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Thank you to my readers for your patience. I hope you enjoy.
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This is an M/M Romance and contains graphic content. It’s not intended for readers under the age of 18.

Please note that this story is a work of FICTION. By no means are any references to covert organizations or government agencies true in fact. Please remember this is a world of enhanced killers with enhanced capabilities that are not possible to the average human being. Furthermore, geography, landscapes, fight scenes, and anything else I wanted are created to fit the story.
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Mirage

With the deaths of his parents still plaguing his mind and paralyzing his heart, Matthew ignored the black-suited man who’d come into his sixty-square-foot room in Fort Bellmore Military Behavioral Facility—the shithole where they threw soldiers who’d snapped and lost their shit until whatever pompous superior determined them sane enough to return to duty or, more often than not, dishonorably discharged.

The man was out of uniform and had no badge or identification clipped to his lapel, so Matthew ignored him.

The visitor sat in the one chair in Matthew’s private room—he’d beat the sarcasm out of every roommate they gave him—and looked over a thick file he assumed was his for twenty-five minutes before uttering a single word.

When he did speak, he said the last thing Matthew expected.

“What would you do to be rid of the pain and anguish you’re feeling right now, Dr. Adams?”

Matthew clenched his fist so hard his knuckles popped as he stared out the plexiglass window.

“I assume I can use the title doctor now. There’s no reason to use your rank of lieutenant anymore.”

“Unless you want me to snap your neck in a place that leaves you alive but unable to speak again, I suggest you leave in the same manner you came. Silently.”

His unwanted visitor hummed as if he found the threat intriguing.

“The crippling heartbreak from the recent death of your parents is killing you and—”

Matthew yanked the plastic tray containing his untouched food and hurled it across the room, aiming for the man’s throat, but he dodged it with a quick jerk to his left.

His visitor’s expression remained impassive while continuing to stare at him as if he were still waiting for Matthew to answer his question.

“If only you could’ve thrown that so hard and fast that there’d been no way I could’ve dodged it, maybe even decapitated me.”

I wish.

The mysterious man in the expensive suit and gelled hair closed the file and tossed it onto the thin mattress Matthew never slept on.

He narrowed his eyes, not appreciating the taunt, and turned back toward the window.

He preferred the view of the brick wall next door rather than the condescending prick asking him asinine questions.

“Fuckin’ leave now,” Matthew sighed.

His voice was raspy due to his lack of hydration, and his throat felt as if he’d been eating sandpaper.

Why the hell can’t people just leave me alone?

He’d been taken to the med wing of the brig for five days after banging his head against the concrete wall in his tiny cell until he was unconscious.

After he’d healed enough to be returned to the floor, he’d done it again.

He didn’t want to kill himself—at first—he just wanted to remove the visions of his parents being blown to pieces.

Night after night, nightmare after nightmare.

He wanted it gone.

They’d transferred him to the mental health hospital eight weeks ago, and all he’d done so far was raise hell because these walls weren’t hard enough to knock him out.

“I’ve been where you are,” the stranger said, sitting there as if he had all the time in the world. As if he wasn’t afraid of Matthew’s rage like everyone else was. “I’ve also been consumed with so much anger, resentment, and disappointment that I’d rather die than live another day with the torment.”

Matthew gritted his teeth at the man’s accuracy. If this was his new therapist… Matthew didn’t care how good he was. He wasn’t interested in being treated or related to.
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Mirage

“According to the New England Journal of Medicine and the Journal of Natural Medicine, you’re a goddamn genius, Dr. Adams.”

Matthew blinked. He thought the therapist had given up like all the others and left his room hours ago. Or it could’ve been minutes. Hell, he didn’t know.

He had no recollection of time since all he did was stare unseeingly at a brick wall across the alley, day and night.

“You have a PhD in osteopathic medicine and psychiatry, two master’s degrees, one in neurology, the other in pathology. Holy shit, and you’ve been published for studies in holistic medicine.”

And Matthew would still never be as smart as his father was. No matter how many degrees or accolades he got in the field of medicine.

If I’d known I had so little time left with him, I would’ve quit school years ago.

“I already know my goddamn resume,” he snarled.

“So, what are you going to do now, Dr. Adams Jr.?”

The first opportunity I get, I’m going to kill myself.

There was nothing left for him in this life except a dishonorable discharge and nine years in prison for assault in the first degree.

Death would be better.

But the hospital wouldn’t allow him a real knife and fork with his food, so he wasn’t quite sure how he would accomplish that.

Instead of the truth, Matthew answered, “You wanna know what I’m gonna do? I’m going to strangle you with my bare fuckin’ hands if you don’t leave!”

His father would be so disappointed to see what he’d done to his career, to his life.

All Matthew had ever done was study and work hard to be as great as his father. They were supposed to open a practice together…or a clinic. Travel the world treating the disadvantaged, one country at a time.

His father had been his best friend, confidant, and mentor. And his mom, well, his mother had been compassion, gentleness, and grace personified.

Matthew choked on his grief as he again got lost in his depressing thoughts.

His parents had been the most kindhearted people in the world, who’d given tirelessly to anyone in need while ignoring their own.

Two of the best critical-care specialists the United States military had ever enlisted.

They’d served their country for twenty-four years, healing wounded soldiers before retiring and continuing to use their skills and empathy on those less fortunate.

While Matthew spent years in school, in the States and abroad, his parents had traveled two hundred and sixty-five days a year with Médecins Sans Frontières.

And for their selflessness, they’d been killed.

Matthew couldn’t even bury them properly. There’d been no bodies to identify or cry over.

He had no closure, no answers from the government…no justice.

His commander had sent him back stateside for the funeral, emotionally paralyzed and overwhelmed with grief.

Matthew closed his eyes and relived the days before his life changed forever.

“I can see your mind battling to remember the pain.”

Because it’s all I have left of them.

“Don’t go back, Dr. Adams. There’s nothing for you there. Leave your past behind, and let me give you the future you deserve. One where you can make a real difference in the world like your parents did.”

You’re a shitty-as-fuck therapist. That ship has sailed.

Matthew wouldn’t accept false hope.

“You could be a man with great power and abilities.” The stranger’s voice faded as Matthew careened into an abyss of darkness. “You’d be part of a new era of espionage and warfare, one free of government manipulation.”

Nor would Matthew listen to empty promises.

The bad therapist’s words became jumbled gurgles as Matthew thought of the day when he gave up on life.
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Mirage

Four months ago…

Besides the required military personnel, Matthew had been the only one in attendance at his parents’ funeral.

Their friends, colleagues, not to mention the countless soldiers they’d saved, were too fucking selfish to come, easing their consciences by convincing themselves that his parents would’ve wanted them to stay where they were and continue saving lives instead of traveling thousands of miles to pay respect to theirs.

Matthew stood with the clergy and the uniformed personnel who rendered the salute in front of two caskets draped with the American flag.

He was in uniform, staring somberly at tomb markers at the head of side-by-side plots.

Matthew hadn’t even begun to process they were gone—nor grieve—before he stormed into the Virginia military casualty affairs office demanding answers.

He was given the runaround for weeks before an officer had availability to meet with him.

Seclusion, morbid thoughts, and gallons of rum were how he occupied his time while waiting.

He sat on the opposite side of a captain’s cluttered desk for several long, silent minutes, desperate but terrified of the specifics he had to know. The man looked him dead in the eye and muttered, “The details of the medical facility raids in South Africa are classified. Sorry to disappoint you, Lieutenant.”

The officer flipped through a few papers, then handed Matthew a stack of stapled pages with ninety percent of the information blacked out.

“What the fuck is this?” Matthew scanned the unreadable evidence.

“I understand you’re upset, but watch your language, son.”

Matthew leapt to his feet, feeling as if his head was about to explode. “Don’t you dare call me ‘son.’”

“Lieutenant Adams, take your seat and—”

“I want to know what happened to my parents! And what the hell is being done about the militia that targeted their facility!”

Rage rolled off him in waves, and he couldn’t stop the tsunami rushing to drown him.

“You have five seconds to calm yourself, Lieutenant. Remember where you are and that you’re addressing a superior officer.”

“Fuck you!”

The captain picked up his desk phone and pushed a couple of buttons before gritting out to whoever picked up, “Get me the MPs.”

“Is the government doing anything about the deaths of dozens of military physicians? Not to mention the American civilians being bombed in what’s supposed to be secured locations.” Matthew yanked the receiver out of the captain’s hand and slammed it back in its cradle. “Answer me, dammit!”

The officer’s jowls turned red as he scowled at Matthew from under a hairy unibrow.

“That is classified, Lieutenant Adams, and that’s all I’m at liberty to disclose.” The captain shut the file. “Now, I suggest you go home and utilize your bereavement leave in the way befitting a lieutenant in the United States Navy before I have you apprehended and reported to your commander.”

Matthew couldn’t breathe.

Weeks he’d waited, needing answers.

If he knew the military was at least looking into these crimes, then he might be able to sleep again.

It had to be the exhaustion making him behave so recklessly. But he didn’t give a damn anymore.

He wouldn’t serve another single day for a government that considered his parents disposable and unworthy of justice.

Something deep in Matthew’s core turned black and evil before an icy, steel-clad fist gripped his heart and squeezed it until it shattered.

He trembled with a lethal mix of sorrow and fury.

Matthew leapt over the desk and grabbed the captain around his neck.

“My parents gave their blood, sweat, and tears for this country, and that means shit now that they’re dead! My parents are fuckin’ dead!”

Matthew drew his fist back and punched the man twice in the face before he went back to choking him.

“You owe them more than ‘it’s classified,’ you son of a bitch. Do you know how many soldiers they saved? How many smug officers with diseased livers and bloated colons they had to operate on because all you worthless shits do is drink and sit around on your lazy asses? Huh? Do ya?”

The man gagged, his eyes rolling back.

It still wasn’t enough when Matthew thought of how terrifying the last seconds of his mother’s life must’ve been.

He flattened his hand and chopped the captain between his neck and shoulder, cracking his collarbone.

The cry of agony was barely heard over the ringing in his ears.

Next was his throat.

Matthew wanted the captain to never utter those two dismissive words—it’s classified—to a grieving son, daughter, wife, husband, or partner ever again.

Two more punches to the face sent them both crashing to the floor, which gave Matthew the perfect leverage to pummel the captain’s gut.

A privileged bastard who’d been assigned to a desk, likely because of his inability to pass PRT.

Matthew’s hands were bruised, and he may have had a few broken fingers by then, but it didn’t slow him down. Not until the MPs arrived and dragged him away.

When his arms were confined, he kicked and stomped at the bleeding officer until he was out of range.

Matthew didn’t notice who was around, gawking and watching him get hog-tied and carried out of the building.

He could only see red, blinding rage as he was thrown into the back of the MP transport truck.
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Mirage

When Matthew came out of his daze, the therapist of false promises was still sitting in the chair in his room. A thigh-length brown coat was now draped across the footboard of his bed.

Fuck. Did I black out?

“Your life doesn’t have to end here. You can have justice for your parents’ murder. The justice you need to move on.”

Matthew squeezed his eyes shut at the tears welling in the corners.

“Sadness will never touch you again, Doctor. I swear it.”

As far as Matthew was concerned, there was no fixing this. He was broken inside, maybe forever.

“Leave!”

Matthew yanked the metal cup he never filled with water and hurled it at the stranger’s head.

But the asshole caught it with his right hand, as if he’d once played catcher for the Dodgers, and flicked it onto the mattress beside the dinner tray, then had the audacity to smirk before he eased his hand back into his pocket.

Now Matthew was really pissed. But also a bit more curious. This guy wasn’t a therapist. Not with lightning-fast reflexes like that.

Who is this fucker?

The man opened a laptop unlike one he’d ever seen.

“Revenge is the justice you want, Dr. Adams. Not answers or details.”

Matthew sure as hell wasn’t going to throw anything else and embarrass himself. He walked over to the bedside table on shaky legs and stared at the blank laptop screen.

Maybe once he complied, this jerk would finally leave.

Matthew first heard the crackling of a static radio coming through the laptop speaker, then a male voice before images began to appear.

“We’re holding position. Targets confirmed.”

Matthew eased closer.

A small compound with clay walls was being filmed from what looked to be a satellite feed.

Two individuals in head-to-toe black, with their faces obscured by low hoods, crouched outside the compound’s entrance.

The bird’s-eye view showed about fifteen to twenty men unloading crates of cargo and military-grade weapons from old pickup trucks.

There were several hostages, some male but primarily female, huddled in a corner of the compound, guarded by men with automatic rifles.

Matthew began to sweat, dampness covering his brow and moisture dampening his hands.

“What am I looking at?” he whispered, more to himself.

“Karabo Ziri Ani-Marekani, the radical militia group responsible for the bombing of your parents’ clinic in South Africa on September seventeenth.”

The stranger stared at him as if he could read his thoughts.

“This information was retrieved from the DOD records and confirmed with the Pentagon records database.”
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Mirage

“Black code ready,” the expensively dressed man beside Matthew communicated through a high-tech watch on his left wrist.

“Blacks, you’re a go,” the voice on the radio responded.

Matthew watched as one of the hooded men in black placed a device outside the door of the compound and eased away, pinning his back to the wall.

Ten seconds later, a flash of fire illuminated the screen as a large plume of smoke billowed into the sky.

The two men in black ninja-like clothing rushed through the doors and darted in different directions, moving fast around the perimeter.

The militia guards, frozen in shock, were targeted first, easily taken down with single gunshots to their chests or foreheads.

The hooded men skirted the edges, moving in the shadows of the mud-caked walls, eliminating the militia group two at a time while they scrambled to ready their rifles.

The intruders had both arms raised, wielding nickel-plated handguns, as they fired and dropped bodies as if playing a video game.

Matthew stared transfixed at the masked men moving with inconceivable speed and agility, shooting and killing with barely a glance.

Before the remaining rebels were able to get a clear shot at the dark figures, they were already targeted and hit, their lifeless bodies falling face-first to the ground.

“If you want certainty that this was the group that killed your family, we have satellite confirmation of that as well.” The man’s voice was low now, sounding full of sympathy. “But I thought I’d spare you that video.”

Matthew became too overwhelmed to speak.

He jumped when grenades exploded in another area of the compound, sending it crumbling to the ground and the hostages racing toward what remained of the front gates.

While he’d been focused on the man with the stealth of a cheetah, concealed by a black hood that covered half his face, Matthew had lost track of the other one.

He reappeared, running, shooting, and fighting all at the same time.

The killers crossed paths with each other and swapped weapons with a swift, synchronized motion, never breaking stride.

Matthew couldn’t believe what he was seeing as one of the cheetahs threw a series of knives into one of the rebel’s backs so quickly that if he had blinked, he would’ve missed it.

One navigated through the labyrinth of passages, firing rounds in the last of the rooms before he hurried to the middle of the dust-filled compound to wave the last of the hostages outside.

Matthew cut his eyes to the right and saw the other running so fast he scaled a fifteen-foot wall in five steps before leaping and catching the ledge with one hand.

He propelled his lean body onto the top and ran full speed along the narrow edge, as if he’d trained for years on the balance beam, then tossed grenades over the side wall onto piled crates stamped USMC.

And as if that wasn’t odd enough, the man jumped down, rolled several feet, then skidded to a halt at his partner’s side, all before the explosions went off.

It was an action-packed performance Matthew had only seen in a Hollywood blockbuster.

Were these men mercenaries or black ops?

When the compound was mostly rubble, one of the hooded men disappeared behind a low wall made of stacked mud bricks.

He re-emerged from a section billowing with smoke, dragging a man by his hair before he threw him to the ground.

The hell?

The man was kicked in the back before he scrambled to his knees.

“This is Dembe Ngoimgo, leader of the Karabo Ani-Marekani. His radical group is against all US presence in his village in South Africa.”

“Holding for kill order,” the voice over the radio almost sounded computerized, but Matthew knew it belonged to a human.

The thudding of his heart felt like a jackhammer pounding against his rib cage.

“Your parents’ facility isn’t the only one Ani-Marekani targeted that day, Dr. Adams. And the man on his knees is the one who orchestrated the raids.”
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Mirage

Matthew glared hard at the man who had his father and sweet mother killed.

Had his dad gotten to hold her during her final moments? Had they gotten to look into each other’s eyes and promise to search for the other in the next lifetime?

Or, God forbid, had they been on opposite sides of the hospital and died alone under burning rubble?

Matthew tasted bile. Emotion blocked his airway.

“I’ll allow you to make the kill order, Dr. Adams.”

What?

“He dies right here, right now, at your command. Or we deliver him to the US Embassy to be given a fair trial.”

Time seemed to stand still while he grappled with the enormity of the choice before him, the decision pressing down on his soul like the weight of a ten-ton boulder.

Could he do it? He was eight thousand miles away, holding the fate of another man’s life on the tip of his tongue.

Did he have the right to play God?

His first thought was to call his father for advice.

Remembering that he couldn’t…ever again, Matthew’s heart shattered into a thousand pieces before it disintegrated into ashes. In its place now was a titanium box, protected and empty of compassion or forgiveness.

Matthew’s blood ran cold as he scowled at the screen.

“Kill. Him.”

His voice sounded like a villain in a horror film.

I like this feeling.

The man beside him—who’d yet to tell Matthew his name—spoke into his watch.

“Blacks are a go. Eliminate target.”

The warrior in front raised his firearm and aimed the business end at the leader’s forehead.

Matthew prepared for the deafening bang the bullet would make when exploding from the chamber.

Dembe Ngoimgo looked to be begging for his life as he steepled his hands in front of him.

The black-clothed cheetah left Ngoimgo suspended in anticipation of death for several torturous seconds before his partner snuck up behind Ngoimgo, gripped him under his chin, and snapped his neck with a quick jerk to the right.

Matthew didn’t even flinch, feeling numb to the brutality he’d just witnessed.

“You no longer have to worry about the woes of this life, Dr. Adams. There’ll be no prison sentence to serve, no record of you going AWOL. You’ll simply disappear without a trace.”

Now, Matthew was intrigued.

“I assume you don’t visit every patient in an institution.” Matthew exhaled a long breath. “Why me?”

Mr. Fancy Suit didn’t laugh, but he did cock up one side of his mouth.

“That’s true. You intrigued me because you have a distinguished resume, a respected career, and unwavering discipline as a combat medic. Yet you had the ability to snap when faced with such gross injustice. Despite all you had to lose, you still beat a man half to death in the name of what was decent and fair.”

I wanted him to die…still do.

“And your education, combined with your levelheaded calmness to provide medical aid on the battlefield, means you’re able to be effective in the midst of chaos.”

Matthew’s goal in life had always been to help and heal. He hadn’t known he had that kind of violence buried inside until he was given a reason to unleash it.

“When we enhance the intellect you already possess, you’ll be an invaluable asset to the Ravens organization.”

Ravens.

He’d never heard of it.

“While it’s true that a lot of people snap, they rarely do for the right reasons. Most often, it’s for selfish or ridiculous shit or a simple lack of intelligence.” The suited man closed his laptop. “Ignorant people don’t make good assassins, Dr. Adams.”

Assassin. Holy fuckin’ shit.

“And I’d just disappear, huh?” he muttered.

“Nations wouldn’t know you existed, Dr. Adams. But the impact of your actions would be felt in every corner of the world.”

This guy could sell water to a drowning man.

Matthew gave a solid nod.

“Don’t worry about repercussions when my team and I walk you out of this building because there will be no record you were ever here. It’ll be like you never existed. There one minute and gone the next…like a mirage.”

The guy pointed to the coat lying on the mattress.

Matthew put on the brown trench with the oversized hood, allowing it to swallow him whole before he followed the stranger out the door and into the vacant hall.

Where the hell is everyone?

Never mind, he didn’t care. He only wanted to know one thing.

“Who were the men in black?” he asked.

The stranger looked him in the eye and answered, “They’re the first-generation Ravens assassins. The Blacks. Code names Ex and Meridian.”
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Grace

Grace walked through the steel doors of the lab like he’d done every morning for the past six weeks.

Rows of high-tech equipment and cutting-edge machinery were concealed within sterile white walls that gleamed under harsh fluorescent lights, making the air thick with the scent of metal and chemicals.

Scientists in white lab coats with faces hidden behind masks and goggles strapped him into a chair and connected tubes and wires to his chest, back, arms, and legs that snaked across the room and fed into mysterious contraptions.

Machines hummed with energy while screens flickered with complex data and schematics Grace didn’t care to understand.

He didn’t speak, was rarely social, and never smiled because he never had a reason to.

Grace was primed to be one of the greatest marksmen to come out of the United States Marines Advanced Sniper Academy.

He was good at shooting and hitting his target every time. It was just what he did. Hunting and shooting tin cans and mason jars off a fence was how he’d passed the time as a kid.

In the Corps, he’d followed orders to the letter, had received countless medals and accolades that meant nothing to him.

His own gunnery sergeant said he had a heart of darkness and eyes that viewed the world in black and white. Right or wrong.

There were no shades of gray.

His combination of anger and morality was what had attracted the attention of the Ravens.

A man in an expensive black suit with a corporate haircut and thousand-dollar wing-tipped shoes had told him it was an organization where fates were obliterated and legends were made.

The Ravens wanted to take his already strategic mind and exceptional shooting skills and enhance them into a finely sharpened tool designed for one purpose—killing in the name of justice.

Apparently, the Ravens organization was a place where the impossible became possible and an already extraordinary man was transformed into perfection.

He’d signed on without another thought.

“How are you feeling today, Grace?”

That wasn’t his name, but that was what they’d called him since he’d entered the building and walked down the hall with soundless footsteps and inaudible breaths.

He’d never bothered to refute it…he didn’t care what they called him.

Names, titles, and ranks meant nothing to him either.

He was affected by one thing only. What was wrong in the world…and how to make it right.

It was the reason he’d killed his father and left his corpse to rot in their run-down home on a desolate country road in Grant County, Nebraska.

Grace had come home after working overnight, stocking at the lumber yard, to find his mother’s dead body on the floor in the kitchen and his father sleeping off a drunken stupor.

Grace made it so he never woke up—the death would be an assumed overdose by their one lazy sheriff and his two untrained deputies.

Grant County had a population of less than two thousand. Grace wouldn’t be missed until it was too late and the trail he didn’t leave behind was ice-cold.

After he’d buried his mother in the field where she’d liked to pick fresh flowers for her kitchen—and where he’d often watch her cook for hours for her small catering business—it took a couple of days of hitchhiking and cadging rides to get to the closest Marine Corps recruiting office.

Grace didn’t know how he felt because he didn’t feel much of anything these days. He wasn’t happy, sad, uncomfortable, nervous, afraid…hell, he wasn’t even curious about the serums anymore.

“Your mental conditioning is well underway now. In a few weeks, you’ll be advancing to physical training.”

The scientist tapped several keys on a computer keyboard a few feet away.

“You’ve probably been feeling a bit more jittery lately. That’s the serum enhancing your metabolism.”

Grace didn’t have any questions, so he just listened.

“As the second generation, you’ve exceeded all expectations. Your intelligence scores were already off the charts, but now”—the man rubbed, then clapped his hands together as if eager to play with a new toy—“your cognitive abilities are unparalleled.”

The thick oil-like serum glistened in the vial, a shimmering liquid that seemed to pulse with its own energy.

The moment it entered Grace’s bloodstream, he felt as if he’d been set on fire and his blood was boiling in his veins.

He never grimaced, grunted, or gave any indication of discomfort.

Grace didn’t know what the concoction consisted of, but he did know that his strength, speed, and agility were inconceivable.

Ah.

Now he knew how he felt.

He felt powerful.

Grace could only imagine how he’d feel in another ten weeks.
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Mirage

Mirage didn’t know where he was. He’d been blindfolded while transported by vehicle.

He was told the illicit Ravens agency operated on the upper floors of an architecture firm’s skyscraper in McClean, Virginia…and nothing else.

No one had called him Matthew or Dr. Adams Jr. since he’d arrived.

When he walked inside and down the long, cold corridor, he was greeted by two men in white lab coats who looked him up and down as if he were a bachelor for auctioning.

“Right this way, Mirage.”

It’d been his name since Mr. Fancy Suit described his disappearance.

He had a fucking code name.

He liked it.

Being called by his father’s name was too much and kept him lingering in a past he was looking forward to forgetting.

His mother would be disappointed in his new chosen profession, but he’d done what he had to for his sanity and peace of mind.

Mirage was given an apartment on one of the upper floors with a view fitting of the CEO of a billion-dollar corporation.

For two weeks, he’d been free to roam the facility and utilize rooms and floors he’d been told were only accessible by the Browns and warned of the restricted areas designated to the director and the Blacks.

On the third week from the date he arrived, his transformation began.

Intense was the word that came to mind after the first injections in his arms, legs, neck, and spine, but even that word felt like a gross understatement.

The effects of the concoction were instant. Every day for several weeks, he was tested cognitively and physically.

And each day, the scores increased exponentially. His mind operated on a level he didn’t know possible.

He wasn’t allowed in certain areas of the lab, and only the scientists with scannable badges were permitted in the area where the serum was made.

The doctor in him was curious.

And he was certain it wouldn’t be long before he figured out a way into that lab and learned the elements of this miraculous serum.
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Grace

Grace was given three different tests a week to evaluate his intelligence and cognitive abilities before he was put through a series of rigorous physical and metabolic training sessions.

Each time was easier, and every score was higher than the last.

Grace sat alone in a room designated as a silent space, playing a virtual game of chess with a computer program designed by professors at one of the highest-ranked computer tech universities in the country.

It was said to be unbeatable.

Grace was on his seventh round of beating it tonight and was beginning to get bored.

Checkmate.

He sat back in the chair and rolled his eyes, needing more of a challenge.

It was past midnight, and he should’ve been in his apartment resting, but his latest injections must’ve contained immeasurable amounts of caffeine or something because he was having a harder time shutting down after his daily training.

Grace powered off the computer and killed the lights. It was pitch-dark, but he could still see.

The room was supposed to be soundproof, and no one was permitted to be in the Browns’ restricted area, but Grace could hear…feel…that someone was nearby.

The hall was dark, with not even an exit sign to illuminate the long corridor.

He stood motionless behind the door and stared out of the floor-to-ceiling glass wall.

The brown hood of his lightweight tunic—that he was required to wear at all times—rested across the bridge of his nose, but it didn’t hinder his visibility. With his enhancements, he was able to see no matter how low his hood was.

With each second that passed, his pulse quickened, and it was the most stimulation he’d had in months.

Grace’s heart was almost in his throat when the silhouette of another hooded man walked by, then stopped a couple of feet past the door he stood behind as if he could feel Grace too.

The other man’s breaths were barely audible. Now, they increased to the point that Grace could hear not only his breaths but the other man’s heartbeat through the steel door.

“I can hear you too,” the stranger whispered before he proceeded down the hall and disappeared through a door marked Restricted Personnel Only.

Who the fuck was that?
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Mirage

Mirage lay on the new mattress he’d ordered to replace the soft one he’d been given, thinking about the man who’d been behind the door of the silent suite.

Mirage had been sneaking down to the lab for the last few weeks, investigating the foreign elements in the serum that altered his neurophysiological states.

The doctor and scientist in him couldn’t ignore what they were injecting into his blood.

He liked the physical enhancements, but a part of him didn’t want his emotions fucked with. Mirage felt too much. He sensed others too deeply.

And he never wanted to erase his love and admiration for his parents.

The pain of their deaths was still there, though not as debilitating as before. He could tolerate the memories and look back on them with gratitude for the many good times they’d had.

Mirage was positive his parents, who believed in healing lives, not taking them, wouldn’t be happy with his new profession. But maybe he’d do a job that resulted in saving a life or even a country, and they’d smile down on him with pride.

Another few weeks passed, and despite Mirage’s continued late-night trips to the laboratory, he hadn’t seen the man who’d made his heart race, but somehow, he knew he was still around.

Somewhere lurking in the darkness.

Mirage stood in front of the window, watching the city go by while consuming his third microwaved meal in the last hour.

He wasn’t an overeater, so he assumed his body needed more sustenance to maintain the energy he was exerting every day in training.

The phone in his apartment, with no keypad, rang. It was one of two people: the managing scientist from the lab requesting he come in for analysis or the same female voice he assumed operated in an administrative capacity because she never said hello or engaged in pleasantries. She did her job and hung up.

“Speak,” he answered.

“You’re required on brown floor five, suite two,” the female instructed, and then the line went dead.

He threw out the rest of his Salisbury steak and potatoes with the little chunks of ice in the center and went to his bedroom to change into his black joggers, Jordan tennis shoes, and a chestnut-colored oversized hoodie.

Mirage left his condo and made his way to the elevator.

He rounded the corner on the Browns’ unit. He’d been in a few rooms on this level for assessments and testing but never to suite number two.

When he passed room four, he picked up a familiar feeling. One he couldn’t forget if he tried.

Mirage stopped and inhaled a deep whiff of vanilla and rich leather. The same fragrances he’d caught outside the silent suite.

He turned in a circle, but no one was there.

Where are you?

His heart rate increased…again. It was an unfamiliar sensation as not much got him excited anymore.

It felt a bit odd but not unwelcome.

The doctor in him always relished a good enigma.

He stood outside suite two and took a couple of calming breaths to regulate his pulse. It was imperative he retain a stoic façade so no one knew he was adjusting the levels of his serums.

Mirage opened the door without knocking.

There were three men in the room. He recognized the one in the too-expensive suit.

The other man sitting at the long conference table eyed him with intrigue as he shuffled through the two files in front of him.

Mirage ignored them both. He was more focused on the man with his back to him at the other end of the room, staring out the floor-to-ceiling window.

His presence seemed to fill the room.

There was an air of mystery and importance about him.

His posture was rigid, his silhouette outlined against the soft glow of the afternoon sun filtering through the glass.

Mirage was stunned by the stranger’s broad back and wide shoulders. He was clad in a stylish, chestnut-colored trench with an oversized hood that cast a shadow over half his face.
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Mirage

After several charged minutes, Mr. Fancy Suit, who’d only introduced himself as Director thus far, began to speak.

“Mirage, it’s nice to see you again. You’re looking quite healthy. I want to introduce you to Spectre, your handler.”

“‘Handler,’” Mirage repeated, not realizing he was frowning. “Sounds like a glorified babysitter.”

The suit looked annoyed.

“Spectre orchestrates your every move in the field.”

“Every move?”

“Precisely. Even though you still have several months of training left…it’s time you all begin to bond and trust each other.”

“‘Bond,’” Mirage murmured.

He was a manufactured, emotionless assassin. How was he supposed to bond with anyone?

“Yes. He’s responsible for the intelligence you receive and provides your logistic support. On your missions, Spectre’s decisions will be the difference between success and failure, life and death. His role is pivotal, trust me.”

“Sounds important.”

“The word ‘important’ is an extreme minimalization description for my job,” the handler scoffed.

Mr. Director continued his sermon. “He’s more than important, Mirage. He’s the lifeline when you’re in the trenches, and his decisions have to be fault-proof.”

Mirage wondered why the man at the window had yet to turn around or say a word.

Maybe he’d already heard the spiel.

“Your relationship will be a fine balance of trust and communication.”

The director opened and reached inside a metal briefcase on the table, removing three clear earpieces.

“You need to start getting used to your handler’s voice because it’ll be in your ear from this point on.”

Mirage rolled his eyes.

“I’ve been told I have a nice voice,” Spectre added as if he’d read Mirage’s mind.

Mirage shrugged. He supposed Spectre’s voice wasn’t too hard on the ears. It had a rich timbre, warm and deep, with a smooth cadence.

“It’s not bad,” Mirage droned.

“So glad you approve. I assume I’m done here, sir,” Spectre told the director.

He closed his folders, stood, and headed toward the door, issuing an order before he left.

“I’ll see you both in the east training facility at oh seven hundred sharp.”

Mirage ignored that and nodded toward the soundless man’s back. “And him?”

“‘Him’ is your partner, Mirage. Code name: Grace. Appropriately named for not only his elegance but his silent modesty. He’s one of the most decorated snipers in the Marine Corps Special Forces.”

The director smiled as if he were proud of who he’d recruited.

“Don’t be fooled by Grace’s calm exterior. He operates with lethal ferocity. Even before his enhancements, his abilities far surpassed that of any soldier.”

Mirage liked what he was hearing as he stared at his new partner’s strong back.

“During his field training, his fluidity and precision were mesmerizing…graceful.”

It took a moment, but Grace inched his hood back and slowly turned around, as if he lived for dramatic effect, and leveled his penetrating gaze on him.

Mirage almost choked on his next breath.

He’d never seen such rich brown eyes on a man. They appeared to shimmer with hints of amber and gold from the natural light shining through the window.

Mirage felt the same stimulation he’d had when he’d passed the silent room.

The electrifying energy made him gravitate closer.

He hadn’t expected that man to look like this.

Grace was a couple of inches taller than Mirage, with broad shoulders that made his trench appear specifically designed for his physique.

The thick ivory ribbed turtleneck did nothing to conceal the definition of Grace’s chiseled pecs.

Mirage should’ve never altered his serum dosages.

It was dangerous and forbidden to have such strong reactions that he now had to work harder to conceal.

Grace didn’t scan his body like Mirage had done him. Instead, he looked him right in his eyes with that intoxicating gaze and acknowledged him with a single nod.

Graceful indeed.


[image: ]

Grace

“Grace, meet your partner…code name: Mirage.”

Grace had known he’d come face-to-face with the man from the hall sooner or later.

He’d thought of the mysterious stranger several times since then because it’d been his first feeling of stimulation in months.

When Grace had left the silent suite, Mirage had left an air of mischievousness lingering in the blackness that seeped into his chest.

Mr. Slick-Dressed Director was reading from the paper as if it were a prepared script.

“Named Mirage because of his previous life, background, and strict discipline that never seemed real. As if his self-control was ingrained and unshakable…but not.”

Grace stared down Mirage.

He focused his gaze on the tilt of his new partner’s glacial blue-grayish eyes, fascinated by the way they gleamed with calculated menace.

Grace watched him with detached curiosity, the same way he’d watch a rare tiger at the National Zoo.

“Mirage left his world without a trace, as if he was never there. He has a brilliant mind and more degrees in science and medicine than I thought one person could obtain. That’s all now coupled with lightning-quick reflexes from his enhancements.”

Now, I’m a bit more intrigued.

“To his enemies, he’ll disappear and reappear in the blink of an eye.”

The director scanned his paper and then flipped it over.

“His incomparable knife skills are probably a lingering talent from his profession as a surgeon.”

Hmm.

“He can throw knives so fast, like phantom blades, that they leave his targets confused.”

Mirage watched him, maybe for a reaction, while the director kept reading off his unique qualifications.

Grace didn’t know how his face looked, but his partner frowned as though he didn’t like it.

He and Mirage stared at each other.

Two men paired together because of the rare ways they could kill.

“I’ll leave you gentlemen to get acquainted. You got months of training ahead.”

The director glanced back and forth between them as if he were a matchmaker, then left the room.

The fuck? Acquainted?

This wasn’t a first date at a coffee shop where they’d discuss the latest book they’d read, their favorite hobbies, or if they’d watched both seasons of House of Dragons.

What did the director want them to say to each other?

Good to meet ya. I look forward to killing with you.
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Mirage

Mirage waited until the heel clicks of the Gucci shoes faded down the hall before he turned back to Grace’s steely gaze.

Eyes that reflected emptiness within.

Grace stood still, too still, not even blinking, creating an air of intrigue around him.

So silent but still commanding.

Mirage pulled out one of the executive conference chairs around the long table.

“You wanna sit and talk for a while?”

Grace didn’t budge.

For whatever reason, Mirage wanted Grace to be as impressed with him as he was with Grace. But the entire time the director had been reading off Mirage’s skills, Grace had looked the opposite of awed.

Mirage shoved the chair back in place.

Grace’s piercing glare shook him.

“Umm, where are you from?” he asked, feeling foolish.

He still got no answer. He did get a couple of blinks of those long lashes and a raised dark brow.

Really, motherfucker?

Mirage didn’t take the bait or show any feelings.

“They said you were in the Marines. Where were you stationed?”

Mirage waited a few seconds before he narrowed his eyes and elaborated further, trying hard to break the ice.

“You were a sharpshooter, right? I think the suit said you were one of the best to come out of the Sniper Academy.”

Mirage shoved his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his heels.

“That’s pretty damn impressive. You must’ve seen quite a bit of action. I was a combat medic. Maybe we’ve been on some of the same battlefields.”

After Grace ignored that question as well, Mirage closed the distance between them.

“Don’t you think communication will be important for us to succeed?” Mirage had to crane his neck to hold eye contact. “So you better start fuckin’ talkin’ because I. Do. Not. Fail. At anything. Ever. And I’m not about to start because you wanna be a dick.”

Mirage’s jaw ticced.

“Why aren’t you answering me?”

There was zero hesitation before Grace responded dryly, “Because you ask inane questions.”

Mirage had to remind himself that Grace’s words were an insult and to not get lost in hearing his coarse voice, which sounded like the creaking of a rusty gate.

“Did you just daringly call me stupid?”

“No. I inadvertently called your questions stupid.”

Mirage balled his fists to keep from lashing out. He was damn near tempted to reach for the blade concealed in his sleeve and cut this asshole’s throat.

But he couldn’t. He had to be as robotic and unfazed as Grace.

“Fine,” he gritted in a fake stoic tone. “Then you ask me a question if you believe it’ll be more relevant.”

Grace licked his full lips.

Damn, even his alluring mouth moved with sensual grace.

Mirage fought not to lower his eyes and fixate on them.

Grace edged closer until their chest were inches apart.

“What were you doing in the restricted lab in the middle of the night?”

Oh shit.
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Grace

Mirage was quite passionate and responsive for an assassin who’d had his emotions biologically engineered.

Grace had never experienced such liberation and freedom in all his thirty-nine years.

He no longer felt regret for working a double shift the night his mother was killed. He didn’t have nightmares of his past combat missions. And there was no longer any guilt caving in his chest for all the wrong in the world he’d yet to make right.

Nope, he felt nothing at all.

Somehow…Mirage did, and it was bleeding into him.

“Well?” he pushed.

Grace wasn’t letting it go. He wanted answers.

“More important, how did you get in?” he rasped.

Grace could feel Mirage’s anxious energy vibrating inside his own chest.

It was unwelcome.

“How do you even know that was me in the hall?”

Mirage’s gaze held a spark of mischief beneath his intelligence.

Grace would’ve rolled his eyes if he could still react to ridiculousness. Instead, he answered, “One, because I never said you were in the hall, and two, I know for the same reason you knew it was me behind that door.”

Mirage swallowed hard enough that Grace could see it.

“I could feel you.”

The startled exhalation from Mirage’s parted lips caressed Grace’s chin.

He got lost for a moment in Mirage’s eyes, which turned another interesting shade of blue.

Mirage spluttered for a second before he put together an answer.

“I have a master’s in neurology, but I’ve also done extensive research on affective neuroscience.” Mirage shrugged. “I was curious about the ingredients in the serums. The scientist in me wouldn’t let it go. That’s all.”

He’s lying.

Mirage backed away and turned toward the window.

“It’s groundbreaking medical advancements. I couldn’t resist.”

Still lying.

Mirage’s reasons were his own. He, on the other hand, was indifferent and couldn’t care less about the details behind the Ravens’ technology.

Mirage continued to stare down at the evening traffic.

“You never wonder what they’re pumping into your bloodstream every day?”

Grace shook his head. It was the truth.

As long as they allowed him to kill as many bad guys as they promised, without the hassle of legal or government restrictions, they could be injecting him with a mixture of heroin and asbestos for all he cared. He didn’t give two shits.

“No, I don’t care. I’m here to eliminate the people I wasn’t allowed to in the Marines.”

Mirage licked his lips as if he liked that answer.

“I need a partner that’s here for the same thing or, at least, similar reasons as me.” Grace hardened his tone. “Not one doing espionage.”
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Grace

“I’m not a damn spy, Grace. I said it was curiosity, nothing more.”

They fell silent for a long time.

Grace closed his eyes and listened to Mirage’s heartbeats, which had begun to slow and even out.

His new partner’s calmness made the fire coursing through Grace lower to a comfortable simmer.

Grace opened his eyes to find Mirage was back in his personal space, eyeing him as if he could feel what’d just happened.

“Have you seen the first generation?” Mirage asked out of the blue.

“The Blacks?”

“Yes.” Mirage didn’t break their eye contact. “Have you seen them in action?”

“Yes.”

“I heard they’ve only been together a year.”

Mirage bit his bottom lip until it turned a light shade of pink.

“Do you think we’ll be as in sync with each other as they are?”

Grace didn’t hesitate. “I think we already are.”

“Really?” Mirage blinked.

“Before I met you, I heard your heart beating when you passed the door to the silent suite. You may be a mirage to others…but you’re not to me.”

Mirage attempted to conceal a shudder, but Grace saw it.

“Today, I felt you moving in my direction, and it got stronger before you came into the room. It was so strong that it took a moment before I could turn and face you.”

Grace stunned even himself at the declaration.

“Tomorrow, I’ll feel when you wake up in the morning…so imagine what I’ll feel from you in one year, Mirage.”

Grace turned to leave.

“I’ll see you in the morning.”
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Mirage

Mirage awoke at 5:00 a.m., and the first thing he thought was…did Grace feel that?

He dressed in his brown camo pants and jacket with the hood before he went in search of food.

As usual, the cafeteria was empty except for a couple of workers behind the line.

He figured they must have already prepared food shipped in because there was no way they could offer breakfast, lunch, and dinner with a staff of four people.

His nutritionist told him the organization was very selective about personnel, preferring to hire retired military or government contractors who’d undergone extensive background checks. And anyone who accepted employment had to live there and was not granted much outside contact.

Mirage took his tray of boiled eggs, turkey sausage, and grits with extra butter—he had to indulge a little—outside and sat at one of the patio tables.

He trained for twelve hours a day, outside of the time he was being analyzed in the labs.

Before Mirage could get comfortable, a voice that sounded like a ghost who tormented dreams made his breath hitch.

Mirage turned to find Grace sitting in the shade at the farthest table from the door.

He had on a different trench from the one from yesterday.

This one looked like soft, breathable cotton, with another low-riding hood.

Mirage couldn’t see his eyes while he hid from the sun.

“I eat here most mornings before training. This is my first time seeing you.”

Grace’s expression didn’t change. “I eat alone.”

Mirage returned to his food and sprinkled some salt and pepper on his eggs. “So what are you doing here then?”

“Watching you.”

Grace was clearly a man of few words, but the little he did speak packed a serious punch.

Mirage watched his partner with intense focus and asked, “You like what you see?”

Grace stared him down until Mirage had to break the contact.

He ate his eggs and a few spoonfuls of grits before he spoke again. “You ready for training?”

When he was met with silence, he turned to demand Grace answer him, but he was gone.

Damn him.

Mirage scarfed down the rest of his breakfast and orange juice, then hurried to the training facility.
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Grace

Grace wasn’t keen on the looks Mirage gave him or the tone of his voice when he asked questions.

Neither spoke while they waited for their handler to finish talking to whoever all those men were behind the laptops, but Mirage looked a bit too smug for Grace’s liking.

“All right, fellas, let’s see what we got.” Spectre broke into Grace’s concentration.

Their handler began tapping away on a high-tech tablet as Grace studied his features. He was pretty good at pinpointing nationalities from his many years abroad. Spectre was about six foot with a lithe frame, sculpted shoulders, and veiny forearms. He had an attractive blend of olive skin, sharp jawlines, and piercing dark eyes that made him Mediterranean handsome.

“I emphasize ‘we’ because this is a three-way partnership. Success requires us to be in sync, to anticipate what each other will say and do before it’s done.”

Spectre’s baritone voice was low and smooth, his demeanor cool, collected, and overflowing with confidence.

“I was an agent handler in the CIA for twenty-two years before the Ravens recruited me. I assume because I have a ninety-eight percent mission success rate, and I’ve never lost a man.”

He looked them each in the eye, holding his glare for a long moment before he stressed, “Your lives are in my hands when you’re out there. You may not trust me right this second, but I guarantee you will before you leave this training field tonight.”

Now Spectre was speaking Grace’s language.

He didn’t need to know where his handler had grown up or if he’d had a good childhood. He wasn’t concerned with the traits of his zodiac sign, and he didn’t want to know what his goddamn hobbies were.

Grace only cared if he could do his fucking job. He respected capability over all else.

“Let’s get wired up and show these motherfuckers what the Browns can do because second generation doesn’t mean second best.”

Spectre turned and walked away.

Several geeky-looking guys watched them through a window from an enclosed room with Control Room etched in the door’s frosted glass.

Mr. Fancy Shoes Director and his large following of suits were in an observation booth, staring down on them as if they were gods of the universe, ready to judge.

The training session started, causing a rush of adrenaline to flood Grace’s veins as the new reality of his life settled in.

And this was only the beginning of his journey, a life he’d walk with the man standing at his six.

So close and silent.

If Grace wasn’t confident he was there, he would’ve thought it was his imagination…a ghostly spirit he felt on the sensitive hairs on the back of his neck.
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Mirage

The morning mist hung low over the secluded training grounds.

He and Grace ended up chest-to-back, weapons poised, eyes cast downward but scanning every inch of space around them.

“Got three approaching east, fifty yards.” Spectre’s words were crisp and sharp.

Grace pivoted, his every step deliberate and calculated. He took both shots, then the third without looking.

The sharp crack of gunfire reverberated through the air and into Mirage’s sternum.

The battle program the geeks had created hurled hologram hostiles at them, as many as five at a time, which flickered and disappeared in a haze of light with each successful hit.

“Four o’clock, beyond the brush, you got one closing in at thirty feet.”

Mirage threw five knives at once over Grace’s shoulder, each hologram showing the blades embedding center mass before disappearing behind Grace’s back so fast he was barely seen.

“They’re gonna try to trick us now…stay sharp.”

Mirage was already getting used to Spectre’s voice.

The suits watching must’ve expected Grace to do most of the eliminating, assuming he’d use his firearms as the quickest means of killing. But their surprise showed as they tried to keep up with the blades Mirage seemed to produce out of thin air.

By midday, Grace and Mirage were feeding off each other’s energy, reacting to one another’s body language.

Somehow, Mirage knew where Grace needed him to be and vice versa.

They didn’t communicate verbally. During the six and a half hours they ran simulations, neither uttered a word.

None were needed.

Mirage could understand Grace by listening to the cadence of his heartbeat and watching the muscles flexing in his back and the pulsing in his temple.

The hours passed in a blur of intense physical exertion and mental discipline, pushing their bodies and minds to the max.

The three of them together were fucking impressive.

Their handler’s unwavering certainty and quick directions were key to their victory.

At the end of the day, as the sun dipped behind the horizon, Spectre had been right.

A silent understanding had formed between them, a bond forged in the lines of danger.

There was not only trust but also respect between the three men.
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Mirage

The connection between him and Grace grew exponentially over the next eight months.

The chemistry and camaraderie with Spectre surpassed all expectations, even when the suits had stopped showing up to observe them.

The operators of the simulated battlegrounds threw everything at them—assassinations, hostage situations, witness recoveries. They tried every trick they had to trip them up.

All had failed.

After six months, their movements were so synchronized it looked as if they’d been training together for decades.

Grace was still as emotionless and silent as he’d been the first day they met, and that hadn’t changed throughout the extent of their training or when in private discussing strategies.

For a while, his partner’s lack of verbal communication had driven Mirage up the wall and down the other side.

But over time, he understood that Grace spoke to him in many different ways.

Mirage still experienced annoyance, solemn memories, and despair but also immense admiration…and horniness.

But it’d become second nature for Mirage to disguise those feelings.
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“I’m over this cafeteria food, but if I don’t eat it, I’ll starve. It’s either this underseasoned shit or the microwave meals from my grocery orders.”

Mirage set his tray of meatloaf and green beans on the table. He wanted to slam it but refrained from what would’ve been considered an impossible outburst for him to display.

“I’m a grown-ass man. I should be able to go out and eat what the hell I want. Fuck, at least have a real pizza delivered.”

Grace cut his eyes at him for a second, then went back to reading his daily delivery of The Washington Post.

At least his partner joined him for most meals now instead of lurking in the dark like before, although Grace rarely ate.

He stayed quiet while he read one of the eight newspapers he had delivered each day.

Mirage sometimes wanted to ask Grace what frozen meals he made for himself.

They must be good because he was never as ravenous as Mirage.

Grace would drink a cup of black coffee or juice in the morning. And on rare occasions, he’d indulge in a chef salad and a glass of unsweetened tea in the evening.

Mirage didn’t frown, but he was curious.

How does he maintain all that muscle and never eat?

The serums that enhanced their physical strength added some bulk but didn’t prohibit them from needing daily sustenance to maintain their heightened energy.

Mirage swallowed his last bite of the blandest apple pie in the world—was there a shortage of brown sugar in DC or something? Grace closed his paper and stood as if indicating he’d been waiting long enough.

“Why are you in such a hurry, Grace? Spectre said for us to chill until he called for us. They must be working on new simulations.” Mirage lowered his hood and stood to leave. “I’m going back to my apartment. I’ll see you—”

Grace slammed his paper down, his lips thinning into a tight line.

What the fuckin’ fuck now?

Grace crowded him until he was inches from him, and the scent of warm vanilla musk and earthy leather invaded Mirage’s senses.

He wanted to close his eyes and take deep inhales, but he kept his expression neutral.

He sighed, appearing unfazed at the determination in Grace’s dark eyes before interpreting the message he was relaying.

“All right…let’s go,” Mirage muttered.
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Grace didn’t stop his long strides, although he heard Mirage’s multiple sighs behind him.

He walked so close to him that it was impossible not to.

Grace shoved open the door to the gun range hard enough for the knob to punch a hole in the wall and beelined to the array of handguns.

Mirage grabbed a pair of protective earmuffs before selecting a VP9 handgun, though Grace knew it wouldn’t be long before his partner moved to the cork boards to throw some knives and maybe an axe or two.

After an hour of Grace switching from handguns to rifles, ending with a Mossberg shotgun, Mirage inched in close behind him.

In response, Grace pulled back one earmuff while he reloaded.

“You’re angry…why?”

His partner’s warm breath sent chills down his spine. If he were capable of feeling pleasure, he imagined that heat would spread lower.

Grace had always been attracted to capable men, and Mirage had capability in fucking spades.

But those feelings no longer stirred in Grace’s gut as they would have years ago.

Sometimes, he wondered why that part of him had to be deadened. Making him experience such amplified rage and aggression without a way to let it out was a recipe for disaster.

So, yes. He was very angry.

Training all day for months was no longer satisfying Grace’s urge to kill.

Holograms of terrorists didn’t compare to putting a bullet in the real thing.

Every day, he read about violent crimes being committed against his country and its citizens. Wrongs that the Ravens promised he’d be able to make right.

Fucking when?

Mirage pressed his chest against Grace’s back and removed his ear protection.

“Turn and look at me so I can see why.”

Grace wished he could see into Mirage’s mind and hear the internal dialogue that appeared to never turn off.

Grace did as his partner asked and gazed down into blue-gray eyes full of wisdom and insight, relaying without words the burning searing his core.

Mirage didn’t speak for a long time as he held eye contact. Mirage moved closer, appearing to take in every detail of Grace’s facial features, his gaze piercing his soul.

There was something warm in those uniquely angled eyes. A compassion that shouldn’t be there but was.

Grace didn’t blink. He couldn’t. He didn’t want to miss a second of those unique-colored irises dilatating and constricting.

How does he do this? Is his mind so complex that the drugs didn’t take?

“Soon, Grace. When it’s least expected, the Ravens will unleash you on the world.”

The gentleness of Mirage’s voice never failed to lull Grace toward serenity.

“And God help the man who encounters your rage.”

The compliment was unexpected and cooled the fire burning inside Grace’s chest.

He thought he saw a smile tugging at the corner of Mirage’s lips, but before he could be sure, his expression shifted into a stoic mask.

“I’m going to bed. Get some rest, Grace. We need to stay sharp.”

Mirage left the shooting range, taking the comfort of his voice and the smell of cool cotton with him.
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It’d been another seven weeks of gruesomeness, and Mirage thought Grace was about to come apart at the seams.

Perhaps Spectre or one of the higher-ups had also noticed Grace’s shift in demeanor because, at six thirty in the morning, the director made a rare appearance on the balcony while Mirage was finishing his poached eggs.

“You don’t seem the type who dines in cafeterias, Mr. Director,” Mirage said without glancing in his direction. “To what do we owe the unwanted interruption?”

Mirage knew he voiced Grace’s sentiments as well because of his partner’s scowl and the way he threw aside his New York Times.

“I’ve received stellar reports on your training progress, and I think you gentlemen deserve a couple of days to rest and recoup.” The director glanced over the railing. “You’ve been inside a long time… You’re not prisoners, y’know.”

Grace glared at the director’s back before throwing Mirage a look that showed disapproval…and caution.

The director stared up at the sky from behind a pair of Versace shades. “Enjoy the day. You’ve earned it. Your driver will be in the garage when you’re ready to go.”

Mirage didn’t like the surprise, and it appeared Grace didn’t either. But perhaps a day out of the building after a year and a half was a good idea.

“Just remember to wear your hoods. They’re required whether in or out of headquarters,” the director instructed before he left.
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Grace stared out the window of the blacked-out Suburban while Mirage’s gaze bounced from the driver, who they’d often seen in the observation booth during their training times, to the stoic man in the passenger seat.

Grace stared at Mirage long enough to convey, Why is he here?

Mirage flexed his wrists, and Grace saw the glint of metal from his blades.

He eased one side of his trench—designed specifically for him—to show Mirage a glimpse of his MultiFlex holster concealing four handguns.

Two Berettas and two .45 Magnums.

Maybe the passenger was a guard.

After all, he and Mirage were a high commodity. The agency had invested considerable assets into developing its new weapons.

No one was supposed to know they existed, but the Ravens didn’t appear to be an organization without contingency plans for the unexpected.

He and Mirage chose to leave in the evening, preferring to enjoy the night ambiance rather than the broad daylight.

Grace wore a grim expression when the driver stopped in front of a high-end restaurant.

The passenger glanced in the mirror and told them to enjoy their meal.

Grace scoped out the entrance to Terrapas fine-dining restaurant on the first floor of a thirty-story building before he got out.

Mirage met him on the other side of the SUV, both of them scanning the street and sidewalks.

“I guess the director was being honest,” Mirage said before he followed some men in business suits into the waiting area. “I hope they have good seafood options.”

He and Mirage were dressed decently in their umber-brown slacks and collared shirts.

Mirage wore a custom-fitted blazer suit coat with an oversized cashmere hood, and Grace wore a new knee-length Kevlar-lined almond-shade trench.

It probably seemed odd for them not to remove their hoods once seated in the dimly lit restaurant, but few glanced in their direction since they were so far removed from the main dining room.

The tablecloths were stark white, with two five-piece place settings positioned on top.

A polite lady with a smile as brilliant as the tablecloths gave them a slight nod before she filled their water glasses and left.

Another woman approached shortly after. She was older and well-toned.

The first thing Grace noticed was that she didn’t crack a smile when she handed them the hardcover menus and then walked away without welcoming them or even informing them of the evening’s specials.

Grace’s temple pulsed.

Something’s not right, he relayed to Mirage.

They both moved to get up, but a Black man with rich brown skin, waist-long dreadlocks, and an obvious bulge on his hip blocked their path.

He glared at them hard enough to frighten an undisciplined man, then displayed a phony smile.

“Gentlemen, I strongly recommend the tuna tartare. It’s delicious enough to kill for.”

Grace eased back against the curved booth, exchanging a knowing look with Mirage.

His partner opened the menu.

There was no food listed.

Today was not a day of rest—it was the start of a harrowing test of their skills, nerves, and ability to conform.

It was confirmation that the Ravens’ personnel extended further than the confines of their headquarters. This was all staged. No wonder no one had blinked at their hoods. But Grace didn’t waste time wondering how many others in the restaurant were working for the director.

Mirage removed the two earpieces taped inside the faux menu and handed one to Grace while he scrutinized the candid photo of a Caucasian man with a messy shoulder-length ponytail, wearing a black suit jacket and a canary-yellow dress shirt with no tie.

He was seated with two other men and surrounded by an entourage of stone-faced bodyguards who all exuded criminality.

He and Mirage put their earpieces in. “Looks like it’s time to impress, gentlemen.”

Spectre’s calm, confident voice echoed through his earpiece.

Grace could hear the swift clacking of keys on a keyboard and papers rattling.

Had their handler also been fooled into thinking he had the day off, only to be thrown in the hot seat?

“I’ve located your positions,” Spectre confirmed. “Your target is David Berkowitz, leader of a drug organization, who’s here one night to receive a shipment of ketamine and cocaine.”

Mirage was scanning the few details listed for them to execute the mission as Grace seared the face of their target into his mind.

“I’m scanning facial recognition software within a twenty-mile radius of your location.”

Before Spectre finished the last word of his sentence, he confirmed, “Got him. He’s at the Blue Lagoon Lounge on the roof of the Prosperity Bank skyscraper thirteen blocks west.”

More papers rustled in Grace’s ear a few seconds before Spectre notified, “Your hardware is on the roof. You’ve got fifteen minutes to climb thirty-three floors and execute the target.”

Mirage set the menu down, and the man with dreads appeared out of nowhere and snatched it off the table.

Grace gave Mirage a hard glare and got out of the booth with Mirage close on his heels as they made their way toward the emergency exit in the back of the restaurant.

He recognized the snick of Mirage flicking a blade from his wrist. Mirage reached around him, his forearm grazing Grace’s waist to cut the wire to disable the alarm a second before Grace threw open the door.
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Mirage was at Grace’s back where he belonged, watching their six as they sprinted up the stairwell, taking the steps four at a time.

They weren’t even winded when they reached the twenty-ninth floor, keeping the same pace as when they started for the last few floors.

Grace exploded through the rooftop door with both arms extended, holding a Beretta handgun in each hand.

He and Mirage connected their backs and executed a full circle, searching for unwanted company.

Given how the Ravens had set them up, they expected the unexpected.

“You’re clear,” Spectre confirmed as he and Grace hurried and made their way to the west edge of the roof.

Grace squatted and snapped open the case to find a basic-ass M24 rifle.

What the…?

It was a gross downgrade from the accuracy and sophistication of the MK13s or the SAKO 22s he’d been training with for months.

Grace’s stoic demeanor was unchanged, his face a carved mask of stone as he quickly assembled the weapon with the ease one would use to set up a beach chair. He adjusted the low-quality scope and got in position.

The click-clack of Spectre’s keyboard sounded as if he was typing three hundred words per minute.

“You’re allotted three shots, Grace. Two center mass, one in the right temple.”

The fuckin’ fuck!

They wanted Grace to hit a target in two exact places from a mile and a half away…with that piece of shit?

Spectre fell silent to allow them to concentrate.

Grace reached behind his back, knowing Mirage was there, and handed him the spotter scope. He kneeled behind Grace instead of beside him—where a spotter should be positioned—and put his eye to the lens.

There were customers seated at nearby tables that Mirage didn’t want to end up as collateral damage.

If this was their test, killing an innocent bystander would probably be considered a failure.

“Eleven minutes, thirty-two seconds,” Spectre informed.

Mirage watched Grace’s six in his peripheral—despite Spectre doing the same through a satellite feed—all while keeping their target in sight.

Mirage counted Berkowitz’s subtle movements.

Headshots were the worst target for even the best sniper.

Mirage had to finely time the way their target turned, nodded, or tilted his head as he conversed with the men around him. The intervals between the sips of his drink before he put his cigar between his lips. Counting his inhalations and exhalations.

During their time of extensive training, Mirage had melded into the role of analyzing and providing computational support for his partner.

His mind was so enhanced he could calculate almost as fast as an arithmetic logic CPU while he quickly assessed the best position to protect innocents from potential ricochets.

Grace was waiting for the coordinates. Mirage knew his partner wouldn’t move until he gave the go.

“Target on berm, aim left edge.” Mirage was so close his lips brushed Grace’s earlobe.

“On,” Grace murmured.

“Range 2690, 0.4 left, wind SW half value.”

Grace adjusted his scope in response. “Shooter ready.”

“Spotter up, negative adjustments. Hold scope.”

“Holding and standing by,” Grace gritted.

Mirage calculated the travel velocity of the bullet, then the 3.6 seconds for Berkowitz to put his cigar down and exhale the thick plume of smoke.

There was no need to wait for the fog to clear. Grace could see through it.

“Prepare to send.”

Mirage felt the intake of Grace’s breath against his chest, then made the call.

“Fire, fire,” Mirage called in rapid succession, staying clear of the jolt of Grace’s body from the recoil.

Mirage waited the split second for Berkowitz to jerk from the shock and propel backward from the impact, leaving Grace’s opening to hit the right temple.

“Fire,” Mirage commanded.

The bullet entered so precise and clean that the bullet didn’t exit, preventing brain or blood splatter.

Before either of them could turn and bolt, Spectre intercepted their retreat.

“Hold position.”

Their handler’s voice was sharp and strained, meaning whatever sudden change had been assigned, he wasn’t happy about it.
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“New target acquired,” Spectre confirmed, reversing their plan to get the fuck off the roof before the police were dispatched.

“Call it,” Mirage answered, squatting closer to Grace.

“Eliminate the bodyguard in white. I repeat, the bodyguard in the white blazer. One in the abdomen, one in the heart.”

There were two bullets left in the magazine.

Grace made a series of rapid adjustments to the weapon while Mirage calculated the best angle to hit their new target.

The top floor of the restaurant was now a scene of chaos as the customers and waitstaff scurried to get to safety.

The six remaining bodyguards were ducking with weapons drawn while searching for the direction of the shots.

Grace waited for Mirage’s new coordinates.

“Three minutes and fifty-seven seconds,” Spectre reminded them.

Spectre was able to direct and inform, but there was no way for him to help them execute.

The bodyguard in white was trying to drag Berkowitz’s lifeless body out of sight.

“Target on berm, aim left edge,” Mirage hurriedly said. “Range 2690, 1.2.1 left, wind SW half value.”

“Shooter ready,” Grace answered.

Mirage hadn’t noticed his partner adjust the scope because he’d done it so fast.

“Zero adjustments, no holds.”

Grace released a smooth exhale, and Mirage ordered the commands all in one breath.

“Fire, rotate six degrees, fire.”

Grace nailed it as Mirage knew he would.

They didn’t bother with the equipment as they bolted toward the rooftop exit.

Now, it was Spectre’s job to navigate them the hell out of there.

“Two minutes, four seconds,” he informed first.

Fuck.

The clock was ticking.

Were they really expected to run down thirty-two floors in two minutes?

They were fast, but what the fuck?

“Stay on the roof and get to the east side.”

They made a sharp right instead of exiting through the door.

“Anchors and a Deus are on the ground. Your transport’s waiting in the alley.”

Mirage assessed the straight descent into the pitch dark below.

They were supposed to rappel down four hundred and fifty feet.

“Oh, you gotta be fuckin’ kidding me,” Mirage ground out, staring at Grace’s calm face.

“Authorities have been dispatched. Seven minutes to your location and closing.”

“This escape is a bit excessive, don’t you think? Where’s the goddamn fire?” Mirage snarled at Grace.

“Fifty-one seconds. Move,” Spectre stressed.

Grace’s lips tightened to a thin line as he gave Mirage a low growl, telling him to grow some balls and stop stalling.

With anger surging through him, Mirage did the same as Grace, snapping the locks of his vest together and clipping the descent control device to his harness.

He threw hundreds of feet of rope over the side and pulled his leather gloves out of his pockets.

He and Grace stood on the ledge of the building and, without another thought, leapt off the side, rappelling at a speed that made the floors of the skyscraper fly by in a blur.

Landing in sync, he and Grace rushed toward the flickering headlights of the SUV and slid into the back seat.

The same driver—minus the suspicious passenger they’d arrived with—burned rubber out of the alley, weaving through a maze of dark pathways, while he spoke into his watch.

“Browns are secured and mobile. Inbound to base. ETA forty-five minutes.”

“Clock is dead with four seconds remaining,” Spectre reported, a hint of triumph lacing his smooth voice. “Mission complete.”

Mirage pulled back his hood and let out a relieved breath.

A few blocks up, they passed a dozen speeding police cruisers, first responders, and ambulances with lights flashing and sirens screaming, alerting the city to beware.

Danger was loose and lurking.
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Grace had said no more than ten words from the time they’d entered the restaurant, yet he and Mirage had executed the spontaneous mission using only their enhanced communication.

No words, just feelings and energy.

If he hadn’t been there himself to witness it, it would’ve been a story he believed impossible.

Every one of his advanced abilities had kicked into high gear the moment he put his earpiece in.

He’d been waiting for this day to come, the chance to do what the Ravens had summoned him for.

Grace remembered seeing the name David Berkowitz on the DEA’s most wanted drug lords list for the past four years.

The agency had made multiple arrests that had led to zero convictions because the kingpin had hundred-thousand-dollar lawyers at his beck and call.

It had felt good to put three slugs in him.

Grace hadn’t thought twice about the added bodyguard execution. He didn’t care.

He should’ve chosen to protect a better man.

When he killed in the Marines, he’d lie awake at night wondering if he’d made a wife a widow. Was there now a fatherless child somewhere because of him, or a mother grieving the loss of her child.

Grace felt no guilt, remorse, or sadness.

He felt nothing but satisfaction.

“Look at me.”

Mirage’s silken voice broke into his thoughts.

After several seconds, Grace complied, pulling his hood back and turning away from the window. He looked into Mirage’s eyes and allowed him to do his enchanting mind-reading thing.

The darkness of the blacked-out SUV enhanced the intensity of Mirage’s stare, transforming his blue-gray irises to the color of cobalt.

The short distance between them crackled with electricity that ignited Grace’s every nerve ending.

It wasn’t delight or irritation he felt. It wasn’t dislike or desire either…it just was.

And whatever it was, it was the reason he kept Mirage so close, why he didn’t want him to go to his own apartment when their day was over.

His partner’s presence gave him a reprieve from the robot he’d become.

Grace found himself unable to turn away, drawn by the lure of their unspoken words.

He sat motionless while Mirage gazed into his eyes with understanding.

“That kill was satisfying, yes?”

Mirage ran his slim fingers through his messy, dirty-blond hair.

“I guess the Ravens are ready to allow you to right those wrongs you’ve been reading in the papers every day.”

Grace frowned.

“Excuse me, to allow us to right them.”

Us. Every fuckin’ mission will always be us, Mirage.

His partner’s solid presence had been all he’d needed to perform the way he did on that roof. To make those impossible shots.

Their driver stopped at a keypad outside a set of bay hanger doors and entered the code to open them.

They were in the garage of their building. They pulled their hoods on, lowering them to the bridges of their noses.

They were let out in front of a brown door with a face scanner that opened when they were a few feet away.

The narrow hall was dim and void of any pictures or furnishings. Mirage followed Grace to the end and stepped into an elevator with no buttons.

The tight box felt as if it were going up forever before it stopped and opened to an immaculate lobby decorated with neutral-colored lounge furniture.

Grace didn’t recall being on this side or level of the building before.

A woman he’d never seen came around the corner wearing a classy cream-colored pinstriped suit dress and holding a manilla folder.

She gave them a pleasant smile before she nodded toward the way she’d come, beckoning them to follow her.
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Mirage glanced through the glass of the multiple offices he passed while they followed the lady with nice hips.

He was counting their steps and marking every turn in his mind in case this was another test and they needed to make a quick getaway.

Grace scowled at Mirage from over his shoulder.

“I know,” he replied to Grace’s unspoken question.

“Miss, where the fuck are we going?”

When she didn’t answer, he was about to throw a blade past the side of her face, but she stepped aside and gestured to the oak doors of a large conference room.

Thirty or so people of all ages and sizes stood when they entered. There was a myriad of expressions around the room, from awe to curiosity, then admiration, while others cast their gazes toward the floor.

The first voice Mirage recognized was Spectre’s, then the director’s.

“Browns, meet your team.” The director cleared his throat. “And, Mirage, will you please show yourself.”

He stepped from behind Grace, sending a wave of surprise rippling through the room.

His sudden appearance out of thin air must have caught most of them off-guard.

Some looked anxious, while others seemed captivated by how he’d melded so deep into Grace’s shadow until he disappeared.

A large screen covering most of the wall was paused on a still shot of them getting into the SUV behind Terrapas an hour ago.

As if their “team” had been watching an assassin reality show starring them.

Mirage was surprised there was no popcorn and Jujyfruits on the table.

“You two have a seat and allow everyone to introduce themselves.”

The tension in the room shifted to a slight degree of relaxation as the “team” began to pull out their seats at the table while others sat in chairs lining the room.

Grace didn’t move, and neither did he, continuing to stand rigidly just inside the door.

The team stopped midmotion and shoved their chairs back under the table, and the ones who’d already sat leapt from their seats as if they’d sat on a needle.

“Okay.” The director coughed. “We’ll all stand.”

“Let’s make quick introductions of the department leaders and save the rest for a more suitable hour,” Spectre said to the director. “I’m sure Grace and Mirage are ready to go to their apartments to settle their minds.”

Spectre sat down, and Mirage noticed his hair was draped over his shoulders and not in his usual man bun.

He had on a pair of wrinkled lounge pants, a tank top, and a cotton robe as if he’d been yanked out of bed.

Yep, he’d been thrust into the mission as well.

“I’m sure you’re right.” The director flipped through a binder and began to point out certain men and women, starting with the ones closest to him.

“Grace and Mirage, as you already know, your go-to will be your handler, Spectre, and beside him is Paul, your management operator.”

Paul raised his hand, but when he wasn’t acknowledged, he put it down.

Anyone introduced after that gave a simple nod.

“Chris and Anthony head up your intel unit. Virginia, Ken, and Sullivan—we call him Skeet—lead the shadow division. They’re experts in covert and stealth tactics. The ten men in the corner are your ballistics, bladesmiths, and gunsmith experts.”

No one could see Mirage’s raised brow under his hood, but he thought it was beyond cool that they had their own weapon makers.

“Yuan Yun leads your tech division.”

The director pointed to a group of people wearing work coveralls with grease smudges—or was that oil?—on their face and hands.

“Cormac, Lauren, Julie, Doug, and Noah are the managers of the engineering department. And the serious-faced people over there in the white lab coats are the chief physicians on your medical team. You probably recognize a few of them.”

Spectre yawned. “Wrap this up, John. We have our entire lives to get familiar with everyone.”

Hmm, the director’s name is John.

Mirage liked Mr. Overdressed and Mr. Too Expensive Goddamn Suit better.

And yeah, wrap it up.

His bed was screaming his name, and annoyance was rolling off Grace so hard it made Mirage’s teeth clench to stop himself from yelling at the director on his partner’s behalf.

“Okay, got it,” the director acknowledged. “Just about done.”

“The trio in the eclectic clothing with pens and pencils littering their hair are Elio, Calla, and Waylen. They’re in charge of the design team. Your field wardrobe and any personal clothes you’d like. If you want them to make a—”

“I design all your trench coats, Grace, including the one you’re wearing now.” Elio gave a provocative wink, flashing a seductive and inviting smile.

Mirage was tempted to throw a blade into that fucking eye.

“I’ve warned you once, Elio.” Spectre glared.

The director faced the serious-looking woman in the pinstripes. Beside her was a petite lady who couldn’t be more than five feet tall. She wore black-rimmed cat-eye glasses and clutched a clipboard to her chest.

“Last, this is our administrative director. She has her eyes and ears on just about everything.” The director squinted. “She came to us from the CIA, and I don’t think anyone here knows her government name, so we just call her Jo.”

“She’s your personal assistant, and Ms. Tiffany beside her is in charge of hospitality and housekeeping.”

Grace jerked his head toward Tiffany, and she almost dropped her clipboard.

When Grace was done staring at her from under his hood, he turned and glanced at Mirage, then shook his head.

“Jo, Tiffany, never come into our apartments, ever. We keep our own homes,” Mirage told her. “Matter of fact, no one comes to our personal floor…ever. We don’t care if it’s on fire…don’t come up.”

Tiff cleared her throat. “O-of course. Whatever you want, Grace, um, Mr. Grace…fuck, I meant, um…”

Most of the team—primarily the women—chuckled behind their fists as Tiffany turned beet red.

“Grace is fine, Tiffany, thank you.” Spectre stood and eyed the dozens of faces, saving Tiffany from further embarrassment.

“Thanks for staying up so late, and thanks for the introductions. We look forward to working with all of you.”

Their handler stared at each member of the team.

“But if any of you fuck up, even once…you’re gone. Is that understood?”

No one spoke or moved, but glances bounced around the room as if people were wondering who’d be the first of their colleagues to get canned and kicked out of the Ravens organization.

They’d probably be forced to live in seclusion from the rest of the world on the Pitcairn Islands.

Spectre picked up the receiver of a red phone in the center of the table.

“Handler B289 to Control. Browns’ mission successful. Set status to Code 4 ready,” their handler muttered, then replaced the receiver in the cradle.

A computerized voice came over an intercom that sounded as if it was alerting the entire building.

“Second generation activated. Browns are a go for Force Protection Level (FPL) Bravo.”

The team erupted in a round of cheers and high-fives.

Mirage pfft’d under his breath.

Grace did an about-face and walked out the door, leaving the team members to celebrate.

Mirage followed, this time at his side.

“They look like a capable bunch,” he said, then pushed the elevator button for their floor.

Once inside the small compartment, Grace turned and stared down at him. He spoke in a voice that was as dark as his eyes, his words rough and grating.

“We’ll see.”

Grace’s tone was hotter than a blue flame. One that sent heat streaking down Mirage’s spine.
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Five years later

Valdivian Rainforest

La Araucaria Region, Chile

South America

“I have movement. Multiple vehicles approaching.”

“Confirm target.”

Seconds of silence went by that turned into minutes.

“Confirm. Target,” Grace repeated.

Mirage chuckled under his breath.

“Adding bass in your voice won’t make the confirmation come any faster.”

“Spectre,” Grace growled.

“I understand you’ve been in that ceiling for four hours, but if you can’t withstand extreme boredom, I’m afraid you’re in the wrong line of work,” Mirage answered dryly through the comms.

Mirage was six hundred yards away, perched on a rain-slick branch, eighty feet above the forest floor. His camouflage fatigues helped him blend into the damp vines and moss of an evergreen tree.

His eye was an inch away from the scope of his SAKO sniper rifle. He kept his finger poised over the trigger and his left hand clutching the stock.

It hadn’t been easy to get into position with the almost four-foot-long weapon. The mono and bipod were braced on two branches while he sat nestled in a semi-enclosed cavity, with an angry male baboon watching him from a few limbs over.

As long as it didn’t move, he was safe. But Mirage kept his bowie knife unsheathed and resting on his thigh. If the baboon shifted to strike, Mirage would remove its head, let the body drop to the ground, and return to his position without a second thought.

The intense humidity made sweat drip down his temples and beneath the high collar of his camouflage jacket.

Grace growled harder, sending a warm vibration through Mirage’s ear canal and down his damp throat.

He could imagine Spectre rolling his dark eyes at Grace’s bitching.

“The convoy stopped, but no further activity. Awaiting visual. Stand. Fuckin’. By. Grace.”

Mirage tried soothing his partner’s impatience.

“You’re lucky you’re inside, Grace. This goddamn primate’s been eyeing me the entire time. I think I’m starting to look like a worthy challenge.”

With his cheek pressed to the cool metal, the scent of animal musk and swamp water made him long for this mission to be over.

The three hundred and sixty minutes he’d been separated from Grace was beyond excruciating.

It wasn’t the first time they’d had to deviate from their back-to-chest battle position, but when they did, it hurt badly.

It’d taken their intel department four months of recon to discover the leader of the Crimson Crime Syndicate’s secluded safe house. And just as long for their shadow division to devise a covert plan to take out the SOB.

A long-range shooter and close-contact attack would be the best option to make this mission successful.

The leader of this ruthless rebel force was known only as Afonso. His organization was violent in the ways they instilled fear in the inhabitants of the poverty-stricken Chilean commune in Arauco.

The Browns had been called in after multiple aid imports to the surrounding countries were hijacked.

There was but one way to take down a small-scale but no less powerful influence of criminals. And that was to cut off the head of the snake. The body of a reptile could continue to jerk, the head still capable of releasing a venomous bite.

Grace and Mirage were ordered to eliminate the leader, his followers, friends of the followers, and even the fucking pets of the followers.

Mirage pulled the rifle closer as several armed men began to exit the run-down pickup trucks.

The guards took a moment to scan the proximity, but they were untrained in the true game of warfare. The men were inefficient and had grown comfortable with the lack of resistance from the locals.

“Confirmation on the target,” Mirage whispered, regardless that no one could hear him from this distance.

“We got bogies,” Spectre responded. “Afonso is flanked by five guards and thirteen around the perimeter.”

“Heard.” Grace’s tone was deep with raw ruggedness. “On your mark.”

Mirage bit his bottom lip. Even after all these years, Grace’s voice still moved him. Through the comms, it sounded like an out-of-tune slow-bow violin.

“Ready in one.” Mirage notified his partner of their attack time.

His scope had thermal vision, but the dumbass guards hadn’t blacked out the windows in the one-story rickety structure, and the lack of electricity made Mirage’s job that much easier.

He narrowed his gaze on each target with a level heart rate.

His countdown was short and quick like Grace preferred.

“Two, one.”

Mirage pulled the trigger.

The shot of the .338 caliber bullet firing through the chamber would’ve sounded like cannon fire, but the attached silencer still made the sharp pop make love to his soul.

Nearby birds and wildlife scattered, and so did the baboon.

The freight train force of the bullet into his target sent him slamming into the wood structure.

The spray of crimson and human tissue on the wall was as beautiful as a Picasso abstract.

Mirage’s second shot followed so quickly that the guards had yet to shake off their shock before the guard closest to Afonso took a direct hit to the center of his chest.

And only because Mirage felt like showing off, his third round was instant and catastrophic. The guard’s head snapped back, the bullet entering his right eye, exiting the back of his skull, and going into the man’s forehead behind him.

Blood and brain matter sprayed the room, and if Mirage could feel revulsion, the sight might have upset his stomach.

“Tragedy,” he tsked before he eliminated the last two.

“Stop peacocking, Mirage,” Spectre chastised. “Grace, you’re a go for green.”

Grace dropped from the ceiling, wielding two suppressed Berettas, his rich brown trench billowing out before falling back into place. Like an angel ascending from the depths of hell. Mirage watched through the scope as his partner approached a terrified Afonso with silent grace.
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Grace

Grace scanned the room full of bodies, ignoring the additional shots Mirage continued to fire and the sound of men dying outside.

Afonso’s back was against the wall, scanning for somewhere to run.

What kind of dumbass doesn’t have multiple exits in a safe house?

Afonso’s only way out was past him.

Grace narrowed his eyes, then shook his head in warning.

Deciding to press his luck, Afonso tried to dart past. Grace allowed him to make it a few feet from the threshold, giving him a modicum of hope before he snatched it away.

He didn’t have to look as he fired a single shot behind his back that went through Afonso’s ankle only inches from an artery.

Grace didn’t want him dead…yet. Spectre might have a question or two if they didn’t recover what was needed.

Afonso screamed and hit the ground with a hard thud, his head slamming into the floor.

Grace ignored him. The screams of agony did nothing to him.

He scanned the small hut. It appeared that all the documents he needed—shipping schedules, contacts, ledgers—were all laid out on a dilapidated table.

Grace removed his camera pen—it sent all images directly to their forensics department—and snapped photos of the papers.

“That looks good. We got everything we need,” Spectre confirmed.

Grace removed his woodgrain Zippo from his inside coat pocket and lit the table on fire.

On his way past the cursing crime boss, Grace looked him dead in the eyes and then shot him once in the gut.

The screams of agony were comforting to his lack of a soul.

Crying won’t save you.

Grace watched Afonso writhe on the floor until he became annoyed with the wailing.

“For fuck’s sake, Grace. Shut him up. I’m ready to get out of this damn jungle,” Mirage bitched in his ear.

Grace shot him twice in the chest.

Even if Grace did possess empathy, he wouldn’t feel sorry for a man who’d intimidated and tortured a near desolate, starving community for years.

Grace cleared the threshold before Spectre ordered, “Leave ’em without a trace, Mirage.”

His partner fired rapid rounds from his SAKO, which tore through the structure, sending splinters of wood and shards of glass soaring into the air until there was nothing left of the small hut but rubble.

The vehicles parked outside met a similar fate, their metal frames crumpling or exploding under the barrage of bullets.
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Mirage

Mirage sat across from Grace in the Browns’ luxurious helicopter, equipped with everything from a kitchen to a full-size bath and wardrobe.

He stared out the window at the expansive Atlantic Ocean while studying his partner in his peripheral.

The ride was smooth, and the noise from the high-performance engine was nonexistent. It was so quiet he could hear every extended breath his partner took.

Grace sipped a cognac while staring at the television station broadcasting world news.

Every few minutes, his forehead would crinkle in the middle—an undetectable gesture only Mirage would notice—before he corrected it.

“Is the world still shitty as fuck?”

Grace let out a hard grunt—which meant yes—then took another drink.

The cabin was again encased in silence.

The lengthy stints of quietness between them were never uncomfortable.

Not when Mirage was oversensitive to the one person he could feel in every part of himself.

“Refill, sir?”

Grace nodded, and the courteous stewardess—a Ravens’ employee—poured him another two fingers of the tawny-colored liquid.

It was Grace’s third glass…he was tired.

“I’m going to tell Spectre that we’re logging training hours this week. It’s been almost six months since we last did any.”

It meant they wouldn’t be given another assignment for a while. It also meant a full week off.

Training together and honing their skills was enjoyable, relaxing. And not working or researching a case meant they could sleep in their own beds.

Grace glanced at him with those expressive mahogany eyes that most people weren’t privileged to see because of his hood.

They held eye contact for several seconds before Mirage whispered, “You’re welcome.”

After the helicopter set down on the heliport pad at headquarters, they pulled their hoods low enough to cover the top halves of their faces and exited the aircraft.

Their luggage, equipment, and artillery would be removed by their staff, serviced, and stored in their departments.

Mirage was no more than a couple of feet off Grace’s heels, concealed in his darkness.

Grace was his eyes, and he relied on his body language to alert him to incoming problems.

Mirage registered the faint sound of synced footsteps before Grace reduced the space between them, indicating danger was approaching.

Mirage closed in until Grace’s presence enveloped him in a cocoon of shared energy. Each breath they took blended together.

Grace’s alert could only mean one thing.

There was a greater threat than themselves coming toward them.

Ex and Meridian—the Black Ravens—the first, the elite.

Mirage was able to count the Blacks’ calculated steps, and the closer they got, Grace began to shift their position.

A blur of darkness appeared on Mirage’s right, neither team acknowledging each other.

The whir of another helicopter was looming, and by the time they passed, Mirage was in front of Grace, and Ex and Meridian were behind them.

They’d been activated assassins for five years and had only encountered the Blacks on one unauthorized assignment.

It wasn’t the director who’d sent them. He and Grace had gone after Meridian called them himself for a favor.

It still didn’t make them friends or even acquaintances.

But it did make Meridian owe them one, and Mirage didn’t know if that relieved or concerned him.

Once inside the elevator, Grace released a light exhale, and Mirage moved to his side.

After Grace’s fingerprint was confirmed, he pushed the button for the thirty-eighth floor, and they rode the short distance in silence.

Their penthouse apartments across from each other were their private havens.

They’d installed their own security, and no one—not even Spectre—had access to floor thirty-eight except them.

Just as no one could enter Ex and Meridian’s thirty-ninth floor.

Standing in front of his door, Mirage didn’t turn and face his partner when he whispered, “See you at seventeen hundred for debriefing.”

“Hmm,” was Grace’s response before he closed himself inside his home.
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Grace

Grace entered his dark apartment, stepping over the tracers in the foyer. No one had been inside his home, not even Mirage.

If anyone tried, the invisible particles would attach to their shoes, and Grace would hunt them down and kill them slowly for violating his space.

His sanctuary was the only place he could relax and be himself, away from the violence and danger of his job.

Grace didn’t bother to turn on the lights, instead preferring the natural light of the approaching dusk from the wall-to-wall windows that gave him a panoramic view of the city.

His walls were painted the color of a caramel latte, and the furniture was dark oak with butter-soft leather cushions positioned around a Persian rug dominating the center of the floor.

He didn’t see the need for added frills or decorations.

Grace had chosen the decor carefully, approving pieces reflecting his personality and style. A mirror image of the assassin himself.

Masculine, quiet, and efficient.

A seventy-inch, flat-screen television hung on the wall above the wood-burning fireplace and moonstone hearth.

Once inside, he was able to take a deep breath as he removed his bulletproof trench and hung it in the foyer closet.

He went straight to his bathroom, needing a long, hot shower to release the tension in his muscles.

The bathroom was the only room with lighter colors. The walls were painted eggshell-white, and the floor was cream-colored stone. But his favorite was the luxurious shower that could almost accommodate five people.

He removed his espresso-colored slacks and dress shirt. Once he was naked, he stared at himself in the mirror and dropped his chin to his chest.

Mirage was heavy on his mind in a way he’d thought was impossible, and he couldn’t figure out why.

You damn well know why.

His mind and body programming was supposed to be permanent.

He still didn’t feel much guilt, empathy, sensitivity, or compassion in the field or at home…and he damn sure didn’t feel love.

None of those pesky emotions had invaded his soul in over five years.

Until he’d answered Meridian’s cryptic message and assisted him on one of his missions, which happened to be on Valentine’s Day. What he’d seen had flipped some invisible switch in his mind.

When he and Mirage had arrived to assist, Ex, Meridian’s partner, was nowhere in sight, which should’ve been Grace’s first red flag.

But he’d ignored his gut and went along with what Meridian asked them to do.

The Black Ravens were not the kind of assassins who needed help.

But he and Mirage were asked to make quick work of some bodies for Meridian, and they’d done as he’d ordered.

A second before Meridian’s partner rappelled from the roof, they left before Ex could see them.

However, something had whispered in Grace’s mind for him to go back.

He’d told Mirage to stay concealed while he circled around to make sure everything was good.

Even now, Grace couldn’t believe what he’d witnessed through the skylights of the gutted warehouse. And if Meridian hadn’t been so distracted, he would’ve noticed Grace was watching them.

He’d stared transfixed as Ex straddled Meridian’s lap, then kissed and caressed him, shifting his mind to a place it shouldn’t have been able to go.

Since that day, Grace had been far quieter and more detached than usual…and very hyperaware of Mirage.

Grace shook his head to clear his rogue thoughts, then turned the shower to hot, leaving the cold tap untouched.

The steam filled the large room, and he got in, tilting his head forward, allowing the scalding water to do its job.

He didn’t know how long he stayed in there, but when he got out, his skin was red, and the pads of his fingertips were wrinkled.

He was exhausted. With his mind still on Mirage, he walked naked to the inlaid bar in his living room and poured himself a stiff drink.

He’d already had three on the flight, but they hadn’t been enough to still his mind.

He took his drink to the bedroom and pulled back the comforter on his Alaskan king bed.

The bedroom was just as minimalist as the living room.

He had a nightstand and a dresser with a mirror.

Regardless that their headquarters was safer and more difficult to infiltrate than the White House, he still tucked his Berettas under his pillow and closed his eyes to enjoy some much-needed rest.
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Mirage

Mirage didn’t get much sleep.

He’d tossed and turned for several hours, then dozed off thirty minutes before his alarm sounded for the debriefing.

He wasn’t concerned. The mission had been a success. Their track record was impeccable, and the department was considering them for more high-priority cases…perilous cases.

He hoped that wasn’t why Grace was changing their strategy in the field, like on the last mission.

Grace was a far better sniper than him, but since the measly quarter mile was an insult to his skills, Grace had reasoned that Mirage should handle the long-distance elimination and had chosen to enter the safe house himself…alone.

That wasn’t how they operated.

Mirage could’ve used his daggers to take out the guards outside and remained chest-to-back with Grace like they were supposed to.

But instead, he’d had to sit in a goddamn tree for hours, balancing a heavy-ass, four-foot rifle. He’d been in more danger from the wildlife than the weak cartel they were after.

It’d been smart of him to tell Spectre they were ready for their biannual training.

Once Grace was reminded of how flawless and effective they were together, it’d help put his mind at ease.

Mirage dressed in loose charcoal slacks and an ivory cashmere sweater with a soft, oversized hood.

He stood in his den staring out the window until five minutes before their scheduled debriefing. He opened his door, not surprised when Grace opened his at the same time.

They held eye contact for a charged moment, his partner reflecting a mask of coldness back at him.

Mirage read Grace’s frigid expression as if it were his favorite novel.

What the hell is he so anxious about? This energy is annoying me.

Grace severed the connection and headed toward the elevators.

Mirage was tempted to slap him in the back of the head, but Grace would just see it coming and counter the blow.

He positioned himself behind Grace, an inch to his right.

Six years later, Grace’s earthy smell of leather and sweet vanilla still hit him so hard that Mirage had to concentrate to breathe past it.

They got onto the elevator, but Grace didn’t press the button to their wing of the building, appearing trapped and standing as rigid as a statue.

“Relax your shoulders, Grace,” Mirage whispered in the confined space.

It looked like his partner tried, but it didn’t work.

Mirage lifted his hand to touch Grace’s shoulder, but his wrist was clutched before his palm could make contact.

Mirage crept closer and lowered his voice.

“Let me touch you.”

Grace slowly placed Mirage’s hand atop his shoulder and lowered his arm.

Mirage pressed into a few spots at the base of Grace’s neck, but he couldn’t get to where he needed to because of the armored trench.

Careful not to overstep, Mirage curled his fingers under the collar and inched the coat down Grace’s broad shoulders, enough for him to reach the problem area.

He palpitated several muscles, noting the tension along Grace’s traps and the trigger points at the tip of his spine.

Mirage knew every inch of his partner’s body, which was why he was able to throw his blades around Grace and never miss a target.

“I can fix this.”

Grace hummed, giving him his approval.

He pulled at the hem of Grace’s Henley and slid his hands up his back, grazing his palms over hot skin.

Mirage closed his eyes, not stopping his caress until his fingertips felt the atlas and axis between the skull and spine.

Grace was still and barely breathing, but Mirage knew he wasn’t as unaffected as he appeared.

With his other hand, he cupped Grace’s stubbled chin and turned his head until their gazes were all that mattered in the moment.

Those damn hypnotic eyes lowered to Mirage’s mouth, and before they could distract him, he jerked Grace’s neck an inch higher and snapped his fingers in a fast pattern along his spine, jolting the muscles.

It was done so fast that it was as shocking as it was painless.

Grace released a long groan. It reverberated through Mirage’s chest.

Grace rotated his neck as Mirage eased his shirt down and slid his trench back over his shoulders.

He pushed the button for the floor to the conference rooms, then eased back, allowing the silence to soothe the electricity crackling between them.
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Grace

Grace wasn’t paying attention to the debriefing.

The few people talking in the room sounded like muffled voices in a tunnel.

He was still buzzing from Mirage’s touch. His hands had been warm, sure, competent. If he made him feel like that with his clothes on, Grace could imagine what he would do if they were both…

Shit.

His every thought since Valentine’s Day had been consumed by Mirage.

While in South America, the mission had kept him centered.

Now, he had time for reflection. And since then, all he could think about was the way Meridian had kissed and loved on his partner, the way he’d caressed Ex’s lips with a black rose.

How is Meridian so damn romantic?

He seemed so cruel and evil. It was well-known that the Blacks were lethal men with hearts of solid stone.

Except when it came to each other, Grace supposed.

He glanced across the table at Mirage.

Has he always been so handsome?

Mirage was discussing the images from the documents they’d sent to forensics, his calming voice the only sound Grace could focus on.

His mind was also on other things, like how soft Mirage’s sweater looked and the way it made his eyes pop, and the supple—

“Grace! Are you with us? That question was meant for you.”

Grace’s temple throbbed at his reaction to his name being blurted as he tore his gaze away from perfection.

He turned and glowered at the assistant director.

Hank was an irritating man with an atrocious combover and a suit that was in critical need of tailoring.

The assistant cleared his throat, appearing regretful he’d gotten Grace’s attention.

The others around the table stared at their notepads, avoiding Grace’s eyes.

“Um, sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“You didn’t,” he bit out.

Hank’s neck turned red before he cleared his throat again and pulled at the knot of his tie.

“Uh, I was saying. The director’s been quite impressed with the success of your missions, especially this last one. And he’s decided to elevate you guys’ ready status. Which means you’re gonna be going after the really bad guys now.”

Grace didn’t react.

“You’ve both worked hard to earn it.” Hank smiled with coffee-stained teeth. “How’s that make you feel, buddy?”

Grace got up and yanked his trench off the back of his chair, giving the AD a look of death.

Mirage also stood and interpreted Grace’s thoughts.

“He feels nothing.”

“And don’t ever call him buddy again, Hank, or it’ll be the last word you say.”

Spectre chuckled. “Well, on that note, I think the debriefing is over.”

Grace didn’t wait to be dismissed.

He went to the glass door and yanked it open but didn’t cross the threshold until he felt Mirage’s breath on the back of his neck.
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Mirage

When they were back in the elevator, Mirage stopped Grace from pushing the button to their floor.

“You haven’t eaten yet. I bet you went straight to your shower, had a drink, and then went to bed,” he said matter-of-factly, pressing the button for the garage.

“Let’s go to Terrapas. I think it’s time for a bit of spoiling, don’t you?”

Grace nodded in agreement. The five-star restaurant was his favorite, and it was their place.

On the way down, Mirage pushed a code for their transport coordinator on his fancy watch connected to his silicone earpiece. “Have the truck brought around.”

Mirage tapped the button again to go silent.

The high-tech communicator melded to the rim of their inner ear and was undetectable by sight or scanner.

It was a gift to the Ravens’ operation from a law enforcement task force in Atlanta that interacted with Ex and Meridian.

And that was all any of them were permitted to know.

Neither he nor Grace knew who had designed the Hart locator device. They were only available to those whom the maker sent them.

And the engineer had sent six, one for each Raven and one for each handler.

Inside their bulletproof Suburban, neither of them spoke during the forty-five-minute drive to the restaurant.

When they walked through the doors, hoods lowered, the hostess acknowledged them right away and waved them toward their table.

He and Grace bypassed the other waiting, pinched-faced customers and were led to their secluded table, which they paid a substantial amount of money to remain unused. It was curtained off in the back of the dining room, closest to the exit where their vehicle waited.

The weapons they had stashed beneath the booth and table were the only way they’d feel comfortable dining in such a public environment.

After they settled into the curved booth, the maître d’ came to the table along with the chef.

He was a tall, gray-haired man who wore an unstained white jacket and pressed black pants.

He nodded and presented them with a piece of embellished card stock that described the eight-course meal for the evening.

Neither the chef nor the house manager spoke as they waited for Grace to approve the selections.

After they wiped their hands with the hot cloth, the chef signaled for the server to bring the amuse-bouche.

Mirage set his napkin in his lap, then began to eat the goat cheese–topped polenta cakes.

His palate thanked him.

They didn’t often dine in such a lavish manner. On a mission, they had to eat what was convenient and portable. They’d sure as hell had their share of disgusting MREs, freeze-dried fruits, canned meats, and sometimes what they could catch and cook over an open flame.

By the third course, Mirage was curious why Grace’s smoky gaze was fixated on his mouth with each bite he took.

The wine sat untouched, both of them choosing to drink water instead.

When their glasses were a quarter empty, the maître d’ refilled them without a word and then left.

Mirage met Grace’s eyes, and it felt as if time stood still. Unspoken words of curiosity echoed between them.

Mirage had a vague idea of what was going on, and if he was right, this was a declaration Grace would have to make with words.

Mirage didn’t have tacit body language, and his eyes weren’t as expressive as Grace’s.

He kept his forbidden emotions locked in a vault stronger than Fort Knox.

After another drink of water, Mirage gave a rare demand. “Speak, Grace.”

His partner set his glass down and waited five minutes before he replied.

“I have nothing to say, Mirage.”

Grace hadn’t spoken a word since the two he’d muttered when the debriefing ended three hours ago.

His voice was rough and gravelly from unuse and so goddamn sexy.

“I beg to differ,” Mirage countered.

“You always know what I’m thinking. You tell me what I’m not saying.”

Mirage pushed around the pieces of watermelon and basil salad with his fork—he was never a fan of the palate cleanser course—before he dropped his utensil on his plate and stared at Grace for a long moment.

“There’s confusion in your eyes when you look at me now.” Mirage squinted, studying him. “There is now hesitation in your body when I get too close.”

Grace broke eye contact.

Meaning Mirage was right.

“So, what’s it about? Do you want a different partner? Meridian, perhaps?”

“No.” Grace aggressively wiped his mouth with his napkin before he lowered his sharp tone. “No, I do not.”

“You’ve been different since we worked that job with him last month.”

Mirage struggled to keep the tinge of emotion from his voice.

“I could feel your admiration for Meridian, Grace.” Mirage shrugged. “Hell, what’s not to like? He’s young, fierce, and I know how much you admire capability.”

Grace’s stare cut into him like a sword.

“I don’t and will never want anyone but you, Mirage. Know that, and don’t ever ask that question again.”

Mirage appeared to have hit a nerve.

When Grace spoke in that raw, heated bass, Mirage was reminded of the cold brutality lurking in Grace’s soul.

The quiet between them was intense after such a strong statement…or was it a demand.

The maître d’ had their plates removed, then set a dessert plate in front of Mirage and a Kopi espresso for Grace.

The attentive server didn’t ask how the meal was or if they’d enjoyed the experience.

One, because it wasn’t required. It’d been prepared by a Michelin-star chef. Of course they’d enjoyed it.

And two, the staff understood that Mirage didn’t desire to hear any of them speak.

Grace’s silence was all he wanted to hear.
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Grace

Grace hated that Mirage had come to that conclusion—that he wanted Meridian instead of him—after working one night with the Black Ravens.

His partner deserved to know the truth, whether it backfired on him or not.

Mirage was looking at him with those intelligent, hunter-shaped eyes. Ones that never failed to see straight through him. And Grace didn’t mind.

He was glad Mirage could understand the things he couldn’t or wouldn’t say aloud.

“Tell me what changed on February fourteenth.”

“Nothing.”

“Bullshit,” Mirage challenged, his eyes taking on the color of slate.

Grace swallowed his unease. “Don’t be angry.”

“That’s a useless-ass emotion, Grace.” Mirage glowered.

A strange sensation tightened Grace’s chest. What did Mirage feel then?

“You’ve mastered the art of indifference, Mirage.”

Grace watched his partner for a long time. Too damn long, knowing he had nothing.

When he didn’t say anything, Mirage went back to eating his crème brûlée.

He moaned at the final bite, slowly sliding the fork from between his lips, making Grace’s heartbeat hammer in his ears.

Grace pictured Meridian again. How he’d licked his way into his partner’s mouth.

Grace wanted to try that, too, except with his own partner.

Grace didn’t remember how it felt to be kissed. Hell, he probably no longer knew how to do it. He’d had orgasms but no romance.

Unable to sit there any longer, struggling to breathe, Grace removed his wallet from his back pocket.

“Ready to go so soon? You don’t want another cup of coffee?” Mirage asked. “It’s your favorite.”

Grace shook his head and placed eight hundred-dollar bills on the table.

He stood, his muscles coiled as tight as a spring ready to snap, and pulled his trench off the coatrack beside the table.

Grace’s mind felt out-of-focus and staticky, like those old televisions with rabbit ears and aluminum foil on the tips.

“Let’s take a walk… You look like you need some air.”

Mirage threw him a soft wink that made Grace’s cock jerk for the first time in forever, then closed in behind him and whispered, “Let’s go, Grace.”
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Mirage

Mirage almost felt sorry for Grace.

There was something heavy on his mind, and it seemed to have a lot to do with the two of them…not Meridian.

The Black Raven was an impressive, virile younger man with a sexy midnight aura hovering over his head like a storm cloud.

A force of atmosphere affecting anyone in his vicinity.

Mirage was more than grateful it hadn’t consumed his partner. If Grace said he didn’t want Meridian, he believed him. His partner was a lot of things, but he wasn’t a liar.

If Grace was feeling an inkling of what Mirage was, of what he had been for years, then this would be resolved tonight.

Once inside the blacked-out truck, he locked gazes with Grace and asked Driver, “Take us to Whispering Pines Park.”

“Yes, sir.”

Their transporter was known only as Driver. It was the name given to him by the agency.

Mirage knew he was a retired CIA spy with principles and confidentiality ingrained in him. Those were all the details they were given.

Traffic in the city was terrible. When they were three blocks from the park, he and Grace decided to walk the rest of the way.

There weren’t many pedestrians around this time of night. All the date hunters and barhoppers had already ventured downtown.

They walked arm in arm at a moderate pace with their hoods on, heads bowed, and their collars pulled up to their jaws.

In the day of such modern technology and surveillance on every street corner, it was impossible not to be seen, but it was possible to be unrecognizable.

Grace appeared more relaxed, and Mirage noticed the rise and fall of his broad chest while he breathed in the cool air.

Nestled in their comfortable silence, they approached an alley with the sounds of a scuffle filtering out onto the sidewalk.

Once they reached the entrance, the narrow pathway was too dark to see faces, but the silhouette of four men plus their victim was clear.

Slurred voices demanding payment of whatever debt was owed were followed by the sound of fists meeting flesh before grunts and moans of pain.

Grace stopped, his head still down, his jaw twitching.

Mirage shook his head at him.

He knew his partner wanted to intervene, unable to resist righting a situation. And whatever was happening down there in the dark was very wrong.

“We fight the fights we’re ordered,” Mirage reminded.

Another sequence of punches and kicks to the man on the ground polluted the once-clean air.

“Don’t,” Mirage hissed.

As Ravens, they were never allowed to attract unwarranted attention.

“If you can’t pay me, I guess I’ll have to collect what’s owed from that pretty wife of yours,” a sleazy voice taunted. “Then we’ll call it even.”

Mirage guessed that was Grace’s last straw because he pulled his leather gloves from his coat pocket and slid them on before turning down the alley.

Dammit, Grace.

Mirage fell in step behind his partner, moving as one being as he followed him deeper into the darkness.

The thugs were now feet away, still beating the shit out of a man huddled on the ground.

The one standing off to the side noticed them first, just in time for it to be too late. He and Grace were already on him.

Concealed behind Grace’s looming form, Mirage pulled three slender throwing knives from beneath the cuff of his sleeve and hurled one after the other under Grace’s arm while he pulled a silenced Beretta from his trench.

Rapid flicks of Mirage’s wrists sent two unseen blades whistling through the air.

The first knife grazed the man’s jaw, causing blood to flood down his chin.

Mirage made the second ricochet off the brick wall and strike the man’s forehead. Not with enough force to kill, but enough to open a gash that revealed flesh and bone. The third was thrown with such precision it severed the man’s ear.

It happened so fast that the bastard didn’t know which wound to clutch first as he dropped to the ground, releasing a cacophony of curses.

The other three started at the commotion and turned to see what the hell was going on.

With sinister composure, Grace slammed the butt of his weapon against the second one’s skull so hard Mirage heard a life-altering crack before the man fell face-first to the ground.

It was a blow that ensured he wouldn’t wake up for several days.

With two of his buddies down, the other turned and ran.

Grace ignored him. Runners weren’t his job.

To the thugs, Mirage was a living shadow.

He threw another blade over Grace’s shoulder that embedded into the back of the fleeing man’s leg, slicing through muscle and tendons.

He’d need a prosthetic to walk again.

Eyes wide, the one who’d issued the threat to violate another man’s wife was the last one standing.

The battered victim scurried across the ground and out of the way.

With his back against the brick wall, the piece-of-shit gangster raised his palms in surrender as if that would stop them.

Grace whipped his hand out and gripped four of the man’s fingers, snapping the bones like twigs, ensuring he’d never be able to punch anyone again.

Ignoring the yelling and crying around them, Grace aimed his peacemaker and fired.

The first shot grazed the thug’s ear, a whispered taunt of death before he lowered his Beretta to the bastard’s groin.

The threat of injury to that organ was many men’s greatest fear.

Under the sliver of moonlight, the man’s face turned ashen as he clutched his mangled hand, struggling through the pain and the unimaginable fear of what was coming next.

“Oh God. Please don’t…not there,” he begged. “Anywhere but there.”

“You threaten to rape another man’s wife, then call on God for mercy?”

Grace didn’t often speak to his victims, but when he did, his every word was laced with venomous intelligence.

The man was begging a Raven for mercy, a word no longer in their vocabulary.

The silenced Beretta whispered its deadly intent inside the dark alley. The bullet exploding from the chamber sounded like air itself being penetrated. It was a direct shot between the man’s dick and balls.

The sudden impact made the pervert’s eyes widen, reflecting the horror of realization.

It took a couple of seconds for his mind to catch up before disbelief marred his ugly face.

His scream was so loud and irritating that Grace slammed his fist into the man’s throat, crushing his larynx, making sure he could never utter such a threat again or be able to carry it out if he did.

Their target slumped to the ground and passed out.

Grace leveled a hard glare at the battered victim. A look into Grace’s eyes was all it took to send him crab-walking backward. The man would probably give his life over to God in the morning.

He and Grace left the alley without a second glance. They’d already be in the park enjoying their walk before the authorities and ambulance arrived.
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Grace

Grace should’ve adhered to Mirage’s warning, but he hadn’t been able to resist.

If they hadn’t intervened, that dealer might have followed through on his threat. He seemed sleazy enough to.

It’d make Grace a pretty shitty protector of innocents if he allowed that to happen. It wasn’t the wife’s fault her husband was a piece of shit.

Also, fighting bad guys with Mirage was a convenient way to project his frustrated energy on a worthy subject.

Though the reprieve had been short-lived.

Walking close to Mirage in the dark made a pit of nervousness settle in his gut at what he had to confess.

Mirage had to know what was happening to him. His partner knew everything else.

Grace would be foolish to think his attraction was the one thing that confused Mirage.

For a fleeting moment at dinner, he thought he’d noticed a hint of jealousy in his partner’s tone when he asked if Grace wanted Meridian instead of him.

Oh, he did want something Meridian had, but it wasn’t his skills or partnership.

He wanted the all-consuming heat and passion he had with his partner, Ex.

If the Blacks could pull it off, fooling the entire agency, including their handler, he believed he and Mirage could as well.

He at least wanted to try.

The silence between them buzzed in the air.

Mirage’s hand brushed the back of his, sending arousing sensations up his arms.

He wasn’t used to being so sensitive. Mirage was always close, but recently, Grace had moved him in even closer. Close enough to smell his citrusy scent and feel his warm breath grazing the back of his neck.

He wanted his partner, his healer, his warrior, as close as he could get him.

He stole a glance at Mirage, his fair skin so enticing under the faint lighting.

He wondered what it’d feel like to cup Mirage’s cheeks and pull him toward him until his lips were pressed to his.

His new out-of-control emotions were as scary as they were exhilarating.

How is this happening?

Did the serums dilute over time?

Had this all been turned on by witnessing the sexual acts between two other assassins?

Or am I a five-million-dollar malfunctioning weapon?

“You gonna keep staring at me, Grace, while talking to yourself, or are you gonna talk to me?” Mirage asked.

Grace always found Mirage’s mind, his intuition and perception, nothing short of spectacular.

The sight of Mirage’s lithe, fit body, strong arms, and callused hands made him want to—

Grace coughed, choking on the strange essence of what he was sure was lust.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

His heart raced, and his palms grew sweaty as heat spread through his chest.

Something intense and transformative was happening inside him.

A rush of yearning, desire, and arousal suddenly came to life, the reawakening of dormant feelings drowning him under a tidal wave.

Grace buried his hands in his pockets to control the shudders and clenched his jaw to hold back the groans from the rush of blood flooding his cock.

He leaned against the back of a wooden bench, attempting to appear composed while his heart thudded like a battalion of soldiers marching across his sternum.

Mirage turned, their eyes locking.

Grace swallowed a boulder of nerves.

A striking gaze with shimmering shades of gray and blue paralyzed him. Mirage’s eyes reflected storm clouds and tranquil oceans, each hue blending into the next.

When Grace continued to stay silent, Mirage scoffed and put some distance between them.

He thought he might have gotten a glimpse of hope or want, but Mirage’s unfazed mask slid back in place too fast for him to be sure.

The dance of yearning and hesitation wreaked havoc on his mind, a fucking rumba he didn’t know the moves to.

Mirage stared at him with impatience, an undertone of expectation sizzling in his irises.

The words Grace wanted to say—I wanna know what it feels like to kiss you and probably fuck you—got caught in his throat.

Grace wasn’t a virgin, but he also wasn’t Meridian. He had no clue how to do this suave romance shit.

He hadn’t had a lover while serving twenty years in the Marines, eight of them in Special Forces.

For the first year in the Ravens organization, he was pumped full of so many medications, enhancers, and psychological programming that by the end, they’d turned him into a goddamn cyborg. No longer a man with sexual needs, and he’d been locked in that state for eight years.

He was supposed to be, and remain, immune to lust. And he had been…until a bomb reactivated it.

The detonation not only sparked the return of delicious feelings but a few not-so-great ones as well.

Fear had been triggered until he was incapacitated with it.

Grace could’ve done without that one.

All right, I’m gonna fuckin’ tell you, but if—

“Let’s go, Grace…it’s getting late.” Mirage seethed around a tight jaw, his tone loaded with frustration.

Apparently, Grace had taken too long.

Dammit.


[image: A black bird with a white background  Description automatically generated]

Grace

The ride back to headquarters was borderline painful.

The silence between them was always a balm to his chaotic mind, but not this time.

His eight courses of food churned in the pit of his stomach as they exited the vehicle and rode the elevator to their floor.

Mirage trailed far behind him, too far. He wasn’t on his heels where he was supposed to be.

Grace stopped and spun on Mirage, his calm demeanor now silent anger.

“Don’t do that.”

Mirage stuck his chin out. “Don’t do what?”

Grace gripped Mirage by his throat—enough to stress his frustration but not enough to hurt—and pushed him back against the wall.

Passion coursed through Grace’s veins as he pinned Mirage’s body under his.

His cock hardened in agony-infused bliss as heat spread through his groin like wildfire.

Mirage’s lashes lowered and shielded half of his gorgeous eyes as numerous emotions Grace couldn’t interpret flashed across the surface.

Mirage could’ve gotten out of the hold, but he didn’t remove Grace’s palm from his throat.

Grace was frozen in the moment. His partner’s exquisiteness rendered him speechless.

For the first time in years, he didn’t know what the fuck to do.

As he gazed down on Mirage, a rush of ache and longing seized him, unfamiliar feelings, forbidden to a Raven.

Their faces were inches apart, tension saturating the air as he found himself drawn to Mirage’s irresistible strength and intelligence.

Grace was so close he could smell the lingering caramel and sugar from dessert on Mirage’s breath.

This was a dangerous game he was playing.

He kept one hand against Mirage’s rapid pulse while he raised the other, shaking one to his partner’s face. Grace hovered there for a long, confusing moment before he gently touched Mirage’s cheek.

The simple contact made nerves spark and shoot up his arm.

The dusting of short, fine, dirty-blond hairs felt like soft whispers beneath his fingertips.

The subtle hint of ruggedness added masculinity to Mirage’s otherwise polished features.

You are so damn handsome.

Grace teetered on the edge of a cliff, torn between duty and longing. A battle between a raven and its prey warring in the same intimate space.

While he traced the outline of Mirage’s jaw, goodness, compassion, and warmth encased Grace’s soul.

Will feeling this way really distract me from my job?

His heart lodged in his throat as he inched lower, tracing the gentle curve of Mirage’s bottom lip with his thumb.

He knew it would feel as tender and supple as it looked.

He lifted his gaze back to Mirage’s eyes and got so lost that it scared him.

And nothing scared Grace.

His partner’s breath was labored, and Mirage parted his lips as if he were about to speak.

But before he could, Grace released him and escaped into his apartment.

He slammed and bolted the door as if it would keep those defiant feelings out there and out of reach.
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Mirage

Mirage was lying in bed atop rumpled sheets, wide-awake at three in the morning.

His dick was hard as concrete as he brushed his fingertips over his bottom lip.

He did that until the sun rose over the horizon.

He was half-dressed and out of his apartment by six, needing coffee and maybe some toast or a bagel for his upset stomach.

No one was in the cafeteria except the workers who served him with their gazes down.

Needing air, he went onto the balcony, where a few administrative employees from the management wing conversed over pastries and juice…until they saw him.

Their faces drained of color before they abandoned their food and scattered like squirrels.

“What the fuck do you think I’m gonna do, huh? Throw a knife into your goddamn cheese danishes?”

Fools.

He went to the side of the balcony to watch the morning traffic he was glad he couldn’t hear this high up.

Mirage welcomed the peace and quiet when his mind was filled with the sounds of an emotional war.

He took a couple of bites of his dry toast, then threw the rest into the trash bin.

An hour later, the patio door opened and closed.

He didn’t respond to the silence creeping up behind him. He recognized the relaxed breaths and inaudible footsteps.

Mirage didn’t need the scent of leather carrying on the cool breeze to know who it was.

“Did you rest well, Grace?” he muttered, not turning around.

Grace let out a low, rumbling hum from so close behind him that Mirage could feel his heart pounding.

“Did you?” he countered.

“Yeah, Grace. Sure did. I slept like the fuckin’ devil on Sunday. Not a thought or care in the world.”

Grace sounded as if he’d just woken thirty seconds ago, but when Mirage turned around, it wasn’t at all how he looked.

His partner’s dark-brown hair was slicked back, and his stubble was neatly trimmed. Even his fucking training fatigues were muster-ready.

Mirage was so sleep-deprived and racked with frustration that he hadn’t bothered to do much with his hair except finger-comb it on the elevator.

He’d also forgotten the jacket to his black fatigues, so his wrinkled brown T-shirt would have to suffice, and so would his untied combat boots.

Grace’s gaze didn’t lower to Mirage’s attire. All of his attention was on Mirage’s face…and his mouth.

“Mirage, can I explain?”

He scoffed at his partner’s audacity.

He didn’t know what Grace had been thinking last night or what had happened to make him pin him down the way he had, but one thing he did know was that Grace’s cop-out at the end had been shitty and cowardly.

“No, you let me fuckin’ explain.” Mirage inched in until they were close enough to kiss, his voice low, speaking his anger through clenched teeth. “If you ever leave me pinned to the motherfuckin’ wall, then turn away from me like that again, Grace, I’ll stab you in your goddamn back with the first blade I draw.”

Mirage left his partner standing there, rejected. The same way he’d done him.
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Grace

“All right, guys, let’s run it one more time, then we’ll call it a day,” Spectre said from the observation booth. “You’re looking flawless out there. I like the new formation, but let’s make it tighter, all right?”

During their short intermission, Grace was sweating bullets, and Mirage was gulping water as if he’d just walked twenty miles through the Mojave Desert.

Spectre was showing them no mercy.

Training wasn’t usually this frustrating, but after last night and their spat this morning, Grace was desperate for some alone time with Mirage to clear the air.

He’d acted so out of character last night that he’d even scared himself. And this morning, he’d never seen Mirage so upset.

Grace was going to promise to never disappoint him like that again.

I also don’t want a fuckin’ knife in my back.

All he needed was the chance to explain that, yes, he was an asshole for taking off without allowing Mirage a chance to say anything, but he wanted to rectify that.

He tried multiple times to get Mirage’s attention, to give him an expression only he could interpret. But he refused to make eye contact as they went through simulation after simulation.

Grace put his Berettas back into his holster while Mirage moved in close behind him.

He turned and tried to catch his gaze.

“Don’t,” his partner ground out. “Stay focused so we can finish this shit.”

“Everything all right, fellas?” Spectre asked.

Their ear devices were on, so even the slightest whisper could be heard in the booth.

“We’re fine. Start the damn program, Spec,” Mirage gritted out.

Spectre frowned but set up a different code in the sophisticated virtual reality world.

Once they were in position, Grace gave the booth a nod to indicate they were ready.

The room morphed into a realistic maze of concrete buildings and alleys.

The holograms of criminals came at them from around every corner.

Adrenaline pumped in Grace’s blood, and the energy around him and Mirage sizzled like high voltage as they prepared to battle.

The first attacker was a woman clad in black leather with a lush figure and piercing blue eyes.

She was armed with a set of knives and moved with the swiftness of a puma.

Mirage hurled two daggers under Grace’s left arm through the virtual void, piercing her thighs.

The hologram flashed bright yellow, alerting them that the wounds had been enough to take her out of the fight but weren’t fatal.

Men emerged from behind an abandoned city bus, and Grace fired three shots, the sounds like thunderclaps in the enclosed arena.

Then, the onslaught became more intense.

Virtual bullets whizzed past them as they zigzagged through the hail of gunfire.

He and Mirage did a coordinated warrior dance, showing the mastery of their connection.

Mirage raged in Grace’s shadow, reading and reacting to his body language as he controlled the front line.

Spectre increased the level of force, and Grace knew why.

Since their threat level had increased, he and Mirage would be fighting battles far deadlier than before, and their handler wanted them ready.

Criminals charged from all sides.

The system was so high-tech Grace could see the sweat on the brow and the murderous intent in the eyes of the holograms.

He and Mirage stayed attached, moving in perfect synchronicity and stealth as they disposed of their enemies with calculated exactness.

Red lights flashed around them, confirming the countless deaths left in their wake.
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Mirage

The training continued for another hour as Spectre sent wave after wave of increasingly difficult opponents. But he and Grace never faltered.

Once the program reached its climax, they stood in a vast field, surrounded by a small army of hostiles.

The air was redolent with the odor of gunpowder, and the ground was littered with bullet shells and bodies of the fallen.

Mirage and Grace stood chest-to-back, their weapons aimed and ready.

Spectre sent all the holographs charging at once, the numbers damn near overwhelming.

They fought with everything they had. Grace was firing overhead and around Mirage’s back so fast that his arms were a blur as his bullets tore through virtual flesh.

Mirage hated to admit it, but Grace’s merciless brutality was turning him the fuck on.

By the time the last round came to an end, the computer showed that Grace had been grazed in the shoulder by a bullet, but it didn’t affect his mindset or agility, and Mirage had taken a few kicks and punches to his back as he defended his partner from behind.

The model had been a grueling test and given valuable insight into what lay ahead.
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After the session, Mirage went to their personal locker room while Grace spoke with their weapons specialist about upgrading his firearms with a laser sight.

He didn’t know when he wrapped that up, but Mirage didn’t see or hear him in the showers.

Attempting to avoid Grace, Mirage got into the hot tub to soak his muscles.

Those simulations were so realistic that the exertion needed to fight and defeat it was almost equivalent to an actual battle.

He reclined in the steaming depths and rested his head on a thick towel balanced on the edge of the tub.

After several minutes, his body began to relax, and the rapid pounding of his temple slowed.

Mirage groaned long and loud. Fuck, that feels good.

“I suggest you don’t make that sound again.”

Shit.

Mirage’s cock took notice of Grace’s voice before his mind did.

He hoped his boxers concealed his predicament, and Grace couldn’t see his hardness beneath the churning water.

Mirage opened his eyes to see Grace standing on the stairs to the tub with a short white towel cinched low on his hips.

Every inch of Grace was sculpted perfection, from his broad shoulders and chiseled chest to his tight waist and strong thighs.

His partner was a living Michelangelo masterpiece.

Mirage was expressionless as if he were unaffected by Grace’s presence. Until Grace pulled his towel off and tossed it behind him.

Mirage almost swallowed his fucking tongue.

There was no way he could fake his shock, staring at Grace’s thick, half-erect cock as he descended into the water.

Grace demanded eye contact as he positioned himself on the other side of the tub with his arms outstretched along the edge.

Mirage gave him what he wanted, but it took every ounce of his self-control.

He glared into Grace’s smoky eyes, refusing to let him win.

Their staring contest lasted long enough to be considered torture before Grace spoke two words in the rawest, sexiest voice Mirage had heard him use.

“Forgive me.”

Mirage released an internal groan. Those two words together shouldn’t be in their vocabulary, and it wasn’t a request. It was an order.

Are you fuckin’ serious?

It only pissed Mirage off even more when he thought of the countless years he’d fought his urges to touch Grace in the way Grace had done last night. And how Grace had done it without thought, had just taken what he wanted, when he wanted.

Mirage didn’t realize he was scowling until Grace pushed off the tiles and came toward him.

Grace stalked him with mouthwatering intimidation, moving to the soundtrack of his own erotic film.

Mirage was thankful Grace’s lower half was submerged under the frothy water because his chest was distracting enough.

He inhaled to get his bearings, but all he got was the harsh stench of chlorine up his nose.

Grace didn’t stop until he had Mirage caged between his impressive biceps.

Mirage swallowed a mass of lust and excitement as Grace leaned in until their upper bodies were touching and his lips were against the rim of Mirage’s ear.

“I’ve never apologized to anyone in my fuckin’ life, Mirage.” Grace’s guttural growl vibrated Mirage’s chest. “So you will forgive me.”

His name in that menacing tone made chills ripple down his spine despite being engulfed in one hundred-degree water.

Grace pressed their chests closer until Mirage could feel the rhythm of their combined heartbeats.

His dick was a steel rod in his shorts, throbbing to the same beat of his pulse.

He turned until his lips were against the sexy roughness of Grace’s throat.

Mirage knew his voice would sound breathy and desperate, but he couldn’t help that.

“Make sure this is the last time I have to.”

Grace hummed in acknowledgment, holding their contact a moment longer before Mirage brushed his body against Grace’s, biting his bottom lip at the first feel of his partner’s wet skin against his, and got out of the tub.
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Grace

Last night was Grace’s turn to not get any sleep, his heart still racing from his display of boldness in the hot tub.

At least now he knew Mirage was feeling the same as him.

Grace had jerked off three times before midnight—addicted to and welcoming this new excitement—and his dick was still hard.

Grace held himself in a relaxed grip.

He’d forgotten how fucking good wild hormones felt.

He was still high on dopamine when he met Spectre in the gun range for his six a.m. target practice.

His ballistics team had a generous buffet of handguns laid out for him to inspect, but he could barely feast on their beauty.

Not when Mirage was a few yards away, testing his new throwing knives.

Grace wanted him closer…like on top of him.

Grace wasn’t beaming or showing rows of white teeth. His expression was still stoic and unreadable…but on the inside.

He liked how light and warm it felt in there.

To stay focused on today’s training, Grace had bypassed breakfast in the cafeteria with Mirage and made himself eggs benedict in his apartment.

When Mirage was outside first thing in the morning, his dirty-blond rebellious hair looked like the golden sunrise, and he smelled too damn good at the start of the day.

A seductive aroma of invigorating citrus soap and clean sun-dried linen.

A couple of hours into training, Spectre was pulled away by management, so he told them to knock off early.

Grace thought it was Kismet.

They had all evening to explore this newness between them.

The training team cleared out, leaving him and Mirage alone.

“Hey, I’m gonna hit the weight room for a couple of hours, then scare everyone out of the cafeteria for dinner,” Mirage said, standing close enough to have to tilt his head a little to hold their eye contact. “Pasta’s on the menu.”

Grace nodded with his jaw tight. He’d love to have Mirage for dinner.

Mirage gave him the tiniest smirk. “Good. I’ll be ready about five.”

Grace watched him go in those loose fatigues and the white T-shirt that molded to his back.

Damn.
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Grace finished his shave and shower and was reading his department emails when a thought came to him.

He contemplated for a few minutes, trying to talk himself out of the ludicrous idea before convincing himself to grow a pair.

If a cold motherfucker like Meridian can pull off some romantic shit, then so can I.

Grace went into his kitchen and rolled up his sleeves as he surveyed the available groceries.

He had plenty of pasta—it wasn’t only Mirage’s favorite—so he just needed a suitable protein…and maybe the fixings for a salad.

He wanted to show off, but he was also sweating with panic.

Grace wished in that moment that all the feelings hadn’t come back.

He was fine with the lust and craving but not the other shit.

He loathed anxiety, uncertainty, and God forbid…fear of embarrassment.

Even though he was a crusty son of a bitch and didn’t have much to say, he wanted to show his partner that he had more layers than he showed.

Grace took scallops and prawns out of the freezer to thaw, then pulled the rest of the ingredients for prepping and placed them on the island, already feeling his mood shift. Cooking had always been his method of unwinding after a mission.

He had a couple of hours to spare, and he’d never invited Mirage inside his place, so he wanted to make a good first impression.

It was already dark in his home, and he thought lighting candles would be going too far. Instead, he opened the electric shades for the full view of the crescent moon and stars, then chose some light jazz instrumentals to play from his sound system.
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His pasta was ready and the seafood perfectly seared.

The last step when he plated it was to top it off with some grated parmesan and chopped chives.

He made his homemade dressing for the simple tossed green salad chilling in the refrigerator crisper.

He jumped back into the shower to freshen up, and forty-five minutes later, he was leaning against the window with a cognac in his hand, waiting for the sound of the elevator opening on their floor.

Please don’t let me look like a goddamn fool.

He didn’t know who he was begging… The first-date gods, he guessed.

By the time his anxiety began to get the better of him, he heard the locks releasing to Mirage’s apartment.

Grace opened his door.

“Hey, you ready?”

Grace leaned against his door, staring at Mirage’s lips before his gaze traveled down the length of his body.

Mirage stared, waiting several minutes before he said, “Grace. What is it you want me to do?”

“Come inside.”

Mirage blinked. “Did you say, ‘come inside’? As in your apartment?”

Grace nodded.

“What about dinner…? It’s pasta night.”

Grace glared.

“Fine. I’ll come inside.”
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Mirage

Mirage didn’t know what the hell was going on, but he decided to play along. Not to mention, he’d always wanted to be invited inside Grace’s apartment.

Grace stepped to the side and pushed the door open wider. “Watch the tracers.”

Mirage shook his head. Of course he has those.

Once he was past the foyer, he first noticed the sensual music and welcoming glow of warm lighting.

Mirage took a quick survey of the dark, romantic ambiance that made him want to stay awhile.

The condo had an open floor plan with oversized leather furniture and woodgrain paneling.

Still standing at the entrance, he glanced back at a silent Grace, who motioned with his arm for him to keep walking to what he assumed was the kitchen.

Mirage rounded the corner, and his bottom lip almost hit the floor as the aroma of something delicious slapped him in the face.

Grace’s elegant living room was nothing compared to his fancy-ass kitchen.

Unlike his own basic shit, Grace had gleaming stainless-steel appliances, marble countertops, and over two dozen small jars of herbs and spices on glass-encased shelves, which were probably in alphabetical order.

Grace’s stoic demeanor faltered watching Mirage take in the fancy setup before he schooled his features.

There were pots on the stove and serving dishes—the expensive kind—that indicated to Mirage this was not takeout.

He cooks!

Grace went to the island dominating the center of the space, flung a dish towel over his shoulder, and began to plate their food like he was fucking Bobby Flay.

What the hell is happening right now?

It looked like his favorite, seafood pasta, and a colorful salad Grace was adding to two wooden bowls.

Mirage sat at one of the six stools on the other side of the island, his mouth beginning to water.

Is…is that…homemade dressing?

The realization that Grace, his rigid, complex partner, who he’d thought he knew inside and out, possessed such culinary skill left him speechless.

There was no way he could hide the surprise or newfound admiration.

Mirage shook his head in awe, and a hint of relief flashed across Grace’s eyes.

“How come you get this fancy-ass setup, and my kitchen looks like something you’d see in a college dorm room?” Mirage pointed at the sophisticated stove. “Look at that ventilation system and all those ovens.”

Grace didn’t look over his shoulder, continuing with his job.

“And is that a…what is that? A mini wine cellar.”

“Cooler,” Grace corrected in a dry tone.

“Fuck you. They gave me a microwave that sits on the counter, and my refrigerator will barely fit a bottle of wine.”

“If you want a better kitchen, Mirage, get yours remodeled.”

He hadn’t heard Grace speak this much at one time. Mirage didn’t want him to stop.

His rough voice had shifted from gritty to hot velvet—a romantic tenor of intimacy and passion Mirage wanted to wrap himself in.

He accepted the glass of wine Grace slid over to him and took a long sip.

“I guess this setup would be a waste in my condo since I don’t know how to use any of this stuff.”

Not wanting to seem completely inept, Mirage muttered, “I can cook a few things.”

“Mmmm,” Grace hummed, stimulating Mirage’s groin.

“Yeah, I can make um, meatloaf, Salisbury steak, and that, uh”—Mirage snapped his fingers—“oh yeah, beer-battered chicken. It comes out pretty good too.”

Grace stared at him with one brow raised.

“Yes, I’m being for real. I make the chicken potpie for lunch three to four times a week”—I bet all this food took him hours to cook—“and each meal only takes me about twenty minutes or less.”

Grace paused what he was doing, still not appearing convinced, so Mirage added, “It’s pretty tricky, too, because I have to remember to stir the side dishes midcook, or they’ll have those little chunks of ice in the middle.”

Mirage was being serious, but a bark of genuine laughter exploded from Grace’s mouth. Mirage had to grip the edge of the island to keep from falling off his stool.

The sound was alien and strange, and once Grace realized what he’d done, he snapped his mouth shut before a deep scowl marred his handsome face.

Mirage couldn’t move.

Grace’s hardcore exterior had shattered right before his eyes, revealing a glimpse of humanity still in his partner, buried beneath his steel armor.

“And here I was arrogantly thinking that nothing you did would catch me off guard again.” Mirage closed his eyes. “That’s how well I thought I knew you.”

Grace ducked his head and focused on drizzling the dressing over their salad.

“Your smile is bright enough to rival the stars, Grace,” Mirage whispered.

“Jesus.” Grace sighed, sounding embarrassed and mortified at the same time.

“All right, gorgeous, on a lighter note, tell me when you learned to cook like this?”

Grace’s Adam’s apple dipped almost down his throat as if he was relieved Mirage didn’t continue commenting on his slipup by literally laughing out loud.

“When we’d come home on break, I’d spend a lot of time in here bullshitting around with different recipes.” Grace looked at him with vulnerability in his eyes. “Besides your touch on my back, Mirage, cooking is the only thing that mutes the torture that was done to my mind.”

How the hell was Mirage supposed to respond to that?

Grace joined him at the island, the air charged with what was sure to come after dinner as they ate in comfortable silence.
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Mirage

Dinner was five-star restaurant quality.

Mirage was so turned on he’d had to escape to the bathroom after Grace stood and began to clear the dishes.

The domestic shit had Mirage’s mind twisted.

Grace was a puzzle he couldn’t solve, no matter how many pieces he put together.

Mirage washed his hands, splashed water on his heated face, and then gargled some mouthwash to rid the taste of garlic and shrimp lingering on his tongue.

Nerves swam like minnows in the pit of his stomach, aggressive and erratic, but it didn’t overshadow the intense throbbing in his groin.

Mirage had fought his urges and needs for so damn long, and every day that he painfully craved his partner, he wished he’d never altered his serums.

Mirage was aroused to the point that he wanted to go out there, throw Grace on the couch, and rub against him until he was sated and no longer aching.

When he left the bathroom, everything was returned to its place in the kitchen, and the island was spotless, with a bowl of fruit sitting in the center.

The rest of the apartment was dark except for a low-watt bulb over the stove and the golden lights encased in the wet bar in the living room.

That was where he found Grace. At the window, his shadowy gaze scanned the cityscape. He had a snifter of brandy in his left hand and his right propped against the glass.

Mirage approached him, his heart pounding but his gait easy and smooth. An invisible thread pulled him closer until he was where he belonged.

Covered by Grace’s sweet-scented darkness, Mirage pressed his chest against Grace’s back.

Their unique connection was dramatic but always comfortable.

He cleared his throat. “Dinner was amazing. Thank you.”

“Mm,” Grace answered, taking another sip of his drink.

Mirage pressed closer, wanting Grace to feel the deep pulsing in his heart and the emotions pouring from it.

Feelings he’d never lost because he hadn’t been willing to allow them to be stolen.

He only wished he could’ve altered Grace’s serums as well. But he’d taken a big enough risk with diluting his own.

Mirage eased one arm under Grace’s and wrapped it around his waist.

His sudden breath wasn’t audible, but Mirage felt it.

“We shouldn’t be… Fuck, what are we doing?”

Mirage glided his other hand up the center of Grace’s back until he was at the base of his neck.

He pressed the tips of his fingers against the Jianjing muscles to release the tension that’d been lingering there for days.

Grace’s growl melted into a sexy groan as Mirage dug deeper.

Grace bowed his head with a soft sigh.

Mirage caressed Grace’s spine and asked, “How do you win every battle you fight but can’t win the war within yourself?”

“I don’t know, Mirage.”

“I think you do. Turn around and face me.”

When Grace hesitated, Mirage held the back of Grace’s neck and turned him.

“Look at me and tell me what you see.”

Grace was a man of no words. But every now and then, Mirage needed him to speak.

Grace stared at his face, his forehead, his eyes, his lips.

It made Mirage’s blood flow south.

“Tell me,” he demanded.

“I see you, Mirage.”

Grace gazed down on him through soulful, vulnerable eyes, exposing himself with silent expressions Mirage read like his favorite mystery book.

You have all the answers you need, love.
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Grace

Mirage’s words, his focus on him, slowed Grace’s pulse and softened the killer that lurked inside.

Grace honored the rule of the Ravens—to put his country over all personal gratification—but they were alone inside his sanctuary. No one could discipline him for his insubordination if they never saw it.

Only the city lights and the sprinkling of stars were witnesses to their passion, silent observers that would never tell of their forbidden touches.

Grace’s thoughts went to the ecstasy he’d witnessed through those dusty skylights on Valentine’s Day.

He wanted to feel that, and so did Mirage because it was written all over his face.

But first, Grace had to know where those feelings arose from. When had the switch turned back on for Mirage? Most importantly, how was it so strong?

He uttered one word that required an extensive answer. “Explain?”

Mirage seemed to know exactly what he was asking.

“I’m a scientist, Grace. In the beginning, I decided to alter and adjust the levels of my serums. Not the ones for enhanced strength and concentration…but the ones that would eliminate my parents or deny me my feelings for you.”

Grace frowned.

Mirage stared him down, challenging Grace to say it was wrong or deceitful.

But he didn’t say a word.

“In Saigon, Vietnam, I studied the properties of natural serums, antitoxins, ways to prevent diseases and to cure them. I did it so I could help soldiers that were exposed to toxins while trudging through the brush and sleeping in swamp-infested lands.”

Grace had few details about his partner’s background, but he knew their pasts were no longer of consequence. Only now mattered.

Mirage slid both hands up Grace’s arms until he cupped his face, stroking his cheeks with his thumbs, deliciously scraping the bristly hairs covering his chin.

Graced closed his eyes.

Mirage’s hands were rough and callused from mastering combat knives.

“I don’t remember any of this, Mirage. Kissing, touching…sex.”

It was an embarrassing confession, but not more so than kissing like an inexperienced teenager.

Mirage didn’t laugh at him, didn’t even crack a smile.

“It’s just like firing a grenade launcher,” Mirage murmured against his throat. “Once you do it, even if it was a decade ago…it’ll all come back to you once it’s in your hands.”

This was Grace’s first intimate touch from a man, and he was glad it was with Mirage, a man he respected more than anyone in the world.

Need reared in his groin and dominated all else.

Grace shuddered with excitement at what was about to happen.

Mirage held the back of Grace’s neck and pulled him close until their mouths were an inch apart.

The world slowed, leaving only the two of them.

Mirage’s breath was minty, his lips parted, blowing puffs of anticipation against Grace’s chin.

Fuckin’ kiss me already.

Mirage nodded at the unspoken order, his eyelashes fluttering, his full lips curving into a soft smile, as he kept them suspended in that moment…hanging over the edge of delirium.

Grace’s dick was stone, and his balls throbbed for a different kind of release. One that didn’t involve his right hand.

He didn’t know when he’d wrapped his arms around Mirage’s waist or when his hands had balled the fabric of his hoodie in a tight grip.

Mirage leaned in and tentatively touched his mouth to his, gentler than a warrior of his caliber should possess the ability to be. And Grace allowed all logical thought to slip away.
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Grace

They were lip to lip, nose to nose.

His cock responded like an adolescent’s first time getting some action.

Mirage’s breaths were as warm as his palms. Then he parted his lips just enough to drag the tip of his tongue along Grace’s bottom lip.

A gesture so sexy that it changed everything he felt about their connection.

The almost violent rush of revelation—that he’d never truly lived until now—made his head swim.

Mirage licked his way inside, all slow and sweet, until he found Grace’s hesitant tongue and coaxed it out to play.

Grace was a rookie at this game, but it didn’t stop him from joining in.

This kiss was intense and feverish.

An urge of possession and desperation came over Grace that made him clutch Mirage harder.

Mirage sucked his tongue like he wanted to get drunk from the brandy Grace had been drinking.

He groaned, loud and embarrassing, before he could stop it, and Mirage kicked their kissing into another gear as he shoved Grace until his back was pressed against the window.

Mirage wove his hands beneath Grace’s button-up shirt. He could feel Mirage’s pounding pulse through his palms.

Heat sizzled in his veins when Mirage found his already stiff nipples and circled them with the rough pads of his thumbs in a way that made Grace sway.

Mirage bowed his head and licked Grace’s Adam’s apple, then sucked on his throat, his moans of pleasure vibrating against Grace’s skin.

Oh God, oh God.

He was a second away from releasing an orgasm he was certain would take him to his knees.

“Yes, Grace.” Mirage rocked his hardness against his upper thigh. “I need…”

This was all too much.

Grace’s body went passive, boneless.

He dropped his arms to his sides, and his head fell back as Mirage took over.

Grace was no competition for Mirage’s skill, and his placid body language whispered that he didn’t want to be.

Mirage pinched his nipples hard enough to send a kilowatt of electricity streaking to his balls.

“I’m gonna fuckin’ come,” Grace growled inside Mirage’s mouth.

Mirage took him by the hand and dragged him down the hall to his bedroom.

Neither bothered with turning on a lamp. The darkness was fine with their enhanced vision.

Grace sprawled on his bed while Mirage knelt between his spread thighs.

He stared into his partner’s hooded eyes as Mirage pulled his sweatshirt over his head, then his T-shirt. His pants and boxer briefs were last.

Mirage was naked, warm, honey-pale skin over a body so fucking toned it was impossible for Grace to look away.

Once he saw how hard Mirage was, his cock red and pulsing, he wasn’t shy when Mirage undressed him and found him in the same state.

Mirage laid over him, connecting them from head to toe, chest to chest, their naked flesh searing and slightly damp.

Grace thrust upward at the same time Mirage bore down. For someone so strong, Mirage’s touches were slow and sensual.

Grace’s orgasm was right there.

Yes, yes.

“It’s not just your mind that speaks to me, Grace,” Mirage whispered, grinding their cocks together. “Your body talks to me in a language only I understand.”

Grace was desperate and breathless until Mirage became his oxygen.

Every cell was ignited, his toes curled, and his balls tightened to the size of walnuts.

Grace didn’t only want Mirage. Want was a useless feeling. What he felt was carnal need.

“Mirage,” Grace moaned between clenched teeth.

Mirage was trembling, and his skin was flushed a faint red, his light eyes still studying him, always reading.

Mirage grunted into his mouth, moving his hips faster until Grace was seconds from shooting.

Unprepared, Mirage flipped him over in one fluid motion and thrust his thickness in the crease of Grace’s ass.

“This is where you want me, isn’t it, Grace? Right fucking here with my cock against your ass.” Mirage groaned against the rim of his ear. “Isn’t this why you keep me here?”

Shit, fuck, damn, fuck!

Grace felt busted because he did want Mirage right there all the time, for so many reasons other than protecting him.

And he was just now realizing it.

Mirage thrust deeper until his swollen head nudged Grace’s hole, then his balls, making him grow impossibly harder.

He was pumping into the bedding until Mirage slid his hand beneath him and Grace began fucking his rough palm.

The friction was just right, better than the silky comforter.

“That’s it, warrior. Don’t fight me.” Mirage sucked the side of Grace’s throat. “Trust me…let go.”

Grace’s orgasm hit so hard he had to bury his face in the covers to muffle the yell.

His body locked tight in reflex, trapping and squeezing Mirage’s cock in the cleft of his ass.

His partner groaned against the back of his neck before Grace felt hot silkiness flow over his lower back.

Grace gasped for breath for a long time before he came down from a high that felt better than strangling a human trafficker.

He turned his head to the side, and Mirage leaned over until their gazes held.

No words were spoken as they touched their foreheads together.

It was a silent agreement to never let this feeling fade.
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Mirage

Mirage stepped over the strategically placed trackers and left Grace’s apartment while his breathing was still relaxed and the usual creases in his forehead were smooth.

But he knew Grace wasn’t asleep. It was impossible to sneak up or out on an assassin.

After Mirage wiped his seed off Grace’s back with his T-shirt, they’d dozed off in the same position they’d orgasmed in.

What would seem like the most uncomfortable position to sleep in gave him the best sleep he’d gotten in years.

The way Grace sighed throughout the night, as if he were dreaming of floating, the position seemed the same for him.

Mirage left before dawn, and Grace didn’t stop him.

He did it because he wanted to give his partner a chance to do his usual morning routine and get his bearings before it was time for them to do today’s training.
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Mirage continued to steal glances at Grace while they worked out in the gym.

He’d been running on the treadmill for almost two hours, and Grace was lifting weights, alternating between powerlifting and calisthenics.

Watching Grace’s back muscles flex and his biceps bulge made Mirage remember the way Grace had tensed beneath him while he whispered in his ear and thrust his cock against his ass.

An ass he was damn near salivating over while watching Grace squat an impressive seven hundred pounds.

Mirage almost tripped twice.

After ten sets, Grace released the bar and let it fall to the floor. The loud bang snapped Mirage out of his daydream.

Grace turned to face him. His chest was heaving, and sweat dripped down his temples and between his pecs.

Mirage licked his lips and slowed his pace to cool down while their eyes remained locked.

The workout room was large and kept at a comfortable temperature, but the air between them was thick and stifling.

Darkness clouded Grace’s gaze like a brewing tornado.

Mirage read Grace’s body language. He wanted more of him…now.

Adrenaline and endorphins scorched through Mirage like heroin.

He powered down the treadmill, grabbed his towel, and stepped off the machine.

He and Grace headed toward the locker room, but before they could get through the double doors, Spectre came in with a thick folder in his hands and a serious expression on his face.

“Browns, we’re FPL Delta. You’re both needed in the strategy room at fourteen hundred.”

Fuck.

In one hour, they’d be debriefed for a new mission.

Grace’s expression was impassive, but Mirage could see the threat of danger made his right temple pulse.

It was the same threat level Ex and Meridian responded to.

Mirage wasn’t concerned.

The last several missions they’d gone on had been FPL Charlie, but they’d all escalated to close-contact, life-threatening situations, and they’d adjusted accordingly.

Mirage could no longer see the deep rise and fall of his chest as if his partner’s heart had slowed to a crawl.

Coldness crept up Mirage’s spine when Grace turned away from him.

Oh no, you don’t.

He caught up and fell into Grace’s steps.

“Nothing’s changed,” he whispered.

Grace grunted his disagreement before he stopped in front of his locker to grab his toiletries.

No one was in there with them. It was the Ravens’ locker room, and no other staff was allowed except for the couple who cleaned and kept the towels stocked.

There was no risk of anyone seeing their intimacy.

Ex and Meridian were rarely at headquarters at the same time as them. It was how the handlers preferred it, and it was their duty to ensure they never came into contact with the other.

Lions and grizzlies should never share a territory.

Grace severed their connection, grabbed his bag, and went toward the showers in silence.

Mirage felt an invisible fist punch him in the chest. He ignored the ache, grabbed his own toiletries, and went after his partner.

His touch would be able to calm him.

Mirage followed the discarded gym shorts and briefs Grace had dropped to the floor while stripping out of his own clothes.

Mirage entered the same stall as Grace and found him with both hands pressed against the tiles, his head lowered while the hot water beat on his shoulders.

Mirage got in his usual position behind Grace and drove his palms up Grace’s spine until he was touching the tight muscles between his shoulders.

Before he could manipulate them, Grace growled, “Leave ’em.”

Mirage closed his eyes and rested his forehead there instead.

His partner wanted to feel the tension, the pressure of the mission that lay ahead.

Don’t do this to us, Grace. Not now.


[image: A black bird with wings and text  Description automatically generated]

Grace

Now that Grace had tasted Mirage, he was starved for more of him every minute of every hour.

He needed more time to solidify their bond that didn’t take place on the battlefield.

Grace knew that position, had mastered it, and wasn’t afraid of it.

It was this he was terrified of losing.

Mirage was against his back, his heart beating calmly, his touch confident and reassuring.

Grace groaned with unsated need.

He reached around his back, gripped Mirage’s lean hip, and pulled him closer.

Mirage was a couple of inches shorter, so his cock was against the lower part of his ass. The harder his cock became, the more it nudged his balls.

Grace’s fatigued muscles tightened and coiled from the stimulation.

Mirage grabbed his bottle of bodywash and squeezed some onto his palm.

Grace’s pulse pounded to the rhythm of an erotic soundtrack, every cell vibrating with energy and anticipation.

He kept his arms up and widened his stance while Mirage washed his body.

With each tender stroke across his chest, Mirage released the emotional weight bearing down on him.

He stared at the water circling the drain, watching his stress rinse away.

Mirage had him wrapped in his arms, clutching him tight against his front. He flexed his hips every few strokes as Mirage worked his magic lower and lower until his lubricated hands were gripping his shaft.

The juxtaposition of Mirage’s slippery, roughened hand pumping his hard dick made him shiver despite how hot the water was.

He dug his blunt fingertips into the tiles, his orgasm cresting so fast he thought he’d climb the goddamn wall.

Grace didn’t care how wrecked he already looked. The steam was thick enough to hide him.

He pushed his ass back against Mirage’s pelvis, silently begging for more, for him to thrust harder…deeper.

Mirage moaned, his breaths coming in short bursts against the back of his neck.

“Not right now, Grace. I won’t go inside you while your mind is shifting toward battle. I want you calm when I make you fall all the way in love with me.”

Grace came so hard at the thought of Mirage’s cock sliding inside him he almost dropped to his knees.

Mirage pressed his palm into the center of Grace’s back and forced his chest against the warm tiles.

Grace rolled his eyes behind his closed lids when Mirage began jerking himself, making the head of his cock nudge under his balls with each tug.

Mirage’s strength and the control he had over Grace’s body while he took his pleasure made Grace’s damaged heart and soul his to own.
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Mirage

Mirage and Grace left their forbidden relationship on the thirty-eighth floor and brought their war-ready minds into the strategy room.

The hub was a high-tech playground.

The air was thick with the scent of coffee and stale air from too many electronics.

Monitors of all sizes lined the walls, displaying a dizzying array of data and images.

Files and maps were stacked high on the tables, and in the center was a holographic projection of a three-dimensional high-rise building.

Leaders from intel, ballistics, and shadow teams stood staring with grim faces as they discussed the latest intelligence reports.

To Mirage’s surprise, Ex and Meridian’s handler, Corvo, was in the midst of it all.

He and Grace knew of the quick-thinking genius and had seen him around once or twice, but they’d never needed to converse or interact with him.

Instead of allowing his mind to stray, Mirage stood beside Spectre and stared at a map he was focused on while Grace leaned against the wall, glaring at the complexity of the structure they were about to infiltrate.

There were candid photos of a man with a permanent frown, bushy eyebrows, and a thick five-o’clock shadow around his chin standing on a dock that looked unregulated.

Other images showed him monitoring a large shipment of cargo being unloaded by men wearing black fatigues and machine guns strapped to their backs.

“Browns, this is a two-target elimination,” Spectre started. “Lee Woyashi, leader of the Kenjuka Clan. And Zelmir Benton.”

Mirage recognized Woyashi’s name from the CIA’s and FBI’s most wanted lists, but Zelmir Benton was new.

Anthony from intel elaborated.

“Twenty-four-year-old chemist and explosives engineer Zelmir Benton is wanted for two acts of treason and a multitude of international crimes. Targeted for acts of espionage and providing weapons of mass destruction to enemies of the United States. He’s almost as fuckin’ brilliant as you, Mirage.”

I doubt that.

“He’s Latin American, born in Pennsylvania, but he’s traveled abroad most of his life for school and research. Both parents are nuclear physicists for the government, with PhDs in solid-state physics.”

Mirage glanced at Grace to see him staring at the scrolling images on the large screen.

“Zelmir is a world-renowned scholar of the Chinese Academy of Sciences Institute of Physics. He’s the only scientist to successfully design a portable thermonuclear weapon with a two-hundred-megaton destruction range.”

Okay, now I’m intrigued.

“That bomb would have an explosive radius of eighty square miles.” Mirage gaped.

“Exactly.” Anthony nodded. “It has more than enough energy to wipe Washington, DC, off the map.”
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Mirage

One of the intel officers—if Mirage recalled, his nickname was Speed because of the quick way he obtained critical information—went into more depth.

“The leader of this clan has its life-sucking tentacles spread across Beijing, Pyongyang, from Iran to fuckin’ Moscow.”

Mirage liked Speed’s metaphors.

“These are some of the United States’ biggest threats, fellas.” Spectre stared at Grace. “This wrong needs to be righted as soon as possible.”

Speed continued. “The shipment on the right screen is believed to contain chemicals and elements that aided in last month’s US Switzerland embassy bombing. The target was Elias Silas. A commander general of the protection power of the US in Iran.”

Grace gave Mirage a tight nod.

“How close did they get?” he asked for Grace.

The Blacks’ handler frowned, probably at their form of communication, but remained quiet.

“Too close,” Spectre answered.

The Browns’ firearm examiner, Dolph, took that as his cue to add his input.

“He was shot in the back with a long-range rifle after the bomb detonated.” Dolph pointed his clicker at the monitor, showing an image of the rifle and the size and damage capacity of the bullet.

“The fast medical attention Silas received saved his life,” Dr. Rossi from medical informed. “Once he was stabilized, you see him here being transported to a hospital in Berlin. Forty-nine hours later, the general’s health status was downgraded from critical, but doctors confirm he’s still not out of the woods.”

With perfect timing, one of the operators pulled up images of the private wing in the Hamburg medical facility.

“He’s not out of the woods threat-wise either.”

“Why?” Mirage asked.

“The hospital’s already received multiple bomb threats that Speed is certain came from the Kenjuka Clan.”

So much for a secret location.

“Woyashi is being fed classified intel from someone high up, and if his clan gets another attempt at the execution and succeeds, there’ll be no one in the way of the arms war Woyashi’s orchestrating.”

“We believe Woyashi will have a ninety-five percent success probability with Zelmir Benton in his employ,” ballistics confirmed.

Grace’s face was an emotionless mask.

“Can Silas be moved to a safer location?” Mirage questioned.

It would mean they’d have little time to carry out their mission because moving an influential political leader was always a race against the clock. It was one of the easiest ways to complete an unfinished execution.

For the right price, a low-paid hospital orderly or a convoy driver—deep in debt—assigned to the general could get Woyashi whatever information he needed on routes and secure locations.

“They’re gonna move him tomorrow at oh five hundred,” Spectre answered.

What the fuckin’ hell? Tomorrow?

Mirage was sure Grace was yelling the same curses in his mind.

That tight window left little time for reconnaissance, confirmed schematics, and travel.

“I know one day to formulate a mission is insane,” the lead field supervisor noted. “But that’s why Corvo is here. The Blacks will be on-site and will shadow the general’s convoy to ensure safe removal.”

Mirage cut his eyes to Grace.

Interesting, his partner relayed with a slight lift of one brow.

“The time restraints on this one sucks ass, guys. I get it.” Spectre watched them for a long moment, relaying in his own way that he would see them through this. “But there’s no other way around this window. Woyashi never sleeps in the same location twice, and he scrambles all communications within a twenty-mile radius of his site.”

Their shadow director drew their attention to the holograph of the compound.

“We’ll have one shot at this, Browns, since Woyashi will have a considerable force of his men with him.”

“The director does not want this to turn into a bloodbath in the heart of Germany,” he stressed. “We attack from a distance and get the hell out of the country before no one’s the wiser.”

“Copy,” Mirage muttered.

“First priority is to secure the safe transport of the general. Priority two is to make it appear that one of Woyashi’s own men turned on him and killed him. Final task. Execute explosives engineer Zelmir Benton.”

“Hard copy,” Mirage acknowledged.


[image: A black and white logo  Description automatically generated]

Mirage

Mirage was positive he and Grace could handle a mercenary army. But the director was right about one thing: it would be a massacre.

Rogue mercs didn’t stop at eliminating threats against them. They also didn’t care about taking out collateral damage.

“We’re going with long-range elimination.”

Their Shadow team got down to the hard stuff.

Skeet pointed to a gutted skyscraper.

“Here’s your perch, Grace. Your elimination window will be open for seventeen minutes.”

It only took a couple of seconds for Mirage to calculate the distance.

“That perch is 4.9 kilometers from Woyashi’s location.” His temple began to throb. “You want Grace to make a single kill shot from three fuckin’ miles away.”

Skeet grimaced, not making eye contact with Grace as if he knew he and his team had exponentially upped the ante on an already impossible mission.

“That’s why we need Grace,” Corvo spoke for the first time in a deep, raspy Hispanic accent. “Meridian’s never eliminated from that distance.”

It’d be a record-breaking shot. And the higher-ups were confident that his Grace could do it.

Mirage glanced over at his partner. He recognized the drive burning in Grace’s eyes.

After several more hours of planning, they had their assignment locked tight.

Spectre rattled off the final details.

“You leave at twenty-one hundred. Your rendezvous points will be provided midflight. The team is already equipping your transport with your standard artillery, surveillance gear, and a 308 Daniel Delta.”

What the— Holy shit!

Mirage knew how much Grace loved his SAKO, but the Delta was one of the best sniper rifles ever invented and accessible only to the United States Marine Corps Special Forces.

He and Grace had been inducted into the league of extraordinary men and women.
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The ride in the elevator was strained with the heavy weight of their mission on Mirage’s mind, but Grace’s silence was heavier.

He eased in tight on his partner’s heels, close enough for him to feel his body heat and his confidence.

Grace stopped in front of their door, his head lowered and his body language radiating concern.

Mirage knew why.

He inched closer until his lips were on the nape of Grace’s neck.

“Nothing has changed.”

Grace grunted.

“No, it hasn’t.”

“Everything will be different from here on, Mirage. Since I’ve touched you, held you, sucked on your tongue, and tasted your sweetness— If I lose you now, I won’t be able to…”

Grace’s voice dripped with anguish.

These were such new feelings for his partner, and Mirage ached for him.

“You can’t lose your shadow, Grace. It’ll always be there.”

Mirage wrapped his arms around Grace’s waist and placed his palm over his heart until he felt him relax in his embrace.

He breathed in his partner’s scent of leather and vanilla, allowing it to comfort him before they slowly broke apart and entered their own apartments.

They had pre-battle rituals, and they didn’t involve each other.

Mirage needed solitude to prepare his mind, and following Grace into his condo and spending these last few hours in his arms would distract him to the point that he wouldn’t want to get up when the moon rose.
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Grace

Grace sat statue-still with his hands steepled in front of him.

The hood of his leather trench was lowered to the tips of his lashes.

He looked down at Hamburg, Germany, from the helicopter window.

He wanted to admire the architecture of the tops of Romanesque churches and the artful nouveau mansions. But he stared unseeing at the intricate winding canals, rivers, and bridges that connected the islands like arteries. The muted golden lights of the sleeping city did nothing to calm the pounding of his heart.

He wasn’t frightened. He was ready to complete this mission that would change the world.

Their stealth transport circled the vacated building while they waited for Spectre to complete the rescan of each floor before they descended.

Regardless that it was three in the morning and unlikely any laborers remodeling the tower would still be at work, their handler always triple- and quadruple-checked their intel.

“All clear.” Spectre gave the final confirmation in their earpieces that the seventy-five-story building was empty.

“I’m pissed with this delay from Woyashi’s scanners, fellas. But I’m still here. Stay sharp and stay alert.”

Upon the door opening, he and Mirage exchanged a final glance, their gazes meeting in a brief flicker of understanding—we’ve got this—before they propelled onto the rooftop.

With their duffel bags slung across their backs, he and Mirage raced down the stairwell, kicking up dust from the debris-covered floors, until they reached the sixty-fifth level.

Grace made his way to the hollow window socket sealed with plastic.

He cut out a decent-sized hole while Mirage squatted and removed his set of quality optics night vision binoculars to scan the area.

The surrounding shopping centers closed at ten and the clubs at two. There was little to no foot traffic below, and Mirage gave him the go-ahead.

Grace found the perfect vantage point before he began to set up his weapon.

Lifting the recoil pad was the final step of assembling the Daniel Delta before Grace laid down, pressing his belly to the concrete floor.

In one hour, the commander general would be evacuated from the facility.

When the Kenjuka Clan began to mobilize, Grace was ready to eliminate his targets from fifty-three hundred yards away.
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Mirage

It was approaching oh four hundred hours, and they were lying in the same position as two hours before.

Grace was at his side, his eye an inch away from his own scope.

“I’ve got movement,” Mirage whispered.

“Awaiting confirmation of target.”

“Standby,” Mirage responded.

Spectre would still be in the strategy room with his eyes narrowed on the satellite feed, but their handler being delayed fifteen minutes was a huge handicap.

Mirage could see the twelve men loading into the four unmarked vans, but Grace wouldn’t move or take aim until Mirage gave him a solid green on Woyashi and Zelmir Benton.

“Targets confirmed. Vehicle three, rear seat, driver and passenger side.”

“Roger that,” Grace gritted.

Mirage did several more calculations, stored them in his mind, then acknowledged, “Shooter, you are green.”

“Roger, confirmations on ready.”

Mirage set up Grace’s history-making shot.

“Shot is four, eight, four, four.” Mirage took a three-second pause, then added, “Winds two-half value, nine degrees descending.”

“Adjustments.”

“Negative adjustments.”

“Hold scope.” Grace’s voice reverberated with unwavering focus.

“Spotter holding and standing by.”

Grace eased his finger over the trigger. He took a slow inhale and prepared to fire a shot that would make him a hero until a blur flew past Mirage on his right side, a second before a rib-bruising kick sent him flying across the room.
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Mirage

Grace reacted immediately and rolled with Mirage as he slammed into the concrete wall.

Grace skidded to a halt in front of him and threw one side of his armored trench up in time to prevent the six Chinese stars slicing through the air from embedding in their chests.

“Spectre, we’ve been ambushed,” Mirage ground out.

The attacker slid across the floor and kicked Grace’s rifle out the open window.

“You Americans and your guns,” he growled with a voice as raw as a predator’s.

The man wore loose black linen pants and midnight tabi boots that muted his steps. The dark shozoku jacket was cinched tight at his waist, the cotton material covering his long, muscular arms before the fabric transitioned into fingerless gloves.

His head and face were covered with a black-and-gold scarf that looked like Persian silk, revealing only his hazel eyes.

As he moved around them, Mirage and Grace turned with him, not allowing him out of their site and readying for his next attack.

Mirage was stunned when he caught a glimpse of a dark-dressed man in the shadowed corner with his body coiled like a snake.

Watching. Waiting.

Mirage didn’t react to the surprise. Instead, he kept his face neutral under the brown cotton hood riding low over his forehead.

Mirage clenched his jaw, waiting for Spectre to respond to tell them who the hell these men were, these ninjas, and how the bastards got the drop on them?

“Stand down, Americans.” The beast-sized man who’d kicked the shit out of him spoke with confidence and determination through a thick Farsi accent.

“Fuck you,” Mirage snarled.

The man continued with his orders as if Mirage’s fury had no effect on him.

“Lee Woyashi will stand before the tribunal of my Order to be judged and punished for his crimes. Regarding Zelmir Benton…we will not allow you to take the life of an innocent man.”

“Woyashi and Zelmir Benton are terrorists and will be dead before the sun rises,” Mirage countered, just as sure.

“Death is too merciful for Woyashi. We are here to take him into the custody of the Order before day’s end.”

“You have no dominion here,” Mirage rebutted.

He stood behind Grace, doing what he always did by relaying the words his partner had to say.

“My dominion is wherever I stand, assassin.”

The ninja narrowed his piercing eyes.

“I do not wish to harm either of you, as you’re merely the ones pulling the trigger. You tell your superiors who wield the gun that my demand is nonnegotiable.”

If the motherfucker hadn’t just sneak-attacked them, Mirage would’ve considered his whole getup and accent kinda sexy.

The silent one waiting in the corner eased from his position and moved around them, positioning him and Grace in the middle.

Once the low light hit his face, Mirage stared back at cunning gray eyes that shone with deception and trickery.

“Then I am afraid we’ve reached an impasse,” Mirage said at the same time Grace pulled his Berettas from the holsters under his arms.

Mirage yanked two knives from under the cuffs of his sleeves and flung them backward toward the man advancing from the rear.

The gray-eyed mischief twisted his body at an impossible angle, dodging both blades, and advanced on Mirage so fast that he didn’t have a chance to pull his others.

These men were not the clumsy, undisciplined men they usually fought. These were trained fighters and masters of stealth.

Mirage had to turn and push his back against Grace’s to defend himself.

His opponent didn’t produce any weapons. His body and fighting style were its own force.

The man pinched the tips of his four fingers and thumb together, forming his hand into the shape of a snake head, and struck out with the swiftness of a black mamba.

The hit to Mirage’s shoulder felt as if he’d been bitten by one.

Mirage regulated his breathing. He had to remain calm in order to track the blur of movements, lest he get hit again.

He blocked the rapid-fire strikes with his forearms, but each blow to his bones created a shock wave of intense pain that shot up to his neck.

With unfathomable speed, his attacker moved his hands and feet in a way that targeted the most vulnerable points of Mirage’s lower body, forcing him to stay on the defensive and unable to find an opening to launch an effective offense.

Mirage pushed harder into Grace’s back in an effort to communicate, surprised he hadn’t heard him fire a single gunshot.

They were hunters who’d become the hunted.
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Grace

Grace was always the fastest in any situation when it came to drawing his weapons.

By the time he had them raised, the brute of a warrior had charged with a loud roar, pirouetting under Grace’s line of fire in one fluid movement. He gripped Grace’s wrists in a clutch that almost shattered his bones and dismantled his firearms into a pile of useless parts that clattered to the floor.

Stunned by that display of skill, Grace hesitated a second but recovered fast enough to rear back from the onslaught of blows aimed at his throat.

Mirage stumbled behind him as he continued to duck and dodge the unstoppable serpent.

“Break away from me,” he said to Mirage in a fractured voice.

“No,” his partner hissed, but Grace could feel how hard Mirage was working to defend against his own attacker.

They were already out of formation, his shadow being blocked by another object and fading away.

The only way to give these experts a real fight was to give each other room to maneuver and attack.

“Break, now,” Grace snarled before ripping himself from Mirage.

The separation felt like the equivalent of his skin being split open and his spine ripped out of his back. He felt like half a man, as if the better part of him had been torn away.

They began to trade vicious blows with their opponents. Kicks and punches at vulnerable body parts echoed like lightning striking concrete.

Grace’s attacker was bigger, more solid, and taller, but his footsteps were light.

It only took a few seconds for Grace to adapt to the ninja’s fighting style, which appeared ancient and animalistic.

The man had incomprehensible strength and a relentless spirit. He attacked as if he didn’t want to kill him but wound him enough to eliminate him as an obstacle to his mission.

Grace spun around the man’s back and landed a hard elbow to his jaw, then aimed another toward his temple, but his rival crouched low, made his hands resemble talons, and swiped at Grace’s thigh.

He leapt back just enough to avoid the fingers connecting with his skin, but it left four even tears through his thick cargo pants and shallow gashes in his thigh.

Dammit.

Grace didn’t spare his injury a glance. He was strong enough that the pain was nonexistent.

He ran and kicked off the wall, using the momentum to come down with a punch to the side of his challenger’s neck.

His hit was close but unsuccessful as the bastard spun out, crouched again, and flexed his hands.

If Grace let those fingers connect to his body, they’d tear clear to the bone.

During his spin, the man’s scarf unraveled and fell, revealing a waist-length golden mane.

Spectre was finally able to get through to them on comms, “Grace, what’s your status? I can’t get a visual on you.”

Grace stole a glance at Mirage and read his concern. They were in their first losing battle.

“Get me the Blacks,” Grace rumbled.

Meridian owed Grace, and he better fucking pay up.

“Hard copy,” Spectre responded.

Their line went silent for another delay.

He and Mirage were now fighting for their lives. If they sustained specific injuries, despite their enhanced abilities, they might not recover.

While Grace was maneuvering to obtain a better vantage point, he caught a glimpse of Mirage.

His partner had to leap backward in the air to avoid the fighter with gleaming eyes.

The moment Mirage landed, he had to flip again as the ninja wound his body across the floor in a complex, elegant sidewinder’s dance with his hands poised to resemble the tips of a spear.

Mirage did a spin kick that connected to the man’s chest, but he still took a hard strike at a pressure point above his ankle.

His partner limped to Grace’s side and took up position at his back as if he needed him for the support.

“Blacks are moving.”

That wasn’t Spectre. It was Ex and Meridian’s handler, Corvo.
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Grace

For the first time in Grace’s history as a Raven, his heart rate skyrocketed, and chills flooded his spine as he tried to stall while waiting for backup. He was livid that he needed it for his first FPL Delta mission.

The two men repositioned for another attack, and it concerned Grace that neither looked winded or intimidated…only determined.

“Who are you?” Mirage asked after the fight came to a momentary pause.

“Someone you should pray you never see again,” the largest rumbled.

Mirage’s chest was heaving against Grace’s back, reflecting his own energy.

He didn’t know the extent of the injury to Mirage’s ankle. But Grace’s wrist was swelling. His punches were still landing and having an impact, but not as forcefully as he needed.

“We appear to be fighting for the same cause. To eliminate Woyashi as a continued threat to the world. So why are we battling each other?”

“I know of your organization,” the brute growled. “I also know your cause…and I can assure you, we are not the same.”

“Raven is an appropriate name for you. The bird is a clever yet resourceful demon. A scavenger that feeds on decaying flesh.”

Grace was glad the man couldn’t see his eyes widen beneath his hood.

How does he know we’re Ravens?

Not even the POTUS knew of them.

Grace clenched his jaw as Mirage inched closer. He had an overwhelming need to defend what he, Mirage, and the Ravens stood for, what they fought so hard for.

Most of all, he resented being called a goddamn scavenger.

“Your organization devours the dead souls of men. And claims to kill discriminately. All while ignoring the injustices and corruption within your own country under the guise of allegiance.”

Grace turned and glanced down at Mirage with narrowed eyes and a tight jaw.

Mirage nodded.

“Many Americans believe that all beings—home or abroad—are deserving of a life free of tyrants, dictators, insurgents, and rebels that slaughter and terrorize.”

Grace took a step forward, with Mirage attached, showing he was not afraid of them.

“Their deaths are justice for their victims.”

“You deem yourselves judge and executioner.” The man’s eyes flashed with the same golden hues as the sun peaking over the horizon. “That is the disease that plagues your heart, Raven.”

Anger and annoyance leaked from Mirage’s voice. “The Kenjuka Clan is responsible for countless deaths, including women and children.”

“And your organization’s solution is more death.” Their opponent glared with disdain through the slit in his mask.

“You call justice allowing them to live,” Mirage countered in a level voice, but Grace was losing his patience.

How dare these self-righteous bastards preach to them?

“We don’t serve the pretentious superiority of the United States but recognize all countries of the world. Our Order was once a league of merciless assassins such as your Ravens. But the Order under my command believes that all offenders have a right to be tried before a fair and impartial council. And if found guilty, Woyashi will not be tortured nor slain but confined within the custody of the Order of Imuma Aga Kahn.”

Who? Grace had never heard of them.

“Woyashi will learn to respect humanity and discipline. He’ll be given the chance to redeem his soul before his last days and meet whichever higher power he acknowledges.”

“Blacks’ ETA: fifteen seconds.”

Corvo’s voice was a godsend because Grace would be damned if he was allowing one of the most ruthless, heartless clans in the world to have a second chance at killing.

The Ravens had their mission, and these ninjas of their Order had theirs.

The large warrior replaced his black-and-gold cover as if Grace and Mirage weren’t worthy to gaze upon his magnificent beauty.

Grace glared, counting down in his head. When he got to three, he flexed his back muscles, alerting Mirage he was about to attack. His launch into action would throw off his opponents as Ex and Meridian made their entrance.

Or so he thought.

Grace aimed high, and Mirage went low, pulling his twenty-inch fighting knives.

Grace threw a series of combinations that sent the big one on defense, countering and blocking the rapid rounds of fists and chops at his throat.

The other snakelike ninja did a hypnotic dance, moving as if he were a cobra that needed charming, and wrapped slithering arms around his partner’s waist.

Grace tried to shield them with his coat, but the snake struck with his pointed fingers at the center of both Mirage’s inner wrists, hitting him in tendons that made him drop his blades.

He’d done it so damn fast that by the time Mirage yanked away, the man was back in the corner of the room.

Fuck!

Grace shifted, keeping Mirage tucked behind him as he gave the large one as good as he was getting.

Again, his cover came loose, and his crown of stark blond hair flowed down his back like spilled paint, never tangling or separating.

To a less skilled fighter, it could almost be a distraction.

Their opponents must’ve heard the approach of the Blacks a second before they entered.

The larger one flipped backward, barely missing Ex’s attack as he exploded through the window feet first.

The sly serpent who’d yet to speak leapt high enough to grip a low-hanging wire and scaled the top half of the wall as Meridian barreled through a thick piece of plywood, flipped on his back, and rode the board across the floor.

His stiletto double-edged dagger, Whisper, sliced through the air, leaving the faintest hum in its wake.

The razor-sharp metal glistened in the dim light as he made two rapid slashes toward the larger man’s calves, but both missed their mark.

With exceptional agility, the big one landed in a crouched stance, those brilliant eyes scanning Ex’s and Meridian’s black clothes and low hoods before circling around them.

“Where there is one Raven, there is indeed another,” the mysterious man growled, flexing his big hands. “A flock of them are an ill omen.”
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Meridian

Meridian sheathed Whisper at the same time he pulled his chrome Wesson .45.

The air crackled with tension as the six of them, three couples, all skilled and fearless, squared off and circled each other like a pack of hungry hyenas. Their body language and eyes sent a silent promise of imminent danger as the fate of Woyashi’s life hung in the balance.

“This ends now,” the big one rumbled, moving to the other side of the room from his partner.

He and Ex fought on opposite sides of their attackers. One in the front, one in the back. A distraction by one and extraction from the other—unlike the Browns, who stayed joined together like fucking conjoined twins, yet somehow, they were proficient at close-quarter combat.

Their handler, Corvo, had shown them Grace and Mirage’s mission footage.

It was astonishing how Grace manipulated Mirage without facing him, keeping him shielded within a cloak of confusion to their opponents.

No sooner than Meridian was in position, Ex moved in for the big one, a second before Mirage reconnected to Grace’s back, his hands blurring from the speed at which he threw a series of ten-inch spikes under and over his arms.

From beneath his midnight hood, Meridian leveled his eye down the barrel of his .45 before he noticed a limber figure dart into action, coming in hot on his right, contorting his body into weird angles to dodge Mirage’s spikes flying toward him.

Meridian anticipated his attacker’s objective to rid him of his firearm. He ducked and took aim, fired two shots, but the man went even lower, slithering across the floor with the speed of a black mamba and releasing a flutter of kicks that struck Meridian’s forearm and wrist.

The bastard didn’t break them, but the hits were hard enough that the pain was too excruciating for him to hold his firearm.

The strikes were nothing short of surgical.

Meridian dropped his weapon but didn’t slow or waver as he yanked his dagger back out of its secret compartment to fend off the brute coming toward him.

His partner, Ex, came in from behind, gripped the man in a chokehold, and managed to deliver two hard blows to his ribcage, but the man flexed his back muscles in a way that minimized the damage and bucked his partner off.

In that short moment, Meridian knew he was fighting two masters.
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Meridian

Beneath the master’s silken gold hood, he could only see the sharp bridge of his nose and the light traces of a honey-blond five-o’clock shadow surrounding full lips.

It wasn’t his facial features that made Meridian rethink his next moves. It was his opponent’s body, a honed lethal weapon.

The massive fighter wielded no knives, firearms, or swords. Every inch of him was capable of defending any form of attack and inflicting blows that could result in death.

“You don’t appear to be in a position to give commands.” The shadowed rogue moving like liquid mercury spoke from behind his black mask. “Is your target worth your lives?”

He had an appearance, a fight style, and a voice designed to inflict fear.

“It’s not our lives you should be concerned about,” Meridian rasped as another deadly dance unfolded.

It was four against two.

Fists slammed into flesh, knees connected with sickening crunches. Each of them seemed to be fighting not to kill but to inflict such agony that the other bowed out.

The four of them fought with all they had. He and Ex fought with calculated destruction, but each move seemed anticipated and was deflected.

Grace and Mirage were a symphony of power and speed, moving together in a mesmerizing ballet of violence, flowing seamlessly together.

Yet, the two masters weren’t even out of breath as they countered eighty percent of their offense.

The brute, with hands sharp as cougar claws, slashed and tore through their clothes and skin, while the other one moved fast, making precise strikes at pressure points that crippled their lower extremities before he disappeared.

The fight slowed, then came to a halt, but neither had conceded.

The one who moved with viper-like speed and reflexes stood close to his partner and spoke before Meridian could.

“If you choose this as your last sunrise, will your country mourn you, Ravens? Will you die with glory bestowed on your names for eternity?” He cocked his head to the side as if he were confused about why they were fighting so hard. “You’d die for a government that does not know you exist.”

The hulking warrior in the gold-and-black scarf was breathing evenly when he declared, “You are worthy adversaries, Ravens. But you kill men in their sleep while miles away. You act as gods and take the lives of men at your will. And because you lack honor”—he crouched and flexed his hands back into sharp claws—“your lifeless forms will not haunt my dreams tonight while I sleep peacefully in the arms of my cherished.”

The snake eased back in front of his partner, wound, before he coiled his body down into a low one-legged stance, ready to strike.

Ex moved into position, and Grace and Mirage readied themselves for the final round.

“Wait! What did you say?” Meridian shot his hands forward to stop his team from advancing. “‘You’re cherished?’”

Meridian couldn’t contain the jolt that shot up his spine so fast his temple throbbed.

To the absolute shock of the other three Ravens, Meridian removed his black hood and showed himself. He’d never thought this day would come.

The fiercest, bravest man he’d ever known had prophesied this pivotal moment in his life.

He’d told Meridian to remember him…as his name would be the only way to save his life.

It was the birth name of the ghost that invaded the nightmares of men for decades. A myth. A man of no allies and no allegiance.

He was the beginning of them all.

The one true Master of War. The honorable one, the Alpha.

Meridian whispered the name he was unworthy to say.

“Daskshaun Armand.”
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Meridian

Both ninjas eased out of their fighting stances at the mention of that name.

With narrowed eyes, the large one growled, “How do you know that name?”

“It’s the name of the greatest man I’ve ever known.” Meridian sheathed Whisper. “He told me that when I faced a master who fights until the end…to speak the name of the beginning.”
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Meridian was away for one of his times of peace and rest.

He was well-known in the small village a few miles from his hideaway in the Aydos Forest.

The people knew him as the dark keeper of justice, and he always came to their aid when called.

Ahmet, a sweet kid who ran errands for him, barely made it to the outskirts of his property, where Meridian was meditating, before he collapsed.

Meridian hefted the young boy in his arms a second before he fell. Careful of Ahmet’s numerous bruises and cuts, he ran as fast as he could to his home.

When the kid managed to speak in his thick Turkish accent, his voice was barely audible through his cries of pain as he pleaded, “Black one…my home…help…please.”

Meridian laid him on the dozens of pillows on the floor, cloaked himself in his Raven colors, put Whisper in her compartment, threw on his hood, and took off toward Velibaba.

He pulled himself from the memory and relayed to them what had happened that day.

“When I reached the bottom of the mountain, the raiders had already destroyed and killed so many. Violating the women, stealing, and torturing. But there’d been a man in black warding off the insurgents from the elders and children. He was hurt on his left side and fought with one arm, taking hit after hit, but he never fell.”

Meridian closed his eyes, reliving every detail.

“I could tell he was their champion. I stood beside him, fought on his right side.”

This guardian had stared at Meridian through a midnight mask, revealing midnight-colored eyes lined in black kohl.

“I deflected bullets aimed at him, shot and killed the ones who refused to retreat. Once the threat was neutralized and the elders and children were safe, their champion dropped to his knees. His clothes were soaked in blood, his arm broken at the elbow and dislocated at the shoulder. He’d been fighting a long time before I arrived. I knew he was someone important, so I didn’t leave him.”

The serpent came closer. “I know of the time you speak. We encountered an American legion who called themselves the Beastmasters. It was twelve to two. The odds were not in our favor. I was able to retreat underground, but I lost Alpha.”

“I got him to our healer, a shamanist I trusted and knew would hide him, but I stayed with him, guarded him in case others came,” Meridian said.

“And he told you who he was?” the big one asked.

“No,” Meridian answered. “He was unconscious for days but alive.”

Ex moved closer to him, giving him his silent presence. It was a story he’d never told him either. Not because he didn’t trust Ex with the memory, but because… Meridian sighed. He didn’t know why.

“The shaman reset the bones while reciting healing spells and layering his wounds with turmeric and opium-soaked aloe leaves before she bathed his body in tea tree oils.”

“Was his identity protected? Did anyone else see him?”

Meridian noticed a hint of moisture forming in the snake’s eyes.

He shook his head.

“She kept him shielded behind a veiled curtain. And she never left her hut nor spoke while she performed her rituals. I waited days in silence for information on if he would survive.”

“Did he dream?” the beast asked.

Meridian frowned, wondering why he’d asked that particular question.

“He did. He had intense tremors and jerks while he slept, muttering words in a language I’d never heard. The healer said he was speaking in the old tongue and revealing prophecies to come.”

Meridian swallowed roughly. This story had always been difficult to recount in his mind. Speaking it aloud was soul-wrenching.

“His fever receded, and the mutterings got louder, then I finally asked her who he was.”

Meridian had needed to know before he left. His time of rest had been coming to an end, and he’d needed to return to his responsibilities. Return to Ex.

“She said he was honorable of all men. I didn’t request her to elaborate. Instead, I asked her what he was saying, and it was hours before she answered. She said his heart wanted his cherished, and his soul was calling to him in his dreams.”

It was the first time Meridian had felt compassion since becoming a Raven.

“He woke about a week later, sweating and shaking but alert.” Meridian shuddered from the haunting memories. “He opened his eyes and stared at me for a long time, and, for reasons I still don’t understand, I was unable to look away.

“Then he unveiled himself. He was beautiful, his skin a perfect honey-brown, and he had the darkest eyes I’d ever seen that looked right through me. His ink-black hair was so long it hung past his waist.”

“What did he say to you?” the large one asked in a worshipful tone.

Meridian would never forget.

“He said I was destined for greatness and that men all over the world would fear me.”

He’d been right.

“He told me his name and that he was the beginning and that one day, I would meet the end. And at his side would be his cherished protector, the triumphant one. I never saw him again, except for when he visited my dreams.”

The two masters approached him, stood close enough that Meridian could smell their sweat, and removed their own covers.

“I am Omega, the end. My name is Eriktor, the Saw-Scaled Snake of Imuma Aga Kahn. With me stands my cherished, the Lion, Firuz Nikahd, Persian for man of triumph.”

Audible breaths circled the dusty room.

The Lion had no doubt gotten his name from his fighting style, but it could’ve easily been given because of his looks.

Features unlike any Persian Meridian had ever seen.

The hood concealed his long golden mane that didn’t have a single strand of gray. His fair skin and high cheekbones could rival a model’s.

Never had he seen eyes so hazel, that reflected back at them as if they were beams of sunlight.

Omega stared with light-gray eyes with a mysterious yellow tint splitting the irises.

“Ravens”—Meridian turned to Grace and Mirage—“remove your hoods if you wish to show them respect.”

Meridian didn’t know if they would do it, but slowly, they all revealed their identities.
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Grace

Mirage stared at Grace after they’d both removed their hoods.

The story Meridian had just told left them both in shock. The fact that there were men out there like the Lion and Omega was crazy.

Master assassins.

“We have respect for you, Raven,” Lion said to Meridian. “You have the blessing of the Alpha, but even that does not negate the fact that Woyashi will be taken to our Order to withstand judgment for his crimes…not murdered. Violence will only beget more violence.”

None of them disagreed.

“And Zelmir Benton?” Mirage asked.

“He has been Woyashi’s hostage for almost nine months.”

Lion glanced back at the man he called his cherished, who gave him a slight nod as if approving what he was about to say.

“Your agency attempted the same. They wanted to use Zelmir Benton to build them their own weapons of mass destruction. And when he refused to give your organization the formula, they contained him until he was helped to escape.”

Helped by who?

“It was the Ravens organization that labeled him a terrorist.”

Grace wanted to slam his hand into the plaster behind him. They were saying the organization was corrupt.

“While we distracted you, our informants were given a chance to help him escape again and took him to a safe location. Away from all corrupt governments, including your own.”

“Who helped you distract us?” Mirage asked. “How did you know our coordinates?”

They wanted to know who’d fed two of the deadliest assassins in the world secure information from within their organization.

Omega faced him.

“Not all Ravens were stripped of their souls, man of illusion.”

“All Ravens?” Meridian attempted to clarify.

The four of them glanced around at each other, trying to decipher what that statement meant.

“Ravens, your organization seeks out good men like yourselves and makes them into killing machines they can control.”

Grace bristled, his energy shifting from upset to angry to enraged.

Mirage must’ve felt it because he turned toward him and gave him a look of understanding and patience.

Lion walked over and stood in front of him.

He was a striking man with a chiseled jaw and skin that looked airbrushed. He spoke in a voice that echoed around the room like a fading storm.

He stared into his eyes the way Mirage did. And the Lion didn’t appear to have difficulty sensing Grace’s warring emotions.

One look and Grace was instantly pulled into the depths of those fiery eyes that showed nobility and decades of battles.

The words Lion spoke rolled off his tongue with gruff authority.

“You fight gracefully, warrior of silence. Though your soul is broken and fragile, your cherished’s heart beats strongly for you. You must adhere to his compassion and wisdom to guide you.”

Grace’s stomach flipped as he watched the two assassin predators of Imuma Aga Kahn cover themselves and leave the same way they came.

Silent and without a trace.

“We can’t trust anyone with this information,” Meridian ordered, “and I mean no one.”

They didn’t have to speak in affirmation. It was a given that they all agreed. Then, the Blacks left him and Mirage to wait for their own transport.

Left them stunned, unsure, and suspicious of the organization they’d sworn their lives to serve. One Grace trusted to send him to do what was right and just in the world.

Was the Ravens organization so secret and hidden from all government agencies because of their backroom dealings with their own country’s enemies?

Grace couldn’t help but seethe, wondering if they’d executed other missions that hadn’t been for the good of their country.

Had they killed other innocents?

Mirage was the first to speak.

“Were we just ordered to kill an American hostage?”

A charged silence hung in the air between them.

Deep down, Grace knew that nothing the master said had been deceitful. What reason would the Lion have to lie to them?

Most of all, Grace was anxious to know…who were the other Ravens created, and where had they taken Zelmir Benton?
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Mirage

Mirage stayed silent for most of the flight.

There was a lot to digest, and he still vibrated with energy from the two men they’d battled.

If Meridian hadn’t come, they may have been killed. His and Grace’s skills were formidable but had been no match for the masters.

Mirage turned his gaze from the window and locked eyes with Grace.

They held eye contact for almost thirty minutes before Grace spoke in his own language.

Do you believe them?

“Yes.” Mirage had no doubts.

I do too.

Mirage nodded. He was unsure where they would go from here.

“We have to look further into this, but we don’t know who we can trust or how deep the corruption goes.”

Grace clenched his jaw and signaled their stewardess for a drink.

She poured two fingers of brandy into a snifter and brought it to him, but Grace didn’t reach out to take the glass.

“Not the usual, Amy. Bring him a shot of the Blanton’s Bourbon.”

She smiled, then returned to the bar to prepare what he asked.

“I swear to God, if Spectre knows anything about this, I’m gonna snap his fuckin’ neck.”

Grace grunted in agreement, downed his shot, then motioned for another.

Mirage didn’t worry about Grace’s mind becoming impaired. Their metabolism ran too high to get drunk.

“I think we should lie low for a while. We both have injuries.”

Mirage drank more of his Japanese gin and club soda, his thoughts moving a mile a second.

“I don’t want any more missions until we can gather more intel.”

Mirage watched every flutter of Grace’s long lashes, the tic of his jaw, the pulses at his temples, and the dips of his Adam’s apple, every subtle movement revealing his thoughts.

Grace’s captivating gaze held him while he searched inside of him. There was no doubt or indecision there but a shift toward something else.

They were almost home.

Home was where they’d left their love for each other.
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Grace

When they landed, the Blacks’ sleek charcoal and silver helicopter was already on its helipad, their team still unloading their cargo.

Spectre was there waiting for them—which was uncommon—with their management director and acute trauma physician, Dr. Martin.

He and Mirage pulled their hoods low and descended the stairs to the platform.

Before they could make it to the leaders of their team, two members of ballistics hollered from the helicopter’s raised cargo doors.

“Hey! Grace, where the hell is the Delta?”

Fuck off. And fuck that rifle.

“We don’t see it! Come on, man!”

Ignoring them, he and Mirage met the next barricade blocking them from getting to the elevator to their condos.

“Okay, let’s play a little game of I Spy,” Spectre growled.

He didn’t even ask if they were okay first or acknowledge the gashes in his thighs or Mirage’s subtle limp from Omega’s strikes.

“I spy two motherfuckers who outmatched four of the best assassins in the world and stole their goddamn targets. Not only one, but both of them! So tell me. Who the fuckin’ fuck am I talking about?”

Warmth spread up Grace’s cheeks to his forehead.

Neither of them answered. Grace wasn’t inclined to respond at all. Instead, he scowled down at Mirage.

Mirage didn’t turn away from Grace’s glare as he spoke. “Give us the night, Spectre. We’ll debrief tomorrow at thirteen hundred.”

Grace started walking as Mirage fell in step behind him.

“Hold on! No way in hell is the director gonna wait that long for answers,” Spectre yelled at their backs.

Spectre must’ve grabbed Mirage’s shoulder or upper arm because Grace felt his partner’s detachment from his right side. The instant loss ricocheted through him, hurting like no other pain in the world, causing his steely composure to shatter.

How dare he touch Mirage? It was the same as touching him.

Enhanced adrenaline flooded and burned through Grace’s veins, and like a coiled spring being released, he reacted.

Grace pivoted on one heel, threw his arm over Mirage’s shoulder, tucking his upper half under his arm, and landed a powerful blow into Spectre’s shoulder at the same time.

The impact was brutal. The sound of the dislocation slicing through the air was a painful testament to Grace’s ruthless, unforgiving nature.

Their handler must’ve forgotten what their organization had created.

Spectre let out a sharp cry. His face contorted into shock and a hint of anger as his right arm hung limply at his side.

Grace’s dispensing of punishment was swift and merciful because of who Spectre was. Anyone else would’ve been permanently injured…or dead.

But if Spectre ever touched Mirage out of anger again, Grace would throw him out the nearest window. And the last sounds they’d hear from Spectre would be the screams of him plummeting hundreds of feet to his death.


[image: A black and white logo  Description automatically generated]

Mirage

Mirage wasn’t surprised at Grace’s reaction to Spectre grabbing his arm. It’d been foolish, and he’d gotten what he deserved.

Grace was still glaring down at Spectre from beneath his hood, his body tensed and looking prepared to strike again.

“Grace, I apologize. I didn’t mean to overstep,” Spectre gritted out. “It won’t happen again. Swear it.”

The rest of the team froze on the windy platform as if fearing they could be next if they also did something to piss Grace off. Ballistics certainly didn’t holler out again for the whereabouts of the twenty-five-hundred-dollar rifle.

Mirage touched the center of Grace’s back, digging his fingertips into the reflex points until he felt his muscles relax.

“We weren’t asking, Spectre,” Mirage said from behind the statue in front of him. “We will see you at the debriefing…tomorrow at thirteen hundred.”

On the way past the doctors, they glanced down at Grace’s shredded cargo pants, and Mirage nodded to Dr. Martin.

“Prepare a trauma room for me. I’ll tend to his wounds myself.”

“Yes, sir.”

He was glad they didn’t meet any more resistance.

Mirage guessed the doctors were the only ones on their team who knew how to keep their mouths shut and do what they were told.
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Mirage didn’t allow Grace to go to his apartment first.

The open wounds had been exposed to enough bacteria and needed cleaning now.

Grace was reclined on the hospital bed, with one long leg hanging off the side and the injured one stretched out straight.

He was scowling for not being allowed to do what he wanted, and his narrowed eyes and rigid posture were yelling he was fine.

Mirage was sure he was. But their enhancements didn’t make them immune to infection.

The lab was empty, and the staff knew not to interrupt.

He didn’t trust anyone else to touch the one thing in the world he cared about.

He bypassed any protective gear or gloves before he got to work, refusing to allow latex gloves to mute his touch.

He pulled his stool to the edge of the bed. The scent of sweat, antiseptic, and the metallic tang of dried blood mingled in the air.

After tearing away what was left of Grace’s fatigues, Mirage got a better look at the four raised red marks on the top of his thigh, measuring the depth of the lacerated tissue.

The cuts looked exactly like he’d been clawed by a big cat.

“They’re not as bad as they look.” Mirage frowned. “A good washing and some Steri-Strips will be enough for these.”

Mirage scrubbed his hands and forearms, then got to work.

He began with treating the superficial scratches on Grace’s arms, which had already begun to heal. Mirage eyed the wide tear in the middle of Grace’s trench and tore it open, revealing a longer, deeper gash, his flesh pulled apart.

The edges were precise and even, as if he’d been cut by an obsidian blade.

Fuckin’ hell.

Mirage would have to use staples.

Grace’s espresso-colored eyes were on him. Shadows lurked behind them, showing Mirage the turmoil Grace was battling inside.

It was so intense he had to pause for a moment to inhale.

The sight of his partner’s ripped flesh was gut-wrenching. A testament that they weren’t as invincible as they’d been led to believe.

Mirage moaned when he felt Grace’s rough palm along his jaw, caressing his cheek until his breathing evened out.

“I’m okay,” Mirage answered.

It took a while, but neither attempted to break the charged silence as Mirage got back to work.
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Mirage

The sterile environment began to fade away, leaving the two of them in their own made-up world, the one that held and protected their forbidden emotions of empathy and compassion.

Grace didn’t require anesthesia or numbing agents, but Mirage still tended to him with gentleness as if he were handling something precious.

“The Lion was methodical with this one,” Mirage said as he went through the continuous, mindless motions of pulling Grace’s skin together and then squeezing the stapler handle. “He stopped just before rupturing your small bowel or nicking a major blood vessel.”

Grace’s tensed abdomen was his only reaction.

“I was doing some research while in the air.” Mirage couldn’t change the somberness in his tone. “I wanted to know exactly what kind of masters we just encountered.”

The air was thick and oppressive between them, a ghostly presence shrouding them like a fog that wouldn’t lift.

“Eriktor, code name Omega, and Firuz Nikahd, code name Lion, fought us with ancient Chinese kung fu styles.”

Mirage didn’t glance up to make eye contact. He couldn’t, not with the reality of their near death storming his mind.

He applied the final bandages while he concluded what he’d learned.

“The Imperial Tiger and Fanged Snake style takes decades to master. Most of the training begins during the adolescent years.”

Grace grunted.

“They are considered legendary. Says the Tiger is the largest, most powerful, and deadliest of all animal styles. He’s sheer ferocity. His bare hands strong enough to tear through Kevlar.”

Mirage fingered the clean tear through Grace’s trench.

“You fought the deadliest man in the world, Grace,” Mirage whispered through the pain in his chest.

Grace sat up and took his hand.

They both knew the fight could’ve resulted in their deaths.

With their hands clasped, the deep lines etched in Grace’s forehead made Mirage touch his brow to his.

“If Lion wasn’t so disciplined…if he would’ve…” Mirage couldn’t finish the fucking sentence. That’s how terrified he was of losing Grace. “I wouldn’t’ve hesitated to follow you into the next life.”

Grace surged forward and slammed his mouth over his.

Mirage grunted in surprise but quickly recovered, kissing Grace back and infusing all the fear he had locked inside.

The kiss was fervent, almost primal.

When they had to stop to breathe, Grace gripped the back of Mirage’s neck and held their foreheads tight together, gasping into each other’s mouths.

Grace ran his stubbled cheek over Mirage’s, scraping his jaw with roughness until his lips were against his ear.

“Matthew,” Grace rumbled.

Mirage swallowed a pound of shock. He hadn’t heard his birth name spoken in years. It wasn’t supposed to exist anymore.

What Grace had to say wasn’t for Mirage. It wasn’t for the man of illusions. It was for the man he was born as. It was for the son of an honorable man.

Grace’s raspy timbre made Mirage’s heart race. He could hear fear and anguish in his tone.

“Listen to me…and know this.”

Mirage wrapped his arms around his partner’s back, pulling him as close as he could, wanting to hear every rare sound from Grace’s mouth.

“All of my soul, or what remains of it…belongs to you. You’re the keeper of my fractured heart. Not even the deadliest man in the world can take me from you.”

Grace’s voice and declaration were so powerful that they lingered long after he finished speaking.
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Grace

Grace relished the comfort of Mirage’s fist clutching the back of his jacket as they exited the elevator to their floor.

He’d given Mirage what he’d needed downstairs. His confession was true, and he hoped it would put him at ease.

They had come close to death, but the universe had granted them more time.

What’d happened to them earlier wasn’t a loss. Following Meridian’s lead, he believed they’d made the right decision by releasing Woyashi to the Order and coming back to headquarters to do some reconnaissance.

Where the fuck did they start?

Tomorrow.

Tonight would be theirs.

Mirage closed the minimal distance between them and rested his lips on the back of Grace’s neck. His breath was warm as he wrapped his strong arms around his waist.

Grace took a moment to recline against Mirage’s chest, allowing his calm heart to beat against his back.

“Face me,” Mirage ordered as he loosened his hold.

Grace turned and looked down at him. It was only a moment before he closed his eyes.

Sometimes, Mirage was hard to gaze upon for too long.

Grace’s shirt was still open, and Mirage ran his palms along the large bandage on his abdomen.

The cut wasn’t painful, nor did it cause him any discomfort. It was a nuisance more than anything.

Mirage traced the outline of his abs, igniting erotic sensations the higher his caresses went.

When Mirage reached his shoulders, he started with soothing pressure before kneading in places that craved relief.

The rhythmic motions of those skilled hands relaxed the last traces of his stress.

His cock was getting hard, and so was Mirage’s. He could feel the thick bulge pressing into his upper thigh.

Grace groaned, tilting his head back for more, allowing the day’s events to fade to black.

Mirage cradled his jaw with both hands, tilting Grace’s head until he was staring into those soft cashmere-gray eyes.

I need you so fuckin’ bad right now. I want you in my bed all night, and this time, don’t leave before the sun rises.

Mirage paused with his mouth an inch from his.

Grace moaned with want.

Mirage brushed his soft, sweet lips against his. The kiss was so fucking gentle and full of affection and sincerity that it almost made Grace’s knees buckle.

Mirage, fuck.

Mirage whispered into his mouth, his warm breath like a summer breeze in the midst of a torrential storm.

He pulled away, their lips ghosting, hovering in anticipation.

“One hour,” Mirage murmured into his mouth. “I’ll come to you in one hour, Grace.”
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Mirage

Mirage walked into Grace’s home, not bothering to knock.

He was more relaxed after a thirty-minute shower and fifteen minutes of jerking off.

He’d come twice, hoping that was enough to make him last more than five minutes when he sank inside Grace. He wanted to give him all he could take.

And just like the last time he’d entered Grace’s home, he smelled food.

“Why in God’s name are you cooking, Grace?”

Mirage dropped his overnight bag on the couch and went toward the kitchen.

“I was gonna go down to the cafeteria and grab us a couple of plates. It’s meatloaf night.”

“You call that shit-brick meatloaf?” Grace grumbled with his back to him while flipping some kind of seafood in a gleaming silver pan.

Mirage walked up behind Grace and loosely wrapped his arms around him.

The black silk pajama set he had on felt cool against his cheek.

“You didn’t have to make me a fancy dinner. I was gonna give it up anyway.”

Grace hummed in a way that sounded half-turned-on and half-humored.

“Cooking relaxes me, Mirage.”

Mirage’s dick began to harden at the sound of Grace’s voice, at the way he was speaking to him more and more. Only him…no one else.

“And it’s far from fancy. It’s a salmon salad.”

“That does sound better than meatloaf.”

He watched Grace add some butter and then twist off some sprouts of whatever herb was on a side plate.

“Can I help?”

Grace glanced over his shoulder, scowling down at him with one raised brow.

Mirage sucked his teeth.

“Don’t give me that fuckin’ look. I told you I know a few tricks in the kitchen.”

Grace grunted, then moved a cutting board to the other side of the stove and placed two cucumbers and an avocado on it with a small, slender knife.

“Peel and cut the cucumbers in quarters, then slice ’em thin.”

Mirage nodded.

How hard can it be to peel a cucumber? I peel apples all the time.

“Then slice the avocados into half-thick slices.”

Mirage nodded again.

“No problem.”

Fuck, fuck, fuck. Why did I open my big mouth?
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Grace

If Grace was a laughing kinda guy, he’d be cracking up right now.

Mirage looked like Grace had just asked him to butcher a whole hog.

“Don’t I need an apron?”

Grace scanned Mirage’s basic gray sweatshirt and well-worn jeans with faded knees.

“I love this sweatshirt,” he argued.

Bullshit.

He was sure Mirage could read that sentiment on his face, but Grace went to his closet to fulfill the request anyway.

After picking one he no longer used, he peeked around the corner to find Mirage hurriedly scrolling on his phone.

Grace harrumphed to hold in the chuckle rising from his gut. He couldn’t deny that Mirage’s pretending was fucking hilarious.

Grace cleared his throat when he walked back into the kitchen, and Mirage jumped so hard his phone slipped from his hand and hit the flagstone floor.

“I was just, um, checking the weather for tomorrow in case we decide to do some outside training.”

“Mm-hmm.”

Grace tossed Mirage the apron and ignored the way he slowly put it on, then hefted the cucumber and knife, staring for a long moment before he began peeling.

Trying to peel it.

Grace busied himself with mixing the ingredients for his Asian sesame dressing, tasting as he went along. When he was pleased with the balance, he added the mixture to the dressing shaker.

While he was shaking, he snuck a look at Mirage’s process and saw the cutting board was a complete mess. Peels and several thick cuts of cucumber littered the floor.

What in the actual…?

Mirage forgot about the small bowls beside him and slid the few pieces of cucumbers he’d salvaged onto the counter.

But it was the avocado that made Grace’s mouth fall open.

Mirage was slicing the pieces about an inch and a half thick, with the goddamn tree bark-like skin still on.

The confusion Grace was feeling was a vast understatement.

Mirage was a master with knives and slicing through flesh with exact precision, so Grace didn’t know how he’d botched this task so badly.

When finished, Mirage grabbed a wad of napkins and scooped up the inedible avocado slices, along with the ten or twelve cubes of cucumbers.

“Finished.” Mirage winked as if he’d performed his duty with the accuracy of an Iron Chef. “Anything else you need cut?”

Grace shook his head.

“Okay.” Mirage removed his apron. “I’ll set the table.”

At the sound of a plate—his porcelain Sonoma dinner plate—hitting the floor with a loud crash, Grace gritted his teeth, not bothering to turn around.

“Dammit, I’ll sweep that up. I’m not used to such heavy plates. I prefer paper. Dixie Ultra makes heavy-duty ones, y’know.”

Grace was shocked at the slight curve of his lips.

“Where’s the broom, Grace?” Mirage sucked his teeth. “It’s probably in a specially made white-oak broom closet located in a hidden compartment in the southeast corner of your fancy-ass kitchen.”

Grace barked a long-held laugh that felt as good to him as Mirage’s touch.
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Grace

He and Mirage ate their salads in comfortable silence—Grace avoided the avocados like the plague—neither discussing the situation they’d have to face tomorrow.

He’d rather forget about that for a while and lie beneath Mirage while he sank deep inside him.

Grace was so eager that he ignored the dirty dishes and instead took Mirage’s hand and led him into the dark living room to pour them an after-dinner drink.

Mirage sat beside him on the couch, close enough for their thighs to touch, close enough that Grace was able to drape his arm around Mirage’s shoulders and pull him close.

The amber liquid looked like chocolate diamonds in the bottom of his crystal snifter.

Grace sipped the expensive liqueur, relishing the smooth warmth that eased down his throat, creating a delicious heat in his stomach that slowly spread to his groin.

After he allowed the liquor to do its job, he set his glass on the coffee table, then took Mirage’s and did the same.

Grace removed Mirage’s bulky sweatshirt, leaving his white tank top.

As if sharing one mind, he pulled Mirage against his chest, and both went for each other’s mouths.

The kiss started gentle and tender, and Mirage’s lips tasted so sweet with the combined hints of orange and vanilla from the brandy. So good it made Grace moan and plunge his tongue deeper.

The intensity grew with each pounding heartbeat, a magnetic pull tugging them closer until they were forced to let go of their hesitation.

Grace’s once-gentle hug transformed into an embrace that ignited sparks of electricity in his chest.

Before he knew it, he’d tangled his fingers in Mirage’s messy blond hair, causing their kiss to rise to a crescendo that left Grace breathless.

His cock grew so hard his silk pants were no longer comfortable.

Mirage had an obscene bulge tenting his sweats that looked thick and long.

“Fuck, Grace.” Mirage tongued and sucked on his throat while he reached inside Grace’s pants.

No sensation in the world compared to how it felt to have Mirage gripping his length. He stroked him with his rough hands, making slow, firm pulls of his foreskin.

Grace threw his head back and groaned deep and loud, and the beast that consumed most of his soul went silent.

“I’m about to come,” he hissed.

Grace hated to admit that when it’d only been a few seconds since his cock was touched, but it was the truth.

“Let me fix that,” Mirage whispered, licking his Adam’s apple.

Grace nodded, thinking Mirage was about to jerk him off.

Until Mirage began to sink to his knees, and his animal roared back to the surface.

“Get up,” Grace rumbled as he stood and yanked Mirage by his biceps.
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Mirage

Mirage didn’t know what the fuck was happening or what he’d done that had offended his partner.

It couldn’t’ve been the attempt at a blowjob. What red-blooded male didn’t like his dick sucked?

Grace hauled him to his feet, jaw clenched, glaring at him with eyes that shone like the night sky.

Grace towered over him and leaned forward, pressing his scrunched forehead against his, making it clear he was dead serious.

“Only the men I shame are put on their knees before me. You don’t belong there.”

Mirage was entranced and anxious as Grace’s rough voice carved into him like an invisible chisel.

He couldn’t disguise the sensual fire that burst inside him at Grace’s simmering rumble that sounded like an approaching train.

“You’re one of the fiercest men I know.”

Grace stroked Mirage’s jaw, then brushed his callused thumb across his bottom lip.

“Make no mistake. I want this sexy mouth all over me. But a true warrior doesn’t belong on his knees…especially mine.”

Grace turned them until the back of Mirage’s knees hit the couch, then pushed on his shoulders until he took the hint and sat down.

Without taking his soulful eyes off him, Mirage licked his lips as Grace began to ease his pants over his cock, stopping midthigh.

Mirage pressed down on his own erection, trying to calm the pulsing and the blood engorging him to almost painful hardness.

Grace slid between his spread legs, clutching the base of his dick, and cupped the back of Mirage’s head to bring him closer.

Grace fed the tip of his cock between his lips, opening Mirage’s mouth wider and wider as he did.

His hardness was velvety and supple like a ripe peach.

He smelled so good, but gods, he tasted even better, rich with hints of cedarwood and spiced vanilla.

An unexpected explosion of flavors spread across Mirage’s tongue. Grace’s skin was an intoxicating blend of nature’s finest offerings, creating a craving in him that would be hard to quench.

“Fuck yeah,” Grace sighed as he began to slowly pump his hips.

Mirage moaned and licked the sensitive skin around the head of Grace’s cock, knowing how overstimulated that part of him could get.

He hummed at the saltiness leaking onto his tongue before he pulled the foreskin back and sucked Grace in until he gagged.

He felt his partner begin to shudder, and his knees threatened to buckle.

Grace’s unforgiving hands gripped his hair as he bowed over him and groaned in his ear.

“I’m about to come.”

Grace had barely finished the sentence before he shot down Mirage’s throat.

It was so much and not enough.

He wanted more.
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Grace

Grace dropped onto the couch beside Mirage, out of breath, his head swimming as he came down from the best orgasm ever.

Not that he remembered the few others not provided by his right hand.

He still hadn’t recovered before Mirage stood, yanked his jeans off, then straddled Grace’s lap.

Mirage’s cock hung thick and heavy between his strong thighs and so swollen it looked reddish purple.

His face was a mask of discomfort as he ripped Grace’s silk shirt open, sending buttons flying everywhere.

That was expensive mulberry silk, but at the moment, he didn’t give a fuck.

Mirage ran his fingertips over the large bandage on Grace’s abdomen.

“I’m glad you remembered not to get it wet. Does this feel okay?”

Grace hissed in annoyance.

You know I can’t feel pain like this.

He grabbed Mirage’s hips and urged him to continue what he was about to do. He was glad his partner cared about his feelings first, but Grace had a one-track mind at the moment.

He planned on coming like he just had as many times as possible tonight.

Mirage placed his palm against the center of Grace’s chest and pushed until he was reclined against the couch cushions.

Mirage gripped his shaft and slid the other hand up Grace’s chest until he was loosely covering his throat.

Grace arched at the erotic contact, releasing a sensual moan as Mirage jerked himself right there over him.

It took about twenty seconds and four slow pulls before Mirage’s face contorted in the most beautiful way, and cum splattered his upper chest.

Grace was breathing as hard as Mirage when he collapsed against him.

“You turn me on so fuckin’ much, Grace,” Mirage confessed, writhing against him, his hips twitching and jerking as he came down.
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Mirage

A few minutes later, they wiped the drying cum off their bodies and climbed into Grace’s supersize bed.

The satin sheets made him feel some kind of way, with Grace on top of him, sucking passion marks on his throat and pecs.

This time, they kissed until they were gasping for breath and their lips were too tender to keep going. After, they used their bodies and unspoken connection to continue.

Grace nudged Mirage’s cheek, rubbing his bristly jaw over his before burrowing into his hair.

His cock was ready to shoot again. This time, he’d be buried up to his balls in Grace’s tight ass when he did.

Mirage pushed and maneuvered them until Grace was underneath him with his ass ready for the taking.

He grabbed the lube and hurriedly poured a generous amount on his fingers.

With his mouth against the back of Grace’s ear, he pushed three fingers inside, knowing he could take it without feeling pain.

Grace let out a harsh exhalation and lifted his ass higher.

After a few shallow pumps, Grace reached behind him and knocked Mirage’s hand away, telling him to hurry the fuck up. He wanted his cock, not his fingers.

Mirage slathered his dick and lined himself up.

He covered his partner’s body and pushed Grace’s legs up until his knees were bent enough to make it easier for Mirage to push inside.

Grace tried to force him in, shoving his ass against Mirage’s pelvis, but he pinned Grace down with one forearm against his upper back and the other braced on the mattress next to his head.

“Now you wanna be demanding and impatient,” Mirage snarled into the side of Grace’s mouth. “I’ve been waiting to have you for six goddamn years.”

“I didn’t fuckin’ know that, Mirage. How could I?” Grace snapped back at him.

Well, you’re sure as fuck about to know now because I’m gonna show you what it’s like…all damn night.

Mirage didn’t say anything else. Instead, he let his dick answer as he eased inside with one long thrust, not stopping until his pelvis was flush against Grace’s firm ass.

With his heart pounding against Grace’s flexed muscles, Mirage stayed there, letting his cock throb inside Grace’s ass until he begged with grunts and growls for him to move.

Mirage chuckled, nipping Grace’s earlobe.

He’d move when he was damn good and ready.
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Grace

Motherfuckin’, goddamn, fuckin’ shit.

Grace refused to holler all the curses ripping through him as Mirage pounded him into the mattress.

It was after two in the morning, they were on their fifth round, and his sex-crazed partner showed no signs of stopping.

Mirage had taken him across the bed, on the side of the bed, propped against the wall, and in the shower. Now, he had him back, face down, on the bed.

Sweat poured off him as Mirage yanked him to his knees, gripping his hips, and started slamming Grace onto his cock.

Mirage’s strength and determination to make him pay for all the years he’d craved him was outrageous. No one should have that kind of stamina unless they were taking metabolism enhancements.

Oh yeah. Shit.

Again, Mirage thrust inside and stayed his hips. Each time he did that, the hard throbbing of Mirage’s cock against his prostate made Grace shudder.

“Uggh, shit.”

Grace came again, his cock already so spent from the last orgasms he only released a few drops. But the intensity of the sensation never lessened.

“Do you understand what it felt like now, Grace? Or should I stay buried inside you until the sun rises?”

“Fuck you,” he answered with no resistance, his voice weak and raw from his guttural moans.

Mirage tsked. “Dawn it is, then.”

[image: A black bird with wings spread  Description automatically generated]

Mirage

Mirage did what he’d promised and fucked Grace all night until he’d passed out around five fifteen in the morning.

He should wake Grace’s ass up and fill him again, but his partner looked wrecked. Mirage would take pity on him for now and ease off the punishment for a few hours.

He leaned over and nestled into Grace’s neck, sucking on his salty throat.

“Mmm, fuck off, Mirage. I’m staying asleep this time,” Grace muttered, then turned over, giving Mirage a good view of the palm prints he’d left on Grace’s lightly tanned skin.

Too wired to sleep, Mirage got up and went into the bathroom to wash off a night’s worth of sex sweat in the biggest shower that could fit in an apartment.

With a long towel wrapped around his waist, he went into the living room, drew back the floor-to-ceiling drapes, and opened the doors to the terrace to feel the morning breeze on his wet skin.

“Damn. I need coffee. And food.”

He couldn’t go downstairs and eat because Grace had been adamant about him being there when he woke, so he went into the kitchen, flicking on all the light switches to see what he could find.

He believed he’d always be wowed by Grace’s kitchen. And it never failed to make him horny when he watched Grace navigate it as if he were doing a show for the Food Network.

He went to the coffee maker…at least, he thought it was a coffee maker.

Mirage sucked his teeth, throwing his arms up in the air.

“Why is there a goddamn touch screen?”

He touched it to wake it up, and it displayed multiple images of cup sizes and brew strengths to choose from.

Fuckin’ hell. Simplicity is lost, and I blame this generation.

“All I want is a cup of fuckin’ Folgers.”

He had to settle for a glass of orange juice and a piece of toast he burned in the many over-the-top settings on Grace’s toaster.

Neither was satisfying. He was still starving. After last night’s marathon, he needed a lot more sustenance.
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Mirage

Mirage’s head spun while he struggled to come up with some food.

He cleared the dinner mess, having to wash the dishes by hand when he couldn’t figure out Grace’s dishwasher.

Now, he was staring into the refrigerator for some cold cuts or something. There was milk, but he hadn’t seen any cereal in the pantry.

He eyed the eggs sitting in their own compartment, but he’d never seen brown ones before. He assumed they were top-of-the-line since Grace had them.

Now, all he needed was some bologna to tear into pieces and add to some scrambled eggs.

Mirage usually made his eggs in the microwave, but today, he’d have to use Grace’s stove.

How hard could cracking eggs, dropping them in the pan, then stirring fast until there was no more runny shit be?

He didn’t find bologna, but he did find bacon.

Another kind of food he made in the microwave, but Mirage was sure he could flip the pieces until they were crispy and brown.

But so he didn’t fuck up like he had with the avocado—Mirage noticed Grace hadn’t put any on his plate, and when Mirage had bit into it, he’d almost chipped a tooth—he pulled up YouTube and searched how to make bacon and eggs for breakfast.

He wanted to make sure it was perfect to debunk Grace’s theory that Mirage couldn’t cook without a microwave.

Even if it was against a person’s diet, everyone loved to wake up to the smell of frying bacon.

Mirage went hunting for the kind of pan the cook used in the video. He tried not to grumble and curse too loud as he shoved and clanged multiple pots inside cabinets packed with too many different kinds of cooking shit.

He found a pretty good replica for the eggs but not the bacon. Mirage grabbed a flat pan with low edges, unlike in the video, but it was darn close.

He did as instructed and lined the bacon strips in the pan, then turned the fire up on the stove.

Mirage was starving, so he went with high heat, causing the flames to lick the sides of the pan.

All he needed to do was crack the eggs into a bowl, add salt, pepper, and a dash of milk, and whip it around some before he dumped it into the pan.

He was about to perform some real gourmet-style shit.

Tell me I can’t cook.

Mirage was grinning as he cracked the first two eggs with ease, but the third broke in a way that made small pieces of shell drop in the bowl. With only one egg left in the refrigerator, he did his best to scoop them out. Then the same fucking thing happened with the last one.

Dammit!

While he was fishing for shells, his bacon began going crazy.

He figured he’d better just get the eggs started and dumped the mixture in the pan.

The shells will probably soften while cooking…like soft-shelled crabs do.

All that was left was to add the salt and pepper.

Mirage stood in front of Grace’s spice rack, his blood pressure rising because something as simple as salt and pepper was camouflaged within rows of at least fifty small bottles of herbs and spices.

Oh, come the fuck on! And what the hell are bay leaves?

Giving up on salt and pepper, Mirage scrambled to find a long fork like the YouTuber used to flip the bacon, but once again, looking for anything useful in Grace’s kitchen was useless.

He opted for his dinner fork from last night that he’d just washed and attempted to flip over the first piece.

“Ow, ow, dammit!”

The grease was popping on his hands and forearms while he struggled to get them all turned over.

One side was crispy as fuck, but the other wasn’t.

Smoke was filling the kitchen. He glanced over and saw his eggs were getting pretty brown.

He used the same fork for the bacon and started stirring the eggs, but they didn’t move. They were cemented to the pan.

What the hell? I did everything right.

Then Mirage noticed the untouched butter beside the stove. He’d forgotten to put that in first.

He shrugged. Never too late.

He cut a decent-sized chunk and dropped it on top of the stiff eggs. Mirage tried like hell to loosen them up, but all he was doing was making some serious scratch marks in the bottom of the pan.

“Ow! Shit.”

Mirage rubbed his chest where the grease from the bacon hit him.

As a Raven, he could withstand a lot of pain, but apparently, not hot grease on his skin.

The kitchen was so smoky it was making his eyes burn.

The bacon was well-done—understatement—and since he couldn’t get close enough to get them out of the furious grease, he tried to move the pan to a different burner.

Big mistake.

He gripped the handle. It was too hot, and in the midst of shifting burners, his brain reacted, and he dropped the pan, causing grease to spatter everywhere, including into the flames from the range that was still turned high.

Oh fuck.

Fire rose almost to the ventilation hood.

Mirage darted to the kitchen sink and turned on the water, but he pulled the sprayer so hard he yanked it out of its compartment.

“Goddammit!”

He cupped his hands and tried to sling the water toward the stove, but the flames were getting higher and beginning to spread outward.

No, no, no. Not the counters.

He knew he was battling the smoke alarm, which he was surprised hadn’t gone off yet. The kitchen fire was almost too hot to get close to and shrouded with dense black smoke that had him hacking as if he had bronchitis.

Mirage ran to the bathroom to get some wet towels or something. He had to get this under control before Grace woke up.
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Grace

Grace was lying on his back, shaking his head, with his arm slung over his eyes.

His phone vibrated like mad on his bed, the screen flashing continuous red alerts, notifying him there was a fire in his home.

He didn’t have smoke detectors or ones for carbon monoxide. His home was too high-tech to require them.

If he wanted, he could activate his sprinkler system, but when he pulled up the live footage of his kitchen, he saw it was mostly contained to the stove.

Grace rolled his eyes at Mirage running around like a damn chicken with its head cut off.

“I had no intentions of waking until noon since you said debriefing wasn’t until thirteen hundred.” Spectre yawned through the earpiece.

“Yeah, me either,” Grace rumbled.

“So why the fuck is your house on fire? The alarm on your guys’ floor rang on my phone. I called Mirage, but I got no answer.”

“Go back to sleep. Everything is under control,” he growled before he pressed the code to cut the connection.

The flames were spreading to his custom-made labradorite gem countertops.

Motherfucker.

Grace slung the covers off and stormed out of his bedroom.

The air in the living room wasn’t as thick with smoke since the patio doors were open, but the kitchen was overwhelmed with a dense, acrid fog carrying the scent of burnt eggs and burning aluminum.

The flames were so high now—beyond using his fire blanket—they were leaving black scorch marks on the ceiling.

Grace walked casually into the kitchen and went for his fire extinguisher beneath the sink.

He stood a few feet from the stove and had just pulled the pin out when a heap of freezing cold towels hit him on the back of his head and then slid down his bare back.

“Oh shit! I didn’t see you, Grace, I swear!” Mirage yelled.

Grace didn’t bother to turn around at his partner’s ridiculousness. Instead, he focused on dousing the flames and preventing more damage to his counters.

He wasn’t upset about the potential cost of repairs—he’d send the bills to the organization—he was livid about handypersons and decorators having to come into his sanctuary again.

Once the yellow powder extinguished all the flames, Grace dropped the heavy device to the floor and turned to face Mirage.

His partner was in a towel, his chest and arms littered with red splotches. Mirage’s expression was sullen and so apologetic that Grace’s first instinct was to wrap him in his arms.

“I know. I fucked up big-time, Grace. I’m so sorry. I’ll get it fixed, I promise.”

Grace didn’t say a word.

He stepped forward, took Mirage’s hands, and placed them on his shoulders. With a slight tilt of his lips, he pulled Mirage into a close embrace. It wasn’t long before the tension in his frame melted away, and he accepted the hug, wrapping his arms around Grace’s neck.

Mirage wove his hand through Grace’s wet hair and buried his face against his throat, a silent display of his disappointment.

“I wanted to make us breakfast,” Mirage whispered.

“I know,” Grace rumbled. “It’s okay. Things can be replaced. I can handle damage.” He pulled back and cupped Mirage’s cheek. “What I can’t handle is you being upset and thinking I’m mad at you.”

Not giving Mirage another chance to apologize, Grace let out a soft sigh, then leaned forward and touched Mirage’s soft lips with gentleness.

It went longer than he thought as he relished the feel of Mirage’s relief.

When they pulled apart, he rested their foreheads against one another.

“Forgive me,” Mirage asked with his eyes closed, pulling Grace closer.

“I will—” Grace moaned into Mirage’s smoke-scented hair. “—if you take me back to bed right now and bury your dick so deep in me that I forget this bullshit ever happened.”
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Mirage

“Mmm, now that I can do.” Mirage nibbled the side of Grace’s jaw since it was one of his sensitive spots that drove him wild.

Mirage took Grace’s hand to leave the kitchen when danger prickled at the base of his neck.

Awareness struck as adrenaline surged through his veins.

Mirage caught a flicker of darkness in his peripheral just as Grace spun his body behind him.

Mirage instinctively grasped the cold steel of a chef’s knife out of the butcher’s block on the island and, without hesitation, shot it toward the balcony.

He threw it with exceptional speed, though time seemed to slow as the knife sliced through the air.

But the hooded man standing there had the reflexes of a cat. With a graceful motion, he extended his arm and caught the knife midflight.

A long moment sat suspended in time as the two men standing on the terrace exchanged knowing glances, their presence now undeniable.

Ex and Meridian stood shrouded in their black covers.

“How the fuck did you two get in here?” Mirage asked, stepping from behind Grace’s protection.

“The same way you would’ve. We climbed down.” Ex shrugged as he stepped inside with Meridian trailing behind him.

Mirage glanced at Grace, recognizing the deep frown lines.

Mirage nodded and asked the only question Grace wanted answered.

“What the fuck are the two of you doing here?”

They removed their hoods, glancing around the living room and then toward the kitchen.

“We’re a floor above you. We’d rather not burn alive.”

Ex took the knife from Meridian, helped himself to an apple out of the fruit bowl on the dining table, and used it to start peeling the skin off.

Meridian didn’t speak as he pulled out an antique-looking cabriole from his inside jacket pocket, removed a black cigarette with a gold-colored filter, and lit it with a black pearl Zippo.

Grace bristled, clenching his jaw.

“Thanks for asking, don’t fuckin’ light that in here,” Mirage gritted out.

“You sure it’s not okay? I mean…” Ex glanced around the room at the lingering smoke and black marks on the ceiling.

“Fuck you.” Mirage looked away in embarrassment until Grace gripped his chin and turned his head back to face him.

Don’t ever let another man’s words make you turn away from me.

Mirage nodded.

“I heard you two can hear each other’s thoughts. That’s cool as hell.” Ex sat on the couch and watched Meridian smoke his cigarette. “I’d never be able to figure out what the hell that one was saying in his mind. Thank fuck.”

“Are you gonna answer the question or not?” Mirage snarled at Ex since Meridian, with his abundance of confidence, was apparently too damn cool to respond to anything.

“Sure, we’re here to discuss yesterday’s mission and what we’re going to do about it today.”

Mirage looked at Grace, then asked, “Excuse us. ‘We’?”

“Despite how fucked-up the Lion’s accusation was about the organization, it has to be taken seriously. He wouldn’t lie,” Meridian said, his voice deep and raspy as if he’d been smoking those cigarettes all his life.

Mirage sighed, knowing they were right. If they were doing the organization’s dirty work, they had to know for sure and put an end to it.

But he would’ve preferred to stay in a sex-infused bubble with Grace for the rest of the week.

Grace turned and winked at him, making Mirage’s dick react before he left to go into the bedroom.

Ex huffed. “You’re not gonna be able to stick your heads in the sand like two dumbass ostriches. If we work together, then—”

“Calm down,” Mirage grumbled. “He’s going to put on some clothes.”

“Well, that’s a relief. He looked obscene in those things.”

Mirage rolled his eyes.

Ex took a pear and began to peel and eat that, too, while Meridian leaned against the balcony rail and lit another smoke, staring without blinking those obsidian-colored eyes.

Ex stood at the breakfast bar.

“This condo is nice as hell. Everything looks custom-made. I don’t do much with my place. I’m hardly there to enjoy it, so why bother.”

“Yeah, uh, I guess same for me,” Mirage agreed, hoping neither of them brought up the obvious while he stood there in nothing but a towel.

They were silent for a long time, long enough for Mirage to become uncomfortable.

“We saw Grace almost break your handler’s shoulder off for touching you.” Ex looked serious. “When did you two develop feelings and start fuckin’? Especially when you’re not supposed to have, no less, feel, that kind of pleasure.”

Mirage closed his mouth so he didn’t look like a fish flung onto a pier.
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Meridian

Grace came out with perfect timing for Mirage to avoid the question.

Meridian was offended that Grace wasn’t the least bit worried about a killer like him walking so close behind him.

Ex was now in front of his partner, and Grace pressed his chest to his partner’s back as he punched in the code to open the door to his apartment.

They were barely inside when Ex huffed, “Let’s get down to business.”

Mirage went into the back to put on some clothes, then reappeared with a laptop.

“First thing we need to figure out is how we’re going to keep the meeting with Lion and Omega out of the debriefing and feed the director a halfway believable story.”

“I think the first thing we do is shock the hell out of them and throw them off their game,” Meridian spoke up. “We’ll go to debriefing together instead of you two at thirteen hundred and us at eighteen hundred. And we go in full field attire, looking prepared for battle instead of a meeting.”

Grace looked as if he agreed.

“I’m the master of shit-talking,” Ex bragged as if that was a noble quality. “I’ll answer the questions in debriefing and run them in circles with asinine details.”

Mirage was sitting in his recliner, clacking away on his keyboard, when he piped in.

“Grace, every department is probably in fear of you right now after what you did to Spectre. No one will want to badger you or me. And, Meridian, since you look evil enough to be Satan’s first cousin, I think you should use your face to keep them from getting too demanding.”

Meridian flipped him off.

“Now, everyone has their roles.”

Ex noted, “Except you.”

“I’m gonna grab one of the higher-ups’ badges so we can infiltrate the director’s floor and file rooms.”

Meridian didn’t think that was a good idea. It was too risky.

“How the hell are you gonna do that without someone catching you? Guards patrol the halls all day and night.”

“I won’t get caught, trust me. By the time they think they saw someone on the cameras…I’ll already be gone.”

Mirage closed his computer. “I’ve just memorized the evening hours for the lab and the guard rotation schedule. We’ll have little time to spare to find Benton and the other Ravens. We do this tonight.”

“We’ll see you in time for debriefing,” Ex said before he and Meridian left.


[image: A black bird with a black text  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Grace

The elevator descended to their floor. When it opened, Ex and Meridian stood there in their black-on-black everything.

They looked lethally sexy.

Mirage walked in first and pressed his back to one side of the elevator. Grace followed and leaned against Mirage’s chest, feeling the thumping of his heart against his spine.

“Is that a fuckin’ armored trench?” Ex asked, staring Grace up and down.

He chose not to answer and allowed them both to keep gawking.

The elevator was almost to the ninth floor—the Browns’ wing—a floor the Blacks had never and should never be on.

Their presence would be a jaw-dropping shock all in itself.

“Okay, let’s do this shit. Everyone ready?” Ex double-checked.

“I’m always ready,” Meridian said.

Grace looked down at Mirage a moment before he answered for them both. “Yeah, we’re ready.”

“Does your team think you’re mute, Grace? I’m just wondering?”

Grace scowled, wanting Mirage to tell Ex to fuck all the way off and stop questioning him because it was pissing him off.

Mirage leaned in until Grace could feel his warm breath. One touch on his waist was all it took to calm him.

“You two are interesting as fuck,” Ex muttered as the elevator dinged for their floor.

He and Mirage stepped out first. The meeting room was a few yards away, and their admin team was waiting outside the door, like always, to greet them and ask if they needed anything during the course of the debriefing.

“I’ll have a water, no ice, Tiffany, and a Maker’s Mark, neat, for Grace.”

Tiffany turned to tell one of her assistants the order, but he’d dropped his tablet and taken off in the other direction, not stopping until he was around the corner.

Jo’s team was the next to haul ass, but she remained, always appearing so composed.

Tiffany called out to her assistants before turning around, confused.

It was then she noticed the Blacks walking toward the meeting room in damn near slow motion.

“Add two Jose Cuervo on the rocks to that list,” Ex said from beside his partner.

Did he just lower his voice like ten fuckin’ octaves? Is this his Sam Elliot impression?

“I um, y-yes, I’ll do that.” Tiffany gave a slight bow to the legendary Blacks as she hurried down the hall.

“Gentlemen, after you.” Jo extended her arm for them to go inside. “Everyone is here.”

The eight members of their debriefing team were already standing when Grace walked in with Mirage concealed two inches behind him—nothing new there—and waited to be acknowledged.

However, the director came to an abrupt halt when Ex and Meridian joined him and Mirage.

The team looked as though they wanted to run as well. Some appeared to be searching for an emergency exit.

Spectre cleared his throat, his eyes on his charges.

“Care to explain this?”

“No,” Ex answered first, then ordered, “Everyone, take your seats. We don’t intend to be here long.”

As emotionally devoid killers, Ravens never followed a command with please or replied with a thank-you once it was completed.

Their team glanced back and forth between one another as if asking the same question: What do we do?

Ex pointed to the red phone. “Call our team down and allow them access to this floor.”

The director shook his head. “That’s, um, not permitted or how we do—”

“Now,” Mirage growled.

Grace stood, fists clenched as he glared at each person around the table.

Their operations manager, Paul, leapt up and grabbed the receiver. “Jo, send for the Blacks’ handler, management operator, and debriefing team.”

Paul put the receiver back in the cradle, ignoring the director’s scowl, and opened his thick mission binder.

Spectre fumbled with getting his documents out of his messenger bag with one hand since his other arm was immobilized in a sling.

“Let’s go ahead and start with you, Mirage.” Spectre glanced their way. “What was the exact time you were first accosted by the intruders, and did you recognize them?”
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Mirage

Mirage and Grace accepted the drinks the hospitality assistants dropped off, ignoring what Paul had asked.

“Are you here for a debriefing of the mission or to frighten and alarm us? Because the four of you here right now is a bit intimidating.”

“Good,” Ex answered.

Paul sighed with obvious frustration and dropped his pen onto his notepad.

“Fine, we’ll wait until you’re ready to start,” Spectre placated.

“The hell we will. I have my own meeting this evening that I have to prepare for.”

Grace set his drink down on the table with a bang, then stared at the director through his hood.

“I agree with my partner,” Mirage said. “Who are you meeting with, Director?”

“Excuse me,” he stuttered. “Are you fuckin’ serious right now?”

Grace and Meridian shot to their feet in a way that made everyone sitting around the table rear back in their seats. Spectre put his one hand up in a placating gesture.

“I don’t like to ask the same question twice. It annoys me.” Mirage gestured to Grace and Meridian. “But it really pisses these two off.”

The director shot a worried look toward Spectre’s arm and seemed to decide it was in his best interest to answer.

He knew what kind of men he’d made. Killers who didn’t give a fuck who they wounded or offended. And they especially didn’t care whose feelings got hurt by their actions.

“I’m meeting with some investors. This place costs a lot of money to remain operational.”

Mirage eased Grace’s drink closer to him in a silent request for him to sit back down, with Meridian following suit.

Meridian pushed a button on his fancy Hart locator watch that looked to be an upgrade from his own.

Meridian’s voice was raspy and full of authority.

“Yeah, Corvo, we did request it. Bring with you who you need to debrief us. We won’t be at our scheduled one at eighteen hundred. And fuckin’ move it. You know I hate waiting.”

Meridian pressed the disconnect.

“Another bourbon,” Mirage said to Tiffany when Grace shoved his empty glass aside.

It was less than five minutes before the Blacks’ team came into the room, looking confused and leery.

“You never fail to shock and awe, Meridian,” Corvo said after he and their manager took a seat while the others in the team stood behind their chairs with recorders.

“Now, can we get down to business? I mean, if it’s all right with you, Grace?” the director sneered.

He got no reaction from any of them. And his contorted grimace indicated he didn’t appreciate being ignored.

As planned, Ex took the lead.

“Yep. Let’s get down to it. We have even less time than you, Director.”

Ex leaned back in his chair, with one hand under his chin, mimicking the thinking man’s pose, and asked through a clenched jaw, “Let’s start with who were the mercenaries that got the drop on us? They knew our mission times and coordinates of the attack. Was it a setup or an ambush by another organization we were not informed existed?”

Mirage almost smirked, but Ex’s voice was serious, his mouth set in a straight line.

Ex had spoken the truth. He was a serious bullshitter. He talked circles around the debriefing team, keeping them on the defensive.

“They were able to disappear with our marks before we even realized what the hell was happening. They even knew our communications would be delayed,” Mirage growled. “Can any of you explain that shit?”

Mirage slammed his fist on the table, emphasizing Ex’s rage. When he removed his hand, a sleek, double-edged black knife was stuck into the solid wood table.

“Looks as if Mirage agrees with my line of questioning. The next blade he produces will be in someone’s mouth for not speaking up.” Ex leaned in, still speaking in that deep, menacing tone. “You guys dropped the fuckin’ ball. We wanna know right now who the fuck it was.”

Ex’s tactic and the way they played off each other’s reactions were borderline genius.

As Mirage had hoped, the teams appeared to shake with fear as they all began blurting out possible scenarios while apologizing and promising to get them answers.

Panic equaled chaos.

Mirage needed everyone pitted against each other to find the rat hiding within their organization.

Self-preservation always trumped loyalty.
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Mirage

Ex concluded the meeting after eleven minutes of the team stuttering unlikely possibilities of what could’ve happened. “Corvo, Spectre, set up a training facility for a four-man ops mission tomorrow at oh seven hundred. Blacks and Browns will train together this week.”

Their handlers exchanged more perplexed looks before Corvo nodded in Meridian’s direction.

“You got it, Mere.”

Spectre answered, “I’ll see it done.”

“Meeting adjourned,” Ex deadpanned.

The four of them got up as if they were a synchronized dance team.

“Wait, no, we’re not done. Keep the conference door locked,” the director ordered the guards. “I need Zelmir Benton executed tomorrow by any means. We’ll rendezvous in the strategy room in thirty. This mission is still classified as FPL Delta.”

Meridian turned and began to walk toward the director’s seat, stalking him like a panther.

The debriefing team sat stone-still, eyes cast downward, sweat beading at their temples. Their administrator, Jo, was the only one looking as if she’d seen this coming…and was glad of it.

Time seemed to slow as trouble hung heavy in the air, Meridian’s darkness absorbing what was left of the light in the room.

“Fuck, don’t, Meridian, please.” Corvo rose but didn’t go farther. “We’re gonna do whatever you guys need, and we’re gonna find out who the mercenaries were that attacked you. I swear on my own life.”

Meridian continued to take slow, purposeful steps.

After Corvo ended his plea, the only sound that remained was the director’s labored breaths.

Hell, even Mirage was stunned to silence. This was completely off script.

He didn’t know the last time he’d felt anxious, but Meridian was fucking scary as shit.

No one else could see the deep, black pools that were Meridian’s eyes except them. The rest only saw his tanned skin and chiseled jaw.

Meridian stood behind the director’s chair, amplifying the fear pulsing around the room. He made the corrupt bastard sweat through his expensive suit before he leaned over and put his lips close to his ear.

“If we discover you had anything to do with what happened in Germany…I will torture you in a way that’ll make you fall on your knees and beg me for death.”

Fuckin’ hell.

Mirage was transfixed, and Ex looked turned on.

“If you run…I will find you.”

Meridian’s voice was cold and dark, and then he rose to his imposing height.

Ex scoffed at the trembling director. “You’re fuckin’ dumber than you look if you thought a goddamn lock on a door could contain any of us.”

Ex went toward the glass wall, ignoring the door, and was three steps away when Meridian reached into the depths of his long overcoat, where danger lived, exposing the glint of a marble handle.

Whisper’s steel shimmered as Meridian yanked it from its sheath. He threw it like a javelin toward the center of the glass, the blade soaring through the air with the speed of an archer’s arrow.

A second later, the ear-splitting break sounded like a dozen windows shattering and hitting concrete. With perfect timing, Ex walked beneath the waterfall of glass as if the shards were raindrops. Mirage and Grace followed closely, then stood outside the room while Meridian left the terrified debriefing team.

Once outside, Meridian yanked Whisper out of the wall and made it disappear somewhere on him.

The three of them allowed the alpha of the Ravens—Meridian—to lead them back to the elevator.
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Grace

The ride up to the thirty-eighth floor felt long as they all appeared to digest how that had gone down and who in the room appeared suspect.

“Well, the director definitely has dirty hands. His urgency to have Zelmir killed proves it. We just need to see how deep this rabbit hole goes and who else is involved,” Ex stated. “We’ll proceed with tonight’s plan and relay back at twenty-four hundred.”

“I don’t have a read on the handlers yet, but I have a feeling they wouldn’t double-cross us,” Meridian rumbled. “And I think Spectre will be extremely cautious about pissing you off again, Grace.”

True. Grace didn’t think their handlers were in on this either. He hoped it wasn’t anyone on their teams as well.

“You’re thinking something, Grace…what is it?” Meridian noted.

Grace felt the sharp but silent inhale from Mirage.

Grace glanced in Meridian’s direction but didn’t answer.

Ex chuckled. “I bet he’s thinking we shouldn’t rule out anyone and be mindful of who we trust while we investigate.”

“Wrong,” Mirage said from behind him, sounding as if he was talking through clenched teeth. “Don’t try to interrupt what he’s thinking. He speaks a language only I understand.”

Grace turned and glanced down at his partner with a soft gaze.

Don’t let them vex you. No one should be able to draw emotion from you but me.

It took a second, but Mirage nodded as he pressed tighter to Grace’s back.

“You act as if you don’t trust us.” Meridian inched forward until he and Grace were nose to nose. “Should I be concerned by your mysterious silence, Grace?”

Grace stared death back in his eye, his pulse pounding.

It was hard not to react to Meridian’s closeness. He was almost ten years Grace’s junior and so hauntingly handsome he was impossible to look away from.

Grace could understand the Blacks being suspicious of a man who only spoke two or three sentences a day. But he didn’t want them to distrust him or Mirage.

They’d all have to work together to succeed on these next few missions. The one they’d assign themselves from now on, not the organization.

To answer Meridian’s question, Grace glared while shaking his head. He hoped it was enough because that was all Meridian was going to get.

The elevator dinged when it reached their floor.

Meridian smirked, cocking his head as if studying something miraculous.

Meridian’s delicious hum vibrated in Grace’s chest.

“I understand that hearing your silence is a privilege, but I know now the sound of your voice is a luxury only one man is granted.”

Meridian took his alluring scent of danger and chilling presence back to his partner’s side.

“Enjoy the rest of your afternoon, Mirage,” Meridian said in an eerily calm tone.

“I intend to,” Mirage rasped.

Grace made a smooth one-eighty turn, maneuvering in a way that put Mirage in front of him as they exited the elevator.
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Mirage

Mirage had just shut his door when Grace began yanking away his layers of clothes and pinning him to the wall.

He curled his lip up at Grace while he was stripped down to his briefs.

“I don’t like the way he looks at you or the way he talks about your silence.” Mirage gripped Grace’s chin and licked his lips. “My silence.”

Grace groaned achingly. His entire body shuddered as if he needed to be wrecked, urging Mirage to hurry as he peppered biting kisses across Grace’s throat.

Mirage leaned hard on Grace’s chest.

He pumped his hips while weaving his fingers into Grace’s hair, then tugged him so fuckin’ close as if he was trying to merge them into one being.

Grace none-too-gently nudged his forehead against Mirage’s cheek, grunting as he struggled to get them moving toward the bedroom.

“I need you too,” Mirage whispered, already out of breath.

They stumbled down the hall until they fell through Mirage’s bedroom door and onto his bed.

Grace went face down, ass up while he pulled on his stiff cock.

Eager and so damn sexy.

Mirage flipped Grace over until he was on his back.

“Oh, don’t you worry. I’m gonna go so deep inside you until you’re fuckin’ delirious. But first…” Mirage inched up Grace’s body until his cock caressed his bottom lip.

Grace opened as if it were instinct and licked the head, making Mirage jerk his hips.

“Mmm, damn. I’m gonna bury my dick in your mouth, Grace, and I don’t want you to make one fuckin’ sound. Not a single moan or grunt while I do.”

Grace nodded, his eyelids fluttering against his cheek.

“I want to make love to your silence. To your language that speaks only to me.”
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Grace

Grace was back in his field gear by twenty-three thirty, ready to proceed with the second part of their investigation, but his body was still thrumming from the pounding Mirage had blessed him with.

One thing was for sure: he was glad of his enhanced endurance and resiliency against pain. Because an ordinary man could not have withstood the strength of Mirage’s hips and the force he used to drive his cock into his ass.

Grace was sitting on Mirage’s couch reviewing the guard rotation schedule. He and Meridian were to muscle anyone who got in their way while Ex and Mirage hacked into the computers and downloaded all classified information in the hope of finding any other Ravens.

Grace leaned back against the soft couch and looked around Mirage’s condo at the cool gray walls.

The interior was a blend of polished concrete floors, functional furnishings, and steel accents that exuded modern minimalism. The open layout flowed from the living area to the basic kitchen.

There were no extravagant adornments on the walls or ostentatious designer furniture.

Mirage hadn’t understated the lack of bells and whistles in his kitchen. His white GE refrigerator didn’t even have an ice maker. And there was no dinette set, only a couple of stools around his bare island.

If Grace opened the freezer, he had no doubt it would be overflowing with Hungry-Man frozen meals.

The ones that tricked Mirage into thinking he was a chef who could actually make meatloaf or beer-battered chicken.

I need to get my kitchen done, or else I’m gonna starve—or worse, have to eat the cafeteria food—if I stay here too long.
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Grace

They had fifteen minutes before Ex and Meridian arrived.

Grace pulled out his phone and made an appointment with the same interior designer he’d used before. He’d convinced the owner of the costly firm that his job was the head of personnel for the architect firm on the first floor, and the designer, Giorgio, was none the wiser.

Mirage was standing at his counter, clicking away on his laptop, studying the layout of the lab and the director’s floor.

Grace couldn’t help but come up behind him and slip his arms around Mirage’s waist.

He relished the slight smile that played across Mirage’s lips while he stayed focused on the screen.

“Haven’t you had enough?” Mirage murmured.

Grace pulled down the collar of Mirage’s hickory-colored turtleneck and kissed behind his neck before he placed his lips against the inside of his ear.

“I’ll never have enough of you,” he moaned.

Mirage gave a fierce shudder before he spun and smashed his mouth over his, kissing him with so much energy that it was only seconds before Grace’s cock turned to steel.

“You know what your voice does to me, don’t you?”

“Mm-hmm.” He nodded, giving Mirage a little more.

Grace hefted Mirage onto the stool, grabbed his ass, and pulled him flush against his groin.

Mirage wrapped his legs around Grace’s waist, the heels of his combat boots digging into the back of his legs.

He wound his body between Mirage’s spread thighs, pressing his cock against his abdomen.

“Holy shit.” Mirage leaned back, his eyes lowered as he stared at Grace’s mouth. “More.”

Mirage cradled his cheeks, then licked his lips. “Give me more,” he whispered breathlessly.

Grace eased his hands up Mirage’s back, then leaned in until their foreheads touched.

“I think I’m feeling love for the first time in my life,” Grace confessed.

Mirage almost choked on his own breath.

“I don’t know what love is for sure,” Grace continued. “But I do know my whole world revolves around you. So if that’s love…then no one will ever love you more than me.”

Grace didn’t give Mirage a chance to reply as he kissed him with the weight of every word he’d said.

Given the way Mirage keened into his mouth and returned the passion ten-fold, there was no need for Mirage to say he loved him back. Grace felt it deep in his core.

They kissed, caressed, and loved on each other until there was a knock at the door.

Grace eased away and slowly pulled Mirage’s hood over his head.

That beautiful face was only his to gaze upon.
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Mirage

The four convened for about twenty minutes, but they were seasoned at this and knew their roles.

At midnight, they left Mirage’s apartment and proceeded to the twentieth floor. From there, they climbed into the air ducts to go down the two levels to the director’s floor.

Mirage couldn’t crawl behind Grace, so he used a secured line on their comms devices to countdown the arrival of the two guards making their pass.

When he got to one, Meridian and Grace dropped from the ceiling, landing with a soft thud. They clapped their hands over the guards’ mouths and, with a swift flick of their wrists, produced syringes full of a strong sedative and stuck them into their necks.

The guard’s eyes widened in shock a second before their muscles slackened and the sleep agent took effect.

Grace hefted one, Meridian the other, and they dragged the two deadweight guards and flung them into the conference room to their left.

Once done, he and Ex leapt down and pinned their backs against the wall, staying out of view of the cameras.

Mirage watched the live feed on his compact device, keeping his fist up in a “hold” gesture until the director and they assumed the “investors” he’d mentioned meeting with earlier left his office.

After Mirage gave the go, they each darted down the hall. By the time security thought they’d noticed something, they would’ve already disappeared.

Meridian and Grace stayed outside the director’s office while he and Ex went inside, wasting no time before they got down to business.

Mirage pulled his tablet from around his back, plugged it into the director’s computer, and feverishly typed commands into his device, hacking into the organization’s assassin records.

Once they were all downloaded, next were the recent mission details for Zelmir Benton.

Ex broke into the file drawers in the next room and confiscated the ones he felt most relevant for their investigation.

A minute later, there were several rapid thumps against the wall before a man came flying through the door headfirst and slammed into one of the chairs in front of the director’s desk.

“Fuckin’ fuck, Meridian. Are you out of serums?” Ex hissed. “The definition of covert is to get in and out unnoticed.”

“Nope. Got plenty of serums,” Meridian said matter-of-factly. “But this one had the audacity to try to sneak up on me from behind.”

All of the guards were supposed to get injected and wake in three to four hours, not knowing what happened. But now the director had a goddamn hole in his door and a broken chair.

Mirage sighed in exasperation.

“Look, there are a lot of team members frightened for their lives trying to find answers regarding the details of Germany. Fear can make a person act recklessly. Anyone could’ve done this. And the last person the director would have the balls to accuse without solid proof would be us,” Meridian explained.

Grace dragged the two sleeping guards inside the room, dropped them like gym weights to the floor, and turned to glare at Meridian.

“What?” Meridian shrugged.

“He said next fuckin’ time, leave them all to him if you can’t control yourself,” Mirage stated without looking away from the computer screen.

“Oh, did he now?” Meridian chuckled as he turned to go back outside and keep watch.

Once they finished, they closed up and raced six floors down the stairwell to the lab.

Mirage was already a master at getting in and out of there.

Grace, Ex, and Meridian stayed cloaked in the darkness of the quiet room while Mirage slipped into the lab.

He hacked into the system and searched for all who’d gone through the program…who weren’t Blacks or Browns.

Once he finished downloading their own files, another couple came up.

“Holy shit,” he muttered.

There’d been two more after him and Grace.

It appeared they’d received the physical enhancements—pretty fuckin’ unique ones—but hadn’t completed the entire program. Most of their emotional reconditioning had been left incomplete.

A third generation.

The Greens.
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Mirage

“Does it say anywhere what the Greens’ abilities are…or how they fight together?”

“Are they the ones who sabotaged our mission and took the bomb expert?”

“They must be able to get into the Ravens’ mainframe.”

“How do they know the Lion and Omega?”

“They must’ve gotten wind of the corruption and went on the run.”

“Is there a way in here to find them?”

“Do they have Hart locators?”

“They might still have contact with their handler.”

“Maybe that’s the mole.”

Files were scattered across every free space in Mirage’s condo as they searched through them, firing rapid theories and questions no one had answers to.

Mirage put his hands up to silence everyone…apart from Grace, of course.

“We’ve been at this for hours. Obviously, their information is well-hidden, but it’s gotta be in here somewhere.”

But finding the details of the Greens’ skills and how long they’d been at headquarters was like searching for a needle in a haystack.

“It’s almost sunrise,” Meridian noted. “We need to reset. Let’s do our training session at sixteen hundred to refocus. It’s almost guaranteed now that we’ll be going into the field together to find the Greens. We need to be prepared.”

“I think you’re right,” Mirage agreed after getting Grace’s affirmation. “After training, we’ll hit this hard with fresh eyes and calmed minds.”

Mirage locked the door after Ex and Meridian left, then went to the couch where Grace was staring at one photo in a thick file.

After Mirage came up behind him and draped his arms over his shoulders, Grace pointed to a deserted patch of barren land hidden within a rural town the diameter of a ladybug.

“Did you find them, Grace?” he whispered in surprise. “How in the hell—”

“I wasn’t only a sniper, Mirage. I was also a MARSOC combat hunter. Finding hidden targets is what I do.” Grace handed him the file. “The Greens are two hundred and 7.8 miles west of here.”

Mirage came around the couch, took Grace’s hand, and pulled him to his feet. “All this brilliance and enigmatic personality wrapped into a sexy-as-fuck package.” Mirage kissed him before he added, “Who happens to have the most charismatic voice I’ve ever heard.”

Grace hummed, leaned down in slow motion, and kissed him back.

“We’ll hash out a recon plan with the Blacks after training. But first, I need sleep, and so do you.”

Grace moaned and pressed his hardening cock against Mirage’s abdomen.

“I think you’re addicted to my cock.” He chuckled.

Grace nodded.

He cupped Grace’s rough cheeks and gave him a soft, chaste kiss on his lips, then whispered, “But I won’t go inside you right now. I just wanna sleep next to you, wrapped tight in your arms.”

Grace’s sighing grunt was an erotic affirmation that he liked the sound of that.
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Meridian

“I admit I don’t know what the hell you and Ex are doing,” Corvo gritted, “but I don’t like being kept in the dark. When the fuck did you become partners with the Browns?”

“Since we were almost killed together,” Meridian answered.

“Speaking of…when are you two gonna tell me what happened over there?”

Corvo followed them around while they assessed the training ground for the four-man simulation.

“How can I figure out anything when you’re making me work blind?”

“When we know, we’ll let you know,” Meridian droned.

“Nice. Thanks, guys.” Corvo tiredly rubbed his forehead.

“Browns are moving,” their handler, Spectre, said from behind the observation booth.

“And how do you even know you can trust Mirage and Grace?” Corvo argued. “One doesn’t even fuckin’ speak, for Christ’s sake. How can you communicate effectively?”

“I thought it odd myself.” Ex shrugged. “Until I saw them together. It has to be the serums.”

Corvo looked confused.

Meridian smirked.

“See for yourself. I swear you won’t see a greater performance from synchronized swimmers.”

Corvo was about to continue arguing until Grace turned the corner.

He looked fly as fuck in a new, espresso-colored midthigh trench with an oversized hood and a thick cream sweater. The holster he wore housed five handguns, two of them Desert Eagles. Those weapons fired bullets that left his targets with only a quarter of a face.

His dark hair was slicked back, naturally curling at the ends.

Mirage was nowhere in sight.

“My team is ready. Let’s get this started. We have a lot to cover, Corvo.”

“Is your partner joining you?” Corvo frowned.

Grace gave him a brisk nod.

“Well, where is he?”

Mirage slowly stepped from behind Grace, making Corvo flinch like a frightened cat.

“I’m right here.” Mirage stared from beneath his hood for a moment before he gestured for Spectre to start.

Meridian winked at his partner. “You ready?”

“Always,” Ex answered.
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Countless realistic holographs filled the dimly lit training facility as the control booth changed from sunset to dark.

Grace moved as his name suggested. His every step was deliberate and calculated to keep Mirage concealed at all times.

Meridian remembered hearing that Grace was known for his unparalleled marksmanship, but the way he fired and hit his targets with remarkable calmness was unbelievable.

His finger moved over the trigger with a speed that defied the eye.

Shots from his chrome .45s echoed like thunder around the room as he took down holographic images with uncanny vigor.

At one point, he and Meridian were side by side, taking down men six at a time while Mirage watched their backs, unleashing a flurry of sleek, midnight-colored blades that sliced through the air in silence.

Mirage moved inside Grace’s shadow with an elegance that blurred the lines between real and impossible. He was true to his name, an optical illusion confusing the staff in the booth.

The moment Mirage revealed his twenty-inch fighting knives, Meridian pulled Whisper from his trench and swung high while Mirage went low.

Four men came in behind them, and Grace threw up one side of his armored trench and blocked the barrage of bullets before he lowered it in time for Meridian to turn and eliminate the threat.

Ex scaled the side of the wall, firing in the same direction as Grace, making kill shots in perfect sync. He hit the floor less than a foot from Meridian, and the three ended up back-to-back.

Meridian sheathed his stiletto sword and raised his Magnums. Grace had both arms extended, holding Berettas in his large hands as Ex drew his .45s. Backs together, they began rotating in a tight circle.

Mirage was camouflaged in the middle, rotating and twisting his body so he could throw his blades over Grace’s broad shoulders, past Ex’s narrow waist, and between Meridian’s long legs.

The booth made them push their skills to the limit as if they were pissed off that nothing they hurled at them made it within fifty feet of harming either a Black or Brown.

The four men obliterated each program, every simulation harder than the last.

After three weeks of twice-a-day training, they’d choreographed a deadly dance.

By the end of the month, they’d formulated a new fighting stance, three of them back-to-back with Mirage hidden in the middle.

No one would know where the phantom blades were coming from.

It was a unique advantage to have on their enemies.

The tech members operating the holograph training program and their handlers were on their feet, staring down at them as if they were the rarest, scariest animals in the world.

What was more satisfying was the director watching from the door, appearing ten times more afraid than he’d been at the debriefing.

None of them looked away.

Meridian could only imagine how the director felt with four physically and mentally enhanced assassins with concealed faces glaring in his direction.
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Grace

“Mission begins in seventy-two hours,” Mirage said to the Blacks after they stepped off the elevator.

They’d found some corruption in the director. He’d been receiving funds from other countries to orchestrate illegal missions, espionage, aiding and abetting international terrorists, and the list went on.

But one thing at a time.

First the Greens, then the director.

He and Grace walked down the hall, stopping in front of their doors.

“You going to check out your new kitchen?” Mirage smiled at him.

Grace nodded.

He was anxious to see what Giorgio had done. He’d had Grace’s basic instruction on his must-haves, and he’d left it up to the designer to add whatever embellishments he thought Grace would like.

“Sounds like you want some alone time…”

What?

“I’ll see you in the morning. I’ll be in the cafeteria for break—”

The fuck you will.

Grace pushed Mirage against the wall, much like he’d done before, and used his chest to pin him down.

Mirage gazed up at him and then released a long-suffering sigh.

“I don’t want to monopolize all your time, Grace. You’re allowed a night to yourself.”

Grace gripped the back of Mirage’s neck, glaring into his pretty gray eyes.

Did I gesture in any way that I wanted to be alone? I just fuckin’ told you I think I love you, Mirage. You dare leave my side?

Mirage bit his bottom lip and shook his head.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

Grace yanked Mirage off the wall and pulled him into his chest. He slammed his mouth over Mirage’s and kissed him with all the fire he had burning inside.

Mirage moaned in surrender and opened for the chastisement.

It was a passionate yet tumultuous kiss. A fusion of their new love and raw frustration of the misunderstanding.

The kiss burned down and then diffused into simmering embers that Grace licked until they cooled.

Now you know to never suggest that shit again.

Mirage brushed their cheeks together. “Forgive me.”

Grace took Mirage’s hand and pulled him into his condo.
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Mirage

Grace was clearly over-the-moon happy with his shiny new kitchen. Mirage could tell by the meal he cooked and how he kept adding dishes.

By the time Grace was done, the dining table was crowded with enough food to be considered a Thanksgiving feast.

Mirage didn’t think Grace’s kitchen could be fancier than before, but it was.

The stove had three more burners than the last one and a grill in the middle. Which was perhaps what compelled Grace to make six side dishes at one time and grill some steaks.

Mirage helped him clean the kitchen so he didn’t feel useless since Grace slapped his hand when he picked up a spoon and tried to stir the potatoes.

After eating far too much food, they were on the balcony, stretched out on the patio couches like manatees, with one hand down the fronts of their pants and one on their stomachs.

“I don’t think I can move. My stomach feels like it’s gonna explode.”

Grace harrumphed, then drank a sip of his bourbon.

Mirage stared up at the distant diamonds scattered across the cobalt sky, then closed his eyes after a cool breeze brushed over his skin.

He sighed and settled into the cushions until he was comfortable, ready to accept the next three days of reprieve.

He must’ve dozed off because when he opened his eyes, Grace was naked and climbing on top of him.

“Oh, fuck yeah,” he groaned.

Mirage had never woken with a smile on his face before.

Grace tossed one of Mirage’s legs over the back of the couch and settled between his thighs, diving face-first for his balls.

Mirage arched his back and released a holler that hurt his throat.

He gripped Grace’s hair and pressed his mouth closer.

His breath was so warm, his lips soft and wet.

“Oh my God.”

Mirage was glad he was outside. The cool air was helping him breathe.

Grace was sucking his balls as if he were starving and they held sustenance.

“Your mouth feels so damn good,” Mirage groaned.

His eyes rolled behind his lids as he caressed Grace’s cheek, sliding his thumb along his wet bottom lip that was stretched around his shaft. “You’re about to make me come so hard.”
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Grace

I’m fuckin’ crazy about you, do you know that?

“Yes,” Mirage groaned as he pushed more lube inside him, never breaking eye contact. “Because I’ve felt that way about you for six years.”

Mirage had Grace on his back on the patio chaise lounge, with one leg hooked around his waist and the other pushed out to the side.

He was exposed to the elements, wrapped in the night like a warm blanket, with his legs spread wide.

When Mirage’s blunt head nudged his hole, chills raced down his spine that had nothing to do with the sixty-two-degree weather.

Mirage had never taken him like this. He’d never looked him in his eyes as he eased into his body, inch by torturous inch.

“Don’t close them. I want to see every emotion you’re feeling.”

Grace had to fight not to slam his eyes shut and break their connection.

He couldn’t stop shaking, his mouth falling open as his body took all Mirage had to give.

After Mirage’s balls were pressed against his ass, Grace released the tension in his muscles and relaxed into the cushions.

Mirage stared through him until he could see into his soul. Unmoving, staying balls-deep, his hard, thick cock throbbing in the same rhythm as Grace’s heart.

He gripped Mirage’s ass and shoved him even deeper inside, controlling his own pleasure.

“Damn, Grace.” Mirage moaned loudly, the sound of his passion carrying on the breeze.

Grace subtly rocked his hips, grinding on Mirage’s cock until his dick started leaking, his orgasm cresting from the slightest motion.

Grace tipped his head back and allowed Mirage to chew on his throat, licking and biting in all the places that made him cry out.

His dick was so hard, trapped between their abdomens, that slight friction causing him to barrel toward the edge of ecstasy.

Mirage’s forehead was creased as if he were in exquisite pain. His silky lips hovered over his, feeding Grace that sexy language he’d perfected into his mouth.

Mirage tucked a stray hair behind Grace’s ear, his gaze tender and locked on him.

“If you only knew what I felt inside for you, it’d scare you.”

Grace shook his head. Never.

“When we’re in battle, you’re my strength, Grace, and your shadow my protection. But when I’m cornered in my darkest moments…your silence is my peace.”

Mirage’s confession made Grace’s heart pound so hard his chest ached.

Grace breathed it all in, overwhelmed with emotions he’d been stripped of for so long and were now back.

Mirage’s moans were sexy as he slid his cock out a couple of inches and slid back inside. There was no hurry. He touched and loved on him as if they had a lifetime to do this.

Grace’s entire body locked.

“That’s it, come with me,” Mirage whispered.

It was a mere second before he shook beyond control and came with the intensity of a force-ten storm.
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Mirage

Two days later

After a five-hour workout, Mirage turned up the hot water until the mirrors were steamed, then reclined in Grace’s Jacuzzi bathtub.

He sighed in bliss as the jets beat on his worn muscles, sinking farther under so they could reach the tension in his neck.

He and Grace would be wheels-up with the Blacks at oh six hundred. They knew where they were going, but they were going in blind.

It was possible the Green Ravens could be even more enhanced than them and, worse, not allies like the Omega and Lion.

Mirage closed his eyes and focused on counting his breaths instead of obsessing over the details of the mission.

The slosh of water and his legs being pushed open brought him to full awareness.

He moaned with gratitude as Grace settled his naked body between his thighs and leaned back against his chest.

“Hey,” Mirage whispered in his ear. “How was target practice?”

Grace scoffed.

“Three miles isn’t much of a challenge anymore, huh?”

Grace shook his head.

“Did you have time to do some Tai Chi?”

Grace nodded.

“Good.”

Mirage grabbed the thick sponge and Grace’s favorite vanilla shea bodywash and began bathing his chest.

The sound of Grace’s contented hums never ceased to make him smile.

He rubbed his cheek against the side of Grace’s neck, kissing him softly between rubs.

Graced tilted his head to the side and encouraged Mirage to keep going.

They were silent for a long time. Mirage’s skin was wrinkled as a prune, but he didn’t want to get out. Not until Grace’s stomach rumbled loud enough to be heard on the bottom floor.

“Let’s go eat?” he suggested.

Grace opened his eyes, glanced over his shoulder, and gave Mirage an expectant look.

“Yep, we can go to Terrapas.”

Mirage urged Grace to move his heavy body off him so he could get up. Instead of getting out of the tub, Grace turned over and nestled closer, nudging his bristly jaw against his like a needy feline.

Mirage smirked. “You’re a real sap to be one of the world’s greatest killers.”

Grace looked him in his eyes with all seriousness, and Mirage’s smile began to fade.

“Say it,” he whispered.

Grace caressed Mirage’s cheek. “I love you, Matthew.”

If he were capable of crying, the waterworks would be all the way turned on.

When Mirage opened his mouth to speak, his voice trembled. He held Grace so tight he could feel his erratic heartbeat banging in his chest like a Japanese drum.

He cupped Grace’s chin and said with all of his heart.

“I love you too, Grayson.”

Grace’s sensitive hum was melodious, tender, and rich. It was the first time Mirage had spoken Grace’s real name. He’d found it when he was pulling all the Ravens’ records.

Mirage stayed enveloped in the magic of the moment until Grace’s stomach roared like a fucking bear.

Mirage pecked him on his lips.

“Come on, sexy…let’s get ready.”

Ready for fine dining meant donning their nicer field attire, light hoods, and only a couple of concealed weapons.
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Grace

Grace liked what he saw on tonight’s menu. It’d been a while since he’d had lamb.

“Looks like a nice spread, huh?”

Grace licked his lips. The menu wasn’t the only thing that looked delicious tonight.

“You keep looking at me like that and we won’t make it to the appetizers,” Mirage murmured, still staring at his menu.

Grace still didn’t smile on the outside, but his inside beamed with joy.

Their usual waiter approached their table, following the same protocol as always, and filled their wine glasses in silence.

Once he left, he and Mirage exchanged knowing glances, their fingers brushing after they finished the amuse-bouche.

Their intimate corner behind a dark curtain at Terrapas was the one place in the world—outside their apartments—where they could just be Grayson and Matthew.

Mirage stared into Grace’s eyes, most likely reading his every thought.

Mirage was stunning tonight in his pecan-colored pullover with the lightweight hood covering his tousled hair. The color was striking against his ivory skin.

Grace could always see Mirage’s eyes through his hood, but this one was so thin the overhead ambient lighting made the gray in his blue-gray irises glisten.

Grace couldn’t resist another second. He leaned over, and instinctively, Mirage met him halfway.

They kissed gently, slowly, cherishing this calm before the storm.

The mission loomed like a dark cloud, but this evening, in their corner, they were cocooned in light and intimacy. Their love for each other was strong enough to transform the darkness dominating their lives into something comforting.

Grace was so full by the sixth course that he skipped the crème brûlée and opted for coffee so he could chill and watch Mirage lick the sugar off his fork.

When the waiter returned to refill Mirage’s glass of dessert wine, a feeling of dangerous energy rolled down Grace’s back.

It wasn’t their regular server.

This guy was handsome. His eyes were a startling green, and his skin was the color of sun-warmed honey with rich caramel undertones.

He didn’t wear a polite waiter’s smile. Rather, his cut jaw was clenched tight, and subtle freckles sprinkled his cheeks.

The new server wore a crisp white shirt and brown instead of black slacks. He approached cautiously, his rich moss-colored eyes fixed on Grace.

It was Zelmir Benton.

Their mark lurking right there in plain sight.

Neither he nor Mirage made a move as they watched Zelmir lean in to fill Mirage’s glass before he slipped a folded note onto the edge of the table.

He turned and disappeared back into the kitchen as Mirage took the note and read the four words scribbled inside.

Whispering Pines Park. Now.

Mirage crumpled the note and shoved it into his pocket.

Grace dropped ten one-hundred-dollar bills on the table, got in front of Mirage, and the two of them left out the side door.

“This is who we think it is, yes?” Mirage whispered, his warm breath brushing the back of his neck.

“I’m sure of it,” Grace answered. “The Greens came to us. Locate Ex and Meridian”
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Mirage

Mirage and Grace walked through the familiar gates of Whispering Pines Park.

They walked single file on the narrow path, past the bench and small lake half-covered with large lily pads.

Zelmir was several yards in front of them, walking at a brisk pace as he led them farther into the towering pine and birch trees.

He now wore an olive-green hoodie that swallowed his taut frame and brown khakis.

After a few more minutes of follow the leader, a wide clearing opened, and Zelmir disappeared behind the thick base of a centuries-old oak tree. It was the last they saw of him.

Unless this was fucking Narnia, Zelmir was hiding there, probably with someone at his side protecting him.

The open space was littered with half-inch-deep pine needles and maple leaves.

He and Grace sped up until four sleek projectiles sliced through the air before plunging into the ground less than a foot in front of them.

Shock waves from the arrows entering the ground sent surges of energy up Mirage’s calves.

Grace didn’t take another step.

Mirage flicked four blades from within his sleeves at the same time Grace drew his Berettas. It was enough firepower to tear away large pieces of tree trunks.

The thirty-inch-long arrows were a clear warning for them to stop.

“That’s far enough.”

The voice coming from the depths of the trees was deep, each syllable echoing with a unique timbre. It sounded like the words weaved in and out of the rustling leaves before reaching them.

Mirage had better than perfect vision, and so did Grace, but if the Greens were in the dense trees, the many hidden corners provided the ideal cloak.

“Do you got ’em?” Mirage asked against the back of Grace’s neck.

Grace gave a curt hum.

Fuck. “Me either.”

Mirage didn’t like this. They were fucking sitting ducks.

“Stay close to me,” Grace ordered.

“Always.”

Mirage’s senses were heightened now that they were at a disadvantage.

Grace had no visible target to shoot at, and if Mirage threw his knives, they’d uselessly embed into thick bark.

The lines between predator and prey had blurred, and Mirage no longer knew which they were.

There was movement to the right and left of them. Using only his hearing, Mirage prepared to throw the deadliest knife in his arsenal, one that would explode on impact.

“You will never hit us. That weapon will only do unnecessary damage to a living tree. The entire forest is our shield, Brown Ravens, and its elements bend to our will.”

Grace released a low growl.

“Sheath your weapons.”

The haunting reverberation of the hidden assassin’s words echoed around them. Mirage couldn’t decipher if one or two voices spoke simultaneously.

“If we wanted you dead, Browns…we would’ve killed you while you were enjoying your prime rib.”

Motherfucker.

Grace holstered his Beretta, and Mirage followed suit.

Grace reached behind his back, gripped Mirage around his waist, and pulled him tighter against him.

Mirage stared into the trees, the broad, leafy branches intertwined to form an impenetrable ceiling that blocked the moonlight, plunging them into near-complete darkness.

Grace turned his head, keeping his body in place as a shield, his low hood brushing across Mirage’s forehead.

He could see frustration and anger etched over Grace’s face, his mouth in a tight line, his temple throbbing to the cadence of his question.

“Why did you send for us?” Mirage asked.

Again, there was muffled movement around them, but the whistling of the wind and the fluttering of leaves made it impossible to track the Greens’ movements.

Mirage didn’t know what shade of green these assassins wore, but if it was forest or pine green, they’d remain an unseen presence and one with their environment. The forest had become their ally and the imposing trees their sentinels.

“We sent for you because unity is inevitable for victory.”

The Greens were more than mere assassins. They were phantoms of the forest as their words came at him and Grace from all directions.

Mirage was both unnerved and captivated but not afraid. One thing was true: if the Greens wanted to kill them, they could’ve a long time ago.

“We are not made to work together or as teams,” Mirage responded.

“If that were true, you wouldn’t be training with Ex and Meridian.”

Grace bristled so hard that Mirage felt it in his own chest.

“Stay calm,” Mirage whispered against Grace’s cheek.

“Unity requires trust,” Mirage called out.

“Agreed.”

That two-syllable single word seemed to vibrate from the very core of the earth.

“Our first display of trust was showing you that Zelmir Benton is alive and well. He is with us of his own volition and has accepted our protection while this war rages between our country and the other superpowers of the world.”
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Grace

What fuckin’ war?

Grace couldn’t get Mirage close enough.

He didn’t like how exposed they were. But if the Greens turned the tables, he and Mirage would release every bit of arsenal they had before they went down.

He felt a modicum of relief that the Blacks were two minutes out.

They could stall until then.

“The ones who feed us information from within the Ravens organization are your allies, Browns, not traitors. If it wasn’t for parts of your team watching your back, you would’ve already been led to your deaths.”

Grace listened intently.

“Your handlers remain uninformed and will continue to send you on missions dictated by a corrupt director unless you provide them the evidence you’ve discovered.”

Grace felt punched in the gut. All the right he’d wanted to do in the world had been manipulated and turned into wrong.

“We must break the wheel.”

“What are you proposing?” Mirage attempted to move from behind him, but Grace stopped him.

Oh no, you don’t.

“That the Blacks and Browns join us. We know now that we shouldn’t be fighting against you. You’re more than worthy adversaries. It took the Omega and Lion to distract you enough for us to get Zelmir.”

“In which we were almost killed,” Mirage bit out.

“That wasn’t the intention. We risked everything to protect him.”

“If you choose to blindly follow the director’s orders, Zelmir will end up captive…again. They want the formulas in his head for the thermonuclear device he can build. We destroyed the first one made in an attempt to keep it out of the wrong countries’ hands. Meaning every country.”

“If it’s destroyed, then Zelmir Benton is safe.”

Mirage was relaying Grace’s thoughts perfectly.

“No, he’s not. Countries have enlisted their most dangerous mercenaries to capture him again. And just like the Ravens’ attempt, Zelmir will be starved and tortured until he makes another one. A weapon that’s worth billions.”

“Fuck,” Grace rumbled.

“The organization has manipulated us. We are pawns in a game where the rules benefit only them. It’s no longer about missions of justice. You’re being sent to take innocent lives for the director’s greed.”

The Greens went quiet, and so did the wind.

“We can no longer turn a blind eye. Together, we can expose them and set things right.”

Grace nodded to Mirage.

“We will stand with you,” Mirage agreed. “But if you cross us…you do it at your own peril.”

Grace heard the nock of an arrow to its bowstring. A half second later, another arrow sliced through the crisp air.

It flew less than an inch past Grace and Mirage’s head, but there was no thump where it should’ve embedded into the tree behind them.

He and Mirage turned to see Meridian’s outstretched arm clutching the arrow in his right hand.

Fuckin’ hell. Was there anything this motherfucker couldn’t do?

Neither he nor Mirage had heard them approach or knew how long they’d been there.

“It is an honor, Meridian. Your legacy precedes you.”

The tree limbs and leaves swayed on heavy gusts of wind as if even nature recognized superiority when it entered.

Meridian stood tall and righteous beside Ex in his tailored black suit and foot-length black trench, with his hood just covering his eyes.

He didn’t speak as he carefully removed the small piece of paper that dangled from the arrow’s fletching.

“Show yourselves,” Ex spoke in a commanding tone that implied no room for negotiation.

They all had enhanced vision, so it didn’t matter that there was little to no light where they stood.

As if choreographed, the Greens descended between a maze of twisted branches whose silhouettes resembled long skeletal fingers and touched down in perfect synchronization, a scattering of leaves accompanying their descent.

The dark green hoods shrouding their heads were slightly pointed at the top, the front half covering their eyes, leaving the bottom of their sun-kissed skin exposed.

The large wooden bows strapped across their backs made them resemble modern-day Robin Hoods.

They took two steps forward, each footfall soundless as if the earth welcomed their presence.

The six of them stood squaring off with each other, a fragile balance of enhanced skills, power, and respect.

Even without their weapons drawn, the aura of danger radiated off each pairing.

“There’s a computer in the director’s safe behind a canvas painting that contains an encrypted file.”

Grace pointed to his Hart locator, and Mirage asked, “How will we contact you?”

“Find our handler. She’s known only as Jo. There are more Ravens than the six standing here…find them while we diminish any threats in our path.”

And with that last bit of information, the Greens melted back into the underbrush, leaving no trace of their presence behind.

Meridian turned the paper over and showed Grace the note.

We all need to go back to the beginning.

“Let’s go.” Meridian turned, knowing they’d follow. “I have a promise to keep.”
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Mirage

Ravens Headquarters

One week later

The heavy wood door creaked open as the four men eased inside the director’s office.

“You can go for the evening, Brad,” the director said with his back to them as he stared out the window, drinking whatever liquor was in his glass.

Brad was already gone. Ex had already relieved the guard of his duty.

Their deceitful boss turned and froze.

The atmosphere crackled with tension as they formed a half circle around his desk.

“I told you I’d make you fall to your knees and beg for death.” Each of Meridian’s words dripped with icy menace.

The director began to sweat.

“Fellas, you’re about to make a huge mistake here. I don’t know what you’re looking for. No one here sabotaged your mission. You botched the job in Germany yourselves.” He scowled, trying to add some bass to his voice as if he wasn’t scared shitless.

“We know why Zelmir was targeted. We know of the Green Ravens.” Meridian sounded too calm. “I’ll give you one chance to tell me the truth before I honor my promise.”

Mirage reached behind his back, ready to throw his blunt wood daggers.

“Who and where are the remaining Ravens?”

“It’s best if you answer quickly…he’s out of patience,” Ex offered.

The director’s eyes blew wide a second before he dove for his phone.

Mirage threw the nine-inch wooden stakes at the director’s hand. The loud cracks that followed sounded like he’d broken at least three or four knuckles.

He hollered out, tears welling as he dropped the receiver.

“Please…I have a wife. She needs me,” he pleaded, clutching his hand.

Mirage rolled his eyes. “Your wife’s been seeing another man for two years…I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

The director became incensed. “There are no other Ravens, dammit!”

“If you insist.” Meridian shrugged.

The director reached beneath his desk—where he probably stored a weapon—but not fast enough. Grace drew a dart gun and shot a syringe into the director’s chest.

The poison was potent enough to cause excruciating pain the moment it entered the bloodstream.

Meridian sat in one of the high-back chairs opposite the director’s desk and began consuming the rest of the director’s drink.

Meridian sighed and lit one of his black-and-gold cigarettes.

“Mmm, man, that’s fuckin’ delicious. What is this, John? A forty, fifty-year-aged whisky? What’d that cost you…about six thousand?”

Mirage barely withheld his shock and rage.

Motherfucker.

“Business must be good,” Meridian continued.

The director groaned as ferocious, all-consuming pain mercilessly worked its way through his nervous system.

Meridian crossed his legs and took another sip.

“John, you’ve just been shot with a lethal dose of cyanide. As the poison works through your body, it’ll make every muscle inside you spasm and contract at the same time.” Meridian took a long inhale, then leaned forward and blew the sweet aroma of cedar and nutmeg into the director’s face. “But lucky for me…it doesn’t affect the brain in a way that you can’t think or speak.”

The director fell out of his chair.

“Please,” he wept, his limbs twitching uncontrollably.

“Save the hydration, John, because your tears mean nothing to me, though they are delicious.”

Meridian was the emotionless, evil assassin the director’s own program created. A malfunctioning robot who’d turned on its maker.

“Your death is inevitable, John. But the torture and suffering can end.”

The director managed to crawl toward Meridian on his hands and knees. Grace pulled his silenced .45 Magnum and aimed it at the lying bastard’s temple.

“What’s the code to the safe behind that hideous painting on your wall?”

The director was foaming at the mouth as he spat out the four-digit number.

Grace and Ex got to work.

“How many more Ravens did you make?” Meridian asked.

The director clutched the center of his chest. “What do you mean?”

“I said what the fuck I mean. I do not repeat myself.” Meridian’s voice was as dark as his soul. “Answer.”

The director shook his head. Snot and tears ran down his face.

“Y’know why I love using cyanide, John? It’s because it can take long, agonizing hours before it kills you in the slowest death possible,” Meridian said while still enjoying his cigarette. “And this particular poison heightens your senses, making the slightest touch you feel intensify to the tenth power.”

Meridian stood and kicked the director in his stomach so hard it sent him flying backward into his wet bar that held at least a million dollars’ worth of premium liquor.

All bought with blood money.

“Where are the other fuckin’ Ravens?” Meridian growled.

The director’s breaths were becoming more and more shallow as his throat began to swell as if he’d swallowed a plum whole. But he just managed to get out the answer.

“There’s two more…they were defective and were supposed to be terminated.” The director hacked and spat on the floor, appearing barely able to continue. “They escaped…I don’t know how.”

Grace shot the director in his kneecap.

The deafening roar of pain the director let out did nothing to invoke sympathy in any of them.

“What the fuck you mean defective?” Meridian asked, clamping the director’s jaw in a vicious grip.

“I don’t know!” he yelled. “Something went wrong in the lab.”

“What’s their color? And where are they?” Meridian squeezed harder. “Tell me!”

“I swear I don’t know! They escaped!”

“We gotta go,” Mirage warned, his eyes on his tablet where he was watching the guard rotation.

“Please. Kill me, Grace…kill me,” the director gurgled on the excessive pools of saliva flooding his mouth.

In fifteen more minutes, the poison would make him feel like he was drowning in his own fluids.

“I told you I’d make you beg at my fuckin’ feet for death,” Meridian snarled, then put his cigarette out in the center of the director’s forehead.

“Leave him, Grace. Death is too merciful. Let him suffer for the innocent lives he stole so he could wear fuckin’ Stefano suits and drink thousand-dollar whisky.”

“No, don’t,” the director cried. “Just kill me.”

Meridian turned his back on him, not sparing the dying man another glance.

“I’ll see you in hell when I get there, John.”

The four Ravens left the office, not caring about the mess they’d left behind.

Under his arm, Mirage clutched the computer containing the information they needed for their new mission.

“Let’s go find our lost brothers, gentlemen.”

Grace exchanged a look of accomplishment with Mirage as they fell in step beside the Blacks, ready to change the world in the way they saw fit.

As the Greens had said. They needed to reunite at the beginning.

It would take all of them to make this right.

To make all the ones who’d corrupted their organization pay the same price.

The End

The Green Ravens are Coming Next.
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Prequel to The Black and Brown Ravens.

Valentine's Short Story

Ex Meridian: A Black Raven's Valentine
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https://www.amazon.com/Ex-Meridian-Ravens-Valentines-Prequel-ebook/dp/B0D2C21QTT/

Read the Blacks Story (Ex and Meridian):

Nothing Special VII: Ex and Meridian

[image: ]

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B083C18H13/

If you are intrigued by the cameo of Alpha, Lion and Omega, read their story:
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Blue Moon II: This is Reality

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00NW2UBZ2/
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Blue Moon III: Call of the Alpha

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B01J8SRSRM/
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A.E. Via is an international, best-selling author of LGBTQIA+ romance.

She obtained a Bachelor of Arts in Criminal Justice from Virginia Wesleyan College in 2008, that she barely used before writing called to her.

She's been an avid reader of gay literature for twenty plus years before she picked up her own pen to place her kiss on this genre.

A.E.’s writing embodies everything from hopelessly romantic to adventure, to fantasy and everything in between. Her stories often include intriguing edges and twists that take readers to new, thought-provoking depths.

She’s known for her hardcore, play rough and love hard, alpha, contemporary romances. However, she does like to push herself out of her comfort zone and explore different tropes, such as paranormal and fantasy.

Discover a full catalog of books and series by A.E. Via:

Author Official Website: http://authoraevia.com/

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/aeviaauthor

Amazon: https://www.amazon.com/stores/A.-E.-Via/author/B00GMNMS4U/
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Get it on Amazon Now!

Ex Meridian: A Black Raven’s Valentines Short: Prequel to the Black Ravens Series

https://www.amazon.com/Ex-Meridian-Ravens-Valentines-Prequel-ebook/dp/B0D2C21QTT/
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Lord of the Wind Series

Notalus: Lord of the South Wind : Titan and Ruler of the Autumn Realm (Lords of the Wind Book 1)

https://www.amazon.com/Notalus-Lord-South-Wind-Lords-ebook/dp/B0BPDFZ2NK/  

Boraleashe: Lord of the North Wind: Titan and Ruler of the Arctic World (Lords of the Wind Book 2)

https://www.amazon.com/Boraleashe-North-Titan-Ruler-Arctic-ebook/dp/B0CPRGSM7Q/  

Zepharali: Lord of the East Winds

(Lords of the Wind Book 3)

https://www.amazon.com/Zepharali-Lord-East-Winds-Lords-ebook/dp/B0CTC8QWD8/
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A True Lover’s Series

Bishop: A True Lover's Story (True Lover's Stories Book 1)

https://www.amazon.com/Bishop-Lovers-Story-AE-Via-ebook/dp/B07YJ64VNP/

Wood: A True Lover's Story (True Lover's Stories Book 2)

https://www.amazon.com/Wood-True-Lovers-Story-Via-ebook/dp/B08DFB9YVJ/

Rayne: A True Lover's Story (True Lover's Stories Book 3)

https://www.amazon.com/Rayne-True-Lovers-Story-Stories-ebook/dp/B0B4BMH8J3/
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The King and Alpha Series:

Prophesy (The King and Alpha Series Book 1)

https://www.amazon.com/Prophesy-King-Alpha-Book-1-ebook/dp/B074CM5HDL/

Prophesy: Book II: The Bringer of Wrath (The King and Alpha Series 2)

https://www.amazon.com/Prophesy-Book-Bringer-Wrath-Alpha-ebook/dp/B07QQ2XH1Q/

Prophesy Book III: His Righteousness (The King and Alpha Series 3)

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B098N38WMH/
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Bounty Hunters Series:

Promises: Part I (Bounty Hunters Book 1)

https://www.amazon.com/Promises-Part-Bounty-Hunters-Book-ebook/dp/B016PHGLT0/

Promises Part 2 (Bounty Hunters Book 2)

https://www.amazon.com/Promises-Part-2-Bounty-Hunters-ebook/dp/B01C4GRD6G/

Promises Part 3 (Bounty Hunters Book 3)

https://www.amazon.com/Promises-Part-3-Bounty-Hunters-ebook/dp/B0716L1K3P/

Promises Part 4 (Bounty Hunters Book 4)

https://www.amazon.com/Promises-Part-4-Bounty-Hunters-ebook/dp/B07B8XJK1S/

Promises: The Next Generation

(Bounty Hunters Book 5)

https://www.amazon.com/Promises-Next-Generation-Bounty-Hunters-ebook/dp/B07GWMHKT7/
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Blue Moon Series:

Blue Moon: Too Good To Be True

(Blue Moon Book 1)

https://www.amazon.com/Blue-Moon-Too-Good-True-ebook/dp/B00MCYTQ9I/

Blue Moon II: This Is Reality

(Blue Moon Book 2)

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00NW2UBZ2/

Blue Moon III: Call of the Alpha

(Blue Moon Book 3)

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B01J8SRSRM/
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Nothing Special (Nothing Special Book1)

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00MC82KIS/

Embracing His Syn (Nothing Special Book 2)

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00M7JAE44/

Here Comes Trouble (Nothing Special Book 3)

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00Q3UI6VG/

Don't Judge (Nothing Special Book 4)

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00ZSXN7WM/

Nothing Special V (Nothing Special Book 5)

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B01N0G9507/

Nothing Special VI (S.W.A.T Edition): His Hart's Command

(Nothing Special Book 6)

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07KX7QF8P/

Nothing Special VII: EX Meridian (Nothing Special Book 7)

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B083C18H13/

Nothing Special VIII: SWAT Ed.: Fox & Bull

(Nothing Special Book 8)

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B08XMF1F7T/
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Standalone:

What Do the Lonely Do On the Holidays

https://www.amazon.com/What-Do-Lonely-Holidays-ebook/dp/B0CQQ1WZYZ/

The Secrets in My Scowl

https://www.amazon.com/Secrets-My-Scowl-Via-ebook/dp/B01LXVVADA/

Defined By Deceit:

https://www.amazon.com/Defined-Deceit-Via-ebook/dp/B00UZDNRJI/

You Can See Me

https://www.amazon.com/You-Can-See-Me-Via-ebook/dp/B00MC82KHE/
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