said.

			He placed two fingers against the pulse point of my neck. “You’re saying one thing, and your body’s telling me another. So which is it?”

			I answered by running my hands through his hair and finding his lips with my own. “I think you know,” I whispered against them, and then I kissed him. My mouth parted and his tongue caressed mine.

			His fingers pressed into my thighs. “I think I do,” he agreed.

			This is how it was meant to be.

			He moved us deeper into the water as we began to strip, our wet clothes landing in the sand behind us. Now there was only water and skin.

			I panted as Caden cupped a breast, his lips dipping down to take it into his mouth. I arched back as his teeth grazed my nipple, my hands tangling in his hair.

			He let out a husky laugh against me. “Like that, angel?”

			Tugging on the hair entwined between my fingers, I angled his head toward me.

			“What do you think?”

			“I think I’m rewarding bad behavior,” he said, brushing a kiss against my shoulder.

			“It wouldn’t be the first time.”

			Caden removed one of the hands that cradled my thighs. A second later he ran it between my legs.

			“Ho-ly hell,” I breathed.

			He laughed again, and in it was that male smugness I loved so much about him. “Are you ready for this, angel?” he asked, still stroking me.

			“What kind of question is—” My voice cut off abruptly as Caden lifted me onto him and thrust into me.

			“Condom,” I gasped.

			“Already taken care of.”

			When I gave him a disbelieving look, he took my hand in his, a mischievous smile on his face, and reached between my legs. And then I was touching him. My fingers ran over the smooth latex of the condom, and tension that I hadn’t been aware of released from between my shoulders.

			He pumped his hips in and out of me, and my head lolled back. “I’d never forget, Ember,” he said staring into my eyes. “You can always trust me when it comes to that.”

			I caressed his face as he moved inside me. “Thank you.” He kissed my collarbone in response.

			There was nothing sweet about the way we made up. So much for rewarding bad behavior. Caden’s strokes were punishing. Something about us crashing together and releasing everything that had come between us felt liberating.

			The press of his skin on mine, the hot taste of him as he kissed me, the tight grip of his hands on my hips—like I might disappear if he let go—it was suddenly, overwhelmingly too much.

			I cried out as shockwaves rippled out from my core, and I tightened my hold on Caden. He pumped faster, groaning as his release joined my own.

			Leaning my head back, I began to laugh, and once I started I couldn’t stop.

			Because it was all gone. Every worry, every fear, every pressure that had choked me from the inside out. All that was left were the stars in the sky, the chill of the night, and the man wrapped around me, who stared at me like I was his whole world.
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			Richards leaned back in his chair and watched the grainy footage play out on his laptop screen. He’d spent hours poring over footage of Ember and Caden since the two had been reunited. The boy looked happy; he’d give him that much. But there was something else there—something about Caden’s mannerisms, his body language—that set Richards on edge, and he’d already been on edge.

			He couldn’t tell if he was uneasy about Caden’s relationship with Ember, or if it had more to do with his own relationship to the boy. So he continued to watch the footage.

			Since Caden’s pair had reentered his life, the two had wandered into the forest often, away from the cameras that littered the facility. It could easily be written off as them wanting to reacquaint themselves without being caught on video; Caden would know that the surveillance in the woods was spotty at best, unlike the rooms inside the main building.

			Richards drummed his fingers on his office desk. Yes, it could easily be explained away, but Richards wasn’t in the business of explaining things away. No, he was in the business of being skeptical and neutralizing threats.

			And these two had officially become a threat. The sneaking around, Caden’s subversion, Ember’s unstable behavior—at best their conduct would catch other teleporters’ attention if it hadn’t already, and that could breed further insurrection. At worst the two might attempt escape.

			He picked up the phone and dialed Debbie. She answered on the first ring. “Debbie, I’m going to need you to rush that eval you’re doing on Ember Pierce.”

			“But, sir, I still have several remaining sessions with her. I haven’t even begun—”

			“Evaluate what you have. Cancel your appointments and get me that write-up.”

			“Yessir.”

			Richards hung up and sighed. Caden was their best teleporter. He hated the thought of losing him. But it had to be done.
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			For two days life continued as usual—save for teleporting during the day into a candy shop. But by Friday morning, long before the sun rose, loud knocks sounded on my door. I woke up with my heart hammering in my chest.

			“What’s going on?”

			“Get dressed, angel,” Caden said, grabbing a nearby pair of jeans and shoving his legs into them.

			He didn’t need to tell me twice. I slipped on my clothes as the banging increased. “Ember Pierce and Caden Hawthorne!” a voice bellowed from the other side of the door. “Richards wants to see you both.”

			When my eyes found Caden’s, I knew he could see the whites of them.

			This is it—I’ve failed and dragged Caden down with me.

			Before either of us could answer the door, a key slid into our lock. I heard a click, and then the door swung open. Not two seconds later, a group of guards entered the room, corralling Caden and me out the door.

			The hallway was deserted save for our little group. Not even the kitchen was open at this ungodly hour. This felt too much like a midnight execution.

			A warm hand brushed against mine, grasping it. I glanced over at Caden, and he gave me a small nod. Whatever came to pass, he’d be with me.

			The soldiers led us to a conference room. When the door swung open and we were shuffled inside, I had several ideas of what we might see.

			None of them were accurate.

			My instructors lined the seats, and at the head of the table sat Dane Richards. He gestured to the chairs closest to us. “Please.”

			I eyed Caden, who gave me a reassuring look, and gingerly sat down.

			Once we’d both gotten settled, Dane began. “Ember, Caden, thank you for joining us.”

			As if we had a choice.

			“Since you’ve been back, Ember, the facility has rigorously been evaluating your reentry. Some of it you know about—such as the counseling sessions with Debbie—and other evaluations you have not been aware of.

			“We were hoping that, ideally, both you and Caden would return to your former distract-extract team.”

			I noticed Caden’s hands fist below the table. I shared his anger.

			“However,” Richards continued, “that is no longer a realistic option. I’m sorry to say that you failed the evaluation.”

			I stiffened at that. What was going on? I’d only been back a week. Of course I’d fail it in that amount of time; both physically and emotionally I was still in bad shape—even I could admit this much.

			“What does that mean?” I asked. The words came out clear, strong, but inside I was quaking. Was this whole thing just a ruse to permanently do away with me?

			Almost on cue a knock sounded, and one of the men who’d escorted us opened the door. In walked a woman in a lab coat.

			Shit. It was.

			I stood. “What’s going on?” I stared at the woman while I spoke.

			“It’s obvious that you two care for each other quite a bit,” Dane said, acting reasonable—magnanimous even. “You both came close to being permanently separated, and I’m sure that’s something that weighs heavily on your minds. We’ve decided the best course of action at this point is to send you both to the Montana facility.”

			I was already getting ready to fight when I processed his words. “Wait—what?” I said, swiveling to face Dane.

			“The Montana facility,” he repeated calmly.

			Better than death but worse than remaining here. At least here we had an escape set up. Montana was a foreign state. It had different, unknown terrain; it was colder, less populated, and farther from the preferred border.

			I backed up. “I haven’t had enough time to acclimate.”

			Caden’s eyes were trained on me. I refused to look at him because I knew what I would find. He’d tell me with his body language not to fight this. Not to draw attention to the fact that this would ruin our plans.

			“We have enough evidence to make a decision. Like the other pairs at the Montana facility, you can petition for reentry into missions at a later date.” The glint in Dane’s eyes was triumphant.

			He must’ve suspected. And my acting out right now only further proved his suspicions.

			I finally snuck a peek at Caden. His jaw tightened, the only hint that this displeased him.

			“Now,” Dane said, splaying his fingers on the papers arranged in front of him, “you’ll be leaving today.”

			“Today?” My eyes almost popped out. Then they moved to the doctor.

			Not just today. This moment. I backed up only to collide with the rigid body of one of the guards.

			The woman stepped forward. “Ember, Caden,” she said, nodding at each of us.

			Caden stood. “Why are you here?” he asked. I could see his arm muscles straining with tension.

			“You will need to be sedated for your journey.”

			We’d been had.

			“What?” Caden said. Almost reflexively he stepped in front of me. As though protecting me would do a damn thing about our situation. As though the doctor posed a bigger threat than the men at our backs or the instructors quietly watching this entire situation unfold.

			“Your file says that you’ve experienced involuntary teleportation while awake. We can’t chance your safety,” the woman said, clearly addressing me even though I could barely see her around Caden.

			Well played, Richards, well played.

			“Why does Caden need to be sedated?” I asked.

			The doctor’s gaze flicked to Richards, then back to me. “I’m not at liberty to disclose that information,” she said.

			A cop-out answer. The real reason was obvious: Dane had already considered the possibility that we’d try to escape. Now he’d prevented that from happening.

			The doctor looked between Caden and me skeptically. “I’m afraid we’re going to have to do this here.”

			“No-no-no-no-no,” I said, shaking my head. Fear closed my throat. What if they set me up again?

			Caden swiveled to face me just as a heavy hand dropped to my shoulder, pushing me down toward my seat.

			“Don’t fucking touch her,” Caden said, forcing the soldier’s arm off me.

			Across the room I heard Richards’s soft sigh. “Restrain them both.”

			I saw a wounded look flash through Caden’s eyes. That was how it went with betrayal. Though this act was much smaller than the one I’d experienced, Caden had more emotions invested in Dane the Dick.

			Several pairs of arms grabbed me and pushed me down into my seat.

			“Who should I sedate first?” the woman in the lab coat asked Richards.

			Rather than watching helplessly, I leaned my head back against the chair and closed my eyes, checking out of the moment.

			“The girl first.”

			My muscles tensed.

			“Angel, it’s going to be okay.” Caden’s voice was gentle.

			I nodded and opened my eyes to take him in. Twice as many soldiers held him down, not that he was struggling any longer.

			The woman came over and placed a medical bag on the table in front of me. From it she pulled out rubbing alcohol and swabs and got to work.

			The usual prep set me on edge, so I focused on the details. The doctor’s French-tipped nails. The label on the vial of sedative—fentapropol. The fact that she smelled like jasmine. I felt a prick of pain, and I jerked my arm at the sensation. The soldiers’ grips on me tightened.

			“I’m going to need you to hold still,” the woman said as she emptied the sedative into me.

			I made a small, bleak noise when, a moment later, the doctor removed the needle and placed a compress on the prick. “All done,” she said as if I were a child.

			I held my arm, scowling at the tiny red droplet of blood that had formed over the needle’s entry point. Already my limbs began to feel heavy, and my eyes began to lose focus.

			My head listed to the side, and I stared into Caden’s face. “Don’t let them . . .” I lost the thought. What had I been about to say? My eyelids closed. The thought niggled at the edge of my mind, but the moment I seemed to grasp it, it slipped away.

			“I love you,” Caden said. The words sounded like they came from far away.

			I smiled, or tried to. Everything felt so heavy. I gave myself over to sleep, and soon my worries were replaced by a familiar oblivion.
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			I stood inside what looked to be a palatial guest room. Four-poster bed, silk sheets, marble statues, an antique piano, and a mural-covered ceiling.

			If I wasn’t in a palace, then I was in the home of a very rich individual.

			Slinky material caressed my body as I began to move. I glanced down and took in the red dress I wore. It was the most obvious clue that I was supposed to distract someone. Seduce them.

			I carried nothing else on me, but surely I’d been sent here with a note. This situation screamed espionage.

			I ran my hands down my torso, smiling grimly when I heard the rustle of paper in my bodice. Reaching down into my cleavage, I retrieved a folded-up note, this one much bigger than the others had been.

			 

			Make contact with the Ukrainian president, Borys Vasylenko.

			 

			Below the typed message was an image of the president. Oh, he was not a looker.

			The sound of clinking glassware and muted laughter drifted in. If I had to guess, I’d say that Borys was among the guests out there.

			After memorizing the face, I folded the note and returned it to my cleavage. A typed note and a grainy photo; the Project always sent simple handwritten notes. Further proof that some third party was sending me on these missions.

			Now I had a choice, I could either stay in here—

			The doorknob turned, and a moment later a middle-aged man and a woman wearing far too much makeup stumbled into the room, giggling and whispering in some Eastern European language. Fuchsia lipstick smudged the man’s neck and shirt collar. Not that he cared. He seemed to be thoroughly interested in getting as much of her in his palms as possible.

			So much for my choices. I cleared my throat. Both must’ve been somewhat inebriated, because they looked only slightly embarrassed.

			I gave them a tight smile and walked past them, noting the man’s wedding band and the woman’s distinct lack of one. Sometimes people were so regrettably predictable.

			I could still try finding another room to hole up in until my ten minutes were done, but why not drink some champagne, stir up some trouble, and live a little? I’d only be here for a few more minutes.

			The note crinkled in my bodice as my heels clicked against the marble floor. Should I follow the instructions given to me like a good little teleporter? Last time I did so, I’d had to point a gun at my own head, and the time before that, I’d been shot at and spliced.

			Perhaps it was time to ignore the instructions.

			I entered a grand ballroom, and again I was struck by the building’s opulence. Gilded moldings, marble floors, elaborate chandeliers. Such a stark contrast to the situation I’d just left. I discreetly rubbed my temples. Once again I had no idea exactly when or where I’d wake up.

			I grabbed a champagne flute off a passing tray and drank deeply, eyeing my surroundings in greater detail. In between columns and ferns, people stood in small clusters, chatting over alcohol. The voices that filtered in seemed to be a mixture of English and some Eastern European tongue.

			My revelers eyed me back—some with disdain, others with interest. As I skimmed over the faces, Borys caught my attention. He was already staring at me, and his gaze said plainly that he found me to his liking. I took another gulp of champagne and averted my eyes.

			“You look lost.” An older man appeared at my side.

			This was the funny thing about my looks. I was maybe attractive, but I also had an innocent look, like I needed protecting. Every so often at a large gathering, some older man would step out of the crowd and try to assist me. Sometimes it was genuine concern, and sometimes, like now, it was interest masked as concern.

			It didn’t help that the man’s eyes kept returning to my cleavage.

			“Antonia.” I said the first name that came to mind and held out my hand.

			“Sergi.” He took my hand, pressing a wet kiss to the back of it. “I never saw you enter,” he said, releasing my hand.

			I discreetly wiped it off on my dress. “You must not have been looking hard enough.”

			“Did you come with someone?” he probed.

			These questions always got me into trouble.

			“Why?” I asked, challenging him. “Are you interested in whether I snuck in uninvited?” I made sure to smile teasingly at him because, technically, he could be thinking that, and technically, he’d be right.

			Sergi laughed. “I couldn’t imagine a lady like you ever sneaking in anywhere she didn’t belong.”

			If only he knew.

			“You merely looked as though you’d misplaced your . . .” Sergi’s voice died away, and his eyes moved to something just over my shoulder. Around me I heard several gasps.

			My arms prickled as I turned.

			Caden stood behind me, clad in a form-fitting shirt and jeans. Clearly, he hadn’t been sent here intentionally.

			“Ember?” he said, his brows furrowing in confusion. His eyes moved over my dress, to the champagne flute in my hand, then to my older companion.

			Whoever arranged this mission had never intended for me to bring a stowaway. My heart thawed a little, knowing that Caden had journeyed here solely because I’d been his last thought.

			People were staring. Some had seen him appear out of thin air. Even if they hadn’t, his clothes were way too casual.

			Sensing this exact thing, he turned to the crowd around us and bowed, as though the whole situation was carefully orchestrated for the group’s entertainment. A smattering of applause and several confused looks followed.

			Caden gave me a final, meaningful look, and then he left.

			My eyes watched him retreat down the same hall I’d exited from when I arrived.

			“Sergi, who is your delightful friend?”

			I swiveled away from Caden, toward the deep, accented voice. I only barely managed to suppress my groan. Borys.

			The moment our eyes had met across the room had lasted seconds at most, but sometimes that was all it took. Sometimes a moment could tilt the world on its axis.

			“Um, excuse me for a moment,” I said, nodding to the two men.

			My heels clicked against the marble as I retraced Caden’s footsteps. I downed the rest of the champagne, placing my empty flute on a passing waiter’s tray.

			Caden lounged against a nearby wall. “This another one of your missions, angel?” he asked, pushing away from it.

			I glanced behind me, in case someone had followed either of us. “I don’t know what this is, but yeah, if I had to guess, I’d say it was a mission.”

			Caden took my hand, leading me farther down the hall. “And your instructions?”

			“I was supposed to meet the portly dude you saw me with.”

			“Borys Vasylenko, Ukraine’s president.” He knew him. “So you followed through on your instructions?” he asked.

			I huffed out a laugh. “No, he sort of sought me out.”

			“Of course he did.” Caden gazed down at me, and his dimples came out. “You’re going to give that man the heart attack he doesn’t need.”

			“So where exactly are we going?”

			“Somewhere private.” Caden tried one of the doors. Locked. We walked a little farther, and he tried another. This one opened, and Caden squired me in.

			Inside was another palatial suite—thankfully an empty one.

			“We’re going to talk about this bad habit of yours where you get yourself into dangerous situations,” Caden said, shutting the door behind us. “Just not now.”

			I turned to face him. “What are you—”

			He backed me up against the closed door and captured my mouth with his. His hand ran along my neck and cradled my head, tilting it and deepening the kiss.

			I silently apologized to the couple I’d judged only minutes ago. This was wholly worth the embarrassment of getting caught.

			My fingers dipped under Caden’s shirt, stroking the toned muscle beneath it.

			Caden’s hand slid up one of my legs, and he groaned into my mouth. “They make slits like this”—he fingered the fabric near my thigh—“solely to kill grown men.”

			“Do you think we have time . . . ?” Now, this was something I’d never done during a ten-minute trip.

			Caden broke off the kiss, his eyes smoldering. “Angel, have I ever told you that I like the way you think?” He dipped down, wrapping his arms around my back and behind my knees. I let out a little squeak when he picked me up. “No, I don’t think I have,” he said, answering his own question.

			He carried me to the bed and set me down upon it, backing up long enough to drink me in. “Yep. I’ve always loved the way you look on beds.”

			“That’s because you have a dirty, dirty mind.”

			“Not denying that, angel,” he said, flashing me a wicked grin.

			He draped himself over my body.

			“Hi,” I said, staring up at him.

			“Hi, beautiful.”

			Oh-so-carefully he brushed my hair away from my face. Caden had only just leaned in to brush a kiss against my lips when someone tried the knob. Caden sighed, leaning his forehead against mine. “Typical,” he breathed.

			They pounded on the door, a man speaking in some Eastern European language.

			“Do you have any idea what he’s saying?” I whispered to Caden.

			“Not a clue.”

			We waited a little while longer, until eventually the man left.

			My lips twitched. “There’s a chance we just cock-blocked some hairy old dude.”

			Caden’s cheeks dimpled, and we began laughing.

			Once I caught my breath, I fingered the satin comforter beneath me, noticing that I wore the mother of all ruby rings. If one didn’t know better, they’d think I belonged in this world. “I never imagined this would be my life,” I said.

			Caden shook his head, the humor from his eyes draining away. “Neither did I, angel.”

			


		
    CHAPTER 11
 
			I woke up and took in the wood ceiling above me. I hadn’t realized someone was holding my hand until I felt their grip tighten.

			I turned my head. Caden lay at my side, his unreadable eyes already watching me. We gazed at each other for a long moment, not saying anything.

			“We’re here, aren’t we?” I finally said.

			He nodded, not looking away.

			Nothing more needed to be said. We’d have to start over, here in this new state.

			“They already suspect that we will try to run,” Caden said.

			I nodded. I remembered Dane’s face right before we’d been sedated.

			“They’ll try to stop us from leaving,” he said.

			I searched his face. “How do you think they’ll go about it?”

			Caden’s head swiveled to face the ceiling. “Not through violence. This is a peaceful facility. I think . . . they’re hoping for something a bit more . . . natural to happen.”

			I furrowed my brows. “Natural?”

			He turned back to me. “I think they’re hoping you’ll get pregnant.”

			Oh.

			“But that wouldn’t . . .” I let my voice trail off. I was going to say that it wouldn’t change anything. But it would. It was one thing to risk my life, another to put someone who depended on me in danger.

			I used the palm of my free hand to rub my forehead. “Fuck.”

			Caden grunted his agreement.

			“I’m guessing they don’t offer contraceptives here?”

			Caden gave a humorless laugh. “Would you trust them if they did?”

			Hell to the no. God, the Project was nefarious.

			Caden rubbed a hand over his face. “I never imagined having this conversation so soon, but . . . you don’t want kids yet, do you?”

			I almost laughed at his terrified expression. “Um, no. I mean, I will one day, but . . .” The idea of having a kid under these circumstances was incomprehensible. “Definitely not anytime in the near future.”

			Caden blew out a breath, his body relaxing. “So we’re on the same page,” he said.

			“Just to be clear,” Caden continued, “you can still trust me when it comes to this. We’ll just abstain. I can control myself—I think.” He said this last part with a wolfish smile, and I reluctantly grinned back at him, giving his hand a squeeze.

			Our plan to escape was still in place, even if the romance would need to be put on hold. Shouldn’t be too difficult; I’d spent a whole ten months celibate after all.
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			I pushed myself off the bed, noticing that I wore only a T-shirt and stretchy shorts. Next to me Caden was clad in sweats and a white shirt. We’d been drugged, dressed, and shipped off.

			The idea of being manhandled made my skin crawl. I rubbed my arms and took in my surroundings. I’d been lying on a king-size bed covered in a steel-gray comforter. On the bedside table next to me rested a lamp, an alarm clock, and a Bible.

			If I didn’t know better, I’d say we’d woken up in a hotel room.

			Paintings hung along the walls—one of a flower arrangement, another of rolling hills. Tasteful but soulless. An armoire rested against one wall. I walked over to it and opened the drawers. All empty.

			Still on the bed, Caden slid an arm behind his head, the fingers of his free hand absently skimming down his sternum. He seemed content watching me explore.

			I wandered over to the closet and opened it. Also empty, save for a plastic bag of spare bolts someone had stashed in a corner. The entire room smelled of fresh paint, and the throw rug beneath my bare feet had the squishy feel of new carpet.

			“It’s all new.”

			Crossing the room, I headed to the bathroom. It too carried the sharp scent of recent construction. I turned on the faucet in the sink, noticing the discolored water that shot from the spout. The place was new and unlived in.

			I padded back into the bedroom. Caden no longer rested on the bed. Instead he stood in front of one of the windows. Weak, dappled light streamed into the room.

			I stepped up next to him and peered out into our new world. Evergreen trees stretched beyond our window. I spotted a cabin off in the distance, but the foliage largely obscured it. Moss and ferns covered much of the ground between trees. Uncovered patches of earth were a rich coffee color.

			Green and brown as far as the eye could see.

			“Dane really sent us out here,” Caden said. His voice held a note of disbelief.

			“Fucking prick,” I muttered.

			Caden turned to me, raising an eyebrow.

			“What?” I asked innocently. “It needed to be said.”

			He huffed out a laugh and ran a hand through his hair. “In under a month I’ve gone from believing you were dead to shacking up with you in the Montana wilderness. This is . . . surreal.”

			I glanced around the room. “So this is our place?”

			Caden frowned. “I think so.”

			I took his hand. “Then let’s explore.”

			It turned out to be a short tour of the house. There was only one other bedroom, and it too came furnished.

			“Jesus,” I breathed. My goose bumps were back.

			A nursery. There was a very real possibility that I was going to be sick. I bet Dane was laughing his ass off at the moment.

			Behind me Caden pried my hand from the doorknob and gently tugged me out of the room, closing the door behind him. He gave me a meaningful look. “This door stays shut.”

			I raised my hands. “Not arguing.”

			He shuffled me away from the room, his hand unconsciously stroking my arm.

			“You really weren’t kidding when you told me that teleporters came here to start families,” I said. I couldn’t get the image of that room out of my head.

			“No, I wasn’t.”

			We left the room and headed downstairs, entering a living room. It had the cozy feel of a cabin. The floor was a rich hardwood, but a throw rug covered most of it. A fireplace was nestled in one corner, along with a stack of wood. A poker rested next to it.

			Potential weapon, I thought before I could help it.

			Next to the door rested a series of cardboard boxes. I went over to one and opened it. Inside were stacks of Caden’s folded clothes and several books I recognized from his bookcase. They’d packed and mailed us our belongings. How thoughtful. Not.

			Outside, I heard the distant squeal of a child.

			“That,” I said, standing up and facing Caden, “is so not cool.”

			His lips twitched in response.

			I brushed past him and entered the kitchen. The first thing I noticed were the knives in a wooden block on the counter—more obvious weapons. I didn’t have to wonder what that said about my personality.

			Caden swiped a piece of paper that had been propped against a coffee machine.

			“‘Dear Caden and Ember,’” he read, “‘Welcome to the Montana Family Facility. We are excited to welcome you to our home.’”

			“Well, aren’t they touchy-feely?” I mumbled, opening drawers and cabinets.

			“‘We all look forward to getting to know you both, and we invite you to a welcome party, which will be hosted out at the main fire pit tonight at seven o’clock p.m. See the map for directions. Until then, please enjoy the champagne.’” He paused. “We are especially excited for you two to hump like bunnies—”

			“It does not say that,” I said, turning and snatching the slip of paper out of Caden’s hands.

			“Might as well,” Caden said, leaning back against the counter and crossing his arms. “They just want us to get drunk and take advantage of one another.”

			I sighed. We were never supposed to be here.

			“Hey.” Caden stepped forward and lifted my chin. “Where’s the scary-ass girl I fell in love with?”

			I bared my teeth at him in a halfhearted snarl.

			“Still not very ferocious,” he said, suppressing a smile. He let go of my chin to grab my hips and hoist me onto the counter.

			While he was distracted, I seized a knife from the wooden block and lifted it to his throat. “How about now?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

			His hands slid over my thighs. “Okay, too ferocious. Much, much too ferocious.”

			I lowered the knife, smirking. Caden’s eyes drifted to my lips. “But hot.” He gave his head a slight shake. “Fuck me, keeping my hands to myself is going to be agonizing.”

			My lips parted as my eyes lowered. Self-control wasn’t exactly either of our strong suits.

			A knock came from the front door, interrupting us. Giving me a heated look, Caden stepped away and sauntered to the door. I hopped off the counter and followed him, catching up just in time to see who waited on the other side.

			My eyes widened. Eric and Serena stood on our front porch.

			“Ember!” the blonde girl squealed. And then she was hugging me.

			I hesitantly returned the embrace, patting her on the back. I hadn’t known Serena that well, so her reaction set me on edge. Next to us palms slapped and backs thumped as Caden and Eric greeted each other.

			Serena slipped out of my arms and into Caden’s. After kissing his cheek, she said, “I cried when I heard she came back!”

			“Yeah, I did too—like a frigging baby,” Caden said. The two were smiling like goofs.

			My eyes found Eric, who now stood off to the side. He tipped his head at me and smiled, his expression friendly, open. But his eyes told a different story. My own polite grin melted away when I saw the shadows that lurked at the back of them.

			I drew in a ragged breath, yet I couldn’t seem to get enough air into my lungs. Was that what I looked like when I wasn’t aware of it?

			“Do you guys want to come in?” Caden asked, interrupting my thoughts.

			Eric’s gaze moved from me to Caden. “Naw, we thought we’d just hang out on your cold-ass porch,” he said. Sarcasm. It so conflicted with what I saw in his eyes. But now that I got another look at him, the shadows had dissipated.

			I stared at Eric’s back as he and Serena entered the cabin.

			He might act like everything was okay, but my eyes hadn’t deceived me.

			Eric carried some darkness of his own. Death had not completely shaken its hold on him.

			Nor on me.
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			“It’s so, so great to see you both!” Serena said, taking a seat on one of the couches. Eric followed suit, sitting close to her.

			“Uh . . . want something to eat?” I asked, not sure how this host thing went.

			“Angel, do we even have food in our fridge?” Caden asked, sitting down on the other couch and quirking a brow.

			I shrugged. “No clue.”

			Serena laughed. “We’re good,” she said.

			Caden patted the seat next to him. “C’mere, beautiful.”

			I made my way to the couch and gingerly sat down.

			Caden and Serena quickly struck up a conversation, leaving me to study our guests. Eric leaned back on the couch, lazily listening. A troubled look clouded his eyes.

			Serena’s hands moved, and her whole face lit up as she spoke. She seemed to be the very essence of happiness. My eyes moved to Caden, whose rapt attention was focused on her.

			At some point I couldn’t take it anymore. I got up and went into the kitchen, half of me ready to open the champagne here and now and chug it down. After the week I’d had, I could use something to take the edge off. Instead of grabbing the champagne, I ended up leaning down with my arms against the kitchen counter and staring out the window.

			“It’s hard pretending after everything, isn’t it?”

			I whipped around, startled to see Eric standing in the doorway. I swallowed, and then nodded as I collected myself. “So hard,” I agreed, my voice barely a whisper.

			“What did you do to get yourself on their shit list?”

			My eyes darted around the room, looking for cameras or listening devices.

			“What’s the use keeping the silence?” Eric said, noticing my concern. “They already know what we’ve done, and we’ve already been punished.”

			My eyebrows rose. “You mean you also tried to expose them?”

			Eric nodded. “I was feeding information about the Project to an investigative journalist I’d met.” He took several steps inside the kitchen. “The Project destroyed the evidence, roughed up the journalist, and . . .” Eric lifted up his shirt, exposing the jagged scars that crisscrossed his body. I touched my own stomach as I stared, and he added, “They spliced me.”

			I lowered my voice. “Why don’t more try to expose the Project?” These were dangerous words to voice here, but Eric’s nonchalance brought out my fearlessness.

			He lifted a shoulder. “What life is there for us outside these fences? We will always have trouble acclimating; we can never blend in. Not really. We can’t even have children with the rest of the population. Most believe this is as good as it gets.”

			Eric took another step forward, and I got a good look at that glint in his eyes. I blinked and glanced away. I was seeing all his horrific memories playing out in his gaze, and they reminded me of my own experiences.

			“I see it in your eyes too,” he said, moving forward until he’d eliminated nearly all the space between us.

			I bent back against the counter. Normally, I only let Caden get this close to me.

			Eric saw my discomfort, but he leaned in anyway, his breath tickling my ear. “Are you and Caden thinking of running?”

			I stiffened at his question.

			“Eric, what are you doing?” Caden’s voice had a steely edge to it, and when I glanced over Eric’s shoulder at him, his entire body was tense.

			“You are, aren’t you?” Eric said, watching me.

			“Eric.” Caden stepped forward.

			Eric’s disturbing eyes stayed locked with mine as he backed away. “I was just swapping war stories with your pair,” he said, finally tearing his gaze from me.

			I pushed away from the counter now that some distance separated us. Serena wandered in behind Caden. She must’ve caught the tail end of Eric’s words because she shared a look with Caden.

			“Babe, we should probably get going,” Serena said. The smile she flashed him was genuine; she took him despite his lingering issues. And those were many.

			The smile he returned banished away the darkness in his eyes. Almost absently she touched her stomach. I honed in on the action and the way her gaze traveled from him to her belly.

			“You’re pregnant.” Ah. Verbal vomit.

			Her eyes widened when she realized she’d let down her guard. “Yeah, I am. We just found out.”

			Eric went to her side, wrapping an arm around her protectively. He looked at me. “We want to join you.”

			Serena glanced sharply at him, then turned her attention to us.

			Now his fierce behavior only moments ago made a little more sense. Whereas I might not run if I was putting someone else in danger, he must feel it was the only option left.

			Still, I wouldn’t make any snap decisions, especially not with another teleporter. For all I knew, he wanted to out me. “There’s nothing to join,” I said.

			His lip curved up to one side; he could hear the lie in my voice. “Discuss it with your pair,” he said. “And find us when you’re ready to talk.”
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			Eric and Serena weren’t the last people to visit us. About an hour after they left, there was another knock on the door. I poked my head out of the bathroom, where I’d been unpacking.

			“I got it!” Caden shouted from the bedroom. Our bedroom. That was still such a weird concept.

			I followed him down the stairs, so I saw his reaction the moment he opened the door. The stillness that took over his body when he first caught sight of our visitor, then his hearty laughter. A beat later he’d scooped the woman into a bear hug. “Ter-ri,” he drawled, “what are you doing here?”

			I stepped off the last stair and approached from behind as the two pulled apart.

			“Caden, it’s so good to—” Her words cut off as she caught sight of me.

			I jolted with surprise. I recognized the woman. She’d been there the day Dane found me. She stood in my parents’ house.

			More importantly, though, I recognized her features. The dark eyes and hair, the face shape, even the subtle arch to her eyebrows. Familial traits that she’d passed down to her child. To Desiree Payne.

			“—see you,” she finished. Her face hardened as she took me in. Guess my reputation preceded me.

			“Ember Pierce”—she nodded—“nice to meet you again.”

			“Is it?” I asked, stepping forward.

			She smiled like I was an idiot. “It’s a turn of phrase, and it’s meant to be polite.”

			“It’s disingenuous,” I said.

			“And you’ve never been disingenuous, I presume?”

			She had me there.

			Turning her attention back to Caden, she spoke to him alone. “Welcome to the Montana Family Facility. I’m in charge of the Project’s satellite community here.”

			Caden whistled. “Good for you,” he congratulated her. “I forgot about your promotion.” His words reminded me that he’d grown up with these people, that he had personal relationships with them.

			“Thank you, Caden,” she said, a motherly note to her words. A beat went by and then she clasped her hands together. “Well, I suppose I should give you a rundown of the place.

			“In many ways the Montana Family Facility works the same as your last one. We have our schedules and routines. Here, however, there’s also much more autonomy. You’ll be getting direction mainly from other teleporters—principally Marissa, whom you’ll meet tonight at the bonfire.

			“Our objective here is not to control you”—she flicked a pointed glance my way—“but to enable you.”

			Oh, that was precious. “While that sounds nice and all,” I said, “the fact remains that there’s a fence keeping us in.” I actually had no idea whether there was, but Dane would be a fool to send me to a place without one.

			Terri pinched her lips together, the only sign she’d heard me. Her eyes didn’t waver from Caden. “Marissa will get you your schedules and set you both up here. I’ll be in and out of the facility, so if you need me for any reason, keep that in mind.”

			She gave a smile. “Welcome to our facility.”
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			Steam billowed around me. For all this facility’s faults, at least they didn’t skimp on water pressure. It was the little things. I hummed my mother’s lullaby as I lifted my face toward the showerhead.

			“What song is that?”

			I yelped, nearly falling on my ass. Caden’s masculine voice rumbled in the small space.

			“Aw shit,” Caden said. “Sorry, angel. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

			I caught my breath; that was the second time today someone had snuck up on me. “How did you even do that?”

			Silence. “I’ve gotten even better at extraction since you left,” he finally said. I heard the soft thud of clothes hitting the ground. “So, the song?”

			I paused. “‘Rose Red.’ My mother used to sing it to me when I was little.”

			“I’ve had that tune stuck in my head for months.”

			I waited for him to ask me to sing it. I could hear it on the tip of his tongue. But he didn’t.

			The shower door opened, and Caden stepped inside with me. There was entirely too little space for the both of us.

			“Caden . . .” I backed up, trying to make room for that shoulder span of his.

			“We need to talk,” he said, his face grave. The fact that his eyes hadn’t even dipped below my face said more than his words did.

			I bit back what I was about to say and nodded.

			“What happened yesterday?” he asked.

			“Yesterday?” I repeated. I’d assumed we’d discuss all that had happened today. Instead he wanted to talk about the mission.

			I knew this would come up at some point, but I’d put it off because really, how was I supposed to answer a question I had no explanation for?

			I opened my mouth, closed it, then shrugged. “I have no idea.”

			“You were sent on another mission.”

			I grimaced. It hadn’t ended badly, but that wasn’t the point.

			“Angel, what I interrupted? Half of those men are on the Project’s red list.”

			I must’ve looked confused, because he clarified. “They’re potential hits.”

			Naturally.

			“What have you gotten yourself entangled in?” he said, his voice low. My eyes, which had dipped to Caden’s chest, rose to meet his. In them I saw compassion, fear.

			“I . . . don’t know.”

			A damp hand reached up and stroked my cheek.

			“Still believe Adrian is innocent?”

			I stared at Caden for a long moment. “I don’t know,” I repeated. I didn’t know what to believe.

			“You’re still planning on using his help?”

			“Yes.”

			Caden’s nostrils flared, but he nodded. “I’m still in.”

			I leaned into his touch. “I know,” I said quietly. Because that was the kind of man Caden was. Loyal to a fault. Honorable . . . except when it came to seeing me naked. That he took thorough advantage of. Nudity aside, he wasn’t the nail and bail. He was the guy that came in after the fact, the one that took a woman as she was—baggage and all—and cherished her for as long as he lived.

			His hand paused. Then, dragging a finger down my cheek, he hooked it under my chin and angled my face up.

			“Tell me about these missions again,” he said, his face serious. “Leave nothing out.”

			And so I did.

			By the time I’d finished, lukewarm water sprayed across our skin, and Caden looked agitated.

			Caden’s hands cupped my upper arms. “Do you have any idea who else could be doing this?”

			I gave him a sad look. “If I had to guess, I’d say my enemy’s enemy.”

			Caden let go of me and took a deep breath. Turning, he slammed his fist into the tile. I watched him. I couldn’t say anything as he fell apart in front of me.

			“Fucking missions,” he muttered under his breath, leaning against the tile. His powerful, scarred body shook, and when I got a close peek at his face, I could see his eyes pinched together.

			I placed a hand on his back and rested my forehead against his shoulder. Long ago he’d held me as I cried in another shower. Seemed that our tragedies played out in the most mundane of places.

			He wrapped an arm around me and pulled me to his chest. “Promise me you’ll be safe if it happens again,” he said.

			I threaded my fingers through his. There was no safety on missions. He knew that better than me. But at the moment he needed a pretty lie.

			“I promise.”

			He folded our entwined arms around us and dipped to press his lips to my shoulder, whispering a promise of his own. “This will end. If it’s the last thing I do, this will end.”
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			Shortly after sunset we headed uphill to the bonfire. It was the first time we’d been out since our arrival.

			I breathed in the woodsy scent of this new facility. Odd how something could smell both familiar and not. The woods here smelled wetter.

			We passed several other cabins to get to the fire pit. I hadn’t yet caught a glimpse of the facility’s main buildings, but I wasn’t too concerned. They should be located in the opposite direction.

			Between the trees I caught a flicker of flame and the echoing sound of chatter.

			“Here we go,” Caden mumbled under his breath.

			We stepped through the trees. Almost two dozen people stood or sat around the campfire, which blazed in front of us, chatting, drinking soda or beer, and roasting s’mores. Serena and Eric were among them.

			“There they are,” a woman said, and all turned their attention to us. Some called out welcomes; others raised their drinks to us.

			My gaze snapped to the speaker, a beautiful redhead. She approached Caden and me, her face open, and I was startled to see genuine happiness there. She was also very pregnant. Behind her a man approached, presumably her pair. Like the redhead, he looked open, friendly.

			“Caden and Ember, right?” the woman said.

			“Yeah.” I plastered a smile on my face, the kind that made me squint. She might know about my not-so-savory history with the Project, but regardless, it was a good idea to make a positive first impression.

			“We’re all so excited for the both of you to join our family here.” She smiled, her shoulders lifting. She was one of those overly enthusiastic women; I could already feel a headache coming on at the thought of trying to keep up with her. “I’m Marissa, and this is my pair, Kyle,” she said, indicating the man who stepped up next to her.

			So this was Marissa.

			We shook hands, murmured hellos, and were introduced to the rest of the people present. Like Marissa and Kyle, most of the others were pairs. Only a few had come alone, and most of these were women.

			I could feel their stares out of the corner of my eye, setting me on edge. Some sized us up; others were merely curious.

			Through it all Caden’s hand clasped mine. Sometimes we’d catch each other’s eye, and an unspoken thought would pass between us.

			She’s pretending to be excited.

			Another pregnant woman!

			He’s awfully grabby.

			Once the perfunctory introductions were out of the way, Caden and I were separated. I watched the flickering flames of the fire from the log I sat on.

			“So,” Marissa said, sitting next to me, “are you excited to be here?”

			Her gaze was too sharp, and it reminded me that we still lived in a den of wolves. She’d see through most of my lies; that was what we’d all been trained to do.

			“Nervous.” I gave her a weak smile. It was close enough to the truth that she bought it.

			She gave my shoulders a gentle squeeze. “I was too when Kyle and I first arrived. This life is very different from the one we lived before.”

			I kept my mouth shut and nodded.

			“This was sort of a spur-of-the-moment decision to come here, wasn’t it?”

			I stared down into the soda someone had given me, my mind flashing to the early-morning meeting that Dane the Dick sprung on Caden and me. “You could say that.”

			“Are you pregnant?”

			My head snapped to face her. “What?”

			When Marissa saw my expression, she backtracked. “That was blunt of me, sorry.”

			I only barely managed to suppress a shudder. “No. I’m not pregnant.”

			She waited patiently for me to finish. I warred with what—if anything—I should tell her. “I wasn’t . . . acclimating,” I finally said.

			“Oh.” The silence lingered. She placed a hand on my knee. “That’s okay,” she said softly. “It’s behind you. You’ll fit in here.”

			I glanced at her, the hairs on my arms rising at her genuine smile. She was so much better than I was at pretending. All I really saw when I looked at her was an empathetic, jovial woman. A simple woman. The only reason I knew she was so much more than that was because she was here. Marissa had no tells; nothing to indicate she wasn’t as she appeared.

			I tightened my hold on my drink. I needed to leave this place; the people here did things to my mind.

			Caden stared at me across the fire, the smoke and flames making his features sharper and more dangerous looking. He watched me like a man mesmerized.

			I had to stop myself from reaching up and self-consciously tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

			“He wants you to go over to him,” Marissa said, leaning into me.

			“I know,” I said, gazing at him through the fire.

			She nudged me. “Then go. He looks like he’s having separation anxiety.”

			We both knew that wasn’t the look he was giving me. I stood anyway. “Thank you for the warm welcome,” I said.

			She winked. “No problem, hon. Have a great evening.”

			I headed to Caden’s side. His dimples came out to play as I sat down. “Hey, you,” he said, leaning over and kissing my neck.

			“Hey back.” I smiled against him.

			Laughter trickled in from the teleporters next to us. “Okay, okay.” Kyle cleared his throat. “Most embarrassing trip ever—go.”

			“Sharing teleporter stories,” Caden explained.

			The topic of conversation drew me in.

			One of the guys sitting on the other side of Caden addressed the speaker. “I once teleported into my parents’ bedroom while they were getting it on.” He shook his head. “They thought I’d walked in there to watch them.” Even the fire couldn’t hide his flushed cheeks.

			“Worse, I couldn’t tell them the truth. The next day they’d signed me up to see a therapist.” He shuddered. “There are some images that you can never burn from your brain.”

			I felt Caden’s eyes focus briefly on me, his stare weighted. I shifted uncomfortably, aware of what images might be burned into those eyes of his.

			“Creepiest?” Kyle asked.

			Serena answered this one. “When I was fourteen—never even been kissed, mind you—I teleported to some swingers’ club. The things I saw them doing to each other . . .” She cringed. “And they were all old and fleshy.”

			“How’d you get out of there?” another teleporter asked.

			She raised an eyebrow. “Through the front door. They weren’t monsters.”

			Another teleporter spoke up. “Have you ever heard of the mole people?” he asked.

			Someone murmured that they hadn’t.

			“They’re people who live beneath cities. I visited a group of them in Las Vegas. They were actually pretty nice. Then again, most of them were rolling, so they may have thought I was just part of their trip.”

			Kyle cleared his throat. “I have a story for you.” He had a kind of magnetism; the moment he spoke, he had everyone’s attention. “I stayed up late at night as usual.”

			The teleporters around me nodded. They’d all had similar experiences to mine, waiting until everyone else had fallen asleep to disappear. Something fuzzy and uncomfortable nestled itself in my stomach—a sense of belonging.

			I frowned. I didn’t want to feel this way, not when so much about this situation was screwed up.

			“I’d been watching some show about haunted buildings when I nodded off.” Kyle gave his head a slight shake. “The next time I opened my eyes, I was inside one of them.”

			In response Caden tugged me close to him. I cast a sly glance his way, thinking he’d be riveted by the story, like the others around the fire. Instead his gaze slid to me. A hint of a grin tugged at his lips when he caught me looking. He’d used the story as an excuse to cuddle.

			“To this day, I have no idea where exactly I was. But now”—he laughed out his unease—“I do believe in ghosts.”

			“What did you see?” a girl asked. I could hear the skepticism in her voice, and I didn’t blame her. Most of us didn’t have the luxury of believing in the supernatural.

			Kyle gave her a close-lipped smile, his gaze lowering to take in the fire. He shook his head. “Suffice it to say that it was enough to convince me.”

			Beneath my jacket my skin prickled, no doubt as Kyle had intended. Then I remembered that ghosts were the least of my concerns. A contemplative silence descended over the group, until another teleporter spoke up with her own spooky story.

			“Want to take off?” Caden whispered in my ear.

			More ghost stories or alone time with Caden? Real tough call, that one.

			I answered by standing up. Caden followed suit and took my hand. Together we slipped out while most of those around the campfire listened to the stories shared. The ones who caught our eyes waved, flashing us knowing smiles, which creeped me the hell out.

			“So,” Caden said when we had left the campfire behind us, “I forgot to ask you—what was Eric harassing you about earlier?”

			I wasn’t surprised Caden had brought this up now that we’d seen Eric and Serena again, but I was surprised he hadn’t brought it up earlier.

			“He knows we want to escape.”

			Caden glanced down sharply at me. I could see the wheels in his mind turning. “They want to join us?”

			I nodded. “I don’t know if we can trust them, though.”

			“Neither do I,” Caden said, his brows furrowed. “Serena I trust, but Eric . . . He’s different now. He could’ve been blackmailed into outing us.”

			That sounded like something the Project would do.

			Caden stopped in front of our cabin. “For now, are you okay keeping our escape plan to just the two of us?”

			I sucked in my lower lip. “I don’t see any other option.”

			It felt strange entering the cabin and acting like it was ours. Someone else furnished it and someone else had made the decision that we were to live together. Not that I minded that last one too much.

			At the foot of the stairs, I hesitated, thoughts of Serena and Eric morphing into thoughts of Serena and Caden.

			“What is it, angel?” Caden asked, reading my body language.

			I turned to face him. “You and Serena never . . . ?” Did the deed? Were an item? I wasn’t even sure what I asked, only that their familiarity earlier today stirred up all sorts of insecurities.

			Caden laughed, causing me to frown.

			Seeing my expression, he sobered up real quick. “That’s an empathic no.”

			It was?

			“We were there for each other, but nothing more.” He reeled me in for a hug. “It’s only you for me, angel.”

			“You don’t know that,” I murmured against his chest.

			“I take that as a challenge.”

			I didn’t have time to respond before he scooped me up and carried me to our room.

			“Caden, what are you doing?” I asked, securing my arms around his neck. Crossing the room in three long strides, he tossed me onto the bed. A second later he’d joined me, lightly touching the bare skin just above my pants.

			His hand dropped lower. Flashing me a naughty grin, he undid the button of my jeans and pulled the zipper down. “All those months of wishing you were here with me. You don’t know how long I dreamed for one more day with you.”

			“Caden?” I made a desperate grab for my jeans, but he snatched them off me, removing my shoes in the process. My socks went next.

			“We’re not having sex, are we?”

			“Making love, angel,” he corrected, tugging off his jacket. I didn’t bother to tell him how sexy those words sounded rolling off his lips. God knew I shouldn’t feed his ego.

			“Your pupils are dilated. I think someone likes that term.”

			“Don’t read into it,” I said. Oh hell, was my voice throaty?

			“Making love,” he breathed, staring at my eyes. He let out a husky laugh. “That’s what I thought,” he said smugly, his fingers busy unbuttoning my jacket.

			Damn my traitorous body; he was having a conversation with her, and she didn’t lie.

			His expression turned wicked. He pushed my jacket off. Tossing it aside, he fingered the hem of my shirt and lifted it over my head. It said a lot about my feelings for him that I let Caden get this far.

			Cool air prickled the exposed flesh of my stomach. My abs tensed as his hands moved over my bare skin. Caden leaned down and kissed my collarbone. “Relax. No babies will be made this evening.”

			“Really?”

			Caden reached a hand around my back. He raised an eyebrow. “Changed your mind about kids?”

			“Ah, no.”

			“Hmm. Thought so.”

			He unsnapped my bra and tossed it aside. Dragging in a breath, he stared at my breasts. “I missed you, Sheila and Carmen,” he said to them.

			“No.” He did not just name my breasts.

			“You don’t believe me? Then I’ll just have to show you.” His teeth grazed the tip of one.

			I grabbed Caden by his hair and tilted his head up to face me. He wore a naughty smile.

			“No to the nicknames.”

			“But Sheila—”

			I pressed a hand to his mouth. “Do that again, and I’ll start calling your junk Tinkerbell.”

			Caden narrowed his eyes. “Low blow, angel, low blow.” His gaze returned to my chest.

			“Poor”—his eyes flicked up to me—“breasts,” he finished, running his hands over them. “Angel doesn’t give you enough attention. Not like me.”

			Just when I was about to add a clause to the no-name rule that prohibited Caden from speaking to my breasts, he took one in his mouth.

			My breath hissed out, and there went my ability to speak. Thank all that is good in the world for boobs and mouths.

			Too soon, though, Caden’s lips descended farther down my body, trailing a line of kisses to my stomach. He passed my belly button.

			“Caden?” My voice caught.

			He pushed away from me long enough to roll my panties off before resettling between my thighs and continuing his kisses.

			He spread my legs apart. Oh. My—

			His lips touched me there, and my vision blurred.

			“Caden.” It was a sensory overload.

			I tried to move away, lest I spontaneously combust. Caden gripped my thighs, locking me into place.

			“Caden,” I pleaded.

			“Have I ever told you that I like it when you whimper my name?”

			I couldn’t even respond; his breath was doing all sorts of inappropriate things to my flesh. His mouth returned, licking, stroking, and working me into a frenzy until, all at once, the orgasm ripped through me, and I cried out.

			Caden moved up my torso until he stared down at me. “Now have I convinced you?”

			“Convinced me . . . ?” Of what? That he could do dangerous things with his tongue? Hell yeah on that one.

			“Yes is the correct answer,” he said.

			He wrapped his arms around me and rolled us so that I was partially draped across his chest.

			“Mmm-hmm,” I said, curling up into him. “You made an eloquent argument—your mouth is very persuasive.”

			Laughing, Caden pulled me closer, and his lips skimmed the side of my head.

			I placed a hand low on his abdomen and let it drift south. He caught it and kissed it before laying it back at my side. “Tonight was for you and you alone.”

			My throat constricted with emotion. The man I lay with, who drew lazy circles on my skin with his hands, made me feel beloved. I snuggled closer to him.

			“I don’t regret any of this,” he whispered in the dark. “The world could be burning around us, and I think I’d still be happy, so long as you were with me.”

			“Be careful what you wish for, Caden,” I murmured. “It just might come true.”

			


		
    CHAPTER 12
 
			We woke up before dawn. Neither of us spoke as we changed for fear that our new home was bugged. We stepped outside, our breaths frosting out in front of us. Last night before we fell asleep, we’d decided on scouting our new facility this morning.

			The cabins were behind the facility, higher up on what appeared to be a mountainside. Behind them was wilderness. Lots and lots of wilderness. And that was where we’d explore today. We moved through the trees, every so often passing a cabin. Most were still dark.

			Eventually we left behind the dirt paths. This could be a bad idea, depending how big the facility was. After jogging for about a mile, I grabbed Caden’s arm and pointed. When he met my eyes, he nodded, putting a finger to his lips.

			We crept closer, carefully placing our feet to minimize the noise we made. Above us rose a fence almost identical to the one at the Big Sur facility. Chain-link and topped with barbed wire. And it hummed.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me. An electric fence?” Caden whispered.

			“But no guard towers,” I noted, looking down the length of it.

			As with the fence at our former facility, a dirt road circled the outside perimeter. However, unlike at our last facility, this one also had a dirt road that ran just inside the fence.

			We saw the distant flash of headlights before the rumble of an engine broke the silence. Caden grabbed me and swung us behind a tree, hiding us from view.

			I was pressed against his chest, and our breaths mingled. My eyes drifted up to his, and he tenderly tucked a flyaway wisp of hair behind my ear. We both waited as the patrol approached.

			I peeked around the tree. “Four armed guards, just like our last facility,” I said as they drove by.

			When my attention returned to Caden, he was still staring at me. “What?”

			He shook his head. “Nothing.”

			But it wasn’t nothing. Affection and desire mingled in his eyes.

			Caden checked the wristwatch he wore. “Now we wait for the next patrol.”

			Fifteen minutes later we saw distant headlights illuminating the fence. By that time Caden had begun to shiver.

			“Cold?” I asked.

			“Not at all,” Caden said. “I’m too hot for that shit.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Real humble.”

			“Humble is for pussies,” he said smugly.

			“If pussies are humble”—I crouched down as the vehicle drew closer—“then I guess dicks have vastly overinflated egos.”

			Caden squatted next to me. “I see what you did there.”

			The sound of the engine seemed too close. A minute later I realized why. Caden cursed and pushed us more fully behind the tree trunk. The second vehicle passed inside the gate, so close I breathed in the dirt and exhaust it kicked up.

			Peering out from behind the tree, I began to count the number of guards, four—and to focus on their visible weapons, assault rifles. As soon as my eyes landed on the driver, I hissed in a breath.

			I’d vaguely recognized at least one face from the campfire the night before, which could only mean one thing.

			Teleporters patrolled the perimeter.
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			“Brainwashed idiots,” I whispered as soon as they passed.

			Teleporters monitoring the borders of their own prison. We were the only people stupid enough to want to be kept within when safety lurked outside.

			“So our own patrol the borders—I’ll admit, it’s smart,” Caden said.

			That was the kicker of it all. It was smart. Teleporters weren’t just trained soldiers; they were trained spies, trained assassins. Four armed soldiers would be difficult enough to slip past, but four teleporters? Nearly impossible. And they passed by twice an hour.

			“They know the lay of the land better than we do,” Caden said, “and I can promise you that they miss nothing along that fence. They’ll notice if the fence or the ground surrounding it has been tampered with.”

			I cursed. We wouldn’t be able to simply snip our way out of this place. “So then how do we escape?”

			Caden didn’t answer me. I glanced over at him only to come face-to-face with the gun leveled at us. Behind it, Eric smiled.
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			I raised my hands, my heart pounding wildly.

			“Still going to pretend you’re not planning an escape?” he asked me.

			I glared at him.

			“This is how I see it,” he said. “You’ve now proven you plan to leave. I could report you, and that would be very, very bad—”

			In spite of the gun aimed loosely at him, Caden stood, looking ominous. He stepped in between Eric and me. “What makes you think I’d give you the opportunity to narc on us?”

			“Or,” Eric continued, “you could allow Serena and me to join your little escape party.” At this he lowered his weapon.

			“You do get that leaving here won’t magically erase the Project’s control over our teleports, don’t you?” Caden asked him. “’Cause so long as that’s the case, you’re still a prisoner.”

			Eric ducked under a low-hanging branch. “I plan on exposing the Project as soon as we get out of here.”

			“Why do you need our help?” I asked, eyeing the gun at Eric’s side. His finger still rested on the trigger.

			“Two people can’t escape this place alone.”

			“We don’t trust you,” I stated flatly.

			“That makes you not an idiot.” His eyes moved to Caden. “This isn’t some ploy, but I will turn you in if you don’t agree to it.”

			Great. Now we didn’t have a choice.

			I shared a loaded look with Caden, then faced Eric. “Deal.”

			Caden gave me a disbelieving look but said nothing.

			Eric glanced between the two of us, missing nothing. “Great,” he said, flipping on the gun’s safety and holstering the weapon. “Then let the planning begin.”
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			Caden and I kept throwing cautious glances at Eric as we walked alongside him through the woods.

			“I’m not going to shoot either of you,” he said, stepping over a fallen log, “so you can stop passing each other loaded looks.”

			“Well, it’s kind of hard not to freak the fuck out when that thing was pointed at us not five minutes ago,” Caden said, nodding toward the gun.

			Eric spoke as though he hadn’t heard us. “Each security unit runs a single perimeter check once every thirty minutes. They’ve staggered them so that the outer unit—the one manned by soldiers—runs in between the inner unit, our unit. That’s what you just saw.”

			Caden grunted in agreement.

			“We have to get past both units,” Eric continued. “In addition, there’s a single entrance bordered by guard towers. Each is manned by a single guard.”

			“Why is the security so light?” Caden asked, stepping a little closer to Eric.

			That was considered ‘light’?

			“Most teleporters here don’t want to leave. But don’t be fooled—this is still a fortress. We’ll need to take out the main power source and the backup generator to escape.

			“The backup generator I can disengage, but the main power line . . . You’re talking about shutting down a large power grid for at least fifteen minutes. I don’t have the equipment to coordinate that kind of blackout.”

			“You don’t have the equipment . . . but you have the skills?” I asked.

			Eric glanced at me. “I specialized in information analysis.” When he saw my confused expression, he clarified. “I was a hacker.”

			I stared at him for a long moment, the wheels in my mind turning. “So that’s all it would take? Hacking the system that controlled the power grid?”

			“Well, yeah.”

			I knew someone else with wicked computer skills. “I think I know someone who can do that for us.

			Caden touched my shoulder. “Ember, no—that’s another favor you’ll owe this guy.”

			“You know someone who can do this?” Eric asked me.

			My eyes cut from Caden to him. “I do.”

			“Think he’ll be willing?”

			I chewed the inside of my cheek. “I think so, but I don’t know when I’ll speak next with him.”

			“Ember—”

			“Fantastic.”

			Caden gave me a look that clearly said, What the fuck?

			“Think you’ll talk to him before next Sunday?” Eric asked.

			My brow crinkled. “A week from today? I might. Why?”

			Eric’s gaze moved between the two of us, a smile spreading across his face. “I want us to escape then.”
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			“Fuck no,” Caden said.

			“Got some pressing appointment then?” Eric asked.

			“Screw you, dude. There’s no way we’re doing it then. Ember is still teleporting in the middle of the day.”

			Eric glanced at me, his face empathetic. “That’ll go away soon.”

			“How soon?” I asked. With everything going on, I hadn’t thought to ask Eric about his own experience.

			He tipped his head from side to side. “A few weeks at most. A month from now you’ll be back to normal.”

			“So what’s the damn rush to leave this place?” Caden asked.

			Eric’s gaze swung to him. “You are.”

			Caden raised his eyebrows. When he realized the other teleporter wasn’t joking, he smirked. “That’s real cute.”

			“You and Serena,” Eric clarified. “Neither of you fully understand how bad this project is, thus you’re more likely to back out of our plans and decide to stay.”

			Caden’s eyes narrowed. “That’s bullshit. Serena and I both lost someone. Don’t act like we don’t know how bad it can get.”

			“Yeah, and what would happen if Ember got pregnant? Would you still be cool with her running, knowing that your kid could get hurt?”

			Caden’s jaw clenched.

			“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Eric said. “You wouldn’t be, Hawthorne. If you stay here long enough, that’s what will happen. You’ll get comfortable, knock her up”—Eric nodded to me—“and suddenly leaving will seem like the worst-possible idea.”

			“Yet you’re okay risking Serena’s life? With leaving after all this time here?” Caden said, stepping into Eric’s personal space. “Don’t be a hypocrite.”

			“Hell no, I’m not okay with the situation,” Eric responded. “But the thought of my kid growing up here and living my life? I’d be signing his or her death warrant by staying.”

			I stepped in between them. “Everyone chill out,” I said, pushing the guys away from each other. I turned to Eric. “If I can arrange things on my end by Sunday, then I’m in.” A week from now. God, I was so close to freedom I could practically taste it.

			Caden turned those devastating eyes on me; he looked like I’d betrayed him. “Angel.”

			Eric smiled triumphantly. “Good.”

			Anger flashed across Caden’s face when he looked at the other teleporter.

			“Caden,” I said, “Eric’s right.” Already after last night’s bonfire, this place had gotten to me. A month from now, Caden and I might not have the desire to escape. “We need to do this before we get cold feet.” And before they caught us. That was another possibility no one had voiced. “I’ll be okay.”

			Caden’s anger morphed into agony. “I can’t lose you again, angel.”

			I smiled at him. “You won’t.”

			If anything, my words only caused him more pain. “The last time you made me that promise, you got spliced.”
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			Eric walked us back to our cabin. The sun had barely risen over the treetops, painting the sky in pinks and golds. Somewhere in the distance a baby cried.

			“Serena will be okay with all of this?” I asked, stopping outside our cabin.

			Eric nodded. “She’s already on board.”

			Caden squinted at the rising sun. “If we’re going to do this Sunday—and I’m really fucking not okay with that, but it seems I’m the minority—”

			I didn’t miss the pointed look he shot me.

			“—then we need to have an airtight plan before then.”

			“Done,” Eric said.

			Caden ran a hand over his jaw. “Then let’s meet at the campfire at eight to go over plans.”

			“We’ll be there,” Eric said, backing away.

			We watched him retreat toward his own cabin. Several yards away from us, he paused. “Oh, and Ember?” Eric said glancing over his shoulder at me.

			“What?”

			Eric’s gaze dropped meaningfully to my upper arm, right where the implanted chip was. We both already knew what he wasn’t saying: as long as the GPS device was inside me, I’d be tracked.

			He smiled. “Have fun with that.”

			[image: Section]

			“I don’t trust him,” Caden said as we approached the dining hall.

			“Neither do I.” Unfortunately, the list of people we didn’t trust was getting longer.

			Caden held the door open for me, and we caught our first real glimpse of the facility.

			I’d seen the layout once before I’d gotten spliced, and after we’d parted ways with Eric this morning, I’d spent the past hour poring over the map the facility gave us. I now had the loose blueprint of this place memorized. The cabins—which lay in a horseshoe arrangement beyond the facility’s communal buildings—the communal buildings themselves, and the guard towers and main entrance, which lay just beyond the buildings at the base of the facility.

			The door to the dining hall closed behind us, and we were suddenly, savagely thrown into this world. All thoughts of escape fled as we took in our surroundings.

			“They’re like . . . little gremlins,” Caden said as children ran through the room. He looked vaguely horrified. “I mean, they’re somewhat cute”—a kid sitting at one of the tables began shrieking about wanting chocolate milk—“but gremlins nonetheless.”

			I knew my eyes were wide. “I think my ovaries might’ve just shriveled up and died.”

			We made our way through the breakfast buffet and found an empty table. The dining hall was fairly full, but I had no idea what portion of the facility this represented. Because each cabin had a kitchen, some families surely ate in the privacy of their own homes. They were the smart ones.

			I poked at my fruit and yogurt, not much hungry at the moment. Next to me Caden winced at the sight of a kid sneezing all over his parents’ food.

			Someone squeezed my shoulder. I glanced up to see a smiling Marissa. “Morning, hon.” She turned her attention to Caden. “Mind if I steal your girl away for a little while?”

			“Steal me away?” I echoed before Caden could respond.

			“Your doctor’s appointment, silly. It’s all on the schedule.”

			The schedule? Crap, here we go again. “You didn’t, uh, happen to e-mail me the schedule, did you?”

			“Of course,” she said. “Things here work much the same way they did at your last facility.”

			I bit my lip. “I, uh, haven’t unpacked my laptop yet.”

			“Ah,” she said, understanding dawning on her face. “Well, lucky for you, this is your only appointment for the day.” Marissa glanced over at Caden. “You might want to check your in-box as well. You don’t have an appointment today, but there are orientation e-mails you’ll want to read.”

			Caden flashed her his most charming smile. “Stealing my girlfriend and giving me orders?” He shook his head. “I don’t know about this arrangement, Marissa.”

			Marissa grinned back at him, clearly enjoying his teasing. “Get used to it. This is me on a good day,” she said, her tone flirty.

			I raised my eyebrows at Caden. His eyes met mine and his smile deepened. He was obviously enjoying the attention. This was the facade he’d worn like a second skin when I met him. It seemed as though he was breaking it out once more.

			“All right, all right,” he said. “You can take my girlfriend, but only for a little while. Then she’s all mine.” He gave me a look that plainly stated what he had in mind.

			“Deal.” Marissa squeezed my shoulder, and I scooted out of my chair.

			I was really doing this, faking it yet again. I breathed out.

			One week. That was all. And then I’d be free.
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			“What kind of doctor’s appointment is this?” I asked, following Marissa into the hospital wing.

			She cleared her throat. “A woman’s appointment.”

			Oh, you have got to be kidding me. It was one of those appointments. I’d assumed it was because I’d recently woken up from a coma. Go figure that they’d be more interested in my reproductive abilities than my general health.

			“I can go in with you if you’d prefer. I’m here to help you get acclimated.”

			The only thing worse than spreading my legs for some stranger was having a new acquaintance witness the whole ordeal.

			“That’s really sweet”—and a little creepy—“but I’ll be okay.”

			I could tell immediately when we entered the pediatric section of the hospital. It had that gummy smell that only came in rooms that housed lots of kids. I knew that if I touched the walls here, they’d be sticky.

			We stopped in front of a waiting room. “Then this is where I leave you. Will you be able to find your way back?”

			Knowing what I did about the facility’s layout, it would be impossible to get lost. “I think I’ll manage.”

			Marissa took my hands and squeezed them. “I’ll be at the arts and crafts center for the rest of the day if you want some company or have any questions.”

			“Thanks, Marissa.” I watched her walk off before I entered the waiting room.

			I checked in with the lone nurse on duty and took a seat. My foot began to jiggle almost immediately. Absently I ran my hand over my upper arm, feeling the small, hard bump there. So long as it remained beneath my skin, the Project would know where I was.

			My lips pressed together at what I had to do. A doctor’s appointment wouldn’t be the worst thing that happened to me today. Not by a long shot.
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			When I got back to the cabin carrying a large paper bag, Caden was hanging from the porch railing, doing curls. Judging by his drenched shirt, he must’ve been at it for a while.

			“Angel,” he said, swinging to his feet, “how did the appointment go?”

			He took one look at me. I must’ve worn a harried look, because suddenly his brow crinkled in concern. “That bad?”

			“I don’t want to talk about it.” Honestly, at the moment all I wanted was a milkshake, especially considering what I was about to do.

			“Could you do me a favor?” I asked. Those were always loaded words, especially when I couldn’t mention what I had in mind. Not here, where surely someone had planted recording devices.

			Caden searched my eyes, then gave a firm nod. “Anything.”

			I smiled at him and inclined my head toward the cabin. He walked past me and held the door open.

			I slipped inside, dropping the paper bag I carried on the counter. While Caden sauntered in behind me, I ran upstairs and grabbed my backpack and a pair of tweezers. I changed out of my long-sleeved shirt and into a tank. By the time I made it to the kitchen, a now shirtless Caden had begun laying out my finds. Gloves, cotton balls, a roll of gauze, and a bottle of rubbing alcohol.

			“My sweet little klepto, you do me proud,” Caden said, scrutinizing the items.

			“The staff gave me the items,” I said, dumping my bag and tweezers onto the counter. I opened and closed several drawers until I found what I was looking for—a lighter.

			“Well, that takes all the fun out of it,” Caden said. He leaned back against a nearby counter and folded his arms over his considerable chest. “Next time you need something, you only have to ask. These fingers can work magic.”

			“Oh, trust me, I know,” I said, tossing the lighter into my backpack.

			That earned me a grin. He wiped it away when I reached for the wooden block of knives. “Angel, what—”

			I handed a knife to him, then went to the fridge and opened it. I grabbed the chilled bottle of champagne, removed the foil, popped the cork, and began to chug it.

			Behind me Caden went quiet. Crazy behavior was usually code for unauthorized actions. So instead of questioning me further, he began repacking the items he’d laid out. I knew that when his eyes moved over them again, each item took on a new meaning.

			I paused, pulling the champagne bottle away from my lips. “You might want to put on something warm.”

			His expression turned grim, but he nodded and left the room.

			I finished the champagne off a couple of minutes later, feeling faintly ill from ingesting that much alcohol at once. I tossed the empty bottle into the trash while Caden returned to the kitchen. He placed a towel in the backpack, then made a beeline for the sink. Turning on the faucets, he scrubbed his hands and arms up to his elbows.

			Once he’d finished, he snagged my bag of goodies and slung it over his shoulder. “Got everything you need in here?” he asked, sauntering to the doorway.

			“God no, but it’s the best I could pull together at the moment.” This was going to be a hack job at best.

			Caden frowned, but he kept quiet as I checked the freezer for ice. We had ice trays, but all of them were empty. Oh well.

			I jogged over to Caden, who held the door open. Champagne sloshed around in my stomach. Perhaps chugging the entire bottle had been a bad idea.

			We didn’t speak as we made our way past the surrounding cabins and the abandoned campfire. It wasn’t until we’d climbed another quarter mile or so that Caden dropped the bag, and I got to work.

			I opened the backpack and handed the rubber gloves to Caden, who slipped them on.

			“You sure you want to do this right now?” He eyed my exposed arm. At some point since I’d entered the cabin, he’d figured out exactly what I had in mind.

			“Please don’t give me an out,” I said, already dreading the coming pain. “I might take you up on it.”

			He nodded solemnly. “Then wet my hands with rubbing alcohol.”

			I did so, watching as Caden rubbed them together. Then I doused the knife, blade to handle, using one of the cotton swabs to rub the antiseptic around.

			“I tried to get a scalpel, but—”

			Caden flashed me a kind smile. “This is fine, angel,” he said, taking the knife from me. He nodded toward the bottle. “Now your skin.”

			I wetted another swab with the alcohol, rubbing it over the bump on my upper arm, as well as the surrounding skin. The chill of the liquid and the familiar smell set me on edge. Pain always accompanied that smell.

			Lastly I grabbed the tweezers and disinfected them. These I’d have to hold on to.

			Caden nodded again, this time toward the bag. “I threw in a towel.” He didn’t need to elaborate; it was there in case I needed something to bite down on. I pulled it out and twisted it.

			It won’t hurt enough to really be necessary, I tried to console myself.

			Caden took a deep breath. “Ready for this, angel?”

			Pleasant warmth spread low in my belly; the champagne was finally doing its job. I nodded, looking into the distance. “Let’s do it.” I clenched the towel between my teeth.

			He wrapped a hand around my arm and pressed the blade of the knife into my skin.

			I bit down hard on the gag when I felt the first sickening slice, more to prevent myself from jerking my arm away than from the actual pain. Okay, so maybe the towel was necessary.

			Caden made one smooth stroke, then another. I chanced a glance at him.

			He wore that intense look he sometimes got when he thought no one was looking. The one that told me he missed nothing.

			His eyes flicked up to me. “You’re doing great.”

			I rolled my eyes and smiled around the gag, trying to act like I was too brave for his soothing words.

			Caden’s eyes crinkled as he smiled back at me. “I fucking adore you, angel.”

			His gaze lingered for only a moment more, and then they dropped back to his work. He made another incision. I thanked the stars that Caden knew how to wield a knife—that he’d cut enough human flesh to know how much pressure to apply to minimize pain and maximize the accuracy of the incision. Ironic that his exposure to violence would be what made him so capable at this.

			My arm shook as rivulets of blood snaked down it. Even with a light buzz, the pain overwhelmed me.

			“Tweezers,” he said.

			I placed them in his hand.

			Carefully he slipped the pointed tip of the tool beneath my skin. I bit down harder on the gag when I felt the strange, tugging sensation on top of the pain. A new wave of agony accompanied each pull. I closed my eyes, fighting back my rising nausea.

			“There,” Caden said a minute later.

			I blinked and then opened my eyes. Pinched between the prongs of the tweezers Caden held was the GPS device.

			I held out my good hand, and he dropped the tracker into it. I swiftly wiped it off and tossed it into my bag.

			“I need you to pour alcohol on the knife and the incision. Can you do that?” Caden asked.

			Again I gave him a look. I’d survived a gunshot wound and splicing. This might hurt like a mother, but I could handle sterilizing the open wound on my shoulder.

			I grabbed the rubbing alcohol and poured the liquid over the incision. My arm muscles spasmed as the alcohol stung my skin, and my eyes teared up at the sensation.

			Once I’d drenched my wound, I began to work on the knife.

			Caden watched me the entire time, some strange combination of pain and pride burning in his eyes. “This next part’s gonna hurt,” he said. “Are you ready?”

			By way of answer, I grabbed the lighter and motioned for the knife. Caden accommodated, holding the knife out. I clicked the lighter on, and the flame licked the edge of the blade. My nostrils flared at the smell of singed blood.

			Neither of us had discussed cauterizing the wound, but we both knew we’d have to if I didn’t want to chance getting spliced.

			“That’s good,” Caden said a short while later. “Now, go ahead and douse the wound with alcohol one more time.”

			I did so, wincing at the sting of the liquid. As soon as I stopped, Caden gripped my arm and pressed the flat side of the knife to the wound.

			I couldn’t help it—I screamed into the gag.

			“I’m sorry, angel,” he murmured, removing the metal from my skin. He assessed his handiwork. “I think two more rounds is all we’ll need.”

			Only two.

			We repeated the steps. I heated the blade with the flame; this time my uninjured hand shook. Again Caden pressed it to the wound, holding my arm in place when I reflexively tried to jerk it away.

			My eyes fluttered from the shock of pain. When I was younger, I’d been asked whether I’d rather die by fire or water. I’d jokingly replied that I’d rather go up in a ball of flame.

			After the third time Caden had placed the heated blade to my skin, I decided that I was never going to joke about that again.

			“There,” he said, removing the blade.

			I spit out the gag and stared at my arm. Right now it was a red, bloody mess, but I could tell the wound had closed. “Looks good.”

			Caden leaned across me and rummaged around in my bag until he grabbed the roll of gauze. Carefully he wrapped the wound, tying the two exposed ends together. The injury was tender to the touch.

			Pride welled within me. We’d removed the GPS tracker.

			“Balls of fucking steel.” Caden shook his head. “I’m in love with a girl with balls of fucking steel.”

			I flashed him a tired smile, and then I disappeared.
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			I found myself in Adrian’s living room. He lounged on the couch, his legs propped up on the coffee table in front of him. At least until he realized I’d joined him.

			Adrian jolted in his seat, almost overturning the laptop perched on his legs. He swore under his breath. “I hate it when you do that.”

			“I’ll try to be more subtle next time,” I said, taking in Adrian’s living room. I made it here—and in one piece too. I lifted the sleeve of my shirt and assessed Caden’s work. The wound still looked angry, but it had healed rather than reopened.

			Dropping my sleeve, I returned my gaze to Adrian. “Homeboy, we need to talk.”

			He closed his laptop and set it aside. “I’m all ears, homeskillet.”

			“I need you to knock out a power grid this coming Sunday.”

			Adrian did a double take at my words. “Do you want to pass that by me again?”

			“I got moved to the Project’s Montana facility, and I’m helping coordinate a prison break in a week. I need you to take out the power to make that possible.”

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Adrian said, putting his hands up like they could stop the words coming out of my mouth. “You want me to do what in under a week?”

			“Knock out a grid,” I repeated.

			“You want me to knock out an entire grid just so that you and your pair can escape.”

			“Um, about that. There’s been a slight change in plans. Now four of us are escaping,” I said, reaching over to take a sip of Adrian’s coffee.

			“Four? What happened to two?”

			I bit my thumbnail. “Well, technically five. One’s eggo preggo.”

			Adrian massaged his temples. “So let me get this straight. You want me to cause a blackout—a blackout—at the Montana facility in a week, and then you want me to coordinate the rescue of four teleporters?”

			“Five,” I corrected, “and yeah.”

			Adrian pushed off the couch and began pacing across the room. “Ember, that’s not—” He shook his head.

			“Do you have the ability to temporarily knock out a power grid?”

			“Well, technically, yes, but—”

			“That’s the only way me or anyone else is getting out of that facility.”

			“You couldn’t do it with the power on?”

			“Honestly, I don’t know, but the teleporter who blackmailed Caden and me into joining him seems to think it’s the only way.”

			“Wait, you’re being blackmailed into escaping now?”

			I huffed. “Yeah, everyone and their mother want a piece of me. Will you do this?”

			Adrian looked highly uncomfortable. I didn’t blame him; I’d backed him into a wall. I knew all about getting cornered and coerced.

			“Ember, I don’t know if I can do it. There are people I need to talk to and new plans I’m going to need to map out now that you’re no longer in California. Not to mention that I’m going to have to convince some powerful people to smuggle two extra teleporters out of the country.”

			I deflated at his words. Of course the world didn’t just stop what it was doing and attend to my impossible needs. Because that was what they were—impossible.

			“Hey now,” Adrian said, crossing the room to grasp my upper arms. I grimaced as his grip jostled my cauterized wound. “I’ll try my best.”

			From the look in his eye, I knew he would.

			His eyes moved over my face, his pupils dilating. His lips parted to speak again. “Ember, I—”

			I stepped away from him, spooked by the expression he wore.

			Adrian’s hand fell to his side, and the moment passed. “Why did they move you?” Adrian asked, walking back to the couch and picking up his coffee from the table.

			Muscles I didn’t know I had tensed now loosened at the subject change. “Dane Richards suspected Caden and I were planning escape.”

			“So they moved you to the breeding facility?” Adrian gripped the mug he held too tightly, his knuckles whitening.

			“You know about that?”

			“I’ve done my research.”

			I skimmed my fingers along a side table as I wandered across the room. “That’s one of the reasons they revived me. To prevent my pair from dying and to produce more teleporters.”

			“That’s sickening.”

			I paused and stared down at the table, still littered with framed photos just as it had been almost a year ago. In many of them was the man who birthed it all—Adrian’s father.

			“It is,” I said softly.

			Adrian sighed. “Listen, Ember, regardless of what happens on my end, escaping the facility is only the first obstacle you face. You’d still have to make the journey to the safe house here in Zurich.”

			“I know.” Neither Caden nor I had fleshed out our plans for after we left—aside from running like hell—but evading capture would test our abilities.

			“You need to get yourself across the border as quickly as possible,” Adrian continued. “Canada’s not a great option, but it is the closest one for you now. The Project will act quickly once they realize you’re gone.”

			Adrian grabbed a pen and a piece of paper off the coffee table and scribbled out a phone number. He handed it to me. “Memorize this and share it with the other three teleporters,” he said. “It’s a private line. If you need to get ahold of me at any time, use it.”

			I reached for the sheet of paper, but Adrian didn’t let go. “If this number gets compromised, you’ll lose communication with me, aside from these visits, so plan your calls wisely.”

			I nodded, taking the slip from him. I memorized the number and handed the note back to him. “Thank you,” I said quietly.

			He smiled grimly, his eyes hard. “Good luck . . . and stay safe.”
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			I appeared with a gasp and fell to my knees.

			“Angel, are you all right?” Caden asked, rushing to kneel next to me. He laid a hand on my arm.

			“Yeah,” I said a bit breathlessly. I pushed myself up to my feet.

			“Where’d you go this time?” Caden asked, handing me my clothes.

			I gave him a grateful smile and began to dress. “Adrian’s.”

			“Again?” Caden asked incredulously.

			“It’s those lodestones—he’s figured out how to draw me to his place. Nothing else.” Except that I’d desperately wanted to see him to discuss our escape. “He doesn’t know if he’ll be able to shut down the power here, but he did give us a number to call once we escape.”

			Caden’s jaw tensed; I could see him fighting back words he wanted to voice.

			“I know how it looks,” I said, beating him to it. “We’re taking the bulk of the risk—we are.”

			His hand slid behind my neck. “I don’t want you to get hurt, and this plan of ours puts you repeatedly in danger.”

			“It puts both of us in danger,” I corrected.

			“I have years of field experience, angel.”

			I flashed him a disbelieving look. “Are we really back here, to square one? Where you insist that I need to follow your lead because you know better?”

			“You’re twisting my words.”

			I stepped out of his embrace. “You need to back off,” I said. “I get it, okay? I get it that I’m forcing your hand—that you’re losing control of the situation. But being protective of me does not mean my decisions need to go through you.”

			I grabbed my shoes and stalked away.

			“Angel!” he called out after me. I didn’t stop walking. “You’re wrong. You don’t get it, and I hope to God you’ll never have to.”
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			That evening Caden and I arrived at the campfire in tense silence. We hadn’t talked about what had happened earlier in the day, and I didn’t much want to.

			Luckily, Eric and Serena were already there, which eliminated the need to fill in the silence with the argument that was still at the forefront of Caden’s and my minds.

			“This way,” Eric said, tilting his head to the woods behind us. He slung a bag over his shoulder and moved into the darkened forest.

			I shone my flashlight after him. In another life, walking into dark, unfamiliar woods would have been scary. Now the woods had to get in line; I had other, very real fears to worry about.

			We hiked uphill for about half a mile before Eric set down his bag. From it he pulled out several folded sheets of paper. Serena took these from him and glanced up at us almost shyly. “First of all, thank you both,” she whispered to Caden and me.

			Caden crossed his arms, his hard eyes focused on her. “We didn’t have much of a choice,” he said, his gaze flicking to Eric. The other teleporter didn’t look apologetic in the least.

			Serena also turned her attention to Eric. “Yes, I heard about what happened. I’m sorry about that, but we both do want to leave this place. In fact,” she said, “we’ve already figured out how to escape. All that we ever needed was another couple.”

			“And someone to cut the power,” Caden added.

			“Yeah, and that.” Serena’s eyes moved to me. “I heard you have a connection that can do this.”

			“I have a connection who might do it,” I clarified. “Sunday is a bit soon for him.” Next to me Caden flashed an expression at Eric that said, I told you so.

			“Wait.” Eric took a step forward, ignoring Caden. “You mean you’ve already spoken with him?”

			I glanced uncertainly at Caden. He nodded for me to continue. “I have.”

			“Tell them the rest,” Caden said, his eyes still hard.

			I puffed out a breath. Someone wasn’t having a good day. “Everything?” I asked.

			“Everything.”

			“It’s a long story.” Like a really long story.

			Eric took a seat on the ground. “We have time.”

			“Okay,” I said, shaking my head once. I sat down on the ground as well, and for the next thirty minutes, I filled the group in on Adrian, leaving nothing out, leaving no detail—not even the emergency phone number—out. If either Eric or Serena wanted to turn us in at this point, they’d have an overwhelming amount of evidence against us.

			But at the moment, that didn’t seem to be the case.

			“So you mean to tell me that if we make it to this safe house, we will be safe from the Project?” Serena sounded so hopeful.

			“Somewhat.”

			I could tell from Serena’s expression that it was enough. She and Eric had another plan in place—exposing the Project as quickly as possible once they escaped. This was a more practical alternative.

			“This organization sounds suspicious,” Eric said.

			Caden grunted his agreement. “That’s ’cause it is.”

			I leveled my gaze on the three of them. “The government controls where we go, regardless of where in the world we are.” I’d learned this the hard way right after my eighteenth birthday. “The moment we leave this place, we’re going to have a bull’s-eye on us. Only Stonehawk has the ability to shield us from that control.”

			“They still sound suspicious,” Eric said.

			I nodded. These were old worries of mine.

			He looked to the sky for patience. “Realistically, is this our best option?” he asked, directing the question at me.

			I thought of Eric’s plan to expose the Project as soon as he and Serena escaped. That required finesse, strategy, and—most importantly—time. Was what Adrian offered the better alternative?

			After a pause I responded, “Yes.”
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			By the end of the evening, we had a plan in place. Serena hadn’t been kidding when she said that they’d already figured this whole thing out.

			“Between three and four a.m. Sunday morning, food trucks arrive and restock the cafeteria.” Smoothing out the blueprints he’d managed to steal, Eric pointed to the location in the middle of the facility.

			“We’ll use this as a diversion,” he said, his gaze taking in both of us, “since most of the security attention will be focused on the main entrance and the unloading station. That’s where they think anyone fleeing will be. Meanwhile, we’ll be at the fence right here.” He pointed to an area at the edge of the map where the fence ran.

			“And if Adrian doesn’t pull through?” Caden asked, his voice gravelly.

			“If Adrian doesn’t pull through, we’ll figure something else out. But if the guy needs our help to expose the Project and clear his name like you said he does—then he will.”

			Caden curled his lips and looked away, like the whole situation disgusted him.

			“Once the power shuts off, we’ll leave our cabins and head here. You’ll see two boulders bordering the inner road. That’s where we’ll meet to cut through the fence,” Eric continued.

			“And once we’re on the other side,” Serena picked up, “we’ll lie in wait for the outer unit’s vehicle.”

			Caden leaned back on his haunches, his forearms resting on his knees. “So you want us to overtake a vehicle carrying four armed men?”

			“It’s not like you haven’t done this before,” Serena said.

			Caden shook his head and laughed humorlessly. “Yes, but I always disappeared after ten minutes. I could be as loud and messy as I wanted.”

			I winced at his words, all sorts of bloody situations flittering through my mind.

			“To get them to stop the car, someone’s going to have to act as the diversion,” he said.

			A corner of my mouth rose. This was one thing I could do. “I’ll do it.”

			Next to me Caden tensed. Finally he gave a jerky nod. “I agree. Ember’s the most iffy with a weapon.”

			That earned him a glare. He grinned at me, his eyes playful and his expression transformed from the hardened one he’d worn only seconds ago. “Okay, okay,” he admitted, “you do know how to handle some weapons . . .”

			“Thank you,” I said.

			“. . . in the bedroom.”

			I narrowed my eyes at him just as Serena said, “Ugh, Caden, leave the dirty talk for behind closed doors.”

			His grin only deepened. “Ember’s also the best at persuasion,” he continued, his smile wilting as we got back to business. “It’s what she’s been trained for.”

			“Great,” Eric said. “Ember will create a diversion, the three of us will pick our targets and ambush them—Ember, you’ll take the driver—and then we’ll grab the car and go.”

			“Won’t the facility find it suspicious when their military vehicle drives away?” I asked.

			“That’s the thing,” Serena said, cutting in, “the outer circuit branches off near the main entrance. There’s an access road soldiers use to refuel their vehicles and change guard without breaking formation. While the rest of the facility is focused on the food trucks, we’ll slip by on this access road. And then we’ll be free.”
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			As everyone got up to go, I pulled Serena aside. “How well do you know the hospital wing?”

			She shoved the last of the maps back into her bag. “Like the back of my hand,” she said. “Caden’s good at . . . convincing people, Eric’s good at hacking, and I’m good at learning a place’s secrets.”

			That was what I thought. After Eric had spread the blueprints on the ground, I noticed most rooms had notes penned on them. From the loopy script I’d guessed Serena, and not Eric, had filled in the extra details. She’d written things like cook #3 stashes his spare keys here and air-duct entrance here.

			Serena gave me a curious look. “What do you want to know?”

			“I need to get my hands on those sedatives they give us before a mission.”

			Her eyes widened, but she didn’t ask me to elaborate. “Those are kept under lock and key in a temperature-regulated container—looks a lot like the love child of a fridge and a snack machine. You’d need a keycard to access it.”

			Not a problem if the power would be out.

			“Where can I find the container?”

			“Hospital basement. Third door on the left.”

			“Perfect.” I had my own mission to execute.

			


		
    CHAPTER 13
 
			I didn’t see Adrian again until Wednesday.

			“Took you long enough,” he said when I showed up next to him in a Swiss grocery store clad in a T-shirt and jeans.

			“Have a little sympathy. I just disappeared from a crowded dining hall where I’m going to show up naked in ten minutes.”

			“Sounds fun,” he said, perusing the shelved items.

			I fought the urge to stick my tongue out at him.

			He grabbed a can of soup and moved down the aisle. “I can do what you asked,” he said.

			It took several seconds for Adrian’s words to register. I stood there, staring at his back until he looked over his shoulder, one eyebrow cocked.

			“You mean you can cut the power?” I clarified.

			“And arrange your escape.”

			Rarely did I get übergirly, but this was an exception. I squealed and threw my arms around him. He grunted, dropping his basket of groceries.

			“Thank you, Adrian,” I said. It felt like something had been lifted from my chest.

			He hesitated, and then his arms came around me, squeezing me back. “Hey, no problem,” he said. His stubble grazed my forehead, his breath stirring my hair.

			Eventually, when I calmed down, I stepped out of his embrace.

			“What time do you need to schedule the blackout?” he asked, picking up his basket of groceries.

			“Ideally from three to four a.m.”

			Adrian began walking again, and I followed alongside him. “Thirty minutes is the best I can do.”

			“Then do three to three thirty.”

			“Done.”

			We walked down the aisle, and I grabbed a chocolate candy bar and threw it into the basket.

			He glanced down at it, confused.

			“For when I arrive,” I explained.

			“And you want me to buy it for you.”

			I stared at the bar and had a change of heart. I pulled it from his basket and tore the wrapper open.

			“What are you doing?”

			“I decided I didn’t want to save it for when I arrived.” I bit down and almost moaned at the taste. They just didn’t make chocolate the same in the States.

			Adrian sighed. “Do you break some law everywhere you go?”

			“I’m not going to be breaking the law. You’re buying.”

			Adrian snorted. “It still baffles me why I like you,” he said.

			“I’m charmingly endearing,” I said, grinning in between bites. “You can’t help it.”

			Adrian winced at my smile. “Someone will be waiting for you in Big Bud’s, a diner in Eureka, Montana. The city is less than ten miles south of the US-Canada border, and it should be about an hour north of the facility you’re at.”

			I committed the information to memory.

			“Be there by eight a.m.,” Adrian said, “or else my contact will leave without you. He’ll take you to an airfield where you’ll board a private jet. The flight will land in Saint John’s, Newfoundland. From there you’ll take a commercial flight to Zurich under pseudonyms.”

			I took another bite. “What happens when they ask to see our passports and we don’t have any?” I asked around a mouthful of chocolate. Caden’s forged passports were still stashed inside some PO box in Big Sur, and I doubted Eric and Serena even had fakes to use.

			Adrian’s eyes drifted over various packaged pasta noodles. “We’ve paid off the staff to look the other way,” he said, turning to me.

			I mulled this over as I finished off the bar of chocolate. The plan he had in mind seemed precarious, like any chink in it would throw the entire thing off.

			He must’ve read my expression, because he said, “Just make sure to be at Big Bud’s by eight. Leave the rest for me to worry about.”

			“And once we land in Zurich . . . ?”

			“I’ll pick you up from the airport and take you to the safe house.”

			“How safe will we be once we arrive?” I asked.

			“The place is reinforced with lodestones that repel unauthorized imprints. No stray teleporter will be able to teleport onto the property.”

			We’d be safe . . . but still confined. It’ll only be temporary, I told myself.

			I dropped the now-empty candy bar wrapper into Adrian’s basket. When I turned to him, he laughed. “I think you managed to get chocolate everywhere but your mouth.”

			I licked my fingers. “I beg to differ.”

			Adrian reached out and wiped the corner of my lip with his thumb. “There,” he said, his hand lingering. His eyes stayed locked on my lips.

			Desire spread over his face, and he leaned forward.

			He wants to kiss me. Oh holy shitballs—Adrian Sumner wants to kiss me.

			I backed away, eyeing him warily. “Big Bud’s. Eight a.m. Eureka, Montana. I got it.”

			He blinked several times, recovering his focus. “Ember . . .” he said, his face remorseful.

			“We’ll be there.” I turned on my heel and left a bewildered Adrian behind me.

			It wasn’t any wonder I ran from my problems. I was damn good at it.
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			Over the rest of the following week, Caden, Serena, Eric, and I met up several times to put the final touches of our plan into place and to scout our meeting area. By then I’d passed on the information Adrian shared with me.

			I’d only seen Desiree’s mother, Terri, twice since she’d visited us, and both times from a distance. She hadn’t been kidding about this being a hands-off facility. Not that the teleporters didn’t make up for it. Over the past several days, pairs had introduced themselves to Caden and me, doing their best to welcome us into the fold.

			During the day Caden and I received IT training; if we weren’t going to be agents, then the Project would use us as research analysts. The work was just as boring as it sounded, and it made me almost wish to be back on missions. Almost.

			I also teleported increasingly less while awake, but it hadn’t ceased happening. I’d begun to notice a trend to these particular teleports. They tended to occur when I was especially exhausted, which made sense, considering I normally teleported right after I fell asleep.

			I’d kept this information from Caden and hid my trips from him now that I could somewhat predict them. He believed I’d worked my day teleports out of my system.

			Now as the four of us met just hours before our escape, I slid a hand in my pocket and fingered the GPS tracker I’d been carrying. I would have to set in motion my backup plan. I’d been dreading doing this all week.

			“Do you guys have everything you need packed?” Caden asked Serena and Eric.

			“We do,” Serena said. “How about you guys?”

			I dropped my hand to my side. “One bag’s packed and hidden near our meeting spot. The other’s in our cabin, ready to go.”

			“Eric, you got the blowtorch?” Caden asked. Because we were going to melt our way through the fence.

			“Caden, it’s all taken care of.”

			Caden ran his hands through his hair, then nodded. He was what I’d like to call a calculated risk taker. Tonight’s plan—hell, our entire escape—had too many ifs for his liking.

			My heart pounded at the thought of what we were going to do, but a heady sort of exhilaration also flowed through me. From the look on everyone else’s face, I wasn’t alone.

			As our final meeting wound down, there was only one last thing I needed to do. I pulled Eric aside. “Tonight I’m going to be a little late . . .”

			By the time I’d finished explaining the circumstances, his face was grim.

			“Promise me you’ll take Caden with you,” I said.

			His eyes looked empathetic, and for all of Eric’s disturbing behavior, I realized we shared a strange sort of camaraderie. “I’ll do my best,” he said.

			My stomach dropped as I glanced over at Caden. He caught my eye and flashed me a smile that reached his eyes.

			He’d asked me not to keep secrets for this very reason. Because later tonight I was going to have to leave him.

			


		
    CHAPTER 14
 
			I knew the moment the power went out. The night-light I’d taken from our god-awful nursery and moved to our bedroom flickered off. I held my breath, waiting for the backup generator to start up. When it didn’t I exhaled. Both Adrian and Eric had pulled through.

			“Fuck me, those were some of the longest four hours of my life,” Caden said, getting up and flipping on the flashlight he’d left next to the bed.

			I rolled off my side already dressed, deliberately leaving my GPS tracker in the sheets. Unlike me, Caden didn’t have one of these suckers to worry about. Apparently only the revived teleporters got tagged.

			The clock was now ticking. We might have more than our normal ten minutes to escape, but we only had one chance to catch the outer patrol and execute this without a hitch.

			Grabbing my own flashlight, I moved throughout the cabin, collecting supplies not already packed. Among them were objects Caden had stolen earlier in the week—gloves, electrical tape, scissors, a flathead screwdriver. This time when I hot-wired a car, I’d be slightly more prepared.

			Caden hadn’t batted an eye at these requests, even though technically we wouldn’t need to steal a car with the current plan in place. Caden liked to be overprepared. And I—well, I liked to keep secrets.

			There was so much we wouldn’t be taking with us. Photos and clothes and books. They could stay for all I cared. The only important things I carried were in my heart.

			Once I’d hurriedly zipped my bag up, Caden tried to take it from me.

			My fingers tightened around the straps. “I’ve got it,” I assured him.

			“You sure?” he asked, ever the gentleman.

			“Positive.” I needed the bag for what I was about to do.

			He let go and took in our dark living room. “Any final words?”

			I flashed him a skeptical look. “No.”

			“Well, I have some.”

			I gestured with my arm for him to proceed.

			Caden turned toward the living room and staircase. “Thank you, cabin, for housing us for a week. You did your job well. A special shout-out goes to the bed—oh, and to that shower massage thingy. Yea-uh.” Caden smirked.

			I swatted him on the butt, trying to hold back my own grin. “Are you done yet?”

			He glanced around before turning back to me. “M’kay, now I am.”

			I clicked my flashlight off and slipped outside, Caden at my back.

			Once we’d crept down the stairs from our porch, I swiveled to face him. “Caden, there’s something I need to do,” I said.

			He gave me a questioning look. “Right now?” he asked incredulously.

			“Right now.”

			“What is it?”

			I began to back up; for each step back I took, Caden took one forward. “Something that will help me escape.”

			Caden’s eyes narrowed. “What is it?”

			I conjured a blank expression so that he couldn’t guess it.

			He cursed. “What aren’t you telling me?”

			“We’re running out of time. I need go.”

			Caden grabbed my forearm. “Like hell you are! You are either coming with me, or I’m coming with you.”

			I yanked my arm out of his hold. “I’ll be back in time.” I backed up and he followed. I nodded in the direction of our rendezvous point. “They need you. No one needs me at the moment.” Unfortunate but true.

			“What are you planning?” Caden asked, his brows furrowed. Fear shone at the back of his eyes.

			“I will tell you as soon as we’re out of here, but for now you’re just going to have to trust me.” It was a hard favor to ask, especially considering that I was lying through my teeth. I had no intention of telling Caden anything because he’d fight me on this.

			He shifted his weight. “Fu-u-uck,” he drawled. “You better be at our meeting spot in fifteen minutes, or else I’m not leaving.”

			“I’ll be there.” I told him levelly.

			He pulled me close. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

			He kissed me savagely and let me go. “Fifteen minutes,” he repeated, backing away.

			“Got it.” I turned on my heel and began to run.

			Behind me I heard him mutter. “I’m so fucking whipped.”

			When I looked over my shoulder again, he was gone.

			I sprinted to the main buildings, keeping to the shadows. In the distance I could hear the rumble of a semi. It was dangerous being in this section of the facility; I wouldn’t be able to explain myself if I got caught.

			I won’t get caught.

			I darted from building to building until I arrived at the hospital wing. Under normal circumstances the lights here would’ve blazed in my eyes, and cameras would’ve captured all my movements. As it was, all was dark.

			I entered the hospital wing and made my way down the hall, past the pediatric section. I curled my lips as I felt the gummy wall—it was just as sticky as I thought it might be. Ahead of me, through the dim moonlight that shone in, I could make out the stairwell. I ran to it, wincing as my steps echoed.

			I grabbed the flashlight from my bag and flicked it on as soon as I began descending the stairs. I half expected a zombie to jump out from the shadows. Something about the play of artificial light in dark settings always made me fear the worst.

			My heart pounded in my throat, and I tightened my grip on my bag.

			Almost there, almost there.

			Exiting the stairwell, I entered the basement.

			Third door on the left. The sedatives lay on just the other side of it. I grabbed the door handle and pushed down on it—only to meet resistance.

			I stared down at the door, horrified. The bastard was locked when it should’ve been open. The power outage should’ve taken care of this.

			I cursed quietly. I hadn’t planned this part. Time was slipping through my fingers; I needed to get out of here and get back to our rendezvous point.

			I shone the flashlight over the hallway wall when something caught my eye. Encased in glass was an ax.

			For emergency use only, the label read.

			I’d say this was an emergency.

			I crossed the room and, using my elbow, broke the glass. Was I really going to hack my way into the room?

			Yes. Yes I was.

			I yanked out the ax and returned to the door. Placing my feet shoulder-width apart, I aimed the ax at the door handle, pausing to glare at the slot for the keycard.

			Rookie move, assuming it was powered by electricity.

			I had just three more minutes to get in and out, and then I’d need to sprint my ass off to make it back in time.

			Placing one of my hands near the ax head and the other near the handle base, I drew the weapon back.

			“What are you doing?”

			I almost dropped the ax upon hearing the voice. I turned and stared at a nurse. She pulled a cell phone from her pocket. I could see the whites of her eyes. She was petrified, yet that didn’t stop her from trying to dial for help. I’d have admired her nerve under different circumstances. Right now it was just a nuisance.

			“I wouldn’t do that,” I said, my voice hard.

			Her hand shook. “Put the ax down.”

			“Put the cell phone down.”

			The nurse’s eyes narrowed, and her grip tightened on the phone.

			“It’s always got to be the fucking hard way,” I grumbled, approaching her.

			“Come any closer, and I’ll call Richards.”

			I masked the brief flare of fear that his name induced. He’d be called anyway. I just needed to make sure I was long gone by the time that happened.

			The nurse stood there obstinately, raising her chin, and for a second I imagined that she knew a bit about combat.

			That idea quickly vanished, however, when I rammed the palm of my hand against her nose. Cartilage crunched, and the nurse dropped the phone to hold her nose.

			While she was distracted, I moved behind her and wrapped my arm around her neck, applying pressure to either side of it. Belatedly she realized what I was doing, and she let go of her nose long enough to scratch at my arms. I silently counted back from ten.

			. . . seven, six, five, four . . .

			The nurse’s body went limp in my arms, and I set her down gently on the ground. I crouched above her and placed my hands on either side of her nose.

			Why am I wasting my time?

			I pushed the cartilage back into place so the break would heal evenly.

			Snagging the lanyard around the nurse’s neck, I approached the locked door once more. I held the barcode of her ID badge to the keycard reader. A green light blinked, and the door clicked open.

			Serena had been right. The chamber that contained the vials really did look like a cross between a refrigerator and a snack machine. I scanned the nurse’s keycard again and pulled open the chamber door.

			Inside sat rows and rows of vials. I looked for the one labeled fentapropol.

			Bingo. Three rows of the drug rested inside the container.

			I grabbed as many as I could and shoved them into my bag, their glass tubes clinking together. Once I’d cleared out the collection—something like thirty vials—I closed the storage unit and moved to the nearby drawers.

			I opened and closed several before I came across the one I was looking for. I emptied its contents into my bag and zipped it up. The pressure that had been building inside me since I’d left the cabin now released a little.

			I wiped my prints down, returned the lanyard to the nurse’s neck, and left the basement. They’d figure out I’d been here—probably sooner rather than later because the nurse had seen me. But the longer it took the Project, the greater the head start I had.

			Because once they found out my weakness, we’d be screwed.
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			Caden was pacing when I arrived at our meeting spot. On the other side of the fence, both Eric and Serena waited, looking anxious. I heard the distant sound of an engine.

			When Caden caught sight of me, he managed to look both madder than hell and incredibly relieved. “Where have you been?” he said, stalking over to me. He grasped my shoulders.

			“It can wait.” I glanced over his shoulder. “How are things here?”

			“Other than everyone freaking the fuck out because you weren’t here, we’re good.” Caden’s jaw clenched. “Angel, we’re going to have a little chat about those secrets of yours when we get the chance.” He let me go. “But for now, I just want to see you on the other side of this fence.”

			I followed him to the hole the three of them had cut away. The sound of an engine grew louder, and in the distance I could see headlights.

			“That’s the outer patrol,” Eric called, “so get your asses moving!”

			I shimmied through the opening and darted across the road to where Eric and Serena waited.

			Serena welcomed me with a glare. “Next time will you please inform us when you decide to go rogue?”

			My eyes met Eric’s. He, I’d informed. “Will do,” I said, staring at the road.

			Serena huffed, clearly still angry.

			Caden came in behind me. “Ready to do this?” he asked the three of us while I handed him my bag.

			“Let’s check with Ember,” Serena said.

			“Chill, Serena. She’s the reason we were even able to cut through the fence,” Caden said. He turned to me. “’Kay, angel”—he nodded toward the road—“I think it’s showtime.”
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			I stood shivering in the middle of the road, my arms wrapped around myself. This was our brilliant plan to distract military personnel, though half-baked would be a better descriptive term, in my opinion.

			The military vehicle’s headlights blinded me as it came barreling forward. Ten feet away it skidded to a stop.

			“Hands in the air!” one of the soldiers shouted.

			I squinted at them, raising my hands. Past the light I could make out four M16s trained on me. I ground my teeth. Here I was, in yet another situation where I was on the wrong end of a gun.

			The soldiers hopped out of the vehicle and swung their guns first to the foliage that bordered the road and then back to me. My teeth chattered and my arms shook.

			“P-please,” I said, “I don’t know how I got here.”

			One of them spit onto the ground near me. “You one of them freaks?” He jerked his head toward the facility.

			“Hey, Chris,” one of the soldiers called out to the man in front of me, “there’s a hole in the fence here.”

			I was already moving before Chris swiveled back to face me. I grabbed his gun and pushed the barrel away from me. Caden, Eric, and Serena had fanned out from the foliage and fought the other soldiers.

			I slammed the palm of my hand into Chris’s nose. With a cry he let go of his gun. I yanked it back and then kicked his feet out from under him. He fell to the ground hard, and I followed him down. Pulling my arm back, I smashed my elbow into his temple. Immediately his body relaxed, and I stood.

			I toed his body before slinging the gun over my shoulder. The guy was out. I searched him for any other weapons, removing the handgun he carried, and I smashed his radio.

			The sound of a gunshot tore through the silent night. My head snapped up. Caden’s eyes found mine. He shook his head, then so did I—we weren’t hurt. To Caden’s right Eric held the barrel of the now-smoking M16. The soldier stumbled back, away from him. With a lightning-fast strike, Eric planted a kick to the soldier’s head.

			The man’s eyes rolled back, and he collapsed.

			Eric turned to us. Move! He must’ve yelled this, but I could hear nothing over the ringing in my ears.

			I ran to our hiding place to grab my bag, my pulse harmonizing with the sound. Caden was right behind me, snatching up the other bag we’d packed.

			Together we sprinted to the car. I took in the four downed soldiers, one who had blood seeping from his wound. My eyes darted to the back of the car, where Serena held Eric’s hand.

			Logically I knew we might have to resort to violence, but I hadn’t prepared myself for the reality of it.

			Caden rounded the vehicle, heading for the driver’s seat. It was just as well, considering what I’d need to do in the near future.

			We’d barely jumped into the car when the distant lights of the facility flickered back on.

			“Time to move!” Caden yelled.

			Caden shifted the car into gear and gunned it.

			Behind me I heard the distant sound of Eric’s whoop and Serena’s laugh.

			I closed my eyes. We did it . . . but not without bloodshed.

			A warm hand grasped mine. I stared first at it, then I looked up at the man it belonged to. Caden took his eyes off the road to flash me a heartbreaking grin. “We’re free, angel. We’re free.”

			


		
    CHAPTER 15
 
			The Jeep flew over the road, kicking up gravel as it went. As we passed the facility, I caught the sound of a distant alarm. Our plan hadn’t been airtight, and we’d always known that we wouldn’t get much of a head start, but I’d hoped for a little more time than this.

			“Go straight!” Serena yelled to Caden when the road forked.

			He gave her a thumbs-up to alert her that she’d been heard.

			I pulled out the compass I’d packed, and I allowed myself a grim smile. All those years of survival training would finally pay off. “Turn right,” I said when we hit the next turnoff. Now the good ol’ compass meant the difference between us driving north to Canada or south to Mexico.

			Caden swung the military vehicle onto the road and floored it.

			“This road will lead us to Route Ninety-Three,” Eric said.

			“We won’t be able to drive this for very long,” Caden said, his demeanor cool, focused. We’d have to dump the car soon; it was too conspicuous.

			I glanced back at the two teleporters behind me and met Eric’s eyes. For the first time since I’d seen him here, he looked alive. He winked at me. Then he pulled Serena in for a kiss.

			I smiled and leaned back against the headrest. My heart still thundered in my chest, but with each passing moment, it slowed a little more.

			We’d been on the road for almost thirty minutes when the first tendrils of exhaustion crept up on me.

			Don’t panic. It won’t happen yet.

			It couldn’t happen yet. Not when the Project was probably only minutes behind us. We were far from being in the clear.

			I opened the glove compartment and grabbed the first aid kit, then shoved it into my bag. Our headlights were already off, so spotting us in this wilderness would be difficult whether from on the ground or in the air.

			Another wave of exhaustion hit me, and my eyes fluttered.

			Fuck.

			Fuck, fuck, fuck.

			Now that I was coming down from the adrenaline, I could sense I was going to teleport. It was too soon.

			I grabbed my bag. “Pull over.”

			Caden glanced at me. “Angel, are you crazy?”

			“Pull the car over now.”

			He heard the steel in my tone, and the car began to slow down.

			“What are you doing?” Serena cried from the backseat.

			Ignoring her, I unzipped my bag, crossing my fingers that this would work. I was gambling at a critical moment. I could wait for the teleportation to hit, or I could do this now. If I waited, the three might have to wait ten minutes for me to return. That was ten minutes we didn’t have. Ten minutes when we could all get caught. Better that they only lose a minute at most. I could make it on my own. But if I did this and it didn’t work . . .

			I’d deal with that if and when it came to pass.

			I pulled out a vial and a syringe from the bag.

			Caden glanced over at me, startled. “What are you doing?”

			I pulled the syringe’s plastic cap off with my teeth and sank the needle into the vial, measuring just under the dose I’d seen the technicians give me. Better to underestimate than overestimate when it came to these things.

			Caden’s eyes landed on the vial, then me. “Ember?”

			Serena leaned forward. “Guys, what the hell is the holdup? We need to get moving, and now.” Next to her Eric was silent.

			Caden turned from me for a split second, and I didn’t waste the distraction. I sank the syringe into the crook of my arm, fisting my hand when I felt the uncomfortable sensation of liquid forced into my bloodstream.

			The moment was over. Caden turned back to me as I pulled the syringe out, my body already beginning to feel tingly.

			Confusion bled away into horror. “You lied to me,” he said.

			I opened the car door and stumbled out with my backpack. Behind me another car door slammed, and then Caden’s arms were around me.

			I looked at him, then over his shoulder at Serena and Eric. “Drive and don’t look back.”

			Eric nodded. Understanding began to dawn on Serena’s face. “Fuck.” She managed to make that word sound dainty.

			Caden shook me gently. “Angel, what have you done?” His eyes shone too brightly—with tears, I realized.

			“Saved your lives,” I whispered drowsily.

			I closed my eyes, imagined a face, and then I vanished.

			[image: Section]

			“Oh, thank God,” I said when I materialized in Adrian’s office. He was hunched over his computer, his focus riveted to it.

			His body started at my voice. “Dammit, Ember, you scared the shit out of me—again.”

			“Why does this still surprise you?” I asked.

			Adrian swiveled his chair to face me. “What’s up?” Then he paused. “Wait. Whoa, why are you here right now?”

			“There’s been a change of plans. I’m not going to make the eight o’clock pickup.”

			Adrian’s face paled. “What?”

			“I had to sedate myself. It was the only way for the rest of them to escape.”

			Adrian blanched. “Are you even outside the facility?” he asked, pushing away from his computer.

			“Yeah, I am.”

			Adrian looked relieved, but the temporary relief turned into anger. “Ember, these arrangements were all for you.”

			He should’ve known better. “We both knew I might not make it,” I said, walking over to his office window. Outside, the gray skies seemed foreboding. “Plus I never said I wouldn’t make it to Zurich. I just won’t be making the meeting.”

			My thoughts turned to Caden. Somewhere on the opposite side of the world, he must be freaking out. I hadn’t told him. I’d kept this a secret because he wouldn’t have left me otherwise. Now there was at least a chance that he’d make it without me.

			“What will happen to you?” he asked when he’d collected himself.

			I glanced over my shoulder at him. “I’ll do what I always do. Survive.”
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			The sound of a crackling fire awoke me. My groggy eyes blinked open, and the world came into focus. Heavy footsteps crossed the room, and then strong arms hauled me up against a warm chest. “Angel.” Caden’s voice was much too gentle.

			Hold up.

			“You’re not supposed to be with me,” I murmured.

			He brushed my hair out of my eyes, and I got my first real look at him. Anger and love stared back down at me. “You are the stupidest girl I’ve ever met,” Caden said, pressing a kiss to my forehead. The same Caden who should’ve been miles and miles away from me. “So, so stupid,” he whispered over and over again.

			“You’re not supposed to be here,” I said, rubbing my eyes.

			His fingers trailed over my arm, featherlight, and I breathed in the smell of him. “You still don’t get it. I’m in it for the long haul, angel. That means, first and foremost, not leaving you unconscious on the side of road.”

			Sadness tugged the edges of his eyes down. “I know that part of this is my doing.” He rubbed a hand over his mouth and looked away. “Fuck—I get it. I was overbearing, so you felt the need to keep this a secret. But please, angel, no more secrets.”

			My lips pinched together. “Are you ever going to stop being overbearing?”

			Caden’s jaw clenched. No. We both recognized the hypocrisy of what he asked me.

			“You really should’ve left with the others. I’m no good to you like this,” I said. Because the truth of the matter was, I was still broken. I had been ever since I’d woken up in that hospital room. Planning an escape had distracted us both from the fact that I carried a little darkness in me, just like Eric. And my keeping secrets? That felt like the last anchor to the girl I’d once been—the self-reliant girl. The one who could run fast and long. The one who knew a little more about compassion.

			Caden froze beneath me. “What did you say?”

			Before I could answer, he flipped us over. “Don’t ever fucking say that again.” Something fierce flashed in his eyes. “You came back from the dead for me. Do you think that anyone who’s lost someone would care if their loved one came back to life but with issues?”

			I opened my mouth.

			“They wouldn’t,” Caden answered. “When I saw you scared, my heart broke. When I saw you angry, I wanted to fight your demons for you. The first time you snapped at me, I wanted to rejoice that the fire within you hadn’t been extinguished—but had it been, I would’ve worked at starting another. You cannot scare me away, angel. It’s impossible, so get that idiotic, offensive idea out of your head.”

			My jaw clenched and unclenched as I worked through my emotions.

			He gazed down at me. “If we can escape the Project, then we can sure as hell overcome relationship issues. But I need you to want this. To want us. Can you do that?”

			I stared up at him. I blew out a breath and glanced away, feeling tears gathering at the corners of my eyes. Caden tilted my head back so that I was forced to look him in the eye. “Of course I can do that. But do you really want this? Do you really want me, scars and everything?”

			For the first time in a long time, Caden’s face broke out in a radiant grin, the kind that reached his eyes, crinkling the skin around them. “I wouldn’t have you any other way.”
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			I slung my backpack over my shoulder as Caden closed the door behind him. I still felt a little raw from our conversation.

			“Where are we?” I asked, staring at what amounted to little more than a shack. Beyond it the pink fingers of dawn peeked through the trees.

			Caden came to my side. “Someone’s hunting lodge. It wasn’t too far from the road.”

			“How did you get me here?” I asked as we began to walk.

			“With difficulty.” He grinned when I swatted him. “What?” He laughed. “I’m sure you just weigh more than you look.”

			“You’re in a good mood,” I said.

			“The prospect of leaving the country without Adrian’s help pleases me to no end.”

			I squinted at the sky above us. “We might still have time to meet Adrian’s contact.”

			Caden followed my gaze. “If the sky looked like this in California, then we might. But we’re farther north, and at this time of year, the sun rises later. Sorry, angel, but it’s already after eight.” He showed me his watch to further convince me.

			I took it in stride. “Then we should head into Canada and figure our next steps out from there.”

			“Sounds like a plan.”

			We headed back to the road and followed alongside it, staying well within the tree line to avoid notice. “Any signs of the Project?”

			Caden shook his head. “None that I’ve seen. But that isn’t really their style. We won’t notice them until they’re upon us.”

			I shivered at the thought, now eyeing my surroundings suspiciously. “So,” I said after we’d walked in silence for almost a mile, “Eric couldn’t convince you to go with them?”

			Caden grunted. “Is that what you put him up to?”

			I ducked my head, feeling guilty about how things had played out.

			Caden bumped my shoulder. “You can stop feeling bad, angel. As it stands, I couldn’t have asked for a better situation—no Eric to further blackmail us and no Adrian to place our trust in.”

			“Yet.”

			He frowned at that. “Yet,” he agreed. Pine needles crunched underneath our feet as we walked. “To answer your question, I threatened to beat Eric to a bloody pulp if he forced me to leave. Have to say, angel, he didn’t try very hard to convince me to abandon my plans.”

			Caden was right—I was stupid. Stupid to think he would leave me, stupid to think Eric could convince him to do so. Had I given the situation more thought, I would’ve realized this earlier on. But there’d been so many ifs to the way things unfolded, and I’d approached the situation from an emotional standpoint, not a logical one. I got scared, so I ran.

			“So they left withou—”

			Out of thin air, a teleporter appeared directly in front of me. I didn’t even have time to react before his fist shot forward. Reflexively I ducked, and instinct took over.

			I dropped low and kicked out at him. The teleporter jumped, dodging my kick. He lunged for me, and I scrambled backward, shucking off my bag. He was stronger, faster, and better trained. In normal circumstances, I wouldn’t have stood a chance. But these weren’t normal circumstances, and I was desperate. Very, very desperate.

			My leg shot out like a whip, my foot connecting with his jaw. His teeth clicked together, and he stumbled back two steps, right into Caden’s waiting arms.

			Caden wrapped one arm around the teleporter’s neck and applied pressure. The teleporter desperately kicked at Caden’s shins and shoved his elbow into my pair’s ribcage. Despite the guy’s efforts, Caden didn’t budge. Within seconds it was all over. The guy’s eyes rolled back and his muscles went limp.

			“Climb!” Caden yelled. He needn’t have bothered. I already had the same idea.

			Slinging my bag over my shoulder, I reached for the first branch of a nearby tree and hauled myself up. Caden was right behind me.

			I was in the middle of climbing when another teleporter appeared. He coalesced right next to me. Too bad right next to me was in the middle of the air.

			“Incoming!” I shouted down.

			Caden flattened himself against the tree.

			The teleporter hit the ground hard. I winced when I heard the air whoosh out of him. Not pleasant, that was for sure.

			Caden dropped to the ground next to him and grabbed the gun from the teleporter’s holster. He aimed it at the back of our assailant’s head. “Move slowly if you want to live.”

			The guy lifted his head. As soon as he saw his weapon turned on him, the teleporter raised his hands. “Truce, man.”

			“You know how it is, Bradie.”

			Bradie’s eyes flashed. “Does that mean you’re going to shoot?”

			“Depends,” Caden said.

			Bradie caught sight of the fallen teleporter lying next to him. “Shit, what did you do to Sean?”

			“You’re not in a position to be asking questions.”

			Bradie’s gaze moved back to my pair. “Caden, you wouldn’t shoot me?”

			In response Caden cocked the gun.

			“Okay, okay,” Bradie said, raising his hands a little higher.

			“Who sent you?” Caden asked.

			“Who do you think?”

			“Plug your ears, angel,” Caden said to me, not taking his eyes off Bradie.

			The teleporter’s eyes widened. “Whoa, wait, man. Sorry—fuck—sorry. I’ll answer your questions, just don’t shoot.”

			Caden waited.

			“Dane sent us. He’s upset, although he’s pretending it’s business as usual.”

			Caden nodded. “Keep talking.”

			“There’s not much more to say. We’re in the dark. All we know is that apprehending you two is a high-priority mission.”

			“You’re avoiding the most important point,” Caden said.

			Bradie drew in a breath, then exhaled. “Dead or alive,” he finally said. “Preferably alive, but at this point . . . he just wants you two stopped.”

			Two. That was an important detail. Did Dane not know that Eric and Serena had also escaped, or had he just not told the teleporters more than they needed to know? If I had to guess, I’d say the latter.

			I held my tongue in case the Project hadn’t learned of Eric and Serena’s escape. I didn’t want Bradie going back to Dane and feeding him information I’d unwittingly given. As it was, Bradie would report that I hid in a tree the entire time, utterly useless.

			Shit. That would be exploited; weaknesses always were. I couldn’t afford to be seen as weak.

			I crouched, grabbed the branch beneath my feet, and swung my body down to the ground, well aware that if either of these two had cameras on them—which was highly likely—another teleporter would be sent in shortly.

			And they’d be coming for me.

			Now was the time to send a message.

			Bradie’s eyes moved to me before returning to Caden. On anyone else, I might’ve seen fear. But on a teleporter, fear had been trained out of us, and in Bradie’s eyes I only saw calculation.

			I walked up next to Caden and held out my hand, knowing he could read into the hard planes of my face. The cold, heavy weight of a gun fell into my palm.

			I approached Bradie, my face grim.

			He put his arms up. “Whoa.” His eyes moved to Caden. “I thought if I cooperated you wouldn’t shoot me.”

			I closed the remaining distance. Crouching, I smashed the gun across his left temple and cheekbone.

			“No one said anything about pistol-whipping you,” I said, rising to my feet.

			I walked over to the other teleporter, who was still unconscious, and hit him too, across the face, albeit with much less force.

			Once I’d finished I handed the gun back to Caden. He looked impressed. And a little turned on.

			I checked the pulses of each teleporter while Caden disassembled the gun. “Both are still alive.”

			“Good,” he said, tossing the parts and pieces aside, “then let’s move.”

			[image: Section]

			We jogged for an hour, sticking close to the road. During that time we’d been watching the cars that drove by. Oh, and I almost hacked up a lung in the process. I still was somewhat out of shape.

			The first several cars we saw raised the hair along my arms. The drivers inside looked like civilians—beards, long hair, casual clothing. Essentially things that wouldn’t scream agents.

			What gave them away was not the make or model of the car, nor the individual inside. It was the number of cars that drove down the freeway. In this corner of the United States, traffic was all but nonexistent.

			Once we identified them as agents, additional details gave them away. For some it was a certain hollowness in their eyes. For others it was the hard set to their jaw or mouths. For others still, it was the way they sat in the car, as though they were ready for action. Or, more damning, if they looked off into the woods.

			“We’re going to need to get a car soon,” Caden said, rubbing his eyes. “That, or we’re going to need to climb.”

			What he wasn’t saying was that he needed sleep. We both did. The thought of more teleporters appearing while we were asleep . . .

			I nodded. “A car,” I agreed. We needed to keep moving. But we also needed to make sure that we didn’t hand ourselves over to some covert agent.

			Salvation came fifteen minutes later when a semi carrying lumber drove up the freeway. As soon as we saw it, we sprinted for the road.

			Just inside the tree line, I placed a hand on Caden’s chest. “Hold back for ten seconds.”

			I removed the rubber band holding my hair back and shook out the long tresses.

			Caden watched me. “You know, you’re a terror to men everywhere.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Last I checked, you liked the way I terrorized you,” I said, backing toward the road.

			Caden caught my chin before I could get away and gave me a quick kiss. “I do. Now, go catch us a trucker,” he said, releasing me.

			Thumb out, I walked onto the shoulder of the road, smiling as I did so. It took the trucker less than three seconds to slow down the semi. Even I had not been expecting such a quick reaction, manipulation involved or not.

			He’d almost come to a complete stop when Caden stepped up next to me.

			“Need a lift?” the trucker said, his eyes moving over me, then Caden.

			“That’d be great,” I said, giving him a grateful smile. I put a little extra wattage into it, and the trucker grinned back.

			Caden elbowed me. “Tone it down a bit,” he whispered. “We want a ride, not a marriage proposal.”

			I turned to glare at him before hopping into the truck.

			“Where you heading?” the trucker asked once he’d pulled back onto the road.

			“Canada.”

			The trucker wheezed out a laugh. “Sorry, sugar, but I can’t cross the border with you two.”

			I held back a sigh. “Then the nearest city.” We needed food and access to cars. Once we got them, we were going to cross the border.

			


		
    CHAPTER 16
 
			Eventually the trucker dropped us off at the exit to Eureka. If only we’d been here hours earlier . . . At least we were close to the border. It was fifteen minutes to Canada via car.

			I glanced over at Caden as we headed into town. He had dark smudges under his eyes, and I swear that sheer force of will alone kept him upright and awake.

			“Let’s find a place for you to teleport,” I said.

			His need for sleep must’ve been fairly dire, since he didn’t fight me. We walked toward a half-vacant motel.

			My life had brought us here.

			“So what’s the plan?” I asked as we crossed the parking lot.

			“I’ll get us into the room, we’ll take turns teleporting, and once we’re done, we’ll go joyriding.”

			In other words, we’d steal a car. It was just one more illegal activity to add to my growing résumé.

			We picked a room that was outside the lobby’s direct line of sight. I leaned against the wall next to the door, acting bored while I used my body to shield Caden’s movements.

			He stuck something into the lock, jimmied it, then slammed his elbow down on the doorknob.

			The door swung open, and Caden stepped aside to let me pass.

			“It’s scary how good you are at breaking and entering,” I said.

			Caden gave me a sleepy smile. “You’re welcome, angel.”

			I returned the smile and made my way to the bed.

			I collapsed onto it, and a moment later, I felt a warm hand stroke my back. I reached for the hand and gave it a tug, but Caden resisted.

			“You first,” he said.

			I flipped onto my back to look up at him. “No way. You’re the one who’s about to collapse.” I’d at least gotten some drugged-up sleep with the sedative.

			He lifted a shoulder and took a seat in a nearby chair. “I can manage. You first.”

			I blew out a breath. No use wasting time arguing. I rested my head against the pillow and closed my eyelids, steadying my breathing. When five minutes passed and I was still wide-awake, the chair Caden sat in scraped back. A moment later the bed dipped, and a warm arm wrapped around my waist.

			“You’re safe, angel,” he whispered, brushing a kiss to the back of my head.

			Whether it was comfort, warmth, or security, the press of his body seemed to do the trick, and I drifted off to sleep.
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			The first thing I saw was the unassuming metal drain set into the concrete floor in front of my feet.

			By the time I’d processed the sight and realized what it meant, I heard a sound from behind me.

			I turned, my gaze sweeping across the room I stood in. Strange stains discolored areas of the concrete. Chains hung from the ceiling, and several more dangled from the walls. But the most damning aspect of the room was the chair bolted to the floor and outfitted with leather wrist and ankle bindings, with a tray of knives, tweezers, and clamps next to it.

			They’d been preparing for me.

			Fuck.

			A man—a huge, beefy, scary-looking man—in fatigues stood guard, a large gun strapped to his back. The scariest bit about him, though, was his face. There was something disturbingly wrong about how normal he appeared. Like restraining and then torturing me was just another day on the job.

			And it might be.

			“You can make this easy,” he said.

			My body screamed at me to flee, but I already knew there was no way out for me. I was going to have to fight this grizzly of a man.

			I shifted my weight. “You and I both know that’s a relative term in this room.” Easy only meant I’d be playing by his rules for longer.

			He shrugged. “Fine,” he said, beckoning me forward. “Let’s get this over with.”

			A reluctant torturer. How sweet.

			Rather than rushing him, I waited. I’d have to use swift, evasive techniques when fighting him, which meant that he’d have to make the first move.

			When he realized I wasn’t going to attack, he sauntered forward.

			At the last minute, I moved, taking two quick steps toward the chain that dangled from the ceiling. I jumped and caught it. Swinging my legs forward, I angled them for his chest.

			He anticipated the move, just as I hoped he would. At the last second, I snapped my feet up, placing the blow just beneath his chin.

			The hit clipped his jaw, and his head snapped back. I dropped to the ground as he rubbed his chin, staring at me thoughtfully. Like he’d assumed I was a harmless kitten only to find out I had teeth—adorable ones. He still didn’t consider me a threat, still hadn’t even reached for his gun.

			I crouched, keeping my center of gravity low. He prowled forward, leaving all sorts of areas exposed. He couldn’t have stated more clearly that he wasn’t taking this seriously.

			I backed up with each step he took, nearing the torture chair and the tray of horrors.

			“What are you? Ex-Navy Seal?”

			He didn’t respond. Figured.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the tray. I lunged, grabbing the first device I could and throwing it at him in one fluid movement.

			The object—a serrated knife—bounced off him.

			Fail.

			I reached for another, and he caught my arm. “I don’t think so.”

			He swept me into his arms like I weighed nothing, and I went ballistic.

			With my free hand, I went for his eyes while I twisted in his arms. This was a kill-or-be-killed situation. I hadn’t come this far only to be snuffed out.

			He ducked his head, and my fingernails gouged out skin. The human tank didn’t even wince. My feet kicked out, but they met only air. This was a fight I couldn’t win; I couldn’t even stall it very well.

			An intercom in the room clicked on. “Ember Pierce, you’ve been detained for questioning for crimes against the State.”

			I stilled at the sound of Dane Richards’s voice. He was here, waiting for this confrontation. And now he sat in front of some screen, watching this all play out.

			And “detained for questioning”? I didn’t realize torture needed a euphemism. Color me surprised.

			My captor threw me into the chair and muscled me into a strap. I screamed, thrashing out against him. I had just seconds to undo this situation before I’d be unable to do so.

			My foot connected with my attacker’s shin, and he flinched, giving me the opening I needed.

			I reached over and began to unbuckle the strap. A powerful hand pushed my shoulders back against the chair. He grabbed my free hand and forced it into the leather bindings.

			Fighting wasn’t working. Time to try something else.

			“Please,” I begged, “I’m just a child.” Obviously, that wasn’t quite the truth, but my gut told me that this guy was not into hurting women or children. He’d been too gentle with me, even when I’d been doing my utmost to escape him. The gun that still rested at his back was proof of that.

			He ignored me, capturing a foot and buckling it into the ankle strap of the chair.

			“All I want is my freedom. I’m an American citizen,” I said, adding a little sob to my words. It wasn’t all acting either.

			“I cannot allow you to compromise national security,” he said. His eyes told me something else. A spark of conflict flared in them. It was gone so quickly that I could’ve imagined it. But I didn’t.

			I found the chink in his armor.

			“I’m not compromising national security!” I said, “I’m just a teenager! I was unwillingly taken from my home, forced on missions. I escaped because—”

			“A soldier doesn’t desert his company.” Despite his words, I noticed a certain hesitation to his movements, like he was trying to stall for time.

			Behind him Caden winked into existence.

			Thank God.

			It took him all of a second to comprehend the situation. Silently he crept up to the man in fatigues.

			The intercom crackled on, and I bit back an oath. “Caden, you do not want to do that.”

			My attacker straightened, confused. Just as he began to turn, Caden slammed his fist into the man’s temple.

			The man collapsed.

			Of course it worked when Caden did it. Lame.

			Before the man could get up, Caden wrapped an arm around his throat, applying pressure to the sides of his neck. “You shouldn’t have attacked her,” Caden whispered against his temple.

			The man bucked, and holy shit, watching these two was like watching a tornado hit a hurricane. Whoever this guy was, he knew what was happening to him. The man shoved his body backward. The two tripped and fell. Caden grunted as his back hit the ground, but he didn’t let go of the man’s neck.

			The man jerked his head back, and Caden only barely managed to duck his own head in time.

			Caden’s lips curled inward, and his muscles strained against his shirt. And then all at once, the man’s resistance fell away and his eyelids fluttered closed.

			Caden let the man go only to lift the gun from his body and slam the butt of it into the man’s temple. All the while the intercom remained eerily silent.

			Slinging the strap of the gun across his chest, Caden came over to me and unhooked the leather bindings. His gaze flicked to the tray of metal devices and then to me. No words were needed.

			Caden pulled me to my feet, and then he crushed me in his arms. Both of us were shaking.

			“I am so glad you nodded off,” I finally said.

			“Me too, angel. Me too.”
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			Once Ember vanished, Caden made quick work of the place, strapping the unconscious man to the chair, checking the number of rounds in the Beretta M9 he now carried.

			Everywhere he looked he saw reminders of what almost happened to Ember. What would’ve happened had he not accidentally fallen asleep to thoughts of her. His body still shook slightly from how close he’d just come to losing her. Again.

			So far all the Project’s interest, all their attacks, had been aimed at her. Despite Bradie’s confession that both of them were wanted either dead or alive, it seemed the Project had prioritized eliminating her.

			He glanced around the room. In this business torture was only implemented to glean information. Whatever the Project wanted from Ember, it involved more than just punishment. She had to know something that Dane either wanted or wanted suppressed. But what?

			Footfalls sounded outside the door. Caden raised the gun, aiming it at the door. He wouldn’t shoot immediately . . . but he might once the situation became clearer.

			When the door swung open, a shock ran through Caden, though he hid it from his face. He’d been expecting Dane, but the sight of him here in this . . . detention center—it broke something inside him. Guards flanked his former commander, their weapons aimed at him.

			“Put down the gun, son,” Dane said, his voice irritatingly reasonable.

			“I’m not your son.”

			Caden saw the brief flash of irritation that crossed Dane’s face. “Put the gun down, Caden,” he said more forcefully.

			Caden only had a handful of minutes left, and he knew that despite the man’s faults, Dane wouldn’t torture him. He tossed the gun aside.

			When the guards stepped forward, Caden flashed each of them a dangerous look. “No,” he said.

			Richards put a hand out, and the soldiers halted. “Perhaps we should go somewhere else to talk?”

			Caden folded his arms over his chest. “If this place was good enough for Ember, then it’s good enough for me.”

			“Fine. But if you so much as twitch toward the weapons in the room, my men will shoot to kill.”

			“I can live with that.”

			Dane nodded, and he and his men stepped fully inside the room. The door slammed shut behind them, and immediately the room felt claustrophobic. Having several guns aimed at you will do that.

			“You need to go back, Caden—with or without Ember.”

			Caden shook his head. “You set her up—and nearly killed her—all because she learned too much.”

			“Caden, you and I both know it was more than that.”

			And it was.

			“She was going to blow our cover—national security was at risk. You seem to have forgotten what that means.”

			Caden took a step forward. “I’ve never forgotten what that means.”

			“Then why are you running?”

			“Sir—” Caden wanted to curse. Even after everything, he couldn’t drop the honorific title when speaking to Dane. “This is about more than just me. I made the decision to fight for my country way too young, but I still stand by that decision. But Ember doesn’t, and I’ll be damned if I lose her again.”

			“Do you really think she was ever yours? All she cares about is escape. And she’ll use anyone to get it.”

			Dane was treating him as though he’d been bewitched. As though Ember were not his pair but some femme fatale who had wrapped him around her pinky finger.

			“Do you hate all women, Dane, or just Ember?”

			The older man’s eyes narrowed, and he stepped toward Caden until hardly any space separated the two of them. “You think she hasn’t already screwed the enemy? Adrian Sumner?”

			Hits had hurt less than that blow. Richards knew this insecurity of his, and he shamelessly exploited it.

			“She’s playing you both.”

			“I’m done speaking with you.”

			Dane took a step forward. “Caden, the Project needs you. Come back to us.”

			“I will never go back.”

			“Son, we will find you both, we will bring you in. I hope by then you’ll be a little more cooperative.”
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			I woke up to the sound of distant voices, my heart hammering in my chest. Unease coiled in the pit of my stomach even before I remembered where I was and the circumstances that had led me here.

			My head whipped to where Caden lay, and I sighed with relief when I saw him stretched out next to me, his shirt having ridden halfway up his torso. Hard, scarred abs peaked out.

			I reached out and ran my fingers along his defined jaw, where already rough blond stubble began to grow. For one horrifying moment, I’d feared he’d been hurt.

			That would have been . . . unbearable.

			I drew my hand back and stared down at him. I’d have to sedate myself from now on to somewhat control where I teleported. Otherwise I might end up right back in that torture chamber. And I doubted the situation would turn out as favorable next time.

			The voices continued to talk outside the door. Were we in someone’s room? Beyond the closed curtains, twilight had descended. It was about the time when people might check in. We were never supposed to sleep this long.

			I rolled over and shook Caden. “Wake up,” I whispered.

			He awoke with a jolt, his eyes snapping open. Reflexively, he flipped us, pinning me to the bed and pressing his forearm against my windpipe.

			“Caden,” I rasped.

			His eyes widened when he registered whom exactly he’d pinned to the bed. “Oh fuck.” He rolled off me in an instant. “I didn’t realize . . . Fuck,” he said again. “I’m sorry, angel.”

			I rubbed my bruised throat. “’S fine,” I croaked out.

			The voices outside faded away, and my muscles relaxed. False alarm.

			Looking agonized, he reached for the hand that covered my neck. “Can I see?” he asked.

			I let him pull my hand away and tenderly stroke my neck. His troubled eyes met mine. “You almost died.” He wasn’t talking about his actions just now.

			My gaze traveled across his face. “You saved me.”

			His hands cupped my cheeks and his stormy eyes drank me in. “I’m not losing you again. Not tonight, not tomorrow—not ever.”

			My hands covered his, my fingers lacing through his. There are those moments when everything you’ve ever done leads you to this single point in time. Why now—in this musty motel room—was the decisive moment, I’ll never know. But staring into Caden’s eyes, I’d arrived at that precipice.

			There’d never be anyone else for me, not if I searched the world over. Just him. The man who had fought for me, grieved for me. The man who had saved me more than once and in more ways than one.

			We crashed together. Hands on cheeks, twisted through hair, reaching, grabbing, caressing. Our mouths rushed together, like touch was all that would save us. Our tongues met, and I savored the taste of Caden. His hands stroked the skin of my arms, over and over.

			We yanked at our shirts, desperate to press skin against skin. My top came off, then his T-shirt, then my bra. Our bodies seemed to hum where they pressed together. I didn’t believe in the supernatural, didn’t believe in the inexplicable. That didn’t mean I didn’t believe in magic. This—his flesh against mine—was just that.

			I’d never get over it. Caden rolled us over so that his chest pressed into mine.

			This feeling, this consuming, earth-shattering feeling—nothing could satiate it. The more skin that touched and the deeper the kiss, the hungrier the need became.

			“Angel, angel, angel . . .” Caden whispered against my lips.
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			She felt so damn good under him. How fucking close he had come to losing her. Losing this beloved woman again.

			Caden scattered kisses down Ember’s neck. He wanted to peel her clothes off and thrust into her. But now wasn’t the time or the place. They needed to move.

			His hands had different ideas. They skimmed over her body. Caden dipped a hand between her legs and stroked her through her clothing. She arched into his touch and moaned. The sound fueled his passion.

			For a while now, he’d known the full extent of his feelings for her. But she hadn’t known the full extent of hers. Not until here in this motel room; he’d seen the realization in her eyes. And damn if he didn’t want to shout to the rafters like an idiot.

			Caden hadn’t felt this ridiculously elated in a long time—not even when she’d appeared in his room after being dead to him for ten months. Then he couldn’t allow himself that kind of hope.

			He removed his hand from between her legs and tunneled it through Ember’s hair. “I love you,” he said.

			She lifted a hand and traced the thin scar above his eye. “I love you too.” Her eyes dropped to his. “The Project was right about one thing,” she whispered.

			Caden waited for her to continue.

			“It was always you for me.”

			He leaned down and kissed her softly. “Always, angel,” he whispered. “Always.”
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			A short while later, Caden and I slipped out of the room hand in hand. I felt like Goldilocks, an interloper using someone else’s things and leaving.

			And it was about to get worse.

			By the time we walked outside, the sun had set.

			Caden nodded toward the parking lot. “We probably shouldn’t steal a car from this parking lot. You know, don’t shit where you eat and all.”

			“Has anyone ever told you that you’re eloquent?”

			“I hear it all the Goddamn time.” His dimples appeared when he looked down at me. His hand cinched around mine, and as if he couldn’t help it, he leaned in and stole a kiss.

			“Hey!” I said. “I’m so not rewarding bad behavior.”

			“Too bad, angel,” he said, his mouth moving next to my ear. “You like it when I give you a run for your money.”

			“You know, sometimes it’s downright infuriating how much you can read off of me.” He must’ve pulled that bit of information from my expression.

			I cleared my throat, getting back to business. “We’ll want a car from here since chances are we’ll get at least several hours in it before the owner reports it stolen.” Optimally, someone wouldn’t realize we’d taken it until tomorrow morning.

			Caden grunted in agreement.

			“We’re about to make someone’s day real shitty,” he said several minutes later, when we’d picked out a beat-up truck.

			My mouth thinned. “I know.”

			Even worse, the owner had left the truck unlocked, probably because this was such a safe place. We’d be taking someone’s trust and throwing it in their face.

			I blew out a breath. So be it.

			As soon as I slid into the driver’s seat, my gaze turned to the cup holder, where someone had stashed their change. It was the first time I’d had access to money since we’d left the facility.

			My eyes drifted to the end of the motel, where a weather-beaten pay phone stood. It looked more like a relic than something functional. “I need to make a call.”

			“Now?” Caden said, climbing into the seat next to me.

			I grabbed several quarters from the cup holder. “Yes, now.” I didn’t know when I’d next come across a public phone. “I’ll be right back.” I hurried out of the truck and headed for the pay phone.

			I slotted the quarters and dialed the number Adrian had me memorize. He picked up on the first ring. “They’re patrolling the Canadian border,” he said by way of an answer. “You need to head south.”

			I put a hand to my forehead. “Wait, what?”

			“The Project is waiting for you along the US-Canada border.”

			My stomach lurched. “How do you know?”

			“Seriously, Ember?” His tone told me I should’ve known better. I guess if he could take out a power grid, he could get access to this information as well.

			“What if we tried to head through the woods?”

			“They’re patrolling those as well. Even if you get through, they’ll have airports on high alert for the two of you.”

			I cursed. “We’re fifteen minutes from the border. You still think our odds of escape are better if we head south?” Mexico was over a thousand miles south of us. Even by car that was a several days’ journey. Several days during which we could be attacked, captured, killed.

			A shadow fell over me. Caden folded his arms and leaned against the wall, his mouth set in a grim line. Guess he’d gotten tired of waiting in the truck.

			“I do,” Adrian said. “The jet will be ready to go by the end of the week. Just stay one step ahead of the Project”—which was easier said than done—“and make your way down to Mexico in the meantime.”

			I leaned my head against the booth’s sun-warped plastic paneling. “Okay,” I said, suddenly exhausted by the daunting task ahead of us. “Did Eric and Serena make the pickup?”

			“They did.” I could hear typing in the background. “Listen, Ember, I’ve got to get off the phone. Call again when you have another update for me.”

			“’Kay. Bye, Adrian.” The line clicked and I hung up.

			“Angel, we’re going to have to go back to the facility,” Caden said.

			“What?” My head whipped around so I could face him.

			He put his hands up. “Big Sur, California. That’s where I stashed our passports.”

			Our fake identities. Once we had those, we’d vanish from the Project’s radar. And we needed them now more than ever.

			“California, here we come,” I said.

			“. . . Right back where we started from,” Caden said, quoting Phantom Planet. He grinned at the look I shot him. “It was better than a dirty joke, right?”

			


		
    CHAPTER 17
 
			I got back into the driver’s seat of the truck, and Caden slid into the passenger’s seat next to me. My jaw clenched as I waited for the owner to angrily storm out of their room and demand to know what we were doing. When it didn’t happen, I got down to work.

			“Can you grab the screwdriver I packed and a pair of gloves?” I asked. Unlike when I’d first broken out of the hospital, we’d packed the exact tools I’d need to jump-start the car.

			Caden rummaged around in our bag and pulled them out.

			I took the items from him and removed one of my boots.

			“Angel, what are you . . . ?”

			“The steering column is currently locked.” Holding my boot in one hand, I fixed the flattened tip of the screwdriver into the keyhole.

			I slammed the heel of my boot against the base of the screwdriver, and with a crack the steering column’s lock broke. I flashed Caden a devilish smile. “And now it isn’t.”

			“You give me that grin again, and I can’t promise I’ll keep my hands to myself, angel.”

			I bit the corner of my lip, and Caden’s eyes honed in on the motion. He rubbed a hand over his mouth and surveyed our surroundings. He muttered something about a distraction, and my focus returned to the work at hand.

			I wiggled my hands into the gloves and reached for the bundle of wires.

			Separating out the battery, ignition, and starter wires, I began to cut and strip them.

			“Angel.”

			“Hmm?” I said.

			I looked up in time to see a police cruiser pull into the motel. The man who stepped out wore shades and cowboy boots, his gut hanging over the thick belt he wore.

			I’d have said he appeared harmless, except for the way his eyes swept over the parking lot.

			I cursed. Those voices outside our room might not have been so innocent after all. The sheriff reached back into the car and pulled out his cowboy hat.

			Whatever business he had here, he wasn’t a man in a rush. I filed that information away.

			Glancing back down at my work, I sparked the battery wires with the starter wire and the engine roared to life.

			Caden whistled. “That is damn hot, angel. If we weren’t running for our lives, then I’d throw you into the backseat and—”

			“Really, Caden?” I cut him off. “Of all the times to make a sexual reference, you choose now?” I grabbed my boot to pull it back on.

			“Aw, don’t be a sour puss-puss.”

			Forget putting the boot on; I threw it at him, somewhat disappointed when he ducked and it bounced off the window.

			Caden straightened. “That’s the best you got? You’re surprisingly nonlethal for a government weapon.”

			“I still have a screwdriver, and I’m running on very little sleep. Don’t tempt me.”

			Caden held up his hands, grinning. “Okay, feisty thing, you win this round.” His eyes moved from me, and he swore. “Better get moving.”

			I followed his gaze. The sheriff and one of the motel staff walked toward us, their faces stern.

			I made quick work of covering the wires so that I wouldn’t accidentally electrocute myself.

			“Like now,” Caden added.

			“Thanks for the clarification,” I said, throwing the car into reverse.

			Rather than trying to stop us, the two men walked by our car . . . only to enter the room we’d so recently vacated.

			I backed out of the parking space and drove through the parking lot. The sheriff gave our car a passing glance, looking at the license plate number.

			I held my breath as I pulled out of the motel.

			“The sheriff might’ve gotten our plates,” I said.

			“Then we’re going to have to steal some,” Caden said, unfazed.

			I closed my eyes briefly. “Let’s just get the hell out of here first.”
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			It wasn’t until we’d been on the freeway for a good twenty minutes that my muscles began to relax.

			Caden’s head lolled forward. He’d done that several times. I reached over and tenderly ran my fingers down the side of his face. A sleepy smile spread across it. “Mmm, feels good.”

			“Get some sleep,” I said. “I’ve got this.” We’d need to sleep in rotation anyway, and thanks to teleporting back at the motel, Caden had almost a full day before he’d teleport again.

			I drove through the evening, only stopping briefly to get gas. During the early hours of the morning I roused Caden long enough for us to steal another car and some separate license plates—which we fixed onto the back and front of our new loaned ride—and we dumped the truck along a dirt turnoff.

			During that long, lonely drive across the state of Montana, I finally had time to really think about the events that had unfolded since we escaped.

			The fact that the Project was willing to torture me meant one of two things. One, it was the Project’s twisted version of persuasion. A way for me to run back to the facility with my tail between my legs. Or two, the Project wanted something from me. And I could guess what—or rather who that was: Adrian. Unless . . . unless they knew about Stonehawk Enterprises.

			If that was the case, then if I was captured, I risked ruining not just my own life . . . but many.
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			By midmorning we’d left Montana and were driving through Idaho.

			“No one showed up,” I stated, turning off at an exit. Not since we were ambushed in the woods yesterday morning.

			“Nope,” Caden agreed, his face troubled.

			“Why not?” Ironic though it was, the lack of more attacks unsettled me.

			Caden rubbed his lower lip. “He’s regrouping.”

			“You think he knows where we are?” I glanced over at Caden.

			Caden stared out the window, one of his legs jiggling. “Don’t know.”

			My hands clenched the wheel. If Richards didn’t know yet, he still could figure it out. One slipup was all it took, and already the cars we stole left the Project a trail of bread crumbs to follow.

			I swung our car into a shopping mall just off the freeway. We needed food and supplies.

			Caden stretched, his shirt riding up. I caught a tantalizing glimpse of tanned skin, and my thoughts moved from survival to Caden.

			He caught me looking and grinned. “Ready to do this, angel?”

			I curled my upper lip. More stealing. It should’ve bothered me, but after all I’d done, this seemed like just another drop in the bucket. “As ever,” I said, stepping out of the car.

			We entered a department store together and began tossing items into our cart. Flashlights, a Swiss Army knife, a GPS device, radios, electrical tape, soap, protein bars, bottled water, a change of clothes each, baseball caps, sunglasses.

			When we passed the hunting section of the store, Caden stared longingly at the guns. Some guys were into motor sports, others into football or video games. Caden liked his weapons.

			When he stared for a little too long, the man behind the counter gave him a hard look. I tugged Caden along. Any extra attention was negative attention.

			Ahead of us a guy in his early thirties checked out camping equipment. Caden nodded to him. “He’s target number one,” Caden said to me.

			The man in question studied the features of a fancy-looking tent. “I’m on it. Let’s reconvene in the pots and pans aisle.”

			“We’re putting a whole new meaning to domestic terrorism,” Caden mumbled. “See you in the kitchen supplies.”

			I waved him off and headed to the tent section, shaking out my hair a little as I went. I stepped up alongside our target, just a smidgen too close. As predicted, the man glanced over at me.

			I bit my thumbnail as I stared up at the four-person tent. I made a point of looking a little lost before I spoke. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about tents, would you?” I asked

			The man next to me chuckled and smiled. “Probably not as much as I should.”

			“My parents are avid campers,” I explained. “I wanted to surprise them with some new equipment for their anniversary, but I have no idea what to look for.”

			“Well, a good place to start is finding one that’s easy to set up,” the man said. “See this one?” He pointed at the model he was looking at.

			I used the opportunity to step in closer. “Uh-huh,” I said, pitching my voice low.

			The man glanced over and stared at me for a beat too long before returning his attention to the tent. “The poles magnetically snap together, making it easy to bend and easy to store . . .”

			I continued to ask questions, fully engaging with the poor man we were about to rob. I never saw Caden pass through, never heard him. Given my new friend’s increasing interest in me, I don’t think he did either.

			At the end of the conversation, I grabbed the tent I’d been “convinced” to buy. “Thank you again for all your help,” I said, backing away.

			“No problem. Hey, I hope they like it.”

			“I think they will.” I smiled. I don’t know why my eyes dropped to the man’s waist, only that they did. His long flannel shirt hid a familiar bulge at his side.

			Carrying a concealed weapon.

			My eyes didn’t linger on it, and my body betrayed nothing. I backed even farther away, still smiling. My back bumped someone, and strong hands fell on my shoulders.

			Agents. We’d walked right into their hands.

			“Ember Pierce,” the man in front of me said, “you are being detained for crimes against the State. Please—”

			I never let him finish. Drawing my foot back, I then smashed it down onto my captor’s instep. His hold on me loosened, and I threw the tent at the other man.

			Two agents. I bet they were like rats too—there were always either one or an entire colony of them.

			I thrust my elbow back, slamming it into the second man’s solar plexus. He groaned and caught my arm. I kicked out, my heel catching him right in his happy sac.

			The first man yanked my other arm toward him. A woman and her young son passed by. She reflexively gasped when she saw us.

			“Help!” I said. “They’re trying to kidnap me!” I pitched my voice to sound like innocent panic.

			“Shut up,” Tent Man said, shaking my arm. The other agent was too busy holding himself and glaring at me to respond.

			The woman hurried away. As soon as she did so, I twisted out of Tent Man’s hold. I socked him twice in the face. He stumbled back. I didn’t allow him time to recover. I stalked forward and spun, planting a roundhouse kick to his temple. Even with him partially blocking the kick, I still landed it.

			He tripped and his head smashed into the metal shelving. His body hit the floor hard. At least for the moment, he was no longer a problem. I turned my attention back to the second agent.

			The aisle behind me was empty.

			My heart hammered in my chest. Caden. Fear mixed with anger at the thought of anything happening to him. I wouldn’t let it.

			Crouching next to an unconscious Tent Guy, I yanked his Glock from his pocket. After checking that the safety was on, I stuck it into my waistband at the small of my back. His radio I clipped to my pocket.

			It took most of my self-control not to sprint to the kitchen supplies section of the store.

			Caden leaned against some shelving, a blender in his hand. He put it down when he saw me. “While you were busy flirting, I picked two other people’s pock—what’s wrong?” he asked, taking in my heaving chest.

			“Agents are in here. I’ve been compromised.”

			Caden swore.

			“I’m drawing them out of here. Purchase the items we need and meet me at the car,” I said.

			“No fucking way, angel—”

			I left before he could finish. I walked out of the store, heading down the row of cars in front of me. Using the vehicles’ reflective surface, I watched the people behind me.

			Halfway down the parking lot, I was almost convinced that I’d lost them until I spotted a woman and another man coming up from behind me, their gait too purposeful for a leisurely shopping trip.

			I crossed into another row of cars. They followed. One pulled out a radio and spoke into it, and the one at my side crackled to life. “Suspect located on foot in the Riverrock parking lot.”

			A black SUV drove up the next row.

			Shit. I took a calming breath. I was going to need to hurt a lot more people to get us out of this.

			The sound of a gunshot echoed throughout the parking lot. Immediately people ducked. I dropped down too, running in a crouch between two cars.

			Another shot rang out, and people began to scream. Crap, I’d assumed the agents would quietly take me in. Now Bradie’s words came back. They wanted us either dead or alive.

			I reached around to the small of my back. Only the gun wasn’t there.

			No.

			Caden. He must’ve lifted the weapon from me. Now at least I knew who created the mayhem.

			I peeked over the cars. The two agents who’d followed me now ran back to their SUVs. Shoppers ducked and darted across the parking lot.

			This was as good an opportunity as I was going to get. Staying low to the ground, I wove between cars until I’d made it back to ours.

			“Took you long enough.” Caden leaned against our car, grinning at me like a fool. I swear the guy could teleport at will. There was no other explanation for how he moved so quickly or stealthily.

			A small sound came out of me, and then I tackle-hugged him. His arms came around me. “Aw, angel, were you worried about me?”

			I swallowed the emotion rising in my throat. “You are such an idiot,” I mumbled, stepping out of his embrace.

			“Had to protect my girl,” he said gently. “Now, let’s get the hell out of here.”
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			Once we pulled onto the freeway, Caden shook his head, his hands loosely gripping the steering wheel. “Well, that was fun,” he said. In the other direction, sirens wailed. We’d managed to get out of there in the nick of time.

			I snorted, but I appreciated his levity. My hands still shook. That had been so close.

			“So how did this happen?” Caden asked. All lightness drained from his voice.

			“Tent Guy was an agent.”

			Caden glanced over at me, surprise written into his expression. “That guy?” He swore. “Sly devil.”

			His expression darkened. “They never went after me.”

			We both could piece together what that meant. The Project wanted me badly.

			Caden reached into the backseat. I looked behind us, surprised to see our purchases. He grabbed the GPS device.

			“Can you set this up?” he asked, handing it to me.

			I turned the box over in my hands. “You had time to purchase this before you shot that gun?”

			The corner of Caden’s mouth curled up. “Naw. I pulled off the magnetic strips while I waited for you. I snuck out when the salesclerks were looking the other way.”

			I tore open the package, pulling out the navigator. “Think they can find us through this?” I asked, setting the thing on the dashboard.

			“Does it triangulate locations via satellite and have a particular make and model number?”

			“Yes and yes.”

			“Then there is your answer.”

			Well, that just sucked.

			We drove several hours before Caden pulled over to the side of the road. He turned to me, but I was already reaching for the bag.

			“You know, we’re getting awfully good at this whole nonverbal communication thing,” he said as he watched me pull out a new vial and syringe.

			I grinned. “That, or we’re just predictable.”

			“Oh, burn,” he said, his mouth tilting up and his dimples peaking through. His eyes dropped to the vial I pulled from my bag. “Here, let me do it, angel,” Caden said, reaching for it and the syringe.

			“I can do it,” I said, not letting go of either.

			“I know you can,” Caden said gently. “Doesn’t mean you need to.”

			My hands opened up before I could think twice, and he took the items from me.

			Caden didn’t manage to hide the smile that tugged at his lips, as though he’d won a small battle. And if I was honest with myself, he kind of had. I didn’t give up control easily.

			Taking my wrist, Caden stretched it out across the console before going to work doling out the correct amount of sedative. Meanwhile, I grabbed rubbing alcohol and cotton balls and swabbed the crook of my arm.

			“Ready, angel?” he asked.

			I bit the inside of my cheek and nodded.

			“Close your eyes,” he said, “and imagine where you want to go.”

			I did as he said, and not a minute later, my eyes opened and I was there.
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			My father started in his desk chair, letting out a muffled curse.

			He recovered, sucking in a breath of air. “Ember Bug?”

			“Dad.” I fell into his arms, the computer chair he sat in tilting dangerously from the force. This entire time I’d been so strong. And now, here in my father’s arms, for once I didn’t have to be.

			He clutched me close, and I could feel his sobs racking his body as he held me. “My little girl, you’re here. You’re alive.” His hand ran over my hair, and I lost it.

			I shook in his arms. “Dad, I’ve missed you. So much,” I said, my words broken by emotion.

			“I’ve missed you too,” he said. “God, have I missed you.” We held each other for a while, our emotional reunion eventually morphing into happy laughter. He pushed me an arm’s length away from him to take me in. “Are you all right? You look too skinny.”

			“Dad, I’m fine. Promise.”

			His eyes twinkled. “Oh, your mother is going to be so envious,” he said.

			That reminded me. “Dad, I . . . escaped a facility in Montana, and now I’m on the run with another teleporter.”

			If I’d expected him to balk at my escape or question me about this other teleporter, I thought wrong. “Are you both safe?” my father asked instead.

			I shrugged, trying to push thoughts of my near torture to the back of my mind. “We’re okay for now.”

			“Then that’s all that matters.” My dad glanced at the room beyond his closed door. Luckily for both of us, he had a corner office that was mostly hidden from the cubicles outside it. Still, we’d attracted the shocked looks of at least two of my father’s coworkers, who could see in from the office’s inner windows.

			Noticing them, he leaned in close. “Ember,” he said, “it’s not safe to talk here.”

			I sucked my bottom lip between my teeth. They’d been here, talking to my father. My stomach clenched at that. I’d have to carefully word what I told him. The Project could glean things . . .

			He got up and opened the door. “Walk behind me,” he said as he closed it. He strode down the rows of cubicles. Some of the coworkers noticed me, their eyes widening. A couple even tried to approach us, but my father waved them off.

			We headed to the bank of elevators, and I hit the button for the ground floor.

			“Too many of my coworkers saw you, which means I’m going to have to call that Richards asshole and tell them you visited.” My father rubbed his forehead.

			The elevator doors opened and we stepped in. “That’s okay—in fact, the more you cooperate, the safer you’ll be.”

			We rode in silence the rest of the way down. My stomach clenched when my father clasped my hand and squeezed it. I looked over at him and saw his eyes shine.

			Outside my dad’s building, pedestrians bustled along the sidewalk. I breathed in the familiar smell of exhaust and rainwater. Ah, San Francisco, how I’d missed thee.

			We began to walk. “Ember,” my dad said, “those government guys separately visited me and your mother at work yesterday. They were asking us about you.”

			My head snapped to face him. Of course this would happen. The government knew enough about human nature to know that I’d probably be in contact with them.

			“What did you tell them?” I asked.

			My father’s solemn face turned to me. “Nothing. I told them that I hadn’t seen or heard from you since you left us.” His voice broke as he said this.

			My eyes widened. He’d lied to them. My dad lied to a bunch of government agents for me. Even though he didn’t know what was going on, he loved me enough to put his own life in jeopardy.

			I took his hand and squeezed it because I couldn’t put into words what that meant to me. “Dad, you shouldn’t have done that,” I whispered, my voice hoarse.

			“Not the smartest thing to do,” he agreed, “and they knew I was lying, so I’ve been paranoid ever since.”

			I bit my lip. “That’s probably a good thing. My lack of paranoia got me into this situation.”

			He cast me a sideways glance. “What happened, Ember?”

			I took a breath. “I don’t have much time, so this is the abridged version.” And then I told him what I could about what had happened to me.

			“Ember Bug, what have your mother and I gotten you into?” I heard the anguish in his voice.

			“They are responsible for this. Not you.”

			“No”—he shook his head—“we are too. But what’s done is done.” He squinted, gazing up the road. “I’ve talked with Adrian once—very briefly. He was worried someone was wiretapping the call.”

			“Dad, they probably were. These guys . . . they’re everywhere.” Even now the thought of being knocked out on sedatives for the next few hours had my anxiety rising.

			His brows pinched together, his expression tense. I realized this was what helplessness looked like.

			“Dad, the best thing you can do for me is act normal for the next several weeks. If the Project contacts you, tell them only the minimum—that you know I can teleport, that I was on the run, and that I wanted to tell you I loved you in case I died.” Other than feeding my dad a little extra information, this was all the truth. I’d come to warn him and to potentially say good-bye.

			“Don’t,” he said. He swallowed. “Don’t say that.” He rubbed his reddened eyes.

			“I won’t be able to call, but assume I’m alive.” In what universe did a daughter tell her father this? Hysterical laughter threatened to bubble up. I pushed it back down, fearing that once I started laughing, I might not ever stop.

			My father glanced down. “Can I do anything to help you, Ember Bug?”

			My time was almost up. “You can tell Mom that I love her.” My heart ached when I thought about Mom. I’d chosen to communicate with Dad because he was good at rolling with a situation. Mom and I would’ve spent the ten minutes being a blubbering mess together. But God, it hurt to not hold her and tell her these words in person.

			“I will, baby,” my dad said, “but you have to promise me you’ll stay safe.”

			I never got the chance. One moment I was there, the next I was gone.
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			My eyes fluttered open. My head leaned against a balled-up shirt that smelled like Caden. A blanket covered me.

			“Mmm.” I rubbed my eyes and sat up.

			“Evening, angel.” I glanced over at Caden, noticing the unfamiliar upholstery as I did so.

			Caden rubbed the dashboard. “New baby.”

			“You . . . stole a car? By yourself?” While I was asleep?

			Caden winked at me, grinning wickedly. “Don’t act like you’re not impressed.”

			Shit. “I am.”

			He shrugged. “I’m a fast learner.”

			“Or you had a good teacher.”

			He laughed at that. “Told you.”

			“Told me what?”

			“Humble is for pussies.”

			I smiled and fingered the edge of the shirt I wore, realizing that I was braless. Wait . . .

			My head snapped up. “Did you . . . dress me?”

			The wicked grin returned. “We couldn’t have you high-beaming traffic, angel—it’s against the law.”

			“So you took it upon yourself to dress me. How magnanimous of you.”

			He turned up the wattage of that damn smile of his. “Much as I like looking at your naked body, it does little for me without that sassy mouth of yours to accompany it.”

			“That’s not what your blow-up doll says.”

			“Hey, don’t disrespect Susie like that. She was there for me when you weren’t.”

			I removed the blanket draped around me and yelped when I realized that in addition to the shirt, I only wore a thong. “Oh my God, are you serious, Caden?”

			My seat shook with his laughter. “Sorry, angel, but your pants were too tight.”

			“So was my bra?”

			He grunted. “Those things are hard enough for a dude to get off. Damn near impossible to put it on. Plus”—he eyed my chest—“the view wasn’t too bad.”

			My lips parted and my cheeks flushed. “I am so getting you back for this.”

			His deep, husky laughter started again. “I’m looking forward to it, angel.”

			He was going to regret those words once I got through with him.

			I looked out the window, watching land whisk by. “Where are we?”

			“Still in Idaho.”

			I cuddled Caden’s sweatshirt in my lap. His eyes flicked to the action, and a smirk tugged the corner of his lips. It melted away a moment later.

			“Where did you go?” There was an edge to his voice.

			I furrowed my brows at him. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing. Where did you go?” he repeated.

			“I visited my dad.”

			He exhaled. “Oh.”

			Several realizations fell into place. “You thought I’d visited Adrian, didn’t you?”

			He frowned but didn’t say anything.

			“And you think I like him,” I said quietly.

			“No.”

			“Liar.”

			His dimples emerged. “Okay, fine. I’m jealous—happy?” His expression darkened. “I just don’t trust the guy.”

			“Why don’t you meet him first, and save your judgments until then?”

			Caden scowled. “By then it might be too late.”

			[image: Section]

			Caden pulled off the freeway a short while later—once I’d finished redressing myself—and we traded places in the car.

			He held his arm out as I swabbed it, his cheeks dimpling as he watched me.

			I looked up from my work and stared into those incredible eyes of his.

			“Angel.” The nickname rolled off his lips like the sweetest endearment.

			I squeezed his arm. “Don’t get hurt.”

			He guffawed at that, but his lips twitched. Someone liked me fretting over him. He took my hand and intertwined his fingers with mine. “I won’t.” The surety in his voice placated me.

			I grabbed a vial and syringe from our belongings and withdrew the sedative from its container.

			It couldn’t be good to do this every day. My body felt a little off, my limbs heavy with exhaustion. We were underdosing ourselves, but even so it was foolish to think that we could keep doing this. Not to mention that the temperature would affect the sedative’s efficacy.

			Caden’s free hand smoothed out my brow. “It’s going to be okay.”

			My eyes met his; he willed me with his own to stay strong. My shoulders loosened and I nodded.

			I slipped the needle into his skin, then released the sedative into his bloodstream. “I’ll see you in a few, Caden,” I said, withdrawing the syringe and taking his hand.

			He closed his eyes. “It’s a date.”

			I held his hand and watched his breathing even out. It was still a shock seeing him instantly disappear. Jarring. There was nothing gradual about it, no satisfying poof to accompany his absence.

			I used those ten minutes to force a couple of tasteless protein bars down my throat and to study the GPS. We still had roughly twenty hours of driving before we hit the border to Mexico, not including all the stops we’d need to make for gas, more supplies, and new cars. So two days—maybe more if we actually stopped to rest.

			The thought shot a bolt of fear through me. Two days was an eternity with the Project hot on our trail. Equally terrifying was the prospect of disappearing on the freeway, which was increasingly likely the longer I went without a good night’s sleep.

			Caden’s naked body winked into existence next to me, and I jolted, my elbow banging painfully into the door. I cleared my throat, feeling sheepish. At least no one saw me.

			Caden slept peacefully. My gaze swept over his exposed skin. He appeared unharmed, but that didn’t stop me from thoroughly examining him. My fingers traced his scars, and they lingered on the imprint at the back of his neck. Each was a reminder that there would only ever be one of him.

			Once I’d checked him over, I pulled away. Wherever he went he’d come back unharmed, which meant that Project Retaliation was now officially underway.

			I snatched a pair of underwear from my bag, smirking when I realized it was a thong. Even better.

			I spent the next ten minutes dressing Caden in it and a pink tank top I’d picked up at our last store, snickering the entire time.

			Payback’s a bitch.

			[image: Section]

			By the time Caden woke up, we were in Nevada. He stretched, his muscles rippling.

			“Mmm, hey, an—” He paused and glanced down. “What the—”

			I pursed my lips to keep from laughing. “Pink really is your color,” I said. Laughter trickled out of me.

			Caden cursed, ripping the tank off his torso and grabbing another shirt from our bags. He pulled the black T-shirt on, shaking his head and muttering under his breath. “Just so you know, I’m very secure in my sexuality. I can rock pink.”

			“Trust me, I noticed.”

			Caden relaxed back into his seat. “You are such a pun—” He paused a second time, his eyebrows rising. “Angel.” He turned to me. In Caden’s voice was a warning. “Why does it feel like my ass is getting flossed?”

			Until now I’d managed to rein in my laughter, but at Caden’s words, it just sort of exploded out of me. I couldn’t speak; I could barely breathe around fits of it.

			He lifted the blanket I’d covered him with and sucked in air. “Oh no you fucking didn’t.”

			I doubled over the wheel, laughing while tears trickled out of my eyes.

			Caden curled his lip as he stared in horror at his crotch. “That is just wrong.”

			I caught my breath long enough to get one more jab in. “I never understood your obsession with thongs until I saw you in one.” And then I lost it again.

			“Can’t even feel my legs. Your little panties are cutting off my circulation.”

			Giggles still made it hard for me to talk, but I managed to flash him a pouty look. “Poor Caden.”

			His eyes narrowed into slits, and his smile promised retribution. “You better start feeling sorry for yourself,” he said, his gaze flicking over me. My laughter died out at the gleam in his eyes; Caden’s thoughts weren’t PG-13 at the moment—not that they usually were. “This is war.”

			


		
    CHAPTER 18
 
			It wasn’t until we’d crossed the border from Nevada into California that anything unusual happened.

			“Would you rather . . . eat raw bugs or rotten fish?” I asked, making a fake mustache with a lock of hair.

			“Jesus, do I have to pick one?” Caden asked, his arm slung over the wheel.

			“Duh,” I rolled my eyes. “That’s the whole point of the game.”

			“Fine,” he huffed. “Then raw bugs.”

			I scrunched my nose. “Eeeew.”

			“You asked.”

			“True.” I pulled my legs up to my chest and hugged them, wrapping the oversize sweater that smelled like stale perfume around them. The car we’d hot-wired a few hours ago came with a broken heater, and at three in the morning, the chilly night air seeped into the car.

			I stifled a yawn, and Caden’s grip tightened on the wheel.

			“We should stop for rest. You haven’t gotten enough sleep.”

			Neither had he. We were both running on sheer force of will. The sedative-induced shut-eye we caught in the car wasn’t the same as sleeping in a bed.

			“We can’t stay in one place for that long,” I said. We’d risk getting ambushed.

			Caden’s lips pinched together, but he nodded. “So where were we?” he asked.

			“Your turn,” I said, grabbing the blanket from one of our bags and covering myself with it.

			“What’s your favorite childhood memory?” Caden asked, looking over at me.

			“That’s not a would-you-rather question.”

			Caden shrugged. “It’s an I-want-to-know-what-makes-you-happy question.”

			I thought back to my childhood. Strange how little I’d thought about it. Back before I had any freaky abilities. I smiled. “My family and I lived in Texas for a couple of years, and the neighborhood I lived in had a ton of kids my age. During the summer we’d all hang out together, and our parents would take turns hosting these massive sleepovers. It was a never-ending party.”

			The corner of Caden’s mouth tugged up. “That sounds nice.”

			“It was.”

			I smiled as I thought about it, and I wondered whether that tradition had continued. Had everyone remained close, or had they grown apart as they grew up? I’d never know.

			My chest constricted; good memories had that bittersweet feel to them. You savor a shadow of the moment, but you’d never get the real thing again.

			“How about you?” I asked, glancing over at him.

			He appeared thoughtful. Finally he grinned, the smile lighting up his face. “My sisters used to dress me up.”

			“And little Caden let them.”

			His grin deepened and he relaxed into the seat, his free hand drumming against his thigh. “They got to dress me up in return for playing cowboys and aliens—which, by the way, they always got out of.”

			“Naturally,” I agreed. “I already like your sisters.”

			The smile he flashed me was sweet. “They’d like you too.”

			Questionable—I was after all the girl with the giant tattoo running down my back. And I was the reason Caden’s life was now in danger.

			We sped by a sign for a gas station, and Caden turned on the blinker as he approached the exit. We fell quiet as we pulled into the station. I hopped out of the car and stretched, my muscles tight. “I think I’m going to go for a jog. Want to join?” We’d been doing this when we could—trying to keep our muscles loose and our bodies in shape.

			Caden stuck the pump’s nozzle into the gas tank and leaned against the car. “I’m down. You go ahead. I’ll catch up once this is filled. Maybe with that generous head start, you’ll even beat me this time.”

			Punk. Too bad I kind of liked how he riled me up. I gave him the bird and began to jog backward.

			“Better move fast,” Caden said. “Once I catch up to you, you’re getting spanked for that.” He nodded toward the offending finger.

			“I’d like you see you try.”

			I jogged away from him into the darkness. My feet carried me behind the gas station and into the dirt road beyond it. Out here in no-man’s-land, USA, there was plenty of space for a discreet run. I breathed in the crisp air, my lungs burning pleasantly from the sting of it.

			I heard footfalls behind me, and I smiled, pushing my muscles faster.

			Caden gained on me, as I knew he would. Eventually I’d give him a run for his money, but right now—with me still weak after being inert for so long—he was the swifter runner.

			When he was nearly upon me, I twisted to face him.

			Only it wasn’t Caden.

			Jeff grabbed me around the waist and covered my mouth. I screamed and brought my elbow back, ready to slam it into him.

			“I’m not going to hurt you, Ember,” he whispered against my ear, pressing my back to his front.

			I paused but still squirmed against him.

			“I have a camera and a mike on me,” he breathed, his words barely audible. “This needs to look convincing.”

			If he thought I’d just let him manhandle me, then he was wrong, warning or not.

			I slammed my foot down on his and repeatedly jammed my elbow into his ribs.

			“Fuck, girl,” he gasped, releasing me. “Chill—”

			Before he recovered I turned on him and kneed him in the gonads. He fell forward, reaching weakly for me, and I brought my elbow down on the back of his head, softer than I normally would.

			The Project found us. That thought repeated over and over in my head.

			Jeff fell forward, and I caught his body, cushioning his fall. I crumpled to the ground with him and straightened his body out, feeling his pulse. It was there, as strong as ever. He might not even be passed out.

			I’d realized as soon as Jeff didn’t fight back that he’d wanted me to rough him up—not the other way around. I hoped my weak moves were convincing enough.

			I cradled his head and shoulders in my lap and reached for his hand. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’m taking care of him the best I can. And I hope to see you again, friend.”

			Jeff’s hand lightly squeezed mine, and I bit the inside of my cheek to keep my expression blank.

			The smack of heels against the ground closed in on me.

			“Ember?” Caden stopped in his tracks when he caught sight of Jeff. He looked horrified.

			At the sound of Caden’s voice, Jeff’s hand tightened on mine, and then he released it. He couldn’t have said it more clearly. Go.

			I carefully disentangled myself. “We need to leave.” My heart pounded in my chest out of fear for Jeff. If the Project found out that he’d helped us, he could face the same fate I had.

			I jogged up to Caden, and together we began running to the car—long, controlled strides. It said something about Caden’s level of trust in me that he didn’t question my words or hesitate.

			Once we were well out of earshot, I spoke. “Jeff’s okay. He didn’t even try to hurt me.”

			Caden nodded almost imperceptibly, his eyes glittering as he pieced together what had happened. And I understood. You never knew the depth of a friendship until it was tested. Jeff clearly would be there for Caden through thick and thin. I hoped he wouldn’t be punished for helping us.

			We rounded the gas station and jumped into the car. Caden cranked the engine, and we peeled out of the parking lot.

			We’d just merged in front of a semi when we heard it: a thump beneath our car.

			I grabbed the dashboard and caught my breath.

			Caden swore, looking over his shoulder. “Teleporter.”

			He’d barely spoken when we heard the squeal of breaks, followed by a sickening thud.

			I chanced a glance behind us. My stomach rolled. Blood and something thicker stained the semi’s front grill. A small sob escaped me and I covered my mouth.

			“We need to stop,” I said when I found my voice.

			“Angel, you and I both know it’s too late for them.”

			I did, but it seemed wrong to just keep driving. I ran my hands through my hair and squeezed my eyes shut. “Why would they send someone in after I took down Jeff? Why? They had to know we were running.” Someone had just died. There was no doubt in my mind that I was a dead woman if the Project caught me.

			Caden shook his head, his hands white-knuckling the steering wheel. Red ringed his eyes, and I realized that it could’ve been a friend of his.

			We sat in oppressive silence for a long time. My skin crawled and my insides rioted against me. I couldn’t make heads or tails about my feelings. Guilty, angry, frightened.

			Caden pulled over to the side of the road.

			“Caden, what are you—”

			He silenced me with a kiss. And suddenly my entire focus honed in on the action, plunged headfirst into this pure, uncomplicated sensation. My pulse jackhammered, and as my hand ran over Caden’s shoulders and down his chest, I felt the rapid-fire pounding of his own heart.

			He pulled me onto his lap and cradled me like I was something precious. Caden leaned his forehead against mine, his thumbs softly stroking me.

			We stayed like that for maybe a minute. Not talking, just touching, comforting. And then I slid off Caden’s lap, and he pulled back onto the road.

			“Richards knew we’d stop there for gas.”

			I ran my hands through my hair. How had he found us? My eyes fell upon the GPS system resting on the dashboard.

			I rolled down the window.

			Caden glanced over. “What are—”

			Before he could finish his sentence, I snatched the GPS device and chucked it into the night.

			“Were you planning on checking with me before you tossed our road map out the window?”

			“No—obviously.”

			He grumbled. “It’s called communication, angel.”

			I opened the compartment in front of me and pulled out the map I’d seen earlier. “It’s called paper.” We’d been lazy and careless, using that GPS when we could’ve stuck to a map. Like using a calculator when we could work out a math problem on our own.

			His eyes cut to me. “It wasn’t the GPS,” he said.

			I looked over at him.

			“We’re leaving a trail with our stolen cars. The government simply watched interstate crime along major highways and discovered our pattern.”

			And our trajectory.

			So they knew we’d stolen cars. It wasn’t a huge leap in logic to assume that they now knew I stuck to hot-wiring older models.

			But how did they know when and where to ambush us?

			Realization smacked me upside the head. Few cities rested along this stretch of highway. That gas station was the first we’d seen in miles. All they had to do was lie in wait and see if we’d pull in. Then they’d ambush us.

			They now knew the scariest information of all: that we were heading toward them.
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			We had no choice but to stick to the main highway until we hit the Sierra Nevadas. I half expected the authorities to close in on us, so when no one did, relief and unease warred within me.

			I almost cried when I saw the snowcapped mountain range; it symbolized the gates back to California. Home.

			Once we hit the mountains, Caden cruised through back roads, zigzagging our way into the state. When we passed through Tahoe, Caden turned down one of the streets.

			We needed another car, a shower, and supplies. There were vacation homes up here, which meant people who wouldn’t miss their things for some time.

			After driving around for about an hour, we came upon a promising neighborhood. Most of the cabins that lined the street looked empty.

			Caden pulled up to one that looked expensive but had no obvious cameras or security system in place. He jutted his chin out. “What do you think about that one?”

			I narrowed my eyes as I studied the house. Two stories, large windows, a huge balcony in front, and what looked like an even larger terrace out back. Judging by the weathered wood facade and the cracking driveway, this home had long been someone’s property. Someone with older kids, judging by the basketball hoop, with its faded backboard and droopy rim.

			“Rich family—they have kids, maybe two or three of them. But those kids are probably teenagers or adults now. They come here in the summers.”

			“How do you figure?” Caden asked.

			I pointed to the well-loved basketball hoop. “Hard to play when it’s freezing.”

			“They could live here year-round.”

			I looked over the house again. My gut told me that the place was unlived in, but I checked for actual signs. A thin layer of dust covered the door and windows; pine needles littered the walkway. I shook my head. “I think you chose well. This place is empty.”

			“Hmm,” was all Caden said, but he had a smug grin on his face.

			I left the car and headed to the back of the house, looking for a rear entrance. Breaking and entering was best done away from prying eyes.

			I tried the cabin’s windows while Caden worked on a door that led to the garage. All were locked. Smart family.

			I headed back to Caden, who had just picked the lock. The door swung open, and I followed him into the dimly lit garage.

			Once our eyes adjusted, I took in my surroundings.

			No car. But there was something else.

			Caden whistled low. “Now, that is what I’m talking about.”

			That was a motorcycle. Caden walked up to it and lovingly ran a hand along one side.

			“Do you know how to drive one of those things?” I asked. Not that it mattered. We’d wasted enough time finding this place. It would have to do.

			The edges of his lips tipped up. “Of course.”

			Well, that answered that.

			While Caden hero-worshipped the motorcycle, I got to work on the door. I didn’t have bobby pins or a credit card to jimmy the lock open, but the garage contained all manner of tools. After a short exploration of the room, I found what I needed. Using a metal scraper and a couple of small nails, I managed to pop the lock.

			I went inside and silently swept through the house. The place was well kept but empty, just as predicted. I headed back into the kitchen and opened a cabinet door.

			A hand clasped my shoulder, and I yelped.

			“Easy, angel.”

			I swiveled around to face Caden, clutching my heart. For one horrifying moment, I thought a teleporter had gotten the jump on me. “God, you move so silently.”

			Closing the cabinet door above me, he leaned in, placing a hand on the counter to either side of me. “Sorry, it’s become a habit.” He gave me a tender look. “Why don’t you take a shower? I’ll be in here packing things and making dinner.”

			That sounded so . . . normal.

			“You sure you don’t need any help?”

			“Surprising though it might be, I think I can manage,” he said, his voice low and rumbly.

			He pushed away from the counter, freeing me. The humor in his face drained away, replaced with a deep and loving expression. “Seriously, go for it. I’ve got things under control.”

			When I continued to hesitate, he grabbed a spatula hanging above the oven and swatted my butt with it.

			I yelped. “Hustler,” I said, leaving the room.

			He winked. “Born and bred.”

			Truer words had never been spoken.
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			Before I’d jumped in the shower, I procured leather motorcycle jackets from the master bedroom. Mine would be a little big and Caden’s a little small, but they’d do. I’d also found a wad of cash hidden under a drawer with a false bottom, along with condoms, lube, cuffs, and an assortment of sex toys that made me blush. Seemed that the Mr. and Mrs. had a healthy sex life.

			I grabbed the money . . . and, after hesitating, the condoms. Screw it all—I’d stolen worse. I left the more lurid objects there. Closing the drawer, I laid my finds on the bed and headed to the bathroom.

			Holy Mother Mary, we’d hit the jackpot with this family. Shampoos and gels lined the edge of the shower wall, and the shower itself could easily accommodate a group of people. Considering the toys in the bedroom . . . Nope, I wasn’t going there.

			I turned on the water and waited for it to warm up. Leaning against the tiled counter around the sink, I stared at my reflection. This was my reality. Running, fighting, death, espionage. I couldn’t see into the future beyond a couple of days. I was in way over my head. This should’ve scared me, but a strange calm settled over me.

			Steam billowed from the shower, misting over my reflection until it completely disappeared.

			Pushing away from the counter, I shed my clothes and stepped into the shower. I sighed as the warm water cascaded over my hair and down my back.

			I’d washed quickly and was about to turn off the faucet when the shower door opened. Caden strode forward, cupped the sides of my face, and kissed me with a burning desire. He pulled away but still held my face like I was something precious. “I’ve missed this.”

			“Shower parties?”

			“Well, duh,” he said, taking on a ditsy accent and rolling his eyes. His face got serious. He reached for my hands and threaded his fingers through mine. “I’ve missed feeling your bare skin against mine.” His thumb rubbed circles against the back of my hand.

			He leaned in and kissed water from my cheek, then down my jaw to the base of my throat. “When it’s just us together, I can pretend.”

			“Pretend what?” I asked.

			His throat worked. “That we live normal, uncomplicated lives. That we’re just two kids in love.”

			“What does that even look like?” Somewhere along the way, I’d really forgotten there could be another way to live.

			“Well,” Caden said, drawing a finger down my sternum, “just like most people our age, we’d be in college. You’d be a wildly hot bookworm that has no idea what she does to boys, and I’d be the obviously enviable all-star athlete”—I guffawed at that—“whose good luck landed him a string of dates with you.”

			“We sound deep,” I said, trying and failing to hold back a smile.

			“Extremely,” he agreed. “Our relationship would be based on mutual love and respect . . . and a healthy love for partying and binge drinking.”

			“Oh, we’re responsible adults too!”

			He smirked, fingering a wet lock of my hair. His eyes were filled with longing. “We haven’t had a lot of time to talk, to reflect on what happens next,” he said, echoing my earlier thoughts.

			I swallowed hard at his words.

			“You could die. I could die. We both could. Hell, the odds favor that ending.” He leaned his water-slicked torso into mine, pressing me against the wall. “So I want you to know something here and now: I am only on your side. I might be running from the Project, but that doesn’t mean I trust the people we’re running to,” he said.

			I watched him. Just a year ago, when I first met him, he’d been a soldier through and through. Not questioning orders and not prying where he shouldn’t. At the time I’d vacillated between loving him and fearing he could never be what I needed.

			The man in front of me was a different beast altogether. Gone was his naïveté and moral righteousness. The year had also taken a healthy dose of his trust and a good bit of his humor. Pain had hardened him, and when I stared into his eyes, I saw fierce protectiveness.

			I reached up and brushed my fingertips down his cheek, rubbing my thumb over his lower lip. Water dripped down his face, and those intense eyes of his gazed at me almost defiantly.

			“Whatever happens to us, Caden, we’re in this together.”

			I tilted my head back and pressed my lips to his. It seemed to unleash the storm brewing within him. He let go of my hands to grasp the sides of my face. His leg slid between mine, and I gasped into his mouth.

			Defiance laced this kiss. Defiance against time, our predicament, and the uncertain future. His tongue scorched the inside of my mouth, his strokes hungry. I kissed him back, my lips moving over his. There’d never be enough days in my life for me to fully enjoy him. This I knew.

			He ran his hands down my sides, his thumbs skimming my breasts as he did so. I felt his arousal between us, and I craved that closeness. Needed it.

			I broke off the kiss, staring into his turbulent eyes again. They seemed to contain an entire world within them. I breathed heavily, and my lips parted. “I love you, Caden. God, how I love you.”

			He kissed the side of my cheek. His lips smiled against my skin. “I love you too, angel. I never stopped loving you, and I never will.”

			My lips kissed every inch of his face as I moved against him. Caden groaned at the sensation. Cupping the back of my thighs, he lifted me, and our bodies were pressed flush against one another. Like every time our skin touched, this was ecstasy.

			I wrapped my legs around him, and my fingers dragged down the fogged-up shower stall.

			Reaching around me, Caden turned off the faucet. My skin prickled in the absence of hot water. Sopping wet, Caden backed us out of the shower stall and carried me to the bed.

			We fell in a tangle of limbs against the mattress. Caden slid down my body, pressing a kiss against the valley between my breasts.

			My breath came in short gasps as I ran my hands through Caden’s wet hair. We shouldn’t be doing this; we didn’t have time. Even as the thought crossed my mind, I pulled him closer. Hadn’t I just worried about our uncertain future? Now could be the last time, and I wasn’t willing to squander it.

			Caden whispered against my skin, “As soon as this is all behind us, I’m going to spend several hours getting intimately acquainted with every square inch of you.”

			He trailed kisses down, down, down before grabbing a condom. “For now, though, you’re going to have to trust that I find every piece of you so Goddamn lovely.”

			From the look in his eye, I knew Caden wasn’t lying: every scarred inch of me was beloved to him.

			“I believe you,” I whispered.

			“Good.” He grinned. He spread my legs wider and entered me, holding back a shudder.

			We stared at each other as he thrust into me again and again. I was beginning to realize that with Caden, it didn’t matter if the tempo was slow and sweet or fast and passionate. With me, he always made love.

			And as he moved inside me, I let my worries go, giving myself over to this—love, sex, and magic.
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			By midmorning we’d dumped the truck and were headed for Big Sur on a motorcycle. It had taken some getting used to, leaning into turns and adjusting to the numb ache of my thighs as the bike vibrated against them.

			In spite of the slight discomfort, my arms happily tightened around Caden’s torso. Every mile we trekked together brought us closer; each adversity intensified the bond between us.

			We’d been on the road for hours, passing into San Francisco and then out of it. Only hours separated us from Big Sur, where Caden had stashed our fake IDs. Now, pressed against Caden’s back—with the wind whistling past us and the Pacific Ocean stretching out to our right—the world felt simple. I could pretend, like Caden had mentioned earlier, that we were just an average young couple seizing the moment.

			But as the day wore on, it became a race against time. Both of us needed to teleport, and with every hour that passed, that need only increased.

			I was staring at the glistening water when small tingles raced along my skin, and I knew, knew it was too late. I only had enough time to imagine Adrian’s face, and then, poof, I was gone.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER 19
 
			Where a second ago I’d been drinking in the California coastline, I now found myself in a dimly lit room.

			“Merde!” a man swore above the dubstep music that pulsed beyond the walls.

			I swiveled and stared at an older man. He drew back in his seat, his eyes widening with recognition. “You.”

			I tilted my head and squinted at him. “Do I know you?”

			“Ember, what are you doing here?” My head turned to Adrian, who pushed out of the seat he’d been in.

			I gave him a disbelieving look. “Really? I thought we’d already established that I don’t get much choice where I end up.”

			He stepped up to me and leaned in close. “You need to go. Now.” The beginnings of panic shone in his eyes.

			“What’s going on, Adrian?” I asked, my voice hard.

			“Ember.” He said my name the same way Caden sometimes did when he was trying to get me to shut up or see reason. Those times it was usually deserved. Here and now, coming from Adrian, it wasn’t.

			My eyes flicked over Adrian’s shoulder to the other man who’d also stood from his seat. “Why does that man recognize me, Adrian?”

			Instead of answering, Adrian took ahold of my upper arm. Too bad for him, I’d been manhandled enough to last me a lifetime.

			I wrenched my arm from his grip and backed away from him. “No,” I stated flatly. “I want answers.”

			I turned to the other man. “How do you know me?”

			He smiled. “I’m one of the people coordinating your escape.”

			I glanced over at Adrian. “Is this true?”

			He’d stilled, like a deer caught in the headlights. What was I missing? Finally he nodded.

			I returned my attention to the man in front of me. “Then thank you for your help.” Even though neither Caden nor I have seen evidence of it yet.

			He inclined his head. “I believe this will be a mutually beneficial relationship.”

			“Do you now?” I said, raising my eyebrows. This was news to me. What exactly had Adrian promised this man?

			His gaze devoured me. “Mmm, yes, I do.”

			My lips spread into what hopefully passed as a coy smile. “We’ll see.”

			As expected, interest flashed in his eyes. He liked a good chase. Lucky for him; I’d give him a hell of one.

			I focused my attention on Adrian once more, and all my playfulness dried up. Adrian recoiled at my response, and I realized that he had really never seen this side of me.

			Someone had some explaining to do.
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			As soon as Adrian escorted me out of the room and the door clicked shut behind us, I shoved him up against the wall. “What the hell was that?”

			Adrian glared at me. “I’d like to ask you the same thing.”

			My mouth dropped open in disbelief. “Are you jealous? Seriously?” I released him and backed away.

			Out here the music thumped much louder. Around us people in slinky clothing chatted under the black lights of the club. Adrian’s face glowed violet.

			Adrian grabbed my wrist. Wrong move. I yanked it away. “Don’t touch me.”

			He put up his hands. “Whoa, okay. Calm down, Ember. Pierre’s just a creep who has too much money. He’s used to getting what he wants.”

			“Oh yeah? And did you promise him me? Because he seemed pretty damned proprietary in there.”

			“No.” Adrian laced his hands behind his neck. “God no.”

			My gaze bounced between his eyes. “Are we safe, Adrian? Can you promise me that?”

			“Yes. Ember, I wouldn’t ever betray you or your friends.”

			Truth. I could see it in his eyes.

			I blew out a breath and relaxed, taking in the scene around us. While I ran for my life, Adrian was here, at a club. If I were a weaker woman, I would’ve whined at that.

			Seeing my change in mood, Adrian continued. “The reason I tried to get you out of there isn’t because I’m trying to cover anything up.”

			“Then why did you rush me out?”

			Adrian glanced at the door and lowered his voice. “It’s bad news to catch Pierre’s interest.”

			I folded my arms. “I thought you said he was harmless.”

			He huffed, like I wasn’t hearing him at all. “He is so long as you’re not on his radar.”

			And now I was.

			I backed away from Adrian and shook my head. “I think you’re in over your head.”

			His eyes flickered with annoyance. “You do realize that the only way to save yourself and your friends is to rub elbows with people like him.”

			I understood that. I really did. I’d long since come to terms with the fact that my entire existence and the choices it forced me to make were morally ambiguous, so I didn’t immediately judge someone else who faced a similar situation.

			Still, I got the distinct impression that Adrian underestimated the other players in this game, and naïveté had no place in the machinations of devious men.

			I stepped in close to him. “Do me a favor, Adrian,” I said, looking him in the eye.

			He waited for me to finish my thought.

			“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

			The last thing I saw was Adrian’s irritated expression. And then I stalked out of there.
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			I collapsed onto the street, my naked thigh hitting the asphalt with a jolt. My jaw tensed as pain shot through me. That was going to bruise.

			“Ember!” Caden’s heels slapped the pavement as he ran to me.

			I pushed myself up, surprised I wasn’t more seriously injured. Naked as the day I was born, but unhurt. All in all, not bad for teleporting in the middle of the road.

			The road.

			My head snapped up, and all thoughts of my visit with Adrian vanished.

			I was back on Highway 1, and we were still on the run.

			In front of me, the motorcycle cordoned off the highway, and a line of cars had already built up. The person in the first car stared at me.

			“You blocked traffic,” I stated.

			“Angel, are you okay?” Caden’s touch was featherlight.

			“I-I think so.” Other than my thigh hurting like a mother, I was dandy.

			Rattled, I let him help me into my clothes. “They’re going to report this,” I said, nodding to the wide-eyed onlookers.

			“We’ll drive fast.” Caden helped me back to the bike. “Think you can get back on?” he asked.

			My throat worked. The nightmare was over again for the time being. “Yes,” I whispered hoarsely.

			“Good.” He handed me my helmet, and I put it on, only belatedly realizing that the one he slipped over his own head had a crack in it.

			“Caden—” I objected.

			He gave me a hard look; I could see residual panic at the back of his eyes. “Save your breath—I’m not letting you wear a cracked helmet.”

			He could be so infuriating.

			With a shake of my head, I rounded the bike and got on the back. He settled in front of me and I chanced a glance behind me.

			Bad idea. A series of black SUVs wound down the cliffs farther back. They knew our location. “Caden, they’re here.”

			This couldn’t possibly be the end. Not after we’d come so far.

			“Wrap your arms around me, angel.”

			When I turned to face him, steely resolve shone in his eyes.

			I did so.

			“Hold on tight. This . . . is going to be interesting.” He kicked the stand out from under us and cranked the throttle. The tires squealed as the motorcycle shot forward and I held on for dear life.
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			I couldn’t glance back. I wouldn’t. My stomach dipped. If they caught us, we were dead—and it would all have been for nothing. All the running, the stealing, the violence. All our ephemeral dreams of the future.

			The motorcycle accelerated faster and faster, and my grip on Caden tightened. The road curved along the coastal cliffs. I leaned into the sharp curve, gritting my teeth. If the Project didn’t kill us, Caden’s driving might.

			Ahead of us I could see a small fishing town. Perhaps we could hide there. But once the Project figured out we were on foot, they’d send in their teleporters. Caden sped through the town, abruptly turning left. The shops and residential buildings lined the road, getting sparser and sparser the farther in we drove.

			Thick patches of trees grew between the buildings. With them and the low-hanging coastal fog as cover, I figured we might have a chance.

			We zoomed down it for about a mile, and then Caden pulled off the road and drove into the dense brush. A ways in, he parked the motorcycle underneath a cluster of trees and killed the engine. Beneath my fingers I could feel him breathing heavily.

			“Wait for it,” he breathed.

			I didn’t have to wait long. The sound of choppers sliced through the silence.

			Caden reached behind him and took my hand, squeezing it. We sat there together, not daring to move. A helicopter passed over us.

			Once the sound of its blades died away, Caden started up the motorcycle.

			“What are you doing?” I whispered, though there was no reason for it. We were alone.

			“Getting us the hell out of here. We’re not that far from Big Sur.”

			My heart rate jumped. We might not be far, but our destination was along the highway we’d just fled.

			Caden must’ve guessed my train of thought. “Angel, you can trust me to keep us safe.”

			I nodded against him. Unlike Adrian, Caden made no empty promises.
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			Caden pulled into the thick copse of trees behind a weather-beaten post office and shut off the engine. We hadn’t seen any government vehicles on our way here—which deeply unsettled me—but we’d also only driven a whopping ten miles through the wilderness that bordered the coastal highway.

			“Jesus.” Caden swung a leg over the seat and sauntered away, rubbing his crotch. “I don’t think I’m going to be having kids anytime soon.”

			“Could be worse,” I said, hiking my bag up my shoulder.

			He let out his breath and reached for my hand. “Yeah,” he agreed, “it really could.”

			Neither of us bothered with a disguise, and we strolled into the building like it was just an average day for both of us. Sometimes the best way to blend in was to look absolutely normal.

			I held Caden’s hand, and I knew he could feel the way mine trembled. My calm demeanor might fool everyone else, but I couldn’t fool him.

			With his other hand, Caden fished out a key from his pocket. It filled me with wonder that we’d managed to carry the thing all the way from Montana.

			Leading me to a floor-to-ceiling wall of mailboxes, he crouched and opened one of them. Inside were three thickly packed envelopes. I removed the backpack I wore and handed it to him. He shoved all three envelops into it. We didn’t speak again until we’d left the post office.

			Without talking to one another, we turned in the opposite direction of the motorcycle, abandoning the vehicle for good.

			“What’s in the envelopes?” I asked.

			“Money, a couple credit cards, and several alternate identities.”

			“We’re not going to be able to cross the border,” I said. Now that the Project had put together roughly where we were, they’d amp up the security there. As it was, California’s border crossing was infamous for its inspections.

			Caden nodded. “We’re going to have to fly out of here.”
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			This time rather than hot-wiring a car, we hitchhiked from Big Sur all the way up to Santa Cruz with a group of hipster college students.

			“Your friend okay?” one asked, nodding to Caden.

			The smudges were back under Caden’s eyes. Although I’d slept a little before we were ambushed, Caden hadn’t. He’d now been awake for almost twenty-four hours, and it was starting to show. He looked bone-weary.

			“I’m good, man,” Caden said. “Just tired.”

			I leaned in and crafted a lie that might go over well with our companions. “He had a little too much . . .” I brought my pinched thumb and forefinger to my lips and sucked in.

			The guy laughed. “Aw, man,” he said, clasping Caden on the shoulder, “good problem to have.” I saw Caden tense under the guy’s grip like he wanted nothing more than to shrug the hand off. But he smiled lazily, just going along with it.

			“So do you guys have a place to stay in Santa Cruz?” asked the driver, a girl with long blonde dreadlocks and a nose ring.

			I guess we pulled off the vagabond look a little too well. “Naw, we’re figuring it out as we go.”

			“Well, if you need a couch for tonight, you could always crash at our place.”

			I raised my eyebrows, waiting for the other shoe to drop. When it didn’t, I said, “That would be awesome.”

			And that was how we ended up sleeping in a student co-op for the night.
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			The next morning Caden leaned against the doorway to the kitchen, chatting with one of the guys we’d driven up with while I washed dishes with Amy, the dreadlocks girl. I could feel Caden’s eyes on my back.

			Amy threw a glance at him over her shoulder. “Your guy is, uh, really intense,” she said, handing me a cup to dry.

			I smiled to myself as I dried the cup. “He’s a bit protective.”

			She snickered. “A bit,” she agreed. “When you’re not aware of it, he gives you these looks . . .” She shook her head. “Most girls would cut off their right breast for a look like that.”

			Laughter bubbled out of me. As quickly as it came, it died away. “I almost died, and he was there when it happened.” I had no idea why she of all people snagged this confession out of me, but it felt good to voice it. Like I was finally stepping out of hiding.

			Amy’s hands paused, and lowering the dish she held, she peered at me. “Are you serious?”

			“Yeah, I am,” I said. I glanced over at Caden, who was nodding at something the guy was telling him. His gaze rose and our eyes met. The heated look in his made me flush. Noticing my reaction, Caden’s dimples appeared. The guy talking to him trailed off, looking between the two of us.

			“That’s insane,” Amy said, drawing my attention back to our conversation. “How did it happen?” she asked, and then, realizing her faux pas, said, “Ah, sorry, that was rude.”

			“It’s fine,” I said. “We grew up in a rough neighborhood, and I got . . . shot.” It was the closest I could come to the truth.

			“Holy crap. You’re not joking?”

			I let out a tired laugh. “I wish.”

			“Whoa. I guess I get it. He’s got that whole I’ll-die-for-you thing going on. Definitely a good way for the man to get laid.”

			“You’re telling me.”

			She laughed at that, and after a moment, I joined in. We dried dishes and chatted, and for the first time in a year, I felt happily, blissfully normal.
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			“I think I want to go to college,” Caden said. I glanced over at him, my heart doing funny things at the sight of his face.

			He and I sat on a shuttle headed for the airport. Amazing what doors a fake ID and a little cash opened.

			“Me too,” I said wistfully. We’d been asleep for most of our stay, but what we had witnessed looked fun. Drinking games, TV marathons, baking parties—all these things happened in one house during our short visit. And the biggest worry anyone had was whether they’d pass a class.

			I wished I had that kind of a problem.

			The shuttle came to a stop in front of the international flights terminal, and we hopped out.

			No teleporters had come for us, much to my relief, which meant that the Project didn’t know we were stationary last night. That, or they were waiting for us once more.

			While standing in line, Caden handed me a passport, and I opened it.

			“Angel Lockhart?” I hissed at him, smiling when someone in front of us turned to look at me. As soon as they swiveled back around, I continued. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me.”

			The side of Caden’s mouth tipped up and he snickered. “Yeah, I had fun with that one.”

			“Clearly.” My photo was one I’d posted on Facebook over a year ago. I lowered my voice. “This is going to work?”

			“It had better.”
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			It did work. We purchased tickets for a flight to Mexico City and left the line. As we approached the security checkpoint, I came to a halt and cursed.

			Caden stopped next to me. “What is it?”

			“We have to dump our vials and syringes.”

			Caden’s eyes widened. He took in our surroundings, and when his eyes returned to me, steely resolve entered them. “We do this here, then.”

			I shook my head, even as the idea of withholding petrified me. “We need to leave the country first and foremost.” Our flight left in two hours. It wasn’t enough time to sedate ourselves, and loitering here any longer increased the odds that we’d get caught.

			“Hell—no, angel. I’m not risking you teleporting on an airplane.” Unlike teleporting from a moving vehicle, disappearing in midair left no chance of survival.

			I kneaded my forehead. He had a point, but the longer we were stationary, the greater the risk of getting killed, regardless.

			Talk about being stuck between a rock and a hard place. “We only have an hour before we board, and it’s late morning. I should be fine.”

			“No, angel. You only teleported once yesterday.”

			“And I got plenty of sleep. I’ll be fine.”

			He shook his head. Stubborn man.

			“I’m not arguing about this with you,” I said. “We’re going to risk death either way.”

			Caden clasped my face. “I can’t fucking lose you,” he said.

			I wrapped my hands around his wrists. “You won’t. I promise.”

			“How can I believe that?” he asked desperately.

			“You’re just going to have to trust me.”

			His nostrils flared and he laced his hands on top of his head, walking a few steps away from me.

			He blew out a breath. “Fine, angel. I trust you. Let’s do this.”
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			I washed my hands in the women’s restroom, humming under my breath, mostly to distract myself from the idea of flying. My hands trembled, the only sign that I was frightened of what might happen.

			When I glanced up, a man stood behind me. There was a hardness about his features that gave him away instantly.

			I reacted before I even processed the entire situation, swiveling around so that my back pressed into the sink. I gripped the counter, using the leverage to kick out at the teleporter.

			Catching my foot, he yanked me forward. I made a desperate grab for the edge of the sink. When my hands gripped the porcelain edge, I lifted my other leg and delivered a swift kick to the man’s face. It caught him in the jaw, and he released me.

			I dropped to a crouch, again kicking out at him. Anticipating the attack, he sidestepped the hit and brought his knee up. My jaw clicked painfully shut, jarring me for a moment. He threw another punch, and I rolled to get out of the way.

			The dude they’d sent was massive; I doubted he wanted to take me willingly back to the Project. Especially not once I caught sight of the bulge at his side.

			Crouching down, he grabbed my shirt and threw me up against a closed stall. The lock on it broke, and the door swung inward. I fell back on a screaming woman.

			I didn’t have time to apologize or be weirded out that I temporarily sat on the lap of a pantsless woman. I’d gone to that quiet place where I was all reaction.

			Before the teleporter could follow me in, I kicked the door out, letting it bang into him.

			He steadied the door with his hands, and it was all the opportunity I needed. I lunged, unclasping his gun from his holster and slamming it against his temple. He staggered away from me, and I pulled my arm back.

			Behind me the woman continued to scream. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw other wide-eyed women moving like skittish horses to the far side of the bathroom.

			The teleporter caught my arm as I swung it a second time toward his temple. Grabbing my shirt, he threw me across the room.

			This is going to hurt.

			My back crashed into a mirror. Glass buckled and cracked under the force of my weight, and my breath whooshed out of me. The gun fell out of my hand and into a nearby sink as I slid down the wall, my side landing painfully on the jutting waterspouts.

			My attacker prowled after me. Oh-so-casually he reached into the sink and grabbed the gun. I couldn’t help but think of my dismal Weaponry score all those months ago. I really did suck when it came to handling guns.

			Grabbing a handful of cloth, the teleporter dragged me off the counter, cocking the gun in his other hand.

			While I was still busy catching my breath, my hand shot out, and I thrust my palm as hard as I could up against his nose. Something crunched, and warm liquid dripped against my hand. Guess Perfectly Symmetrical’s face wouldn’t be so perfect anymore.

			With a howl he let me go. Bad idea on his part. My leg shot out, and I kicked him where it counted. His cry cut off sharply, and I almost felt bad for him. Almost.

			He curled his body inward ever so slightly, giving me the opening I needed. My elbow slammed down on the back of his head, and his eyes rolled back. He crumpled to the floor, releasing his gun.

			I kicked the weapon away from him and punted him in the head once more. I was thorough like that.

			Breathing heavily, I finally glanced around. The woman had stopped screaming. In fact, she and everyone else who’d been in here had vanished while I’d been busy fighting for my life.

			The stall door hung oddly from its hinges, still swaying slightly. The mirror behind me had a spiderweb of cracks, and the sink I’d been using only a minute before still sprayed out water. With shaking hands I approached it, washing the blood from them before turning it off.

			I debated hauling my attacker’s body into one of the stalls, kicking the lid up, and dumping him ass-first into the toilet. In the end I decided against it. I might be vindictive, but self-preservation came first.

			I left the bathroom as innocuously as possible. Out here the world slogged on, blissfully unaware that a ninja almost canned me. Well, everyone but the security guards who were rapidly approaching. I turned and sauntered away, allowing myself to get lost in the airport crowd.

			Caden stood in the long-as-shit line he’d been in when I left him, and in all that time, he’d only marginally moved forward.

			He turned from where he waited. He took one look at me, then the security guards behind me, and abandoned the line. Coming up to me, he cupped my face. “What happened?”

			He read it in my features before I could respond. Letting me go, he began to storm past me.

			I caught his arm. “I already knocked the teleporter out. But they now know we’re here.”

			Caden’s eyes met mine. “We’re going to have to flee.”

			I shook my head. “They’ll be waiting for us.” This was it. If we missed our opportunity now, we might never have another.

			“Angel, staying here is suicide.”

			“Not if I call in a favor.”

			“Adrian?” Caden guessed.

			“Yes.” I was still annoyed with Adrian, but he might be the only one capable of stalling the government.

			Caden ran his hands through his wavy hair, then dropped them. He pinched his lips together and nodded.

			I took off before Caden could change his mind. His footfalls echoed my own. I stopped in a duty-free shop and bought an international calling card, then headed to a phone booth at the end of the terminal. Caden said nothing behind me, but I could already sense his displeasure.

			I didn’t know how much the government could trace from one of these phones, but chances were good that this call would be buried among all the other international calls. Safety in numbers.

			I entered the card’s information and then dialed Adrian. Caden leaned against the wall next to me, studying my face.

			“Hello?” Adrian answered on the second ring.

			“It’s Ember.”

			I heard his release of breath.

			“We’re at SFO, headed to Mexico City. We leave in thirty minutes.” Even as I spoke I heard the boarding announcement called over the speakers.

			A pause followed. “You managed to get a flight out of there without getting caught?”

			“We have fake IDs, but that’s not why I’m calling.”

			“What’s going on?”

			I angled my body closer to the phone panel. “Listen, a teleporter just attacked me in the bathroom here. The Project now likely knows our location, but we can’t leave.”

			“What’s your flight number and the names on your fake IDs?”

			I rattled the information off to him. On the other end of the phone, I heard scribbling.

			“I’ll see what I can do to stall them,” Adrian said once he’d finished writing. “Call me again when you land.”

			“Will do.”

			“And Ember?”

			“Yeah?” I said.

			“I’m sorry about yesterday.”

			Caden’s eyes narrowed. Guess he overheard that.

			“Mmm.” I pressed my lips together. “We can talk about that later.” Or never, really.

			“Fine. Just . . . stay safe.”

			Caden folded his arms and frowned.

			“I’ll try.” I rolled my eyes at Caden while I spoke.

			I hung up, and Caden pounced.

			“How’s pretty boy doing?”

			Stepping away from the phone, I shrugged. “I wouldn’t know—he’s too busy trying to save our asses.”

			“Your ass,” Caden corrected. “You and I both know I’m just collateral.”

			“Not true.”

			“C’mon, angel,” he said as we approached our terminal and stepped in line, “the dude has a rager for you.”

			I turned to him. “Why are we even talking about this?”

			“Because emotions can cloud good judgment. You taught me that.”

			Annoyance quickly rose within me. “What is with you?” I searched his face. And then I saw it.

			I took a step back. “This isn’t about me or Adrian. It’s about you.”

			“No—”

			I put a hand up. “Don’t bother lying to me when I can read you.”

			Caden’s brows furrowed, his eyes angry. Pain flared at the back of them.

			“You worry that I’m deceiving you, don’t you?”

			Some sick, horrible understanding fell into place as I saw my actions from his perspective. He’d been the man power during our journey here.

			When I saw uncertainty flicker in his eyes, I knew I’d interpreted him correctly. He worried that I was using him. That called into question our entire relationship.

			“Shit,” I breathed. Tears pricked at my eyes. I squared my jaw; I refused to cry here.

			I glanced around, looking everywhere but at him.

			“No,” he said, catching my face. I tried to pull away, but he didn’t let go. “No,” he repeated more empathically, forcing me to make eye contact with him. A few passengers glanced over at us curiously.

			“What are you even saying no to?”

			“No to you trying to run at the first sign of danger. That’s all you do, Ember. Convince me I’m an idiot—I’m begging you—but no more running, angel.”

			It infuriated me that he was right. I wanted to run, even now when there was no place left to go.

			“This might be it,” he continued. “The Project might swoop in and rip us apart. Don’t let me go so easily.” Now he gripped both of my arms. “Fight for me like I’ve fought for you.”

			I searched his face, wondering how I could convince him of something this big. Caden could spin worlds out of words; I couldn’t. Mine would be wholly inadequate. Not to mention that I hid my feelings under layers and layers of facades. Voicing something real and deep would be like flexing an atrophied muscle.

			“Excuse me, but are you going to move forward?”

			Caden and I both turned to glare at the man who spoke behind us. He raised his hands and said, “Geez, sorry.”

			I faced Caden again. Reaching up, I placed my hands on his cheeks. I took in his strong jaw, the blond whiskers that had grown since we’d been on the run, the angular planes of his face. Soft, sculpted lips that knew just how to pull me back from the precipice. Eyes that softened every time they looked at me.

			This strong, complex man had exposed his vulnerabilities to me and me alone. I could do the same, even though this openness scared me.

			“Caden,” I said, staring into his eyes, “when you hunted me down all those weeks ago, I didn’t choose to go back to the facility because it increased my chances of survival. Nor did I go back because I thought escape would be easier.”

			I could already see some of his uncertainty recede with my words. Odd that for all our intelligence, we still couldn’t outwit emotions.

			“I did it because I love you.”

			He closed his eyes, savoring those words. When he opened them, they shone.

			“You are the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” I said. “You’re the sun, a warm hug, my best friend and coconspirator. And I’m no good at this, but there is no future for me without you.”

			Our fingers laced, and I tugged him forward. His lips met mine, and I kissed him like I was making a promise.

			I drew away. “I’d never, ever betray you. I love you. You’re going to have to have faith in this.”

			“Boarding passes?” the lady at the counter called out to us.

			Caden held up his finger to silence her for a moment. His audacity had my lips twitching.

			He gazed at me, his face serious, and then he engulfed me in a hug, lifting me so that I peered down at him.

			There were times, like now, when words could only befuddle raw human emotion. As I stared into Caden’s eyes, they held no more uncertainty. Just deep, unconditional love. The kind that overcomes death. The kind that ballads are written about. The kind that people die for . . .

			And live for.

			


		
    CHAPTER 20
 
			Our flight went without a hitch. Whether Adrian had intervened or we’d just gotten lucky, I had no idea. But as soon as we walked off the plane, I wanted to kiss the ground. We hadn’t gotten caught and I hadn’t teleported. Altogether that was a win.

			“They didn’t come for us,” I said as we deplaned and headed toward baggage claim. I absently massaged my hand. Caden had held it in a death grip the entire flight. It didn’t matter that death grips couldn’t prevent teleportation.

			He’d also all but force-fed me the flight’s watery coffee since there hadn’t been time to buy any at the airport. Now I felt twitchy from its effects.

			“Don’t be so sure,” Caden said, glancing around us suspiciously.

			Even as good as we both were at reading others, there’d be no way to tell whether one of the thousands of people who surrounded us was an agent.

			But as we made our way out of the terminal and left the airport together, we momentarily let go of our paranoia. By the time Caden inserted our keycard into the door of the hotel room we’d rented, hesitant hope had bloomed.

			Tomorrow, after a solid night’s sleep, we’d catch a flight from Mexico City to Zurich. Adrian had a safe house waiting for us there, and it would guard against future teleporter attacks.

			I could hardly wait.
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			I collapsed onto the hotel bed, the glittering lights of the city shining from far below. “I want room service,” I said. “And then I want to watch a billion movies, and then I want to do the nasty with you—not necessarily in that order.”

			“I like the sound of that, angel,” Caden said, returning to me after checking the locks on the door and windows. He’d done this on the way up too. Right after he’d insisted we take the stairs. Eight freaking flights. Because I might teleport in an elevator. My butt was not pleased, to say the least.

			The bed dipped, and I felt that luxurious warmth that comes from the near contact of skin. Caden pressed a kiss behind my ear, then nuzzled my neck. Suddenly movies, food, and sleep all took a backseat. I flipped onto my back and stared up at him.

			Caden ran the back of his hand down my cheek. “Tonight, no matter where we find ourselves”—images of that torture chamber with the chair and leather straps played behind my eyes—“know that I love you.”
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			Caden stared into Ember’s eyes. How were they going to survive this? He couldn’t tell her that he worried about protecting her. Going all he-man on Ember was one of her triggers, and as cute as pissed-off Ember was, he’d keep his thoughts to himself.

			She reached up and smoothed out his brows. “No more fear, Caden.”

			Perhaps he wasn’t keeping his thoughts to himself.

			He removed her shirt and ran his hands over Ember’s tattoo. He’d never get enough of it, of her.

			He undressed her and then himself, and then he wrapped her in his arms.

			“Uh, Caden?”

			His lips quirked. “It’s always sex, sex, sex with you, isn’t it?” He faux sighed. “Can’t you and I just cuddle for once?”

			She stilled in his arms. Then high-pitched laughter burst out of her. “You are such a punk,” she said, squirming.

			He bit back a groan. Hot damn, the way her body moved under his . . . “I know you’re a loose woman and all,” he said, “but I’m not sure I’m ready for you to take my innocence.”

			Her eyes widened, and when she recovered, she spanked him for his comment. Spanked him. A wide, wolfish grin spread across his face. Oh, he was definitely going to push that button again in the future.

			He pulled her closer to him, enjoying the sensation of their skin pressed together. She’s real. And she’s in my arms.

			Sometimes, like right now, he realized all over again that she lived.

			Ember drew back. “Are you serious? Do you really just want to cuddle?” Curiosity burned in her eyes.

			Like she couldn’t tell he had other plans for the two of them. He’d been rock hard since her naked skin touched his.

			“Naw, I’m just messing with you.” He rolled them over, his lips meeting hers, and all thoughts of their problems flew far, far away.
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			When Caden opened his eyes, he’d expected several scenarios. But not the one in front of him.

			Desiree sat with her back to him, her face focused on the computer.

			“Finally decided to visit?” she said, swiveling around in her chair.

			She looked beautiful as usual. Only now he could see how elusive that beauty was.

			“Did Dane coordinate this?”

			“Yes,” she said. “Though I started to think that you were never going to visit.” Her eyes narrowed. “How did you manage that?”

			His jaw worked.

			“Really? I’m your oldest friend, and you’re still not going to tell me?”

			“Desiree, you set Ember up. You set my pair up.” After all the heartache she’d gone through after her pair died—after all those times he’d been there for her—she more than anyone should’ve known what Ember meant to him.

			Desiree pushed out of her chair. “Whose side are you on anyway, Caden? You know why I did it. She would’ve exposed us—she’s still going to, and you’re helping her.”

			“Why did Dane wake her up if he could’ve just killed her?”

			She shook her head. “They don’t kill us. Not if they can help it.”

			Caden never knew that. He wondered when and how Desiree had been given more security clearance than he had.

			She looked away. “And he did it for you.”

			He would’ve believed this a year ago. Maybe even a month ago. But now? He was a jaded motherfucker.

			“Dane loves you.” Something vulnerable crept into Desiree’s expression, and for a moment, just a moment, she looked like the younger version of herself. “I love you.”

			After all this time, she was still in love with him.

			Caden controlled his reaction. “It’s too late for that, Desiree.”

			She flinched as though he’d slapped her. What had she expected? That now, of all times, he’d fall for her? He’d had all those years to date her, and he had those past ten months to bury his grief in her warm body. He’d done neither.

			“You’re not going to get another chance, Caden. As it is, Dane’s pulling strings to give you this opportunity.”

			“Am I supposed to feel grateful, Desiree? You both fucking set her up.”

			“You’ve never had a problem with it in the past.”

			He ran his hands through his hair. It infuriated him that she was right. He’d turned a blind eye to some of the Project’s more unsavory deeds. “If you ever loved me, Desiree, then why would you hurt me?”

			She sighed, and Caden tensed at the sound. After everything she’d put him through, she had the balls to sigh at him?

			“It’s not just about you and me, or have you forgotten that?” she said.

			“Hasn’t stopped you from trying to get exactly what you wanted.”

			He could see hurt flare in her eyes. “Do you think I’ve ever gotten what I wanted?”

			Desiree turned her back to him and walked to her nightstand. She reached over and grabbed the Glock 23 that rested there.

			Caden’s eyes flickered to it, then returned to her face. His eyebrows inched up. “Really, Desiree?”

			“I’m sorry,” she said, looking sincere. “It was never supposed to be this way.”

			His hands fisted at his sides. “It still isn’t.”

			She shook her head, collecting herself and then swinging to face him with the gun pointed.

			Caden didn’t move. Normally he was fairly quick at assessing a situation, but this . . . this was so far removed from any possibility he’d considered that he couldn’t react.

			She cocked the Glock, all the while her eyes held a world of pain. “Please, Caden. Come back to the facility. You’re the best extractor we have. Dane will forgive you. Don’t make me pull this trigger.”

			He glanced from the gun to her face, his jaw clenching and unclenching. Instead of fear, anger burned through him. “No,” he said, “you don’t get to turn this on me. I’ve made my choices, and I take responsibility for them. You shoot me, and that’ll be on you and you alone. And trust me when I say that it will haunt you for the rest of your life.”

			Desiree’s face contorted with grief, and the Glock trembled. She hadn’t pulled the trigger, and with every passing second, it became a more remote possibility.

			And then the worst thing that could happen did: Ember materialized next to him.

			


		
    CHAPTER 21
 
			Gun.

			I blinked, taking in the slender arm wielding it before my gaze traveled up to Desiree’s face. Her eyes met mine. For a moment I saw her shock, and then she shuttered her expression.

			“Look who fell right into my lap,” Desiree said. The barrel of the gun swung toward me.

			“No.” Caden stepped in front of me. “This is between the two of us. Not her.”

			What had I dropped into the middle of? And why had Desiree been pointing the gun at Caden, of all people?

			“Right. Because you were so interested in escape before she came along,” Desiree said.

			I tried to step around Caden, but he wasn’t budging.

			Backing up to her desk, Desiree grabbed a radio that rested next to her laptop. “Captain,” she said, bringing the piece up to her mouth, “I have both Ember and Caden in my room.”

			The radio crackled. “Good.” Dane’s static-y voice came over the radio, and Desiree’s eyes flicked away from us.

			My breath caught in my throat as Caden’s muscles tensed. I knew a split second before he rushed Desiree that he was going to do so. It was what I would’ve done if our roles had been reversed; this was as distracted as Desiree was likely to be.

			Caden moved fast. One moment he stood in front of me, and the next he gripped Desiree’s wrist, yanking it—

			The gunshot shattered the silence, and the world seemed to stop. I couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing because Caden, my ruthless, unstoppable pair, clutched his abdomen.

			Choking, I was choking on air.

			Blood welled from the wound, and with his eyes wide, Caden glanced down at it, then back up at Desiree. Disbelief of the betrayal clouded his expression.

			And then there seemed to be too much air in my lungs, too much of everything—and I could sense the tears sliding down my face and see the blurry world through them, but I couldn’t feel their wetness.

			Now I knew how it felt. Now I could begin to fathom the horror of death.

			And I knew in that moment it was by far easier to be the one who died than to be the one who lived on.

			Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale.

			Desiree took a step back, dropping the gun as she did so. For a fleeting moment, I saw her horror. There’d be no coming back from an action like that, and she knew it. Anyone who was capable of killing their own friend knew they were a monster.

			Caden swayed and I ran to him, catching him as his body tipped back. Together we crumpled to the ground. Red rivulets ran between Caden’s fingers.

			A whimper escaped me and my hand covered Caden’s. I no longer cared that Dane would close in on us in minutes, or that Desiree could pick up the gun again and shoot me. In fact, that would be the kind thing to do.

			My world wasn’t a kind place.

			Rather than grabbing the weapon and finishing the job, Desiree backed away from us until she reached the door. Her eyes never wavered from Caden. She grabbed the handle and slipped out the door, fleeing from the carnage.

			I shuddered as I looked down at Caden.

			He laced his blood-soaked fingers through mine, and our gazes locked. “No more fear, Ember,” he said, throwing my earlier words back at me.

			And then he disappeared.

			“No!” A part of me was breaking, splintering in a thousand different ways.

			I hunched over the empty space where Caden had been, my entire body quaking.

			Spliced. The word echoed in my head. At this very moment, Caden was bleeding out in a random hotel room. There’d be no medical team on standby to save him. I put the back of my hand to my mouth. By the time I woke up, he’d be long dead.

			Thump. Thump. Thump. My heart beat in my ears.

			He’d be dead.

			Thump. Thump. Thump.

			This was the second time Desiree had torn us apart.

			Thump. Thump. Thump.

			Rage eclipsed grief. It coursed through me, too large to be contained within a single body. It felt like a force of nature.

			I pushed myself to my feet. I saw the room around me through a tunnel of darkness painted in shades of red. When I found myself down the hall, it felt as though I had floated there.

			Two soldiers in fatigues appeared in the hallway. Their faces registered surprise when they saw me. Quickly they scrambled for their weapons.

			Not fast enough. I strode toward them, closing the distance between us, and tore a gun from one of the soldier’s grips. I then slammed my palm into his nose, and he stumbled back, instinctively reaching for his face. Before he could recover, I brought my leg up and smashed my foot into his face. His eyes rolled back and he fell. I shifted my attention to the second soldier, just as the man raised his weapon. Lightning quick I spun, landing a roundhouse kick to his temple. His legs buckled underneath him, and he collapsed on top of his partner.

			I’d have my vengeance before I died.

			Still holding one of the soldier’s guns, I continued down the hall. Desiree would either run to Dane, or she’d flee somewhere private to lick her emotional wounds.

			I turned toward Dane’s office. Didn’t matter if she wasn’t there. Chances were good that someone I didn’t like would be there.

			Caden’s dead.

			A tear escaped my eyes. And then another and another.

			I couldn’t save him, but I’d get my revenge. That was the last thought I processed before I disappeared.

			


		
    CHAPTER 22
 
			I woke up with a gasp. I’d just escaped a nightmare, only this one was real.

			“Caden.” I sobbed his name.

			Arms encircled me. “Shhh, angel. It’s okay.” He buried his face in the crook of my neck.

			Wait.

			This couldn’t be right.

			I drew back. The bathroom light of our hotel space was on, and in its dim glow I could see Caden. Alive.

			I scrambled out of his arms and clicked on a bedside lamp to get a better look at him. Golden light illuminated his naked torso. My eyes fell to his abdomen. Bloodstained strips of what used to be a shirt covered the wound.

			I squinted, staring more closely at it. My eyes widened. “Holy . . .” I glanced up at him. “The wound didn’t splice.”

			His brows tilted. “No,” he said quietly.

			I reached out, drawing back at the last minute. “We still need to get you to a doctor.”

			“We don’t have time for that.”

			I pushed off the bed and grabbed the phone. “We’re getting you to a hospital,” I said. Hearing the steel in my voice, Caden backed off.

			He didn’t splice. He didn’t splice. As I held the phone to my ear, I began to giggle. Caden eyed me warily, especially when the giggles built on themselves until I was laughing hysterically. I covered my mouth with my hand. It was the same hand that only a minute ago had been covered with Caden’s blood.

			A laugh caught in my throat, and suddenly gut-wrenching sobs shook my body. Caden’s arms came back around me. “Angel, I’m okay,” he said soothingly.

			“I thought you died,” I said, a shaky finger pressing the button for the front desk.

			“I’m fairly hard to kill.”

			Another choked sob tore out of me.

			In response Caden pressed a kiss to my shoulder blade.

			On the other end of the line, the hotel receptionist clicked on. I pulled myself together. I’d have time to cry once Caden was properly cared for.

			“Necesito una ambulancia,” I said, clearing my throat.

			As I arranged for an ambulance, a teleporter appeared—here no doubt to take me out. Before the guy could so much as take a step toward me, Caden was on him.

			He grabbed the back of the teleporter’s head and slammed it against a nearby table, hard enough for me to know that Caden didn’t much care whether the guy lived or died.

			Eyes wide, I quickly finished the call and hung up.

			“Not that this is going to come as any surprise to you, but we need to go,” Caden said, grabbing our things. His gaze flicked over me. “And as much as I like the view, you might want to put some clothes on.”

			I nodded, my gaze dropping to the fresh blood that had seeped through his bandages. He might not splice—and the injury might’ve already partially healed—but it was still a severe wound.

			I shoved on my clothes and grabbed my bag. We wouldn’t be coming back.
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			“We made it to Mexico.” I pressed the phone against my ear, my voice pitched low. I glanced down the hall. Behind one of the closed doors, doctors worked on Caden.

			“And you’re okay?” Adrian asked. I could practically see his brow wrinkling with concern at my tone.

			I sighed. “I’m fine, Caden”—I swallowed down the lump in my throat. “He was shot,” I said, my voice hoarse. I rubbed my eyes.

			“Is he all right?”

			I frowned at Adrian’s tone. He didn’t sound overly concerned. Not that I expected him to, but his coolness rubbed me the wrong way.

			“He didn’t splice.”

			Silence on the other end. Heavy silence. Meaningful silence.

			“You know why he didn’t splice, don’t you?”

			After a pause Adrian spoke. “You weren’t the only teleporter my father experimented on.”

			My breath caught in my throat. “Come again?”

			“Like any good scientist, my father made slight deviations, some more successful than others.”

			Goose bumps broke out on my flesh. “You talk about this as though we were experiments.”

			“In the beginning that’s what you were.” Hearing those words from Adrian made my stomach roil, no matter how true they were.

			I couldn’t talk to him about this. If I did, the encounter would probably end in much the same way our last visit had.

			I blew a stray strand of hair off my forehead and closed my eyes. “So Caden doesn’t splice . . . ever?”

			“To my knowledge, no, he doesn’t.”
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			I slipped into Caden’s room when no one was looking. Even injured, he seemed larger than life, his wide shoulders and long legs dwarfing the hospital bed.

			His eyes were closed, and I used the opportunity to drink him in. My eyes meandered over his scarred, tan skin and lingered on his achingly beautiful face. They moved up to his hair. I took in the shimmering strands of his golden hair. He was a child of the sun.

			His eyes fluttered open. “Hey, angel,” he said, his voice thick with sleep. He patted the bed, and I went over to him.

			When I didn’t climb into the bed, he wrapped an arm around my waist and hauled me up to him.

			Well, that was one way of getting what you wanted.

			I reached out and traced his features. “I worried about you.”

			After we’d taken off from the hotel, I figured we wouldn’t be seeing any more teleporters. Not until the government knew where we were. I’d made sure to use different identities for Caden and me when he’d checked into the hospital. Right now I was Sarah Ericsson, wife of Sam Ericsson. And Sam Ericsson was not-so-subtly groping my backside.

			I grabbed his wandering hand and moved it to a more appropriate location.

			He looked over at me, his eyelids droopy but his gaze full of awe. “Mother of my unborn children,” he mumbled, a slow smile spreading across his face.

			“Uh . . . what?” The hospital must’ve put him on strong pain meds.

			His hand descended down to my stomach, and he rubbed my belly. He was looking all wistful. “We’d be good parents.”

			That was questionable. But I nodded anyway, entertaining drugged-up Caden. “The best.”

			He laughed. “You’re a bad liar . . . for a teleporter, that is.” He settled back in his bed, snuggling me to him. “You want to know a secret, puss-puss?” He slurred his words a little.

			My lips twitched. “I’m only letting that comment slide because you’re on painkillers.

			He nodded. “I get temporary immunity, so I’m abusing it.”

			Naturally.

			“Angel.” He pulled me close so that his lips brushed my ear. “I knew I loved you from the first moment I laid eyes on you, when you waited for that bus to take you far, far away.”

			I wrapped my arms lightly around him, careful not to jostle his injury. “Oh, did you now?” I said, my tone playful even though my heart hammered away in my chest.

			“People don’t believe in those kinds of things—jaded bitches . . .” he muttered under his breath. His eyes focused on me. “What was I saying?”

			It took a lot for me not to laugh. “Love at first sight?”

			“Oh yes—yes it was. I saw you”—he poked his finger at the tip of my nose—“and I was ready to leave everyone and everything behind.”

			The corner of his mouth drew up. “And then I met you.” His eyes softened. “I got my first taste that day of what conviction felt like.” He touched my hair. “Ember Elizabeth Pierce, so long as you’ll have me, I’m never letting you go.”

			[image: Section]

			I stared at Caden as we took our seats on the transatlantic flight the next day. He wasn’t quite able to hide a wince as the movement jostled his bullet wound.

			My gaze dropped to his torso. “This is a bad idea.” Being on an airplane for over ten hours had to seriously increase the possibility of infection.

			“It is. You could teleport at any fucking moment.” Now that the painkillers had worn off, Caden was grumpy.

			The passenger next to me peered at us.

			“You would turn this on me,” I said, “when you’re the one with the hole in your abdomen.”

			The man glanced over at us again. Caden scowled at him, and the man quickly turned away.

			Caden grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “I’m going to be fine,” he said, reading my expression. “I’ve had worse, much, much worse.”

			I didn’t want to even think about that.

			“I’m still getting you to a doctor as soon as we land,” I said.

			“What happened to ‘no more fear’?” Despite his words, Caden’s lips curled upward at my concern. I was having a minor freak-out next to him, and he looked pleased.

			“We still have time. We could leave,” I said, having second thoughts.

			Caden placed a hand against my chest. “No, angel. We need to finish this.”

			I had no doubt that Dane and his men were doing all in their power right now to find us, but they no longer knew precisely where we were. They wouldn’t risk sending more teleporters until they did.

			I worried my lower lip, then reluctantly nodded. We wouldn’t truly be safe until we reached that safe house in Zurich.

			I settled back in my seat, all the muscles in my body tense.

			Caden snickered. “Now you know how it feels.”

			When I raised my eyebrows, he elaborated. “I almost had an aneurysm on the last flight, knowing that you could disappear at any moment.” After a pause he added, “I might still have one. You got enough sleep, right?”

			I nodded. I’d fallen asleep in Caden’s arms on that hospital bed, and we’d slept together for hours. Sometime during that period a nurse had come in and, rather than prying me off Caden, she’d draped a blanket over me.

			I glanced down at his arm. Thin white lines nicked his skin every so often. I reached out and traced them. “All your scars now make sense,” I murmured. My eyes flicked to him; he watched me. “You’ve known for a while that you couldn’t splice.”

			He gave me a jerky nod.

			“Why didn’t you say anything?”

			He shrugged. “It never came up.”

			My mouth sort of dropped open in disbelief. “So I’m expected to share my secrets, but you’re not?”

			He caught my hand, brushing a kiss to the back of it. “You don’t get to be mad.”

			“Oh really?”

			“Yep. Because I’m injured. Also, I think I get free massages and unlimited booty calls.”

			The man next to me sniggered, and I glared at him while he flipped through an in-flight magazine. Too bad he paid me no attention.

			Turning my attention back to Caden, I said, “As soon as this is all behind us, you are so getting punished for that.”

			Caden’s eyes lit up like those of a kid on Christmas. “I—cannot—wait.”
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			“Ow.” I rubbed my head and glared at the overhead compartment as I slid into the aisle. They just had to make coach inconvenient for everyone but kids and other little people.

			“Bastard,” Caden threw in. He reached for my hand, his eyes twinkling as he squeezed it.

			I knew what he was thinking, because the same thought repeated in my mind.

			We did it.

			I grinned at him, not letting go of his hand as we made our way off the plane.

			“So we’re meeting Adrian at baggage claim?” Caden asked, his expression darkening slightly. The thought of the two of them meeting and interacting was already giving me a headache.

			I nodded, chewing the inside of my cheek. I’d called Adrian before our plane took off, so if all went well, he’d be waiting for us just outside the gates.

			“Have you ever wondered why Adrian’s little team of scientists haven’t already exposed the Project?” Caden mused.

			My eyes slid to his. “They didn’t have the proof needed to expose the Project,” I said.

			“Hmm.” He didn’t believe me.

			I swiveled to face him. “And what do you think . . . ?” My voice died as I caught sight of men in suits standing at our gate. One of them met my gaze and took a subtle step forward.

			Oh. Crap.

			Caden followed my gaze. He cursed under his breath. “We’re going to casually walk past them and act like nothing’s off.”

			“Uh, I think it’s too late,” I said, staring down a man I suspected was an agent.

			I silently apologized to the man who had sat next to me during the flight. As he passed by Caden and me, I pointed to the black briefcase he carried. “Oh my God—bomb! He’s got a bomb!”

			There was nothing that worked an airport into a tizzy more quickly than those four magic words.

			I kept screaming until others took up the mantle from me. Caden grabbed my hand, and we ran, not daring to look behind us.

			“Nice,” Caden said.

			“I have my moments.”

			Someone tackled me from behind, ripping my hand out of Caden’s. I felt a knee in my back, and my hands were yanked behind me.

			Caden turned, his eyes widening.

			“Run!” I shouted, panic coursing through my veins. They couldn’t take him. Instead of running, he shrugged off his bag and stalked forward.

			“No, Caden.” Even as I spoke, other agents swarmed him.

			He smiled and then he attacked, his movements powerful and quick. Amazing that the same man who’d held me gently could also be this.

			My captor’s knee dug into my back, and I returned my attention to him.

			Fight to the death.

			That was the only option left to either Caden or me. Now I just waited for my moment.

			It came when my captor leaned in to cuff me. I jerked my head back, slamming it into his face. I heard a satisfying crack, and the man’s hold loosened. I twisted, forcing him off me.

			Pulling my arm loose, I smashed it into his face. He howled, holding his nose. I rolled onto my back and kicked out at him, my boot also smashing into his face.

			Motion to my left caught my attention, and I only had enough time to register the fist before it crashed into my temple and the world went dark.

			


		
    CHAPTER 23
 
			I rubbed my throbbing head. Damn, that had hurt.

			I stared down at the cement floor and that damn drain. Immediately my muscles seized up. I was back in that bleak room where dangerous people came to die.

			At least this time, I wore black fatigues and I was armed.

			As with my last visit here, another burly man waited for me. He was not the same guy as before, and if first impressions were anything to go by, he would have no problem with the idea of killing me.

			That made this easy.

			In one fluid motion, I flipped open the holster at my waist and leveled a Glock at him. I didn’t hesitate. The man barely had time to register that I’d pulled a weapon on him before I cocked it and pulled the trigger.

			The sound exploded through the room. Blood misted over me as the bullet tore through the man’s chest.

			His eyes widened with surprise. As he gasped for breath, I crouched next to him, removing his weapons. In his pockets my fingers wrapped around a keycard. I glanced at the door and back down at the card, which I guessed was my ticket out.

			I stood, and the man reached for me. I kicked his hand away, not looking back as I exited the room.

			You live by the sword, then expect to die by it as well.

			I know I did.
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			When I left the room, I didn’t know what I expected to find. Definitely not the familiar exposed pipes and fluorescent lighting of the facility’s basement. I assumed torture only happened in places apart from the continental United States. But it made sense that it would be centered here. This place seemed to be the home base of teleporter operations.

			I made my way up to the ground floor, not stopping until I stood outside Richards’s office, exactly where I knew I’d find him.

			His voice drifted out. “. . . unfortunate, but she’ll be back. You have the other teleporter at least?”

			I brought up a boot and kicked the door open. “Call them off,” I said, aiming the Glock at Dane’s forehead.

			Other than his eyes initially widening, his face revealed nothing. He was good. Slowly he moved the phone away from his face. “You know I can’t do that, Ember,” Dane said. “Even if I could, my agents—”

			I cocked the gun and pulled the trigger. The bullet clipped Dane’s shoulder. He let out a string of curses, dropping the phone to clutch his arm.

			I was just about done with this sadistic game of cat and mouse.

			“The next one will cripple you for life,” I said, “and the one after that will prevent you from ever having kids.”

			I added, “If you manage to live through those, I’ll shoot you in the abdomen and make you wait an agonizing ten minutes for death. I hear it’s quite painful—I wouldn’t know, but Caden has an idea.”

			“You’re foolish to think that I’m going to—” Dane said.

			I cocked the gun again, aiming at him, and he rushed me. I fired, this bullet nicking him in the thigh.

			He bellowed, clutching his leg. I guess I’d lied; he had another chance to follow through before he became a cripple. “Dick’s coming off if you reach for your weapon,” I said. “Please reach for it. I’d then get to call you Dane the Dickless.”

			He growled at me but lifted his hands in the air, wincing as the motion jostled his injured shoulder.

			I kicked the door closed and locked it, my eyes and aim never fully leaving Dane.

			“Now, pick up the phone and have your men release Caden.”

			He glared at me, his jaw clenched. For a man like Dane, this must have been the ultimate insult—getting owned by a teenage girl, the very girl he’d just almost caught. I was trying not to enjoy myself too much. But it was hard, so very, very hard.

			I cocked the Glock 23 and lowered my aim. “Say good-bye to your meaningless sex life.”

			“Wait.” Anger, rather than fear, laced his tone.

			Slowly he crouched, his injured arm reaching for the phone he’d dropped in front of him.

			“Nuh-uh,” I said. “Grab it with your good arm.”

			His face remained studiously blank, but like everyone else, he had tells. The tightness around his eyes and mouth told me that he was seething. He drew his injured arm back and reached out with his good arm.

			He then slowly rose to his feet. I could hear a tinny voice coming through on the other end of the line.

			“Call the agents off,” I said.

			He ground his teeth.

			“I know you don’t want to die, and that’s how this is going to end at this rate,” I said.

			Flashing me a hateful look, he brought the phone up to his ear and spoke into it. “Release the target and pull back.” His eyes darted to mine when the speaker on the other end said something. “I’m peachy,” he replied. One eye twitched and his gaze shifted away from me. Another tell. “Pull your men back and get—”

			I fired the gun, and the bullet hit him square in the knee. Richards shouted, the pitch of his shriek raising the hair on my forearms. I swallowed my bile.

			“‘Peachy’? Really? Even I recognize a code word when I hear one,” I said, doubting he could hear me over his screams.

			While Dane clutched his leg, I crouched in front of him and patted him down, lifting a gun off him. I emptied the bullets and tossed it to the other side of the room.

			Dane swore at me.

			Ignoring him, I picked up the phone from where he’d dropped it again.

			“Dane, what’s going on?”

			“Dane is five seconds away from losing his life,” I said. “And do you know how many questions that’s going to raise? Lots. A lot of people will be dragged through the mud, and I’ll make sure you and your men are among them.”

			“We don’t deal with fanatics.”

			My grip tightened around the phone. “You think that I’m kidding—I’m not. I’d love nothing more than Dane dead, but you are holding someone very important to me. He’s the only thing I care about.”

			“We can’t—”

			I leveled the gun at Dane and cocked it, aiming at his abdomen. Next to me the door shook as someone banged on it. My actions were garnering attention.

			“Chase!” Dane screamed. “Call off your fucking men!”

			Chase cursed. He shouted on his end.

			“Hand the phone to your prisoner,” I said.

			Chase cursed again. While the phone changed hands, I knocked over a filing cabinet that landed in front of the door. It would only hold whoever was behind the door for an extra second or two, but that was all I needed.

			On the other end of the line, I heard someone exhale as they put the phone up to their ear.

			“Caden?” I bit the inside of my cheek; my voice had gone soft without my meaning it to.

			“Angel?”

			I blinked back the wetness in my eyes and huffed out a breath. “Get out of there.”

			“Screw that. I’m not leaving until you return.”

			Of course he wasn’t. Why did I waste my breath? “Then at least make sure they leave—I don’t trust them to leave us alone.”

			“On it, angel.”

			I heard yelling and shuffling on the other side. I could only imagine what might be going on in that airport. “So how, exactly, did you manage this? And what is that god-awful noise on your end?”

			“That’s Dane.” Dane moved from shouting to moaning. “Apparently I make a decent extractor after all.”

			Caden’s line went quiet. “Is—is he okay?” he asked.

			I glanced over at Dane and wished I hadn’t. It didn’t matter that he’d been trying to kill me. Seeing someone in pain made my stomach roil.

			“He’ll live.” But he might never walk again.

			“D-don’t kill him, angel.”

			I bit my lower lip. He knew that was my end game. “He won’t stop hunting us if I don’t.”

			“Please.”

			I swallowed. “I love you,” I whispered.

			“Angel—”

			I hung up.

			“You know,” I said, staring at Dane, “Caden loves you. He’s the only one keeping you alive right now.”

			Dane glared at me. A thin film of sweat covered his face. “You owe the Project everything—your very life—and this is how you repay us?”

			“A child doesn’t owe their parent for bringing them into existence. I asked for none of this.”

			“We’ll never stop coming after you.”

			Kill him! my brain screamed at me. Doing so would draw attention to the Project, and I was betting serious money that someone wouldn’t like what they found out about it. And then the Project’s little house of cards would come tumbling down.

			But staring someone in the eyes and ending their life? Someone injured and unarmed—that was horrific enough. Caden’s plea still echoed in my head. I needed to be able to look myself in the mirror without flinching.

			I glanced at the door, which shook on its hinges. It would go soon, and so would I.

			“It wasn’t just to make Caden happy, was it?” I asked.

			Dane groaned. “I need a doctor.”

			I eyed him. “Yeah, you do.” I sighed. “There’s a guy in your dungeon with a bullet in his chest. You’ll want to inform the medics of that when they come for you.”

			I sat down next to Dane. Three gunshots had done him in. He wasn’t a threat at the moment. “You woke me up for another reason.”

			His only response was to shudder as a chill came over him.

			“Caden doesn’t splice. And I have information on your enemy.” The reasons for his reviving me overwhelmed the reasons for his keeping me sedated.

			Dane nodded, and I covered my eyes. His plan unfolded in front of me. He’d hoped I’d reconnect with Adrian and lead them straight to him. I had.

			They also wanted more teleporters that didn’t splice. I would’ve given them that had I stayed at the Montana facility.

			The door slammed open, dragging my attention away from my thoughts. Several teleporters filed in. They saw Dane on the floor and me sitting next to him, gun in hand. One of the guys held an M4, and he leveled the weapon at me.

			I stared him down, my body numb to the sight of a gun barrel. So much violence had desensitized me. And now that I’d gotten what I’d come for, my muscles felt like lead.

			So damn tired.

			“Medic!” the teleporter yelled over his shoulder. “Stat!”

			I never saw his head turn back to me. One moment I was there, and in the next I was gone.
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			When I blinked open my eyes, someone had picked me up and cradled me in their arms. My head bounced with every movement, the throbbing escalating with each jostle.

			I blinked again and got an eyeful of chest. And then we bounced again, and my head bumped into that chest. I groaned.

			“Angel.”

			“Mmm.” I rubbed my head against Caden’s chest. “Are you okay?” I asked.

			“Are you?”

			I nodded, and that was when I realized I was naked. In an airport. While we were running for our lives. As I peered into the crowd, people shouted and pointed.

			“Why aren’t we getting stopped?” I asked.

			“Beats the hell out of me, but I’m not going to question it,” Caden replied.

			As tempted as I was to wiggle out of Caden’s arms, I let him carry me. Didn’t matter how often people saw me naked—running while they openly gawked was never really my thing. Luckily, Caden didn’t seem to be getting too winded. Praise Jesus for muscles.

			When we made it to baggage claim, I saw Adrian. He looked as though he’d just gotten hit by a semi. “There he is.” I pointed.

			“I see him,” Caden replied evenly.

			Adrian’s eyes took us in, lingering longer than necessary on certain sections of my bare flesh.

			Caden growled, “I’m going to eviscerate the guy.”

			“He’s not the only one getting an eyeful,” I said. Unfortunately.

			“Yeah, but that look of his is all proprietary and shit. Guy’s as good as dead.”

			I rolled my eyes.

			Adrian shook his head and whistled when we got to him. “Well, you definitely know how to make an entrance, Ember,” he said.

			I flipped him the bird.

			Caden and Adrian nodded at each other; both had flinty eyes. The awkward tension was just as palpable as I dreaded it would be.

			“We’re going to need to move,” Caden said. “Agents followed us here.”

			Adrian cursed, glancing over our shoulders.

			“They’ve backed off for the moment,” Caden said, “but don’t expect it to last.”

			Adrian’s gaze flicked to me again. “Are they the reason your clothes are gone?”

			Caden cleared his throat. “Yes. Now, can we get to the car? Angel here ain’t the lightest little feather.”

			I whacked him for that. “Rude.”

			He glanced down at me, a grin pulling one side of his mouth up. “Sorry, puss-puss.”

			I narrowed my eyes at him. “Your ass is so getting reamed for that as soon as we’re alone.”

			Caden’s eyebrows rose. “Oh goody.”

			I closed my eyes, pressing my fingers into my forehead.

			Adrian watched the two of us, his face strained. Throwing Caden an irritated glance, he said, “Car’s outside. Follow me.”

			He’d managed to pay off someone on the airport staff to leave his car at the curb, and it waited for us right outside the sliding doors.

			Gently Caden laid me down in the backseat, tossing my clothes and my bag in after me before sliding in himself.

			I rapidly began redressing, ignoring the looks I kept getting as people caught glimpses of skin.

			I finished dressing and leaned back against the seat as the car pulled into traffic. We were here. We’d made it.

			“Adrian, thanks—for everything,” I said.

			He nodded, looking through the rearview mirror. “Welcome.” He huffed out a laugh. “I can’t believe you’re really here. I keep thinking you might disappear on me.”

			Caden’s hands clenched.

			“You just missed the show.” As I spoke, I entwined my fingers with Caden’s, giving them a squeeze.

			Thank you, I mouthed to him.

			Caden’s eyes softened, and he brought the back of my hand to his lips.

			He hadn’t yet asked whether I’d killed Richards. He’d rescued me and made sure I was okay. And now he was sucking it up. For me. My eyes welled a little. There wasn’t a better guy than him, not if I searched the world over.

			And he loved me. The flawed, unhinged girl that now had blood on her hands and shockingly little remorse. He loved me.

			


		
    EPILOGUE
 
			It took me several extra seconds to register my situation. The makeshift stage I stood on. The lace dress, the diamond choker and matching ring. The classical music and the hum of voices. The gasps, followed by the applause.

			One moment I’d been falling asleep in an unfamiliar bed, and the next I was here.

			I glanced up, and a roomful of people in evening gowns and suits stared at me—smiled at me.

			The blood drained from my face. This had to be a dream. But—no, crap, this wasn’t.

			Set up. Somehow I’d been set up.

			When the applause died down, a balding man with wisps of white hair pushed through the crowd, not stopping until he’d made his way to the stage. I caught a glimpse of his face and my heart stuttered.

			Impossible. I must be imagining things.

			He turned his back to me and faced the audience, throwing a hand out to present me to them. “The future of bioengineering is now upon us. It gives me great pleasure to introduce Ember Pierce, one of the first humans with the ability to teleport.”

			I stiffened at my name as the room broke into thunderous applause. In the crowd I caught sight of Pierre. His eyes glittered, and his lips curved into a smile as he clapped. I knew exactly what his intentions were. Others shared his look, though they were the minority. Most simply gaped at me, both delighted and frightened at the possibility of teleportation.

			“Stonehawk Enterprises plans on revolutionizing the world . . .” The man droned on, but I no longer listened.

			Stonehawk. I pressed a hand to my stomach and glanced down at my dress. I raised my head and took in the room. Those mysterious missions . . . Adrian lied. Stonehawk was responsible for them. He was responsible for them.

			Adrian lied. Like a fool I believed him.

			The white-haired man stopped speaking, and the crowd clapped once more. He turned around and faced me. “Hello, Ember Pierce.”

			I took a step back, taking in his familiar features. My eyes hadn’t played tricks on me.

			“Y-your supposed to be dead.” I’d seen him in pictures before.

			“So are you.”

			What had I gotten us into?

			“Welcome to Stonehawk Enterprises.” Fascination gleamed in his eyes as he looked me over. “If you want to survive, you’re going to have to do what you do best.”

			“Does Adrian know?” I whispered, my voice hoarse.

			He cupped my elbow and led me off the stage, where people had begun to gather. “I made you smarter than that.”

			Yes. Adrian knew, and he hadn’t told me. I stared back at the man responsible for my existence, and my ability. The man who got me into this mess in the first place.

			Dr. Brent Sumner.
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			Caden first noticed the press of stiff fabric against his body. He took in the fitted slacks, the finely tailored jacket, the linen tucked into the breast pocket. A bow tie constricted his neck.

			What the fuck?

			He reached up, adjusting the tie. He glanced at the private bathroom around him.

			You have got to be shitting me.

			The irony of it all. He’d left the Project to escape this. And here he was, looking like fucking James Bond, and no doubt expected to act like him too.

			Slipping his hands in his pockets, he wasn’t at all surprised to find a note in there.

			 

			Introduce yourself to Dr. Brent Sumner.

			 

			He crumpled the note and threw it in the toilet. Dr. Brent Sumner was dead.

			Beautiful, familiar laughter tinkled in from beyond the door, and his skin shivered at the sound. Flushing the note down, he exited the bathroom.

			Marble floors, warm yellow lights, and the rich music of a string quartet. His shoes clacked as he crossed the floors. That same laughter tickled his ears again. Ember’s laughter. He seemed to be particularly attuned to it. Only he could detect the hollow note that indicated it was forced. He followed the sound to a grand room.

			Again they’d managed to fall asleep within minutes of each other. Not too surprising considering how exhausted they both were.

			Caden rounded the corner and there she was. Wearing a red gown that was little more than strategically placed lace flowers, laughing her ass off at something one of the suited men across from her said. She already appeared to have a fan club; men pressed in on her.

			A year ago he might’ve swallowed and looked the other way as their eyes moved over her like she was nothing more than a shiny object. Now his hands fisted, and he had to focus on unclenching them and pulling himself together before he approached.

			He paused midstride as he caught sight of a familiar face within Ember’s group of admirers. Brent Sumner.

			No.

			The man was dead. He would know; the man had a heart attack a week before Caden had been scheduled to take him out. Medical records supported this.

			Caden bit back a curse. Black-magic fuckery. That’s what this was.

			He blinked a few times, taking in the room. Ember didn’t seem to just have a fan club. She held the entire room’s attention.

			What the hell?

			Ember took a long sip from her glass of wine, smiling seductively over the rim of it. She might’ve always struggled with the more physical aspects of being a distractor but not the psychological ones. She was in her element here. She could turn it on like flipping a switch. Only he knew that the real Ember was logical, brutal, and efficient. Not the flirty, happy-go-lucky vision in front of him.

			But then he saw panic flash across her face. She too must’ve realized that she’d gotten played. They both had. Just as he’d feared.

			Sensing someone staring at her, Ember’s eyes flicked to him. For the briefest moment, the facade slipped. He didn’t see fear, like he’d expected to. The look in her stormy eyes could’ve killed lesser men. It was the same expression a predator wore right before they pounced. The smile she flashed, the one meant for just him, promised future retribution. His baby had a vendetta, and he was nothing if not the supportive boyfriend.

			Caden winked at her, then he too played his part. He pressed into the group, clapping a man on the shoulder, shaking hands, being the chummy fucking charmer he always was.

			New enemies to add to the old? Bring ’em. They’d been trained for violence. And in this field, the prodigies had surpassed their masters.

			The battle had only just begun.
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