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Chapter One


Seattle

Jeneathea Isis Nevania Xenia, or Jinx as she was better known, sat at her vintage secretary desk, her attention on the stack of files and pictures before her. The soft glow from the fire burning in her office fireplace illuminated the area, giving it an easygoing, warm feel. Her office was her sanctuary. Very few people were permitted entrance to it. She had another office for meetings, one sparse in furnishings but still higher end. For too many years Jinx had been forced to have all aspects of her life appear to be an open book. When she’d been the property of a madman she’d been forced to be an exhibit on some days and on others his own personal whipping post.
Those times were long gone and she would never permit them to return. No. She was her own woman now. In charge of her life. She belonged to no one. Her business and her body were hers to do with as she saw fit.
Don’t dwell on what can’t be undone, she thought, upset that she’d allowed herself to even start down that dark path once more.
The file before her made her insides twist into a knot. She’d considered burning the materials, but had resisted. The sheer volume was shocking, not to mention what it was all for.
Something she had no business in.
This isn’t your battle, she reminded herself. Yet, she’d permitted herself to be dragged into it.
With a slow breath, she continued to stare down at the information before her. While it might not be her fight, it was her burden now. And if history had taught her anything, it was that when good people stood by and did nothing to right a wrong, the wrong often grew exponentially.
This wrong was big enough as was. It didn’t need to grow out of control anymore than it had.
Not that it even could.
She was in over her head and she knew it. A pit formed in the bottom of her stomach as she leafed through the pages and photos. They had come by her from a source she trusted—one who would never invent tall tales or try to gain attention in any way. It wasn’t information she’d normally find herself in possession of, but things were changing in the paranormal underground.
Honestly, things had been off for some time now. New threats were emerging daily. Enemies who once were unable to be in the same room were now forging alliances, combining resources and causing even more problems for those trying to keep things in order.
The enemy of my enemy is my friend.
A truer proverb did not exist for what was happening in the paranormal underground. The good guys were losing footing, and fast. If it kept up, they’d lose the war. And with the information in front of her, they had enough internal bullshit to implode, saving their enemies the time and effort of trying to eliminate them.
The Immortal Ops (I-Ops) and the Paranormal Security and Intelligence (PSI) agencies were two of the organizations that tried to maintain order and balance in an otherwise lawless supernatural area. They’d been fighting an uphill battle since their inception. A fair number of PSI operatives utilized the services her establishment provided.
Neither the I-Ops nor their commanding officer, Colonel Asher Brooks had used her establishment’s services. Though she’d wished more than once over the years that Asher had been a client. She couldn’t blame anyone who sought out the services provided by her people. Being immortal could be quite lonely if you’d not found your mate—and very few were lucky enough to cross paths with their one perfect match. A shifter alpha male left unfulfilled and on the loose could easily result in bloodshed if he didn’t keep the edge off his sexual requirements.
She’d seen the aftermath of such “restraint” before. The memory would be with her until her dying day. One didn’t forget carnage such as that.
The worst part had been when the shifter had come down from the crazed state to realize what he’d done. He’d never been the same. Prior to the event he’d been a man who had dedicated his life to fighting evil. For several hours that fateful night he’d been the ultimate evil.
Jinx sighed. So much pain, and more to come with the news she had to break.
A knock sounded from her doorway. She knew without looking who was there. “Come in.”
Aneta, one of her trusted friends and one of the girls who worked for her, entered. Their relationship had never been one of employer and employee. It had always been more like family.
Aneta’s damp, long, dark brown hair hung over one caramel-colored shoulder. The woman wore only the sheerest of nightgowns as she walked barefoot across Jinx’s office. She stilled a few feet shy of Jinx. “Have you looked it all over?”
“There is so much of it,” replied Jinx, sounding as tired as she felt.
She touched one of the file folders, her thoughts going to the I-Ops and PSI once more. Jinx felt a little bad for them. For each victory they achieved, there were hundreds more nutjobs out there hell-bent on world domination and human annihilation. That was always the way of it, since the dawn of time.
She knew.
She’d been around to see more than her fair share of them. A high number of said nutjobs even crossed the threshold of her establishments over the centuries, seeking the comforts her people provided. Funny how her kind was sought after in some respects and shunned in others. Over her lifetime she and her people held many names.
Too many to count.
They’d been labeled everything from harlots to whores. It didn’t matter what brand was placed upon them, what they did never changed.
They gave others pleasure.
They fulfilled sexual fantasies.
They were supernaturals who required sex and sexual energy to live. Most had succubus or incubus blood in them. Some had Fae and others pixie. And others were hodgepodges of various lines of supernaturals who also needed sexual stimulation. All were willing participants and were screened before joining her team. They had to be mentally prepared for what the life would bring as well as physically ready. It would do no good if clients went home unhappy and unfulfilled.
“Thank you for gathering this,” Jinx said. “When he asked for our help, I didn’t know it would open this can of worms.”
Aneta offered a soft smile. “We did it because he asked, Jinx.”
When Jinx had received a call from Asher, asking if she could keep her ear to the ground on any information regarding a second I-Ops team, she had thought it would be easy enough. That nothing much would cross their paths at her club, but that she would do as he asked because it was Asher and she owed him. Long ago he’d done something she knew he regretted but in the end he’d helped her get away, start anew and turn her life around. He made her independent.
When she’d said yes to helping him, she’d had no idea what they would uncover.
“He trusted you enough to ask you to do this,” said Aneta. “And you know as well as I do that no matter what he asked, you’d make sure it was done.”
Jinx blushed. She would. Asher had that sort of sway over her, though she’d never been sure why.
Aneta had been with Jinx so long that Jinx was hard pressed to remember the exact number of years. They’d been through much together. A bond of complete trust lay between them.
Aneta had gathered so much information that it was actually difficult to take it all in. This new material was a game changer. And Jinx wasn’t sure it was going to change anything for the best or not. She doubted it would help anything whatsoever.
Only time would tell.
Jinx just knew this intel was something others would kill for and kill to keep from coming out. She’d been around powerful people all her life and knew the lengths they’d go to in order to remain in control of their authority.
While her scars were no longer visible on the outside, she bore plenty within. They told the tale of what those who were corrupt would do to those they thought a threat or weaker than them—to those they assumed they could own and command.
It was also why she’d always leaned towards helping those who helped others.
Good guys.
Though they were few and far between.
It was dangerous to possess the material, but that didn’t scare her enough to shred it. Aneta had put herself on the line to gather it and Jinx would make damn sure it found its way to the right hands.
Aneta knew of Jinx’s past. Of the horrors she’d endured at the hands of Fabianus—a sick bastard who had his height of glory during the Roman Empire. Colonel Asher Brooks had played a hand in her coming to belong to Fabianus and in her ultimate release from his clutches. She suspected he had a lot to do with Fabianus’s downfall as well, though he’d never said as much. In truth, after the Fabianus incident Asher had said very little to her for nearly one hundred years. That had long since passed, thankfully.
When Aneta learned Asher was in need of information, she’d artfully managed to get her client to spill the beans and provide her access to the intel Jinx now had.
Jinx picked up her phone and considered dialing a man she knew would drop everything and come. She knew when he’d asked for help that he’d been simply fishing for possible leads. This wouldn’t be what he expected either.
He was a good man. A man who liked to stay hidden from others. A man who controlled an awful lot in the supernatural community, but who managed to keep most from knowing who he was.
One of the men behind the curtains.
She dialed and waited with bated breath for the line to connect. Each ring tightened her chest more and more. She was about to hang up when a deep voice on the other end came through.
“Jinx,” he said, the timbre of his voice moving her, the tiniest hints of an accent showing. It was barely there, but Jinx knew the man’s history so she knew to listen for it. She possessed a similar accent that she too had worked hard to cover over the centuries.
“Brooks,” she returned.
He gave a ragged sighed. “Asher. Call me Asher. I’ve told you that already at least a hundred times.”
She smiled against the phone. He had always insisted she call him by his first name, something she knew others weren’t permitted to do. “I have intel on what you asked me to keep an ear open for.”
He was quiet. “That was fast.”
She nodded. “My people have a way of gathering information that others don’t.”
He laughed softly. “I’d say so.”
“Asher, this isn’t anything you’ll want me to send to you. I think you should be given this in person.”
“Shit. Its that bad?”
“Yes,” she said in a hushed tone.
“Are you all right?” he asked, his voice deep and entirely too masculine and sexy.
Jinx wasn’t all right, so there was no use lying to him. She’d upset Helmuth by helping the Ops teams, and word had reached her that soon enough Helmuth would retaliate. “I don’t think it’s wise I come there. Not with everything that has been going on out here. I need to stay in Seattle, close to my people right now. How soon can you come?”
“I can be there within the hour,” he returned.
Confused, she cocked her head to one side. “Asher, the flight here from Virginia is longer than that. I realize you have a great deal of pull and I know what you’re capable of, but even you need more time than an hour to reach me.”
“I’m in Seattle,” he replied, surprising her. “I’m down at the pier near the warehouse.”
She knew exactly where he spoke of, as only days prior it had been the site of one of Helmuth’s many underground fight clubs. Though this one had ended in more bloodshed than anyone had ever thought possible. She’d heard about the mess down there and knew full well the I-Ops and PSI hadn’t caused it all. “Be careful down there, Asher. Helmuth is up to something.”
“I’ll be fine,” he returned. That was his way. Overconfident. “I’m worried about you.”
“I’m good,” she managed, but it was shaky at best. Lying to him was something she couldn’t ever seem to do with ease. If her informant was right, Helmuth’s men would pay her a visit before the night was out. It was for the best if Asher wasn’t around. The last time he had helped her out of a bad situation there had been a lot of dead bodies, an inquiry, several years on the run and he’d not spoken to her for nearly a century following. That was some thousands years plus ago. Still, she doubted the man had changed much from old. If she could head off the problems with Helmuth on her own, that would be for the best. “I just need to talk to you. Take your time there. How about we meet tomorrow? Will you still be in town then?”
“I will,” he said softly. “But I could come tonight.”
“No,” she said, a little faster than she should. “Not tonight. Tomorrow. I’ll see you then.”
She needed to get the remainder of her people out of the club for the rest of the night. She’d already sent away her male employees, including her private security staff, and most of her female employees—though some had refused to leave, as if they too knew what was coming and didn’t want her facing it alone.
The minute she hung up the phone, her office door burst open. A scream ripped free from her as men poured in, some dragging her girls along with them, each looking like they were there to cause problems.
Right away she recognized Jasper, one of Helmuth’s men, and unease settled over her. Jasper was far from stable and she knew of Helmuth’s issues in the past with controlling the man.
She eyed the phone, wondering if she’d done the right thing in keeping Asher away. He didn’t need to get mixed up in this mess she’d gotten herself into any more than he already was. Drawing him into this wasn’t going to make that right. It would only make it worse.
It was better this way.
At least that was what she tried to tell herself as Jasper seized hold of her and pulled her from her office, down the hall and into the main club area.
“Bitch, you’ve been a bad, bad girl,” he hissed.



Chapter Two


Colonel Asher Brooks stood in the shadows near the old warehouse on the pier. He tucked his phone back into his jacket pocket and patted it gently. He smiled despite himself. He lived for any moment he could speak with Jinx. The redheaded vixen held him enthralled when, in truth, she’d never used her succubus powers on him. He was powerful enough to have sensed it. No. Her lure was natural and his obsession with her was anything but. Asher had no intention of waiting until morning to see her. He’d pay her a visit as soon as he wrapped up matters on the dock.
Salty sea air and the odor of fish did not mask the smell of death that still coated the area. The warehouse had played host to an underground paranormal fighting ring backed by Walter Helmuth—a bigwig who controlled most of the paranormal underground in the Seattle area. Helmuth was a bottom feeder who had made it big. The man had been causing problems steadily for months.
As point person for the I-Ops team members, Asher was required to step in when called for, and the massive amount of bloodshed on the pier meant his presence was certainly called for. He already had the higher-ups breathing down his neck about it all, trying to say his men and the PSI boys were out of control and needed to be leashed.
To that, Asher had responded with a giant fuck you.
Lukian Vlakhusha, the captain of the I-Ops team, ran a hand through his shoulder-length dark brown, wavy hair and let out a long breath as he took in the scene around him.
“Eadan and Duke did this?” he asked, disbelief in his voice.
Eadan Daly, another I-Ops team member, stepped forward, shaking his head. “Not all of this. We did our fair share of damage, don’t get me wrong. But not to this extent. Nowhere near this.”
“You sure your faerie dust didn’t go bad and make everyone go nuts?” Roi Majors asked of Eadan as he pulled another t-shirt on. This made his third.
Asher gave him a questioning look.
Roi shrugged as if he wore three shirts daily. “Seattle is fucking cold.”
“You’re a shifter and your core body temperature runs hot. How can you possibly be cold?” asked Lukian, voicing what the others were thinking.
“Apparently, I need a thicker winter coat.” Roi flashed a wide smile, letting hair sprout up and over his forearms. Hair coated his face suddenly as well. He looked like a deranged teddy bear in his current state. “And no one told me to pack a jacket or even a long-sleeved shirt.”
“Seattle is northern. It’s colder the more north you go,” said Asher.
“Geography isn’t his strong suit,” mocked Eadan from the sidelines. His attention went to Roi. “How about I sprinkle some of my faerie dust on you, dickhead?”
“Don’t make me cut your hair,” snapped Roi, motioning to Eadan’s long blond hair.
“Do it. It just grows back by the next morning,” returned Eadan. He blew Roi a kiss and then gave him the finger when Roi growled at him.
“If pretty boy taunts me one more time, I’m gonna eat him,” warned Roi.
Taking the I-Ops anywhere was a lot like taking a preschool on a field trip. Though Asher thought the preschoolers would probably listen better.
Lukian nudged Asher. “They’ll be at it for hours. What have we learned about what went down here?”
Asher motioned to Eadan. “He was held captive here on a docked cargo ship. Duke was en route to help but was given a bogus location. Let the record state Duke is still pissed he had to fly as much as he did. He’s not a fan.”
“He doesn’t like anything,” murmured Eadan from his spot before he shoved Roi.
Growling, Lukian stared around, his eyes shifting to a brighter blue. “Do we know who steered Duke wrong? And do we know who the hell tipped off Helmuth and his men that Eadan would even be in this area to start with?”
“Rogues in PSI is my best guess,” responded Asher. Paranormal Security and Intelligence Agency had been hit with the same problems the I-Ops side of things had—traitors. Rumors had been spreading that more than one I-Ops team existed and Asher had his suspicions there was even more the higher-ups were keeping from them all. That was why he’d enlisted Jinx’s help. She had a way of getting information that others simply did not.
“Shit.” Lukian lowered his gaze. “Not another Parker.”
Benjamin Parker was the man Roi had replaced on the I-Ops team. They’d thought him dead and gone and had even mourned his passing. When he’d surfaced out of the blue and off his damn rocker, they’d realized he had gone rogue, letting his hurt and anger over having been a test subject loose on the men he’d once called brothers. His revenge and rage cost Lance, a team member, his life. He nearly cost Lukian’s mate’s life as well.
Having a traitor in your ranks wasn’t taken lightly.
“I’m guessing there is more than one,” Asher said. “And I think Parker isn’t our only blast from the past either.”
Lukian’s expression was guarded. “More Outcasts?”
The creation of the I-Ops team was still a controversial subject. The government had started working on them in the early 1900s—though Asher wouldn’t have been shocked to learn that too was a lie and that they’d actually started earlier. Eugenics wasn’t something any nation was proud of. The fact that America was steeped in various attempts with it seemed to get buried fairly easy in the history books as did so much of the country’s sordid background. It was that way just about anywhere, though. There was history, and history according to the guy telling it. Often they didn’t match.
America wasn’t the only country guilty of trying to make human-hybrids. Asher could still remember IIya Ivanov’s ape-army. The public had been told it was a failure. That was a lie. The sick bastard had succeeded to a degree. There had been more attempts by others, more commonly referred to as Nazi’s Eugenics.
The world was full of some fucked-up people.
From what Asher had been told, as he’d not been part of the organization at the time, the majority of the first attempts at creating super soldiers had failed miserably. Somehow the government managed to talk more young men into donating their bodies to science in the hopes of making a brighter future.
Politicians were devils in suits.
Always had been.
Always would be.
Some of the politicians were honest-to-god demons. Asher knew a few. Those guys were actually the better of the crop.
Go figure.
Asher knew Lukian had stepped in at some point in the program’s history to help try to minimize the deaths. As a full-blooded, born shifter who by rights was the King of the Lycans in the United States, his DNA was what was needed to help sort things out. Unfortunately, not all the test subjects took to the introduced DNA cocktails. Some died. Some went mad. Others had been left at the point they’d wished they were dead.
In the end, all the Outcasts, as the program heads had termed those unfortunates who couldn’t handle what the scientists put them through, were gathered and placed in holding facilities. Those in charge spoke of the places as if they were retirement communities. They were prisons, and more like insane asylums in their infancy stages than that of retirement homes.
Asher had seen one for himself and knew the truth of the matter.
He didn’t buy the fine excuses they’d all been handed decades ago—telling them the holding facilities had all burned to the ground on the same day.
Convenient, as Asher had just finished demanding better living for the men in them.
“I don’t buy the load of shit the guys in charge are trying to make us swallow over what happened to the Outcast Facilities. Do you?” asked Asher. “And I think we’re being lied to again. You think they’re on the level?”
Shaking his head, Lukian pointed to the cleanup crew who were farther out in the distance on the dock. “From this mess, I’d say something is up. You think the rogues with PSI came in after Eadan, Jon and Duke left?” asked Lukian.
At the mention of Jon’s name, Asher tensed. “Any word from him yet?”
Asher had ordered Jon take leave. The man had gotten into his own head, and if he didn’t get himself sorted out and soon, he’d end up dead or he’d get someone else killed. Jon had been ordered to take a three-day leave and that was some six days prior. No one had spoken with him since then.
Lukian shook his head. “No. Green is still looking for him. Inara is back home helping since the others are too close to their due dates to be running around.”
“Are they checking the bars?” asked Asher without malice in this voice. Jon Reynell was in a low spot and had been since the tragic death of his teammate and best friend Lance. Didn’t matter what any of the men tried to do to help Jon come back from it, he just sank deeper and deeper. It didn’t help matters any that Jon was the last of the team members without a mate. The other men had beaten the odds and found their true mates.
That was rare.
They were now family men. All except Jon and him. But Asher kept himself removed from the men, never going on missions with them. It was the only way he knew to keep them from finding out what he really was.
Lukian turned in a slow circle. Blood and guts were everywhere the eye could see and probably a lot of places it couldn’t. “What the hell happened here?”
“I don’t know, but from what the cleanup crew has been able to determine, there are all kinds of different supernaturals in this.”
“It’s a hot mess,” breathed Lukian.
Asher agreed. It was. Whatever had happened on the pier after his men left had been rage-fueled. The more he looked around at the carnage, the more he became aware of having seen something similar in his past. “Bezerker of the shifter variety.”
Lukian stilled. “I’d buy that if they weren’t myths. I’ve seen a lot in a hundred-plus years. Never ran into one of those.”
Asher held his tongue. They existed and he was pretty sure more than one had a hand in what had gone down on the pier, though something was slightly off with it all. He met Lukian’s gaze. “Call Green and ask what the odds are of creating supernaturals who would end up in crazed bezerk-like states? And not just high energy, high violence—I mean all-out-gone killing rages.”
“You don’t think Krauss and his people created something that could do this, do you?” asked Lukian, worry on his face.
Asher stared out at the cleanup team, still working hard to remove any traces of what had gone down. “At this point, I’ll believe anything.”
“I’ll get with Green and take Statler and Waldorf there with me,” added Lukian as he thumbed in the direction of Roi and Eadan. “Want to meet back at the plane?”
“Yes. I’ll finish up here and then I have a stop to make,” said Asher.
Lukian grinned. “This stop wouldn’t happen to have a sexy redheaded succubus at it, would it?”
Asher had known Lukian a long time. The man held Asher’s obsession close to the vest and that was appreciated. “She ended up involved in all of this, and I asked for her help on a matter. I just need to see that she’s all right.”
“Of course,” said Lukian. He touched Asher’s shoulder. “You could always just claim her as yours, you know.”
He snorted. “What makes you think I could?”
Lukian eyed him. “The fact you haven’t aged in all the years I’ve known you. I’m guessing that means you’re fair game in the immortal mate market, and since I’ve known you, you’ve checked in on her a whole hell of a lot.”
“Maybe I just like getting my rocks off at a brothel,” said Asher.
Lukian laughed. “Oh yeah, sure. I believe that. I’ve seen you around her before. You’re not sleeping with her—yet.”
Asher grinned despite himself. “Go do what I told you to. I’ll meet you at the plane.”
“Yes, sir,” said Lukian, waggling his brows as he headed for Roi and Eadan. The two men were now taking turns pushing each other, much like small children would.
Yep.
Preschoolers.
Asher stepped over something he was pretty sure used to be an arm. When the cleanup team had notified him of the extent of the carnage, he’d boarded a plane with half the I-Ops team and headed to Seattle at once to try to figure out what had happened.
So far, it was a mystery to them all. Asher was sure of one thing—Walter Helmuth had something to do with it and he’d been rumored to be in bed with two genetic-altering bigwig bad guys—Krauss and Molyneux.
That just screamed trouble.
Men like Helmuth always seemed like scared little boys to Asher. So desperate were they to cling to power that they would do anything to hold on to it—even kill. The man had apparently aligned with the wrong people if this was the result, because a huge number of the identifiable bodies belonged to known Helmuth associates.
Asher had seen far too many men like Helmuth in his life. They never learned. They always thought their way would give them ultimate power. In the end, it never worked as planned for them.
Helmuth and others like him needed to feel important. Needed to keep people lower than them in order to inflate their egos. Egos that would lead to their downfall.
Helmuth wasn’t the first guy to try to rule through violence. Hell, Asher’s past had a man even worse than Helmuth in it.
It’s in your blood, he thought, stiffening.
Asher considered exacting revenge upon Helmuth, the likes of which the man had never seen. But Asher knew better than to. He’d seen firsthand what fully giving in to power such as his own could do to a person. It left them a shell of what they’d been—filled with rage, evil and the all-consuming need to kill.
Checks and balances.
Nature was full of them. So was the supernatural community.
His cell phone buzzed.  He removed it from his inner jacket pocket and nearly laughed when he spotted who was calling. A figurehead, placed in his role to give the few humans who knew of the I-Ops existence a false sense of security. As if they had the men on leashes and could pull back when they liked.
“Brooks,” he said, answering the phone.
The man on the other end didn’t bother with pleasantries. “Dammit, Brooks, I’m looking at a report here that says Seattle is a fucking disaster. You better have more proof than this that we’ve got traitors among us or—”
Grinning, Asher cut the man off. “Or you’ll do what, exactly?”
“I’ll have you replaced, and you know what happens to people we replace,” the man threatened.
Asher rolled his eyes. “Oh, do tell.”
“You may be tight with Newman and the others, but you’re nothing to me,” warned the man.
“As you are to me,” Asher warned. He would not take kindly to the man interfering any further. He let his power rise slowly and concentrated on the pudgy, balding man who’d let his position go to his head. “Do not even think of pushing me on this. You will pass the report to who it needs to go to and you will sign off on it, as you know as well as I do that you and the others like you have not been honest with any of us. And unless you want me showing up in your room while you’re in a dead sleep, standing over you with a sword, ready to remove that thick head of yours, I’d suggest you do as you’re told.”
The man would. The compulsion in Asher’s voice was too great for a mere human to resist. It wasn’t something Asher did too often, as it was easy to go too far, to push too much. But it was called for now.
“Yes. Of course,” the man said, hanging up.
The idea that a human had any control over him or his men was laughable. His men were handpicked and superior soldiers. That being said, they did tend to bend or break about every rule set before them. It was simply the way of their personalities and he actually found that to be an asset.
“They are chips off the ole block,” he said softly, thinking of how he too had issues following commands when given by fools. He tucked his phone back into his jacket pocket. His men thought they were the only ones within the I-Ops organization who were supernatural.
They were not.
Asher was hardly ordinary or human. But he’d not worn his paranormal abilities on his sleeve for all to see. He kept them close to the vest, knowing better than to shout from the mountaintops about who he was—and more importantly, what he was.
That was a whole bag of shit he didn’t want opened. Things were good with his working relationship. He was the one “human” the men listened to. Though, he had to wonder if they ever suspected there was more to him than he let on. He’d seen the way Jon, one of his men, watched him of late. And he had a feeling Jon might be onto him same as Lukian was.
“I’m getting way too old for this shit,” he said softly, meaning every word of it.
He wouldn’t trade what he did now for anything. He was paying back the supernatural community. Sure, they weren’t aware of it, and yes, he was paying off a debt that wasn’t actually his own, but he needed to do this for his own peace of mind.
His phone buzzed, indicating he had an email. He already knew without looking that it was to alert him that his preliminary reports that Eadan and Duke had given regarding their involvement in matters in Seattle had been passed up the chain, signed off and all.
He laughed.
The men who believed themselves in control actually held little in the way of power. They were simply figureheads. Tools to be manipulated as the others saw fit. Asher was one of the people who viewed them in this light.
Once, long ago, he’d broken the rules. Bent them more than broke, really. The results had been catastrophic. He still carried the guilt of it all to this day.
With a slow measured breath, Asher took in the sights around him as he ran his hands through his now shorter black hair. Once he’d worn it to his waist, as most of his family and brethren did. In an attempt to blend in with his current job and surroundings, he adopted a more modern, clean-cut-male look, even going so far as to magikally sprinkle in some white hairs on his temples to show aging, where no other aging signs could be found. If he kept on as colonel he’d need to use his magik to create some laugh lines around his eyes or something to help the others believe he wasn’t immortal.
Or, you could break the rules and tell them the truth.
No.
The warehouse had been the scene of one hell of a throw-down. Dead bodies still littered the area and the battle itself had taken place the night prior. It was easy enough to keep humans at bay. A few well-placed spells and the humans felt no need to be in the area—in fact, they wanted to stay as far from it as they could. The heavy lifting in the spell department had been done by Helmuth’s magiks, not Asher’s.
The magik, while old and powerful, seemed a bit more like child’s play to him. Then again, he had run with a very different crowd the majority of his life.
While the warehouse area was bloody, Asher had seen worse.
Much worse.
Truth was, this was hardly a drop in the bucket for him. At least he could still acknowledge the brutality around him. Many like him had lost that ability to be sensitive to the deaths of others. There had been a time, not long ago, that he too was in danger of losing the skills needed to relate to those thought to be lesser.
He had been put in his place and had his eyes opened wide.
He began to shake slightly as his mind threatened to take him back to the events of old—to remind him of what had been his turning point. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t mentally return to it all. He was a broken man now because of it. His self-imposed punishment didn’t seem like enough.
It would never be enough.
The entire dock area smelled like a mix of death and fish. Neither were great on their own. Combined they were nauseating. He avoided any further deep breaths as he surveyed the situation. The mess should have already been cleaned. He could have done it much faster than the current cleanup teams, but there were rules in place for a reason, and exposing himself to those around him wasn’t allowed.
No one had seen Asher arrive. They never did. It was how it should be. He needed to be someone the supernaturals he worked with trusted fully without fearing or questioning his loyalty. Besides, he was forbidden from telling them the truth of himself. The pact between the remaining members of his kind included secrecy. That was fine by Asher. He’d stopped claiming to be one of them long before they’d decided it was best to allow everyone, including supernaturals, to believe them nothing more than mythology. It was for the best. They did not need the insanity he and his kind brought to the table.
His allegiances were his own and not up for debate with the group or the organization. When he’d been brought into the Immortal Ops program, it had not been lightly. The people who thought they had control of it were wrong.
Dead wrong.
Controlling immortal soldiers wasn’t something that could be done easily. Making sure the scientists involved in it all didn’t change sides was apparently even harder—as had already happened.
Bad decisions had been made. Good people had lost their lives.
He checked his watch. The current cleanup crew should have already been done with the warehouse and the pier. That spoke to just how big of a cleanup issue they were dealing with.
Your men all returned alive. You can’t ask for anything better.
He could ask that the violence stop—period, but that would never happen. Since the dawn of time good had been pitted against evil. It would continue to be until the end of it all. There was no changing it.
He knew.
He’d tried.
Asher approached the cleanup crew and then stood among them. They had yet to notice his arrival. He’d have a talk with them later about that. They should always be on the alert. They may not be the most skilled fighters the organization had, but they were trained to protect themselves and their surroundings.
This was hardly a secure location.
“Speed it up,” he barked. The two men nearest him nearly jumped out of their skin.
They needed to get their shit together and clear out soon. He wouldn’t risk any of them learning personal information about him. He’d been alive too long and seen too many turncoats to trust anyone with what he held precious.
Or rather who.
You should probably start by telling her you have the hots for her, he thought to himself.
Coward.
With as many years as he’d lived and as many battles as he’d fought, he thought himself a strong man. Not when it came to one tall redhead with curves in all the right places.
She had a way of making him feel weak and vulnerable, something Asher wasn’t used to at all. He’d tried rather unsuccessfully to keep his distance from her, to ignore her pull, but clearly the Fates had other thoughts on the matter.
Damn Fates.
Always butting in where they didn’t belong.
Family did that.
Soon enough he’d see Jinx again and everything would be right in his world once more. Or, as right as it got in his world. A slow smile found its way to his face and he had to control his expression around the cleanup team. They didn’t need to know he was excited to see a woman.
Information was a weapon, and in the wrong hands it could be deadly.
He was far more excited to see Jinx than he should be. This was a business meeting. Nothing more.
He thought back to the times he’d been near her in his life. Each time she’d commanded his attention, holding it, captivating him from his head to his toes.
Never had a woman held such pull over him.
It wasn’t just because she was a succubus. He’d been around enough of those in his lifetime to know that had nothing to do with the attraction he felt for her. His pull to Jinx was carnal and instinctive. Over the years he’d watched her from a distance, always drawn to her, always mindful of what his obsession could bring.
He’d carved out a nice living for himself—staying off the grid for the most part while still helping to fight the good fight.
She knew about him. About the secrets he kept from his own men. About his magik and so much more. She knew about his father and the horrors his father had brought down upon the earth. About the death and destruction that had followed in his father’s wake. And she knew that he carried those same powers, that same ability, and that he walked a fine line of control.
She knew all the details he kept from everyone, yet she’d never once tried to use it to her advantage. That spoke highly of her character. Of her.



Chapter Three


Lukian waited until the colonel headed to a rental car before he turned to the other men. They’d made it as far as their rental before they’d decided to circle around, tuck themselves away and watch what was happening. Something major was going down in Seattle and they were already down some men, having flown out with only half a team. Lukian wasn’t one to ignore bad vibes and he was getting them in spades at the idea of letting the colonel go off on his own.
“Uh, are we planning to stalk the colonel?” Roi asked from the passenger seat. “If so, can I pee first?”
“Jackass,” said Eadan from the back.
“I thought having you both mated would make this bickering like children end,” added Lukian, annoyed with them and their behavior.
“You thought wrong,” Roi said before smiling sweetly. “Captain.”
“Why, exactly, are we tailing the colonel?” asked Eadan. “We don’t think he’s the rogue, do we?”
“No,” Lukian and Roi said in unison.
Lukian put the car in gear as Brooks pulled away. “I think he’s headed into the lion’s den.”
Roi tipped his head. “Shit. Tell me we’re not going to the whorehouse. Missy will kill me.”
“We’re going to a reputable establishment that the colonel is headed to.” Lukian was careful to keep a good distance from Brooks so as not to tip him off that they were directly disobeying his orders.
“An establishment that features hot succubi who cater to supernaturals,” added Roi. “And just so we’re clear, your wife will end you too.”
“She’ll understand this was to make sure nothing bad happens to the colonel,” said Lukian. “You don’t want to be called to another scene to find his body looking like the ones we just left, do you?”
Roi shook his head. “No. But I’m calling my wife.”
Eadan laughed and then stopped, pulling out his cell as well. “Shit. I’m calling mine too.”



Chapter Four


Jinx kept her posture rigid, watching as hired goons tore apart the room before her. The club was her baby. She’d poured so much of herself into it that it was hard to hold back tears as the men continued to knock down shelves, sending liquor bottles crashing to the floor. They’d already broken a fair number of the chairs and tables in an attempt to show off just how strong they were. Apparently total wreckage somehow equaled badass in their minds.
All she’d really gotten out of the ordeal thus far was that they were dicks. Her girls flinched and huddled in behind her. Thankfully, she’d sent her male workers away, telling them they were needed at another location for the evening. Her boys would have exacerbated the ordeal that possibly could have led to a body count. As it was, the goons were simply making a good deal of noise and breaking a lot of items. They’d not hurt anyone.
Yet.
Jinx had tried earlier to get her girls to go too. None of them had bit on the night at the spa that she’d offered. It was as though they’d sensed trouble brewing. And trouble had certainly bubbled over.
The silent alarms had been tripped. Since Jinx and her establishment were hardly normal, the alarms did not notify the local authorities. What would have been the point?
Come quick and then freak the hell out at the sight of paranormals.
No. That would never do.
The alarms notified her and her own private security. They’d come soon enough. Even though she’d told them earlier that she was having the alarms tested and to ignore any possible alerts.
They were smarter than that. They’d know she was bluffing—trying to keep them all safe. When word reached her of the pending raid on her establishment, she’d done all she could to keep her people out of harm’s way.
 Hopefully her security detail would arrive after Helmuth’s men were done trying to scare her by destroying her club. Her security team was headed up by a rather testy alpha male shifter and he’d kill first and ask questions later. This would only lead to more bloodshed. Helmuth was into some dark and twisted shit now. More than his normal and Jinx didn’t want the wrath of it brought down on her people.
As it stood, Helmuth was annoyed with her putting her nose into his affairs. If his men ended up dead after paying her a visit, she’d have a mess like the one on the docks and she didn’t want that.
Helmuth’s goons had been sent to scare her because she’d dared to put a kink in his plans and foil his attempt to kidnap two people. He was pissed and this was his way of making that known to her.
She centered her gaze on Jasper. He was behind the bar and the ringleader of the current group. He moved in Helmuth’s tight inner circle. While he wasn’t Helmuth’s right-hand man, he certainly had the boss’s ear and blessing to be muscle when called for. He was a grade-A asshole who let power go to his head.
She shuddered at the thought of Helmuth. He’d fooled her upon his arrival in Seattle years ago. He’d entered her club looking for the same thing everyone else was who crossed her threshold—sex. As a succubus, Jinx excelled at sex. Her kind required sexual energy and sex to live and survive. This wasn’t a job to her or her people. It was a way to live. Something they needed. And they were good at what they did.
Very good.
No one had left unhappy yet and Jinx had been running sex establishments for centuries. It was easy since she’d basically stopped aging around the age of twenty-five. The more years she had under her belt, the more things changed for her. She’d actually cut back dramatically on taking clients years ago, feeding off the energy in the club instead. She’d made an exception with Helmuth and foolishly let her guard down with him. Once she realized what he truly was—a sick bastard—it was too late. He’d wormed his way into her life.
“So, you like helpin’ the enemy,” Jasper said snidely, pushing more bottles to the floor. He stared out from beady eyes. Five scars lined his right cheek. A sign he’d lost at least one fight in his past with a shifter male. She couldn’t hide her smile. She’d seen him without a shirt before and knew the damage went far beyond his face. Normally, she wouldn’t have gloated at someone else’s pain, but Jasper was a special kind of crazy. He’d been banned from her club years prior for his rough treatment of her girls.
Now he thought himself above the rules governing her place.
He held out a broken bottle in a threatening manner. “Doesn’t look like fucking faeries are around here to lend a hand to you though, does it?”
The faerie in question was Eadan Daly. He was probably tucked away in his home on the east coast, rocking the world of his new bride Inara. The two had come across Jinx’s radar recently and she’d found herself aiding them when she knew it would be in her best interest to remain neutral—as she always did. But there was something about young love that she couldn’t turn her back on.
The tides in the supernatural community were changing and she’d not liked a lot of what she was seeing. Helmuth had paired up with other sick bastards and had grander schemes on the horizon.
Plans that turned her stomach.
As conditioned as she’d been to simply see all but do nothing, she’d found that changing when she’d come face to face with a skinny, hungry Inara in need of help. Inara had ties to an old friend of Jinx’s—James Hagen. Jinx had feared the worst when James had gone missing and was still relieved he had been found alive.
She wouldn’t take back helping Inara. It was the right thing to do and Jinx had watched enough wrongs happen in her life to know it was time she stepped up. The help Jinx provided had cost her.
She now had Helmuth’s goons to contend with. Jasper put a hand on the bar top and continued to wave the broken bottle around in the air, making Jinx’s girls cry more. If Helmuth really wanted to make a point, it wouldn’t be with scare tactics. He’d have sent his men to do violence right out of the gate. She knew enough of Helmuth’s type to predict it. And she wouldn’t subject her girls to that. Not if letting the goons trash the place would get them out of her hair.
Jasper laughed. “You put your neck out for PSI and what do you have to show for it?”
She didn’t respond. There was no need. Nothing she said would end what was happening. She intended to let Jasper get his fill of trashing her place and then hope he’d leave. But if he dared to harm one of her girls, Jinx would take the gloves off.
“Nothing to say for yourself?” he demanded.
She shook her head.
Jasper glared at her. “How about I cut up some bitches?”
“You will do no such thing,” said Jinx, stepping forward. “I’ve allowed you to have your fun and games. You’ve scared my girls and caused a fair amount of damage here. You’re done. Leave or I will remove you.”
Jasper snorted. “As if.”
She leveled her gaze on the man, remaining calm in the process. She’d seen real violence in her long life. This was nothing compared to what she’d witnessed and lived through. She walked closer to him. He looked at the tops of her breasts, which she knew were pressed up like offerings. As a succubus she had zero issues with her sexuality. In fact, she embraced and used it as the weapon it was when called for.
“Jinx,” Aneta said from the back of the room.
“I’m fine,” said Jinx.
Jasper laughed. “Listen to the whore.”
Jinx huffed and then lifted a hand. “Do you really think you’re the first person to think to call us that? Oh, please. Tell me Helmuth has smarter men than you at his disposal.”
Jasper’s face reddened and he clutched the broken bottle so hard it shattered in his hand, cutting him and making blood flow. He growled, showing shifter teeth.
She didn’t so much as flinch. Shifters didn’t scare her. They never had. She remained in place. “Stop with the theatrics. Either shift so I can scold you like the bad dog you are or leave. You’ve made your point. Helmuth is displeased with me. Well, I’m none too thrilled with him at the moment either. Yet you don’t see me behaving this poorly.”
“Listen, whore,” snapped Jasper, through shifted teeth. “He’ll mail your head to PSI.”
Paranormal Security and Intelligence was probably one of the only things standing in the way of Helmuth’s total control of the upper west coast. Jinx considered sending them a basket of chocolate as a thank you.
“PSI will chew you up and spit you out. You know it and so do I. Do you want me aligned with them for good? That could be arranged. Oh, the things I know, Jasper, or have you forgotten how close Helmuth and I were?”
Jasper’s expression wavered and his teeth returned to normal.
One of her girls giggled. “Helmuth has it bad for Jinx. He’d never take her head. I’m guessing you were sent here to give her a message, not tear the joint apart. And I’m guessing when Helmuth finds out what you did, there will be hell to pay.”
“The boss doesn’t like being double-crossed,” returned Jasper quickly, sounding worried. “No peace of ass is worth that.”
The same woman responded, “Clearly you’ve never had the pleasure of Jinx.”
He looked to his other men and then to Jinx. “You’re awfully brave for a succubus. You should have stayed out of Helmuth’s business. Like I said, PSI left you hanging.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” a deep, familiar voice said from the entrance of her club.
Jinx gasped. It couldn’t be. They weren’t meeting until tomorrow. She turned in time to spot a man who was well over six feet tall, standing there, dressed to the nines in a designer suit, his close-cut black hair holding the smallest of dustings of white in the temples. White that never seemed to move further into his hairline.
Asher’s gaze raked over the club bar room and landed on her. “Are you harmed?”
Warmth spread over her body at the sound of concern in his voice.
“Who the fuck are you?” demanded Jasper.
Asher adjusted his tie, appearing very calm, cool and collected. Jinx knew it was a smokescreen. That the man kept a lethal side hidden away from view of others. “I was about to ask you the same question.”
Jasper nodded to his men. “Get him out of my sight.”
Jinx’s breath caught. She didn’t want Asher hurt on her account. She was about to signal her girls to turn on their succubus charms and put them in high gear to distract the shifters when Asher moved fast, twisting, striking one of the men, knocking him down with one blow.
Stunned, Jinx simply stood there as Asher turned, undoing his jacket with one hand as he punched a man in the throat with his other hand. The man fell away as if he were a fly being swatted.
Within seconds three other men poured in from behind him. She recognized Eadan instantly and knew the others must be some of the I-Ops. A tall man with long black hair smiled wide as he attacked a man near Asher. The more she looked at him, the more she realized he was one of the files she had in her office. Geoffroi “Roi” Majors.
“Hi, Colonel. Lukian said Eadan and I were behaving badly and he didn’t want to sit on a tarmac with us anymore. Miss us?” asked the man with a grin that said he was up to no good and proud of the fact.
“You listen worse than a toddler, Roi,” Asher said and flipped a man over his back. When the man landed in front of Eadan, Eadan kicked him in the head. “I’m considering putting you all in time-outs later.”
“In all fairness, Lukian thought of this,” said Eadan. “We just agreed and tagged along for the ride.”
Groaning, Asher continued to fight with the men who had trashed her club. Jinx backed up more, putting her arms out to her girls. They rushed to her and she tipped her head in the direction of the back exit. Without needing to be told twice, her girls all ran in that direction. The minute Aneta, the last of her girls, cleared the area, Jinx exhaled a long, shaky breath. She loved her girls and her workers. They were a family of sorts to her, and if anything had happened to them she’d have never forgiven herself.
Jinx didn’t leave, even though the opening was there for her to take it. She’d not walk out and allow the I-Ops to clean up her mess. She’d known that by helping Eadan she was borrowing trouble, and she owed Asher too much already to permit him to take this burden on alone.
She wasn’t a born fighter but she was hardly a shrinking violet. Bending, she looked around for anything that could be used as a weapon. She grabbed a discarded bottle and lifted it, holding it up, ready to do harm. Jinx spun as she sensed someone coming up near her and stopped just shy of hitting Asher with the bottle.
He slinked an arm around her waist and pulled her against his powerful frame, turning her body and putting himself in the path of the oncoming bad guy she’d not known was near her. Asher took a hard hit from behind from a rather beefy shifter, but it didn’t seem to faze him.
A gasp came from behind her and Jinx glanced over her shoulder long enough to see that Eadan had witnessed what had happened. Jinx put a hand to Asher’s chest and he looked down at her, his dark gaze piercing through her. Her succubus side reared to life, sensing desire radiating from Asher. Something she’d never sensed from him before in all the centuries she’d known him.
Unsure what to make of it, Jinx tried hard to keep her succubus from responding. Asher’s allure was too great. His nostrils flared and his eyes shifted colors—a sign he was losing control of his beast side. A side she knew he kept repressed.
“Asher,” she said, her voice low. “Your men will see.”
He spoke and his voice was deeper than normal. “Let them.”
She shook her head. This wasn’t like him at all. Her hand went to his stubble-covered jawline. She wanted to go to her tiptoes and kiss his full lips, but she held back. It was incredibly hard to do, especially with her succubus hormones raging out of control. Asher was simply too close and smelled too good. Not to mention he was drop dead gorgeous.
Jinx tried to push away from him but he held her, his grip iron-clad. He bent his head, his nostrils flaring. “I smell you.”
She gulped, knowing what he meant. He could smell her sex—her desire. She pushed harder on his chest. “Asher.”
He growled and stiff-armed a man trying to come at them, never losing his hold on her. Suddenly, his face was right in front of hers, his lips dangerously close. Jinx tried to harden herself against the pull to him, but she failed miserably as she did indeed go to her tiptoes, her lips touching his.
She expected Asher to come to his senses and push her away. He didn’t. He lifted her off her feet, his tongue thrusting into her mouth. Her succubus side lost its mind, turning on in full and then some. Asher’s kiss intensified and Jinx melted against him, letting him lead. Her body craved an alpha male. Always had and probably always would.
He broke the kiss as fast he’d started it, leaving her touching her lower lip as he released her and spun, thrusting a leg out and kicking one of Helmuth’s men in the chest. The man’s feet came up and off the ground as he went backwards.
Asher advanced on two others who were currently trying to double-team Roi. Asher ripped one back and slammed his head against the bar top. He turned and looked in Jinx’s direction. His eyes widened as someone grabbed her from behind, yanking her backwards.
Jinx stilled as something hard and sharp pressed to her throat. Hot, rank breath coated her ear. “Enough or I cut the whore,” said Jasper against her ear so loud it was nearly deafening.
He pulled harder on her head, making a cry escape her lips. She hated displaying a weakness. She was about to try to break free when something deep down told her to look in Asher’s direction.
His fellow I-Ops had held him back but they didn’t look they were going to be able to hold him long.
Roi’s eyes were wide. “Anyone wanna tell me why the colonel is so fucking hard to keep in place?”
“Methinks the colonel has some explaining to do,” said Eadan, sounding strained. “Colonel?”
Asher locked gazes with Jinx before his gaze hardened and went to Jasper. His eyes shifted colors again and fur sprouted out and over his hands before claws emerged from his fingertips, making his men all suck in sharp breaths. “Take your hands from her at once,” he said, signs of an accent that normally wasn’t there showing through. The air around him began to bristle with raw power and his men loosened their hold on him enough that he shook them off, his full attention on Jasper.
Jasper held tighter to her. “Back off or I cut the bitch.”
“You could try but you’ll be dead before one drop of her blood is spilled,” said Asher, no longer sounding like himself at all. It broke Jinx’s heart to know he’d gone this far over the edge on her account. She knew what control meant to him. She understood what this was costing him. More than that, Jinx knew full well the guilt he’d carry if he couldn’t rein it back in.
“Asher, no,” she pleaded.
Jasper snorted. “Listen to her. She doesn’t want you hurt.”
Jinx stiffened. “I don’t want him to do what he’s capable of. And trust me when I say he isn’t the one who is going to get hurt here. You should take your injured and leave while you still can.”
Asher moved his head back and forth, cracking his neck loudly, the air around him still thick with power. Eadan lifted a hand, running it through what looked to be nothing but what Jinx knew to be raw magik. Eadan’s eyes widened and he whispered something to Roi.
“Colonel is a fucking magik too!” shouted Roi.
Lukian groaned and pulled back on his men. “Give him space.”
Eadan tugged on them both. “Yeah, a lot of space.
Roi seemed very lost. “What the hell is going on?”
“Our colonel is something none of us thought was real,” said Eadan.
“A born shifter with magik,” said Lukian. The man seemed torn, as if he wanted to pull Asher back but knew better than to try.
Jinx met Lukian’s gaze. “He’s more than that even. Go now. He won’t be able to control it and he’d never forgive himself if he hurt you or your men. He sees you as sons even if he’s never said as much.”
Lukian stiffened. “We aren’t leaving him.”
Asher glared at Jasper, his focus singular. “Release my woman.”
His woman?
It was Jinx’s turn to inhale sharply. What was he talking about? She wasn’t his. As she opened her mouth to protest, she stopped, her gut telling her his words weren’t said in error. Her mind raced with all the years she’d known him. With their past. With the fact he’d seemed to keep her at arm’s length for so long. Joy should have been her reaction to discovering she did indeed have a mate. Anger was what won out.
Jinx stomped on Jasper’s foot and spun around, pushing on him with all her might. He didn’t budge. He did lift a clawed hand and bring it at her head. There was a blur and then Jasper was no longer quite Jasper. His head was on one side of the bar while the rest of him sank to the floor in a bloody heap.
Asher stood there, blood splattered on his handsome face and all over his clawed hands. He twisted, appearing very far gone. Vaguely, Jinx heard the I-Ops yelling for her to get back from him. Ignoring them, Jinx reached out and slapped Asher hard across the face.
He blinked, his eyes returning to their normal color. He glanced around and then paused, seeming confused. His gaze went from Jasper’s body to Jinx. “He was going to hurt you.”
“You stupid son-of-a-bitch!” she shouted, hitting him again.
Asher cringed but made no move to defend himself from her. Large arms wrapped around her from behind, lifting her up and off her feet.
“No killing the colonel, darling,” said Roi, holding her to him. “Not until he explains what just happened.”
Jinx wiggled. “Let me down. I’m going to tear his head off now.”
Confusion covered Asher’s face.
Jinx pointed at him. “Your woman?”
Asher paled, his gaze whipping to Lukian.
Lukian nodded. “Yep. You said it.”
“Shit,” said Asher.
Jinx stopped struggling. “That is how you feel about me being your mate?”
He shook his head and reached for her, but stopped as blood dripped freely from his hands. “No. That isn’t it at all, Jeneathea.”
She hung limp in Roi’s arms, unable to believe Asher was really her mate and that he’d spent so long shutting her out. She closed her eyes and hung her head. “I wouldn’t want me either.”
Roi loosened his hold on her and set her on her feet but didn’t release her. Instead, he hugged her as she broke down in tears. “There, there,” he said, awkwardly patting her back. “No tears.”
“Jinx, no,” said Asher, sounding like he was on the verge of shifting again.
She kept crying.



Chapter Five


Lukian said nothing as he watched his friend, a man he had known for some time held deep secrets, work to control his beast. A beast that he, like the I-Ops, had learned to mask the scent of. Lukian had certainly never caught whiff of it and he was better than most shifters at catching scents.
Now that Asher’s beast was out, the air was thick with the smell of it as well as with magik. Lukian had heard of shifters who were born possessing magik. They were thought to be rumors. Several of his teammates now could wield small bits of magik because they’d gained the ability through mating to a Fae. They’d not been born with it. None of his pack had the ability, and truth be told, he’d thought the rumors of the born magik shifters to be just that—rumors.
He’d been wrong.
Jinx had said Asher was even more than what Lukian now thought. What the hell else was left?
Asher had his reasons for keeping what he was to himself. Lukian would respect that. He’d also respect what he was guessing was about to happen. The colonel was going to do something Lukian could only guess he’d wanted to do for a very long time.
Take his woman.
Lukian motioned to Roi. “Brother, this is our cue to leave. Give Jinx to him. They have a lot to discuss.”
Roi swung his head around, still holding the redhead against him in a protective manner. But, there was no denying Roi was shit at comforting anyone. “Are you fucking seeing what I’m seeing? The colonel is a shifter?”
“With magik,” added Eadan, looking as surprised by the events as Roi.
Nodding, Lukian stood in place. He was taken aback by it all as well but had lived long enough to know things would work out on their own. Additional interference on the part of Lukian and his men could cause more damage than good. “I see. Now let’s go.”
Roi turned Jinx away from Asher. “She’s not very happy with him right now and I can’t say I blame her. I’m pissed with him too. Shifter?”
Eadan stood next to Roi, attempting to pat Jinx’s back as well. Neither man seemed to be worth his salt in the soothing department. “Magik.”
“It’s amazing I can take you two anywhere,” said Lukian. He eased Jinx from Roi and touched her shoulders. “Are you okay to be left with Asher? He won’t hurt you, you know that, right?”
She hiccupped as she cried. “I might hurt him.”
“Understandable,” returned Lukian. She had every right to be angry with Asher. He spoke to his men, “We need to get out of here and call our wives back. Or do you want them thinking we ended up spending the night here?”
That seemed to snap the men out of their stupors.
Roi shot forward. “Bye, Colonel, we’ll get you in the morning. Don’t do anything we wouldn’t do. Wait, strike that. Don’t do anything Green wouldn’t do.”
Lukian laughed as his men hurried out the door.



Chapter Six


Asher had to temper his breathing. His thoughts remained on Jasper, and what he’d been about to do—kill Jinx. Asher had nearly failed her again. His memories went to the past. Of when Asher had been too late to protect Jinx from an evil man—a man he’d put her with. He would never be able to fix the wrong he’d committed long ago—the one that had allowed her to be in the presence of the madman, Fabianus, at all. Killing him had given Asher no peace on the matter.
Nothing ever would.
The part of himself that he kept hidden away from everyone, normally himself included, surfaced again at a degree he couldn’t stop. He felt himself losing control. This was the moment he’d feared would come to pass. The moment he turned into his father’s son and repeated history. The very idea of it all pushed him closer to the brink of no return.
Jinx stayed a few steps from him, hurt and tears on her beautiful face. Her eyes looked haunted and he knew by what, or rather who—him. He’d caused those. His sole goal in life had been keeping her safe and far from him. He’d caused her pain again. It was what he did best.
“Why?” she demanded, her voice clipped.
He swallowed hard. The truth of it all had been on the tip of his tongue for so long yet it didn’t seem to want to come. He half considered running away like the coward he’d been in regards to Jinx. He held his ground. She knew of his past. Of what he shared a bloodline with. “I wanted to protect you from me.”
“Asher, you are not your father,” she said, making him flinch. “You’re a good man. You’d never do what he did. Ever.”
“You do not know that, Jeneathea,” he said, knowing he was slipping into old speech habits again. He’d thought he left them behind in his toga-wearing days. Clearly, he’d been wrong. “I look just like him.”
“That means nothing,” she said, wiping tears from her cheeks.
He wanted to comfort her but stood rooted in place, fearing he’d done too much damage already. She’d turn him away for good now. “I would never forgive myself if I hurt you.”
Jinx came right at him and pushed on his chest. “Idiot.”
He didn’t respond. After all, she was right. He was a total idiot.
She walked over Jasper’s body and the pooling blood on the floor and went behind the bar. She returned with a damp washcloth and began to wipe his face as though he were a child. He let her, enjoying her touch too much to tell her no. She moved to his hands next, cleaning them as well.
“You are a giant idiot,” she said.
“You mentioned that already,” he returned with a small quirk of his lips.
“How long have you known I’m your mate?” she asked.
He glanced up at the ceiling. “So, do you the think the blood will wash out of there?”
She hit him in the gut. “Asher!”
He sighed. “From the moment I met you.”
She was quiet a moment. “That was well over a thousand years ago.”
He whistled and rocked on the balls of his feet. “Give or take a few centuries.”
She hit him again and the tears returned. He couldn’t take the tears. He grabbed for her, pulling her against him. His lips met her temple and he held her there, wanting to keep her near him forever.
“Why?”
“You know why,” he whispered. “I wanted to keep history from repeating itself. My father caused the deaths of so many in his fit of rage with my mother. I didn’t want to repeat that. It was better if you found happiness elsewhere.”
“You mean with Fabianus?” she asked, venom in her voice.
Asher held her arms and moved her back enough to look her in the eyes. “Had I known the truth of him I would have never left him with you. I thought he’d care for you and treat you as the treasure you are. I thought he’d love you.”
She pushed and tried to step away from him. “There are files you need to see and then you need to go—for good. Don’t ever come back.”
It felt as if someone had gutted him. He refused to let her go as his beast surfaced quickly. “Mine!”
Jinx paled more. “Asher, no!”
He yanked her to him and kissed her until he no longer could because of his shifting mouth. He put his teeth to her creamy smooth neck. “Mine.”
Jinx ran her hands into the back of his hair and held him to her. He could smell her succubus side and knew it was on overdrive. He knew he should walk away and let her hate him. He couldn’t.
“Say it,” he pushed out.
“No.”
He blinked in confusion. Had she rejected his claim on her? He bit into her tender flesh, her blood coating his tongue, his side of the claiming process complete. His magik wrapped around them both but met with resistance.
Dammit.
She had rejected him.
He was mated to her but she was free to do as she pleased. Of course his mate would be a stubborn redhead and of course she’d reject him.
You took forever and a day to claim her. Serves you right, jackass, he thought as he licked the wound on her neck, healing it instantly.
He stared down at her, releasing his ironclad grip on her. “You said no?”
With her eyes narrowed, she nodded. “You’re damn right I said no. You do not get to waltz in here after all this time and lay claim to me out of the blue.”
Heat stained his cheeks and he could only guess at how red they were. “I’d hardly call it out of the blue. I’ve had a very long time to think about it.”
“I’ve had less than five minutes,” she spat, looking even more beautiful as her ire showed through. His woman was the sexiest woman ever. She was also pretty pissed at him and he couldn’t exactly blame her. If roles were reversed he’d feel betrayed as well, especially considering their history.
She moved away from him, her hand going to her chest as if her heart hurt. “Asher, you bought me and gave me to another man.”
Guilt swept over him. “Those were different times, Jinx. You know as well as I do that setting you free then wasn’t an option. It wasn’t done back then. You were an unmated supernatural female in a sea of males wanting a mate.”
She put her back to him. “So you gave me to a sick bastard for safe keeping.”
Had Asher known the truth and that Fabianus was a heartless bastard who wanted to collect pretty things only to abuse them, he’d have taken Jinx elsewhere. He’d have hidden her away.
You should have claimed her then.
He exhaled slowly. “I killed him.”
She faced him. “Who?”
“Fabianus.”
Her eyes widened. “That was you?”
He nodded.
Her bottom lip trembled. “They suspected me. Had I not been too beaten to move, they would have taken my head for his death.”
Asher moved to her and wrapped his arms around her. “I would never have allowed that.”
“If it wasn’t for that sweet elderly woman, I wouldn’t have been smuggled out of Rome. I’d probably have been handed a death sentence.”
He rubbed her arms. “That sweet, elderly woman was there to do my bidding, Jinx. She is extended family.”
She twisted in his arms. “She’s a demi-god?”
Asher closed his eyes for a split second. “The great-great-granddaughter of one, yes. So she aged, albeit slowly, but still aged.”
“Did she pass?” asked Jinx, concern in her voice.
“Yes. Long ago.”
“I would have liked to thank her,” she said, pressing against him. “Why didn’t you come for me yourself?”
“I couldn’t face you. I was ashamed of myself and my actions. Of giving you to Fabianus to start with. Of so much. But mostly I was afraid of turning into my father.”
People today still knew of his father’s wrath, though humans weren’t aware of the truth of it all. They thought it an act of nature. Supernaturals knew better. At least the ancient ones did. Modern supernaturals tended to believe much the same way humans did—that the gods were myths and their offspring nothing more than stories told to simple-minded people looking to explain away what they could not understand.
If only that were true.
Pompeii might have stood a chance then. Mount Vesuvius might not have erupted at all, or for many thousands of years. His father’s rage had led to its eruption and to the death of so many. His father, a demi-god himself, had great power over fire—hence Asher’s name.
A more fitting name had never been bestowed upon a son for Asher, son of the ash maker, had held that stigma for centuries. After time, the old ways began to die and fewer and fewer immortals from this time remained. Those that did had other concerns than a city covered in ash and pumice.
He had taken solace in the way he’d managed to separate himself from it all. He’d dedicated his life to making a difference. He’d been in too many wars to count and had been a soldier all of his life. That had not changed. Only the countries he served had.
He’d not wanted his men to know his ugly past. He’d hoped they’d never see him as others viewed his father—a monster.



Chapter Seven 


Jinx remained in place, held by Asher, knowing he was deep in thought. The man was probably trapped in the past again. It was what he did. He held the guilt and shame of actions that were not his. She touched his cheek, his dark and smoldering gaze sweeping to her. His look was able to excite her to the point that cream began to pool at the apex of her thighs. 
“You claimed me,” she stated evenly.
“I did and you rejected me.” He grimaced. There was hurt in his deep voice.
“Can you really blame me?” she asked, giving him a visual once-over because no more words needed to be spoken on the matter. He knew what he’d done. He knew how long he’d kept her in the dark.
His face was drawn. “No.”
“Since you’re technically married to me but I’m pretty much free to do as I please, I wouldn’t be opposed if you asked again,” she said with a sultry smile, knowing he needed hope. 
He tipped his head, bringing his lips closer to hers. “No?”
“You had centuries to think about this, Asher. I just needed a few more minutes than you gave me.” She kept her hand on his face. She already knew she could spend forever looking into his eyes. They were eyes she’d never tire of.
“I don’t deserve you,” he stated, his shoulders slumping.
She knew he believed what he was saying. He saw himself as a stain on humanity. Something that should have been erased long ago, in the ash that claimed so many—including his mother and younger sister. The man had suffered enough. He’d been paying a penance that wasn’t his to pay and it needed to end. She understood he might never be able to use his powers as others might think he should. There would always be a risk with them, but she’d be there by his side to help him along the way. And if he chose to continue to try to minimize the number of people who knew the truth of him, she’d help him.
“I was just thinking it was me who didn’t deserve you,” she replied as she went to her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his. She wanted to be hurt that he’d bought her and given her away all those years ago, but had he not, who knows what would have happened? He hadn’t been secure enough in himself to claim her and she wouldn’t have had the control over her succubus side back then. Odds were, they would have ended tragically as his parents had.
As hurt as she was that he’d waited so long to tell her the truth, she had to admire him to a degree. As a shifter male, he couldn’t be with another woman after meeting his mate. She was keenly aware of this in her line of work. That meant, the man standing before her, holding her and looking at her with nothing short of love on his face, had not lain with a woman in over a thousand years.
That was dedication.
It was also completely unacceptable. The man needed sex and she was going to make good and sure he got it. She’d waited long enough for him. She’d be damned if she waited a second more. She seized hold of the back of his neck and forced him to kiss her more. 
Asher put his arms out wide and Jinx laughed into his mouth. She allowed her succubus powers to ease up and over him. Growling, he yanked hard on her before lifting her off her feet. 
Jinx wrapped her legs around him, thankful she was in a skirt as he carried her towards the back of the club, stepping over bodies as if they weren’t even there. She’d worry about the clean up later. At the moment her man needed her and she needed to be sure he knew he was loved.
He walked down the hall as if he knew every inch of the establishment. Knowing him, he probably did. He kicked open the door to one of her personal rooms and then turned, pushing it shut behind them. She’d not used the room for sex in decades. Mostly, she used it to get away from the hustle and bustle of running the club. If felt right having Asher there with her, as if she’d been waiting for him to be the man with her all along.
He stared down at her, need pouring off him. Jinx kissed him, thrusting her tongue into his mouth. He broke the kiss and set her down, stepping back from her fast.
“Asher?”
“I don’t want to hurt you,” he whispered, his entire body stiff as if moving might set him off. “I’m a monster.”
She caressed his arm, easing closer to him. “You are not a monster. Your father was. You’re not him. Kiss me.”
“I can’t,” he said, his teeth clenched tight. “Your scent is messing with my head right now.”
She eased her hands over him more. “Do you trust me?”
“Yes.”
That was all she needed to hear. She boldly slid her hand over his bulging erection and cupped it. He gasped, as did she. He was huge. She caressed his cock through the front of his dress pants. “Trust me, Asher.”
He yanked her to him, his mouth crashing onto hers. Jinx ate at Asher’s mouth. The man tasted like sin and her succubus side devoured it. She’d never felt so rejuvenated so quickly before and with only a kiss—no sex.
Yet.
She grinned against his lips, wanting more than he was currently offering. She’d waited far too long for him to get around to this point. She’d wanted him from the moment she’d first laid eyes upon him, and if she left it up to him, she’d be wanting him for centuries more.
No way. No how.
It was high time she took the bull by the horns and the man by the cock. She cupped his groin through his pants, caressing his long, thick, hard shaft. He was certainly impressive and soon enough she’d have him in her.
Her inner thighs grew damp and she knew the moment Asher smelled her cream. His nostrils flared and he growled again, showing off the shifter side of himself. A side she knew he went out of his way to keep buried deep.
He tightened his hold on the sides of her face and took the lead on the kiss. It was aggressive and exactly what she needed. She craved a man who would take the initiative and control all aspects of the pleasure. It was the only way she’d ever fully sate her succubus side. Sure, she kept it content, but it was never truly fulfilled. It never would be unless a true alpha controlled her sexually.
She moaned and attempted to grab the button on his pants front. He caught her wrist with one hand and shook his head, still kissing her.
He released her wrist and his hand went to the top of her blouse, artfully undoing her buttons, one by one, painfully slow, torturing her sweetly. His fingers skated over the tops of her breasts and Jinx nearly melted before him. He kept kissing her, his other arm moving behind her, holding her to him.
Good thing or she’d have surely gone down. Her legs felt like jelly and she was only making out with a guy. Other succubi would hear about this and they’d never believed she’d caved so quickly. Her stamina was legendary.
Asher lowered his head, his mouth finding her nipples. He sucked on one and she pulled on his shoulders, wanting more. He lifted her again and this time walked her to the bed in the room. He laid her out on it and then stood, looking down at her.
“You are beautiful,” he said.
Jinx finished undoing her shirt and let it fall open. She put out her arms to him. “Asher.”
He descended upon her, burying his face in her breasts, kissing them and squeezing them. His mouth found her berrylike buds once again and she arched her back to him. He eased his hand down and began drawing her skirt up more and more. His hand found her hip and he held it as he toyed with her breasts, teasing her. 
She released more of her succubus power and Asher growled, his eyes changing color as his hand eased between her legs. He smiled and she knew he was pleased to find her without panties. His fingers parted her wet folds and she opened her legs wider for him. The minute he eased a finger into her, Jinx moaned as pleasure washed over her.
She reached for his pants, undoing them more, wanting his cock freed. She was good at undressing men and Asher was no exception. She cupped his exposed cock and stroked it, their mouths finding one another’s. He eased against her, his cockhead pushing at her hot entrance.
She guided him into her slowly. He wasn’t a small man and even a woman like Jinx who pleasured men in order to survive found him hard to take all the way at once. His kisses continued and her body relaxed, allowing him full entrance. He went balls deep and held firm there, giving her time to adjust to him.
She rocked up and against him, his body easing in and out of hers. Jinx’s succubus side felt fulfilled for the first time in her long life. She held Asher’s shoulders and then began to pull at his shirt, wanting it off him. She managed to get it pushed up enough to run her hands over his muscular torso. That worked for her.
She could hardly believe this was all happening. He stared down at her and remained in place. “I love you, Jeneathea.”
* * *
Asher had not known paradise such as this in his lifetime. He couldn’t remember the last woman he’d bedded, but he did know she wasn’t anything like Jinx. He’d only just entered her and already he wanted to spill his seed, bathe her womb with it and make her claim him in return.
Her pale flesh held no sign of having been marked by him but other supernaturals would sense his claim upon her. They’d know she had a man.
“Mine,” he growled out, his cock being held tight in her body, his balls painfully hard and wanting to come. “Jinx, say it.”
She ran her hands down his sides and cupped his ass cheeks as she lifted her legs higher, locking her ankles behind him, making him go deeper inside her.
He nearly exploded. 
He felt the hair on his arms sprouting and knew his torso was now covered in hair as well, his shift starting even though he tried with all his might to keep it at bay. 
“I’m yours, Asher,” she said, tugging on him, bringing his mouth to hers, helping to chase away his beast and sate it to its darkened corner, at least for today.
Her magik slammed into his and he felt it then—the tiny threads binding between them, signifying their commitment to one another and that they had a bond that would never be broken. Losing control of himself, Asher grunted as his ball sac drew up and seed erupted from his cock.
He held himself in his mate, allowing his first release in centuries to take as long as it wanted to take. Jinx smiled against his neck and he stared down at her, realizing that she was now fully his wife.
“I love you.” 
She grinned up at him. “Took you long enough to admit it.” 
Asher kissed her forehead. “To you. But I admitted it to myself within an hour of first meeting you.”
Jinx pushed on his chest and he eased off her, his cock drawing from her tight body. She shoved him onto his back and unbuttoned his shirt the rest of the way and then slinked up and over him, drawing off his pants fully as well.
 Her gaze raked over his naked form and she crawled off him long enough to remove the rest of her clothing as well. She kissed his upper thigh as she moved up and over him with a slow, seductive crawl. The temptress showered additional kisses over his legs before coming to his cock and drawing it into her mouth. It hardened at once at the feel of her expert mouth.
Asher reached for her but she shook her head, her mouth full of him as she moved her head up and down, her hands coming to his shaft. As a shifter male he required very little in the way of downtime between sexual escapades, and he’d never been more thankful to see that hadn’t changed.
Dammit.
His woman had a gifted mouth. In no time flat he was moaning and grabbing at the bed sheets. He was on the verge of exploding when she pulled her mouth free from his cock and slid her body over him—taking him deep into her once more.
Jinx swiveled her hips on him, pulling more and more pleasure from him. He could feel her feeding from their mating energy. A rosy glow set in her cheeks and she looked even more beautiful than she had. Thrusting up, he rammed himself deeper into her. Her mouth formed an O, her pussy fluttering on his cock.
He knew she was coming just from the feel of her wrapped around him. When her eyes shifted colors to a vibrant green he knew then that her succubus side was out fully and filling itself to the brink.
Good.
Asher arched and pumped harder as Jinx rode him. She clawed at his chest, exciting his shifter side, and he roared, his mouth changing shapes, his teeth lengthening as he pushed up and stilled, coming once again.
Jinx tossed her head back and cried out, her nails digging even deeper into his flesh. “Yes!”
He grabbed her and pulled her down onto him, holding her, their bodies still joined. Her red hair fanned out all around them and he smiled, loving having her in his arms. “Tell me you’re happy about us.”
“Asher, I have been in love with you since I was barely legal. It’s safe to say I’m the happiest woman on earth right now.” She kissed his chest. “But I’m guessing you’re going to make me leave here and go home with you.” 
He nodded. “You guessed right.” 
She opened her mouth to protest and Asher put his finger to her lips. “Jinx, Helmuth is teamed up with something ugly. I will have men assigned here to watch over the club and I’ll have the cleanup teams here within the hour, but you aren’t staying. Period. I want my wife with me. We’ve spent enough time apart.”
She smiled. “Okay. For now.”



Chapter Eight


One Week Later…
Immortal Ops Headquarters, Virginia

Asher leaned against the conference room wall, watching as his men argued amongst themselves like children. The rest of the team had flown in as quickly as they could get the private jet off the ground. He had to admit he enjoyed their banter. It meant they were a true team. A group of men who trusted one another with their lives.
This new information would change things. It would make them question the authority before them. Make them wonder if they could trust anyone—including him.
“Don’t make me tell your wife,” teased Wilson Rousseau as he waggled his brows. The wererat DNA in him had been an initial concern to Asher when he’d been brought into the fold with the organization. Fringe shifters—ones who were comprised of species one would not normally find naturally in the paranormal community—tended to be volatile.
Wilson had a good head on his shoulders and had the most control over his shifter side. The man had proved himself a vital member of the team more than once. He also seemed to be the biggest instigator among the men. Currently, he was goading Roi into a fight or something close to one.
Roi was almost too easy to bait. Hot-tempered and nearly as alpha as they came, he tended to punch first and question later. He was a good operative so he got away with more than most. All the Immortal Ops team did.
Roi lifted one of the conference room’s oversized leather chairs and made a move to go at Wilson. The entire ordeal was too comical to break up and Asher knew the men needed to blow off some steam. This was better than the time the team had decided to destress by rigging an old bus with explosives and driving it into a hostile’s hiding hole.
The paperwork on that one had been a nightmare. Not to mention Asher had to spend an entire weekend sitting before a bunch of humans who had been brought into the fold on the existence of supernaturals, and who all thought they knew best how to try to control the men.
Of course, the humans had no idea who sat among them. They thought Asher one of them—a mortal.
They’d thought wrong and his men would tell them no different. The I-Ops could be trusted with his secret.
Roi chased Wilson around the conference room table several times, with the chair still above his head, when Lukian entered the room, colliding with Roi. There was growling and then Roi was flat on his ass, the chair to his side, his blue eyes wide.
Lukian glared down at a man Asher knew Lukian thought of as a brother. There might be some roughhousing but, in the end, Lukian wouldn’t kill Roi. He’d just rough him up a bit. “What the hell are you doing?”
“Trying to kill Wilson,” said Asher, still leaning against the wall, but now crossing one ankle over the other. He picked at one of his well-manicured fingernails, amusement barely hiding under his even façade.
Lukian groaned, his shoulders slumping. “Again?”
Wilson laughed and sat in his seat, folding his hands and placing them on the conference table as if he were a total angel.
No one was buying it.
Wilson had a longstanding history of instigating.
“Where is Green?” asked Lukian.
Asher adjusted his tie and took his seat at the head of the table. “Green is working on something in the labs for me.”
Roi stood and righted the chair before sitting in it. He flipped his shoulder-length black hair back and glared at Wilson before schooling his expression and looking at Asher. “Sir, tell me he isn’t looking for what would cause a DNA pet project to do what we saw done on that pier? Because I don’t think I want to know any of us are capable of that.”
“I am,” said Asher.
Roi looked him over slowly. Asher had explained to his men what he was and he’d even confessed the truth of whose son he was. “But you didn’t do that. You didn’t do anything close to that, sir.”
“And you’ll understand if I don’t tap into my powers for fear I will one day become that.”
All the men nodded.
Lukian pressed a thin smile to his face. “We’re here for you, sir. You know that, right?”
“And I thank you for that.”
Lukian sighed, running a hand over his face. He appeared tired. “I thought at my age, I’d seen everything.”
Laughing, Asher remained in place. “Lukian, no offense, but you really haven’t seen shit.”
“Are mermaids real?” asked Wilson. He put his hands up. “Hey, I figured while we’re on the subject of shit we thought was fairy tales, I’d ask. I’d like to think I’m not the only man here who, prior to being mated, had some really great erotic fantasies built up about being stranded on a deserted island with a harem of mermaids at his disposal.”
Lukian covered his eyes and grunted. “Dumbass.”
Asher smiled and nodded. “Oh yeah, they’re real.”
“Bullshit!” yelled Roi, standing and making his chair fall over once more. He blushed. “Um, no way. Really?”
“Really. Though they’re rare to find anymore. And some of them are bat-shit crazy.”
Lukian eyed the colonel. “I think you’re screwing with us.”
Asher flashed a wide smile. “I think you’re right.”
Lukian touched his friend’s arm. “Sit before you break something.”
Asher watched the men, enjoying the sense of brotherhood that came from what they did.
“What the hell are we doing here, exactly? Krauss behind the pier slaughters?” asked Roi, sitting without bothering to try to appear calm. “I’m sick and tired of the German prick. How can one man older than dirt evade us?”
“First,” said Asher, “you have no idea how right you are. Krauss is much older than he even appears. Trust me, gentlemen, he’s seen more days than all of you put together.”
“No,” said Lukian, shaking his head, touching a chair. “Really?”
“Really.” Asher remained standing.
A tall red-headed giant of a man entered the room. His shoulder width was enough that he filled the doorway. With as large and fit as he was, he looked like a total badass. Asher knew the man could be when called for, but was actually gentle by nature.
He smiled at the man. “Green. Good of you to join us.”
Green held a set of folders in his hands. “I gathered up what you asked for, sir.”
“Thank you,” said Asher. “Please see to it each man has one.”
Green passed out the folders and then took a seat. Asher didn’t need to see what Green had brought. He’d memorized it. Jinx and Aneta had gathered so much intel that they made a lot of agents within PSI look incompetent from their sheer lack of producing anything close to this magnitude of information.
Sex could get just about any information out of anyone.
He thought about his wife. She was currently tucked safely away in his home here in Virginia, pissed that he’d forced her away from her club but happy to be with him. They were still working out the kinks of what would become of her club without her being there to run it full time. Aneta was more than capable and Asher had a strong sense that Jinx would hand the keys over to her trusted friend.
Asher had seen to it that PSI operatives were assigned to the club to watch over it, making sure Helmuth didn’t send any more surprises.
Asher looked to his men as they pored through the information before them. It was overwhelming. He knew.
“What the fuck am I looking at?” asked Roi, the severity of it all sinking in.
Wilson glanced at Roi’s files as if his were somehow different from the ones before him. He covered his mouth with one hand and then pulled it away, shock evident on his face. “There is another team of I-Ops? There are others like us? Engineered supernaturals?”
Roi pointed to another page. “The Outcasts didn’t die in the fires? Where the hell are they all and what is our government doing with them?”
Asher exhaled slowly. “I’m digging for information on them. So far, Weston Carol is the only one who has surfaced enough to gather any details on.”
Green cleared his throat. “Weston was a good man. We were told he died on the operating table after complications from the genetic altering.”
“We were fucking lied to,” breathed Wilson. “A lot.”
Green touched the filed before him. “I can see keeping some details from us in the start—in case we too snapped mentally or were captured or something. But we’ve been at this a long time. We’re stable.”
“Speak for yourself,” managed Roi, finding at least some humor in a humorless situation.
Lukian remained strangely quiet and Asher knew why—he was pissed. He’d been led to believe the surviving Ops were the only ones remaining. So had Asher. Everything they’d been told had been a lie. It didn’t sit well with Asher either. “Why didn’t you tell me the minute you had all this cross your path?” asked Lukian in a hushed tone. The tension in his shoulders showed with abundance.
Asher knew Lukian’s reaction came from somewhere much deeper than simply being lied to. Lukian’s DNA had been used during the attempted creations of various Immortal Ops Teams. Prior to Lukian’s arrival they’d lost many good men. Men who volunteered in hopes of serving their country at an entirely new level. They’d not banked on the hand they’d been dealt, or the fact the survival rate during early testing stages was nearly zero percent.
Weston had been one of the men to receive Lukian’s DNA. The Ops had seen what could happen to an Outcast—Parker had ended up twisted and mentally unstable. None of them wanted to think Weston met that same fate.
“Because no matter what, I knew you’d take this bad. It gets worse,” said Asher.
“Meaning?” Lukian’s eyes fluttered shut momentarily.
“Preliminary reports on the Seattle bloodshed are pointing in the direction of some Outcasts,” said Asher. He didn’t want to be the bearer of the news. No one in their right mind would. This wasn’t information anyone wanted to hear, let alone a man whose DNA had been used.
Wilson lowered his head, his temper coming through. “You mean the brave men who signed on for this but ended up dead because of the fuck-ups of the scientists? They end up slaughter on a pier and we find out how many days later?”
“Hey,” injected Green. “Colonel wasn’t here for any of that. You know as well as I do that he wasn’t part of the organization when we were created. He came on after. And, they weren’t the slaughtered, Wilson. From what we’ve been able to gather, they might very well have been the ones doing the killing.”
Wilson gasped.
“I don’t know what I know anymore,” said Roi, thumbing through the files. “Missy once asked me if I was I-Ops Team One or Two. I thought she was nuts. But she was right.”
Asher nodded. “She is the reason I asked Jinx to put an ear to the ground to start with. I started digging for more information after Missy’s intel came past my desk. I didn’t find anything, but that was the problem,” Asher admitted. “I should have found something. The very fact there was nothing, no mention of the Outcasts, no anything, it made me wonder who was doing what to try to clean up everything to do with the Ops teams.”
“This has to go high and deep,” said Lukian. “And no, I don’t blame you.”
“We should call Jon back in,” said Wilson. “He was close to Weston. He’ll want to know he’s still alive.”
Asher put his hands on the back of the chair before him and looked at his men. Jon had finally called in, letting them all know he was fine but that he needed more personal time. Asher couldn’t have agreed more. “Jon is where he needs to be. His head isn’t in the game. He could get himself killed. None of us want that. Besides, you all need to go to the last page of the files before you. I think you’ll understand why we can’t recall Jon right now.”
Lukian flipped to the last page and gasped. “He’s alive?”
“Who?” asked Wilson, looking as well. He leapt back in his seat. “We buried him. We were all there.”
“We buried what we thought was Lance’s body,” said Asher, his tone solemn. He couldn’t let the rage inside him out. He knew as much but his anger burned deep.
“Our government did this?” asked Roi. “They fucking switched bodies and did what with Lance?”
“Not our government,” said Green. “Read more. Krauss and Molyneux were behind it. This is one thing we can’t pin on the men in charge.”
“Christ, you’re telling me Krauss has had Lance all this time?” asked Roi, his skin pale as he looked as though he were about to be sick.
“I’m telling you that information before you is all I have. I’m done keeping secrets from you,” returned Asher. “You know what I know.”
“Are we going through the proper channels to get him back?” asked Lukian, an edge to his voice.
“Fuck no,” answered Asher. “Not until we know who in those channels can be trusted. From this point on, we’re on the same lockdown that PSI is. We keep our friends close and we bring in people we trust fully. No one else. Got it?”
The men nodded. “Yes, sir,” they said.
“Now, let’s get out there and meet with contacts and informants. General Newman and I are going to pool resources and see what else we can find out. I’m tired of being on the defensive. It’s time we formulated a plan and got ahead of this all.”
His men stood and each saluted him before exiting the room. Lukian paused at the doorway. He looked over his shoulder. “If Jon finds out we kept this from him, he won’t take it well.”
“No, but in his current state of mind, he’ll run headfirst into danger and get himself and possibly others killed,” said Asher.
Lukian pursed his lips. “I know.”

THE END
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