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Chapter 1 

December 
Boone took another swig from the brown bottle and watched the rain thunder down outside the 

window of the rec hall. It was a bitter, cheap brew. But he didn’t care, as long as it took the edge off. 
Gauge hadn’t been back at base when they arrived. They’d traveled to the city earlier that day on 
assignment but were stopped by a proximity message from Hessner. Their safe house was 
compromised. All assets were to return to their station of origin and await further instructions.  

It happened more increased frequency since Erekson had connected with Gauge about acquiring an 
asset for interrogation. 

Gauge grew impatient. And angry. The man liked to brood. 
“Probably another dumbass hiding cocaine in the walls,” Desmond grumbled, pocketing the red 

number three ball on the pool table.  
No. Boone knew Gauge blamed Erekson for the recent problems with their security. They’d talked in 

private—without Desmond. Though Boone hated to admit it, he and Gauge were a lot alike: quiet, 
always watching, desperately keeping a story of fury behind a fragile shield. And there was always a girl 
at the center of it. Boone’s was Orion. Gauge’s was his little sister.  

Except she wasn’t little anymore, and she ran the Lost Shadows. Gauge’s outfit was only one of hers, 
but it was the largest.  

“That was a freak incident. He doesn’t take in druggies because they’re unreliable.” Maerst, a 
military drop-out and self-proclaimed ladies man, pointed his cue stick at Desmond, who slapped it out 
of his face.   

Maerst shrugged and twirled the stick around his back like a bo staff then repositioned against the 
table for a shot. He squinted his scarred hazel eye and tilted his broad shoulders over the table. “You 
can’t manipulate someone more than a few times, someone who only cares about getting a fix. After a 
while, they waste away, and it’s wasted time and money for the dealer. Trust me. My mama worked the 
streets.”  

Eli picked at the label on his root beer in the chair beside Boone. Boone refused to let his recruits 
drink until they were of age. It was just another thing he didn’t have time to worry about. He wanted 
them to be better, smarter than Desmond’s derelict crew.  

Maerst was a wannabe crew leader that tried to snake his way to the top with too much confidence 
and sweet-talking. Boone had seen him mess up more than one assignment and regularly cleaned up 
after men like him in the division. 

The doors swung open with a squeak of old iron hinges. The sportsman’s getaway had been 
abandoned for decades and served Gauge’s crews for the last two years. A scrawny, pale kid leaned 
inside, a tablet in hand. “Boss is on his way here, now. Boone, he wants you in his office when he 
arrives.”  

“Fine,” Boone said. The teen stuttered. “I’ll be there, go.”  
The door slammed shut. Boone shook his head. Gauge had sent him to get Orion because he needed 

assurance the pick-up would go smoothly, reliably. He needed the town to think nothing of who she was 
leaving with. Boone hadn’t been there in three years, and going back to her had him stumbling in his 
boots.  

Of course, there were other women. Gauge threw raucous parties in the city, a small reward to keep 
his crews complacent and under his thumb. Boone hadn’t touched a girl in two years. He couldn’t do it 
anymore. It felt wrong. They weren’t her.  

He didn’t care about Orion’s scars despite what he led her to believe. She was a perfect balance of 
compassion and strength and an adrenaline junkie who melted at the sight of puppies. He reminisced 
about their hunting trip and finding Jet’s tiny form curled up in the gnarled roots of an old tree. There 



was blood on his face and the fur on his back was matted and soaked. She’d collected him and 
immediately turned for home. 

“Boone,” Desmond barked.  
He threw the man a glare. Desmond had enough grease in his hair and sweat in his pits to get out of 

any tight place. The man wore a permanent gleam in his dead-blue eyes that said he was scheming 
something. Slick bastard.  

Eli tapped him and pointed out a window across the room. “Gauge is pulling up.”  
Downing the last of his beer, Boone patted Eli’s shoulder in appreciation but said nothing. He’d 

become quiet since Gauge had paid his bail, put him in invisible handcuffs, and disassembled his pride. 
Boone sulked down the hall and waited outside Gauge’s office. Two guards came in and cleared the 

room before the brown-haired devil appeared. He passed Boone without a glance, another weasel-faced 
man trailing close behind.  

Closing the doors behind him, Boone took his place ten paces from Gauge’s desk, in the center of 
the aisle. Gauge sat in his studded, crimson leather chair. The stranger took the black chair not far from 
Boone.  

Gauge looked annoyed and impatient. A brow arched. His fingers drummed the desk.  
He never fidgets.  
“Erekson isn’t at the top of my priority list,” Gauge said, appearing to continue a conversation he 

and the stranger had been having earlier. “I have plenty of work in the area as long as he stays out of my 
territory. We had an agreement. I don’t invade his; he doesn’t invade mine. Tech doesn’t work as well 
where there’s no reception anyway.”  

He lifted a hand, gesturing to the stranger. “Jory works for Erekson. Jory, Boone, one of my rogues 
and recruit trainers.” 

Boone glanced Jory’s direction but remained focused on Gauge. It was Gauge’s preferred sign of 
loyalty in the presence of others. 

“Well, with the safe house compromised,” Jory said in an arrogant tone. “It’s critical we have use of 
your facility and your men. Our target isn’t going to come willingly or easily.” He turned to Boone. “So 
what can you tell me about them? Clearly, making out with her didn’t work out well. Is she a prude?” 

A defensive urge bloomed inside Boone. He locked eyes with Jory. He’d heard stories about the man 
at parties where Gauge, Erekson, and other leaders met. Jory had been involved in international dealing 
years before and supposedly spoke multiple languages. But Boone wagered he wasn’t fluent. The 
twisted grin on his face had to warp everything that came out of his mouth. 

“Sense of self-righteousness then? I mean, of course, I won’t be the one to take her. Look at me.” 
Jory lifted his hands in mock helplessness. “I can’t hide this pretty face in public easily. Too many women 
notice.”  

Boone studied the scars and tattoos littering the man’s skin. Just need to dress you in orange, then 
people will really notice.  

Jory licked his bottom lip. “But she is a pretty one, ain’t she? I’d steal a taste too.” 
He’s been watching her? Boone tensed with the urge to give Jory the dirt nap he deserved. But Jory 

wore permanent wrinkles from anger on his face, was bigger than Boone, and had numerous scars on 
his knuckles, a missing pinky too. If Boone lost his cool, he’d lose a lot more than the assignment. And 
being in charge of the job was the only way he could control it. 

“Orion is an ex. I wasn’t just selected because I am capable,” Boone countered. “It was a hope she’d 
leave quietly with me because she knows me.”  

“Going soft, though,” Jory prodded. “Heard you cocked it up.” 
Boone hooked his hands behind his back to keep from fidgeting and giving away his enraged state. 

“A guy was with her: tall, military, dark hair, gray eyes, tan. If I’d had a warning, I could’ve been properly 
prepared. But someone didn’t give me the whole story.” 



Jory fell silent as he exchanged glances with Gauge, who poured himself a glass of whiskey and sat 
back in his chair. After a hum in thought, Jory shrugged. “We’ll just have to order in the big guns from 
our sector. They are more expensive but also more effective.” 

Boone curled a lip in disgust, wishing he could knock Jory’s teeth down his throat and out his butt.  
“I guess I better dress in black.” Jory’s grin was broken up by several metal teeth.  
“If your only purpose was to antagonize my crews, Jory, please see yourself to your quarters,” 

Gauge said, grinding a finger into his temple. “We will discuss new plans tomorrow.” 
Jory stood, gave Boone a once-over, rammed a shoulder into Boone’s as he passed, and stalked out 

the door.  
Boone shrugged the hit to the back of his mind. He’d just lost his only power. Jory was sending 

crews to get Orion, and Gauge didn’t object.  
The door shut, but Gauge didn’t move. After a stretch of quiet, Boone swallowed and hung his head.  
“Don’t ever back-talk a business partner like that again.” 
Boone considered his back-talk an explanation. Gauge believed anything imperfect was founded on 

excuses. It was more Hessner’s fault for not providing him accurate information. And Cordeaux, their 
police mole.  

“Yes, sir.” He knew better than to disagree with his boss on anything.  
“Did you receive your next assignment from Hessner?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Then get out.” 
Boone spun an about-face and hustled out of the office. Rounding the doorway into the hall, he ran 

a hand through his hair and let out the breath he was holding. Orion was in danger. Jory was a madman. 
And Gauge had the perfect plan to keep Boone from interfering. His next project was in southern Idaho. 
He had to leave tonight. 

“Do not disappoint me again, Mr. Cabashey!” Gauge shouted through the door. “No project, no 
pay.” 

Boone set out for the equipment room. Gauge’s pay wasn’t in coins or dollars. Boone made sure he 
counted every single breath.  



Chapter 2 

January 
Boone slumped in a red velvet wingback chair in Gauge’s private parlor, resting his chin in a palm. 

They’d relocated to one of Gauge’s other facilities—an old hotel and saloon centered in the dangerous 
mines in the Montana mountains. It was a power move by Gauge, to remind Erekson whose territory 
Orion was in. Erekson’s place was a day’s drive through the mountains to the west and close to the 
Canadian border. 

Gauge had called a meeting with crew leaders to discuss future assignments and straightening out 
the recruits, which had staged in the area for several months without his presence. They’d grown 
unruly.  

Afterward, Desmond sulked in a round, button-tufted chair the color of his face. He’d been 
reprimanded for letting the men misbehave.  

Silently, Boone thanked the stars Desmond had the responsibility of overseeing their home turf. But 
Desmond had been with Gauge for almost a decade, whereas Boone had only three years.  

“I told you they’d get bored, start getting into trouble.” Boone watched Desmond fidget, smiling 
behind his curled up fingers.  

 “If you were more responsible, you could have a sector to monitor yourself.” Desmond flicked a 
grungy coin at him. 

Boone caught it and saw it was a penny. His instinct was to throw it back, harder.  
Orion would keep this. Boone shoved it in his pocket. “I’m a rogue for a reason. I can be trusted to 

do the job right, alone.” 
Behind them, Gauge talked on the phone, discussing plans with another division leader under 

Victoria’s regime. He kicked at dust bunnies beyond the desk as if they conversed about the weather. 
Boone hated the casual disregard their black-market trading and illegal seizures and disappearances 

were given. 
Desmond leaned closer, murder in his eyes. “Except when it comes to picking up women.”  
The bastard, in his meaty and sinister glory, managed to hook up with a girl at every party. Boone 

couldn’t figure how, but it disgusted him. 
A short recruit walked in, carrying a tray with plates of food for Gauge. He quietly set it on the desk 

and walked toward the door. Desmond stuck out a foot and tripped the man. The recruit stumbled and 
fell. Desmond pulled his foot back when Gauge turned around.  

Boone stood and helped the man up.  
“What are you doing?” Desmond snapped. “He didn’t bring us food.” 
The man’s gall left a bad taste in Boone’s mouth. “We’re not at Gauge’s level. We haven’t earned 

those perks.” 
Boone noticed Gauge watching and encouraged the recruit into the hall with a nod. He studied the 

young man. “Are you hurt?” 
“No, sir.” 
“Lawrence, isn’t it?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
Boone shook his head. “No reason to call me sir. That’s a title for someone deserving respect and 

honor. Now, is Eli working out okay with your crew?” 
“Yes, s—” He rubbed a wrist. “Eli is more skilled than us. Crews are happier, haven’t been breaking 

into the supplies at night since you transferred.” 
“I didn’t transfer. My team did. Hessner and Burton too.” 
He nodded. “They all say they’d follow you anywhere. Now I see why.” 



Uncomfortable with the attention, Boone set a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Best head back to 
work, so you stay on Gauge’s good side. Desmond doesn’t have one.” 

“Right. Thanks.” The man left. 
As Boone reentered the parlor, his phone vibrated. He drew it from his pocket.  
“You’re soft. No wonder ladies don’t like you.”  
Boone glowered at Desmond. “Crews are more effective when they’re cohesive. If you treat them 

like crap, you can only gain their loyalty back through fear. I want the men I’m in charge of wanting to 
succeed because this tribe matters to them, not because they’re afraid of repercussions of failure. Then 
they will fight for it when I’m not watching. And I can’t babysit everyone. Obviously, you can’t either.” 

It was only a slight jab at Gauge.  
Desmond launched up from his seat, growling and stalking toward Boone.  
“Stand down,” Gauge barked.  
Desmond slowed and looked back.  
“Get out.” 
Desmond’s fiery gaze darted to Boone, and he stormed through the doors.  
Boone turned to follow.  
“Stay. I want to talk with you in a minute.” 
“Yes, sir.” Boone shuffled over to the flickering fireplace, wondering if Gauge wanted to discuss 

Boone’s loyalty tactics. Remembering his message, he unlocked the phone. It was from an unlisted 
number. 

 
You’re tired of being a Shadow. We know. We can get you out of your situation. 

 
How many times had he heard those words? The strings of failed promises made him want to scoff 

and throw his phone. Everyone had a price for favors. No one just helped because they wanted to.  
Except Orion.  
He scrubbed a hand through his hair then texted back: How did you get my number? 
 

Doesn’t matter. Just do what we ask, and we’ll get you out.  

 
We know more than you think. 
 

Boone stared at the blaze in the stone fireplace buried in cobwebs. The radiating warmth was 
comforting in the cooler night temperatures. How much could they know? Was this Erekson messing 
with him? They had set up satellite connections in the building. Erekson was a known hacker. 

He sent another message. 
 
 Then you’ll understand why I’m saying no. Don’t ever contact me again. 
 
Seconds passed with no reply, and then a picture of him appeared in the message window, holding 

Orion against her truck. It was of the day he was supposed to take her. 
Boone rubbed his aching chest, studying the way her face contorted. He hadn’t even noticed her 

crying until Matt had pulled him off. He’d just caught that lavender scent mixed with her skin and lost 
his head.  

He saved the picture to look at later.  
His screen flickered off.  
Boone stuttered in helplessness, watching his phone restart. Immediately tapping the message icon, 

he scrolled through the numbers but couldn’t find the unlisted one or the picture. “Mother—” 



“Something wrong?” Gauge’s voice slithered out from the open doors. Beyond, the crews sat at 
rickety saloon tables, eating dinner. The smell of warm bacon and beans wafted in, making Boone’s 
stomach grumble.  

Boone stood. “Phone restarted without my permission.” 
Gauge’s dark eyes inspected him. “Have Hessner look at it.”  
Deep down, Boone had a feeling Hessner wouldn’t find anything. But the way Gauge lumbered to 

the old receptionist desk in the corner and sat on its corner, said the man had troubling news on his 
mind. So Boone waited. He needed to get back on Gauge’s good side.  

Gauge grabbed a whiskey glass from the desktop and filled it. “Fenley’s selfishness cost us the entire 
Slash sector. They’re all in custody. Fenley thought he was playing both sides, but he was betrayed. I 
can’t sell the diamonds to post their bail.” He looked up from his glass. “I have to let the sector rot.” 

“Because there’s too many,” Boone said quietly. “It’d be too obvious.” 
He watched Gauge’s posture slump like a melting ice cube in warm whiskey. The man could pull a 

trigger and not bat an eye, but he didn’t like people going to jail for breaking the law to protect what 
mattered in their small worlds. 

“Do you know why I started this business, Mr. Cabashey?” He braced a hand on the edge of the desk 
and slumped back. “My mom died when I was nine. I kept depositing her welfare checks, so my little 
sister, Victoria, and I could eat. I was caught, punished, and separated from her—for taking care of us. I 
traded one prison for another because I couldn’t control my anger.” 

Gauge reached into a drawer and opened a wooden box, drawing out a cigar. “Dorst shot another 
man for stealing from the homeless and selling out of his van in the burbs. Coop stole a Ferrari from his 
boss and drove it off a bridge because the man had raped his cousin and blackmailed her into silence. 
Lefleur was blamed for possession of drugs and intent to sell when he was trying to resuscitate a friend 
that had overdosed. He didn’t do drugs, but they found a pouch in the pocket of his sweatshirt.” Gauge 
paused to glance at the fireplace. “I am not an evil man, Boone. I am anti-establishment, yes. But I have 
morals.” 

Morals of the Wild West. 
Gauge straightened and took a swig of his whiskey. Licking his lips, he set the glass down, exposing 

dark splatter inside of his sleeve. He lit a cigar and glanced askance at Boone. “I believe in second 
chances. But I have to draw the line somewhere.” 

His confession had Boone wanting to test those morals, but he couldn’t give away his weakness, or 
he’d risk a bullet. “The side project you had me working on is in Room 209. Picked him up hustling 
cocaine in the industrial park south of town.”  

“The packages?” 
“John has them.” Boone nodded to the manila envelope of cash on the desk. “It’s clean. No one 

saw.” 
Gauge examined him as he reached for the stacks of bills. “What else?”  
Boone tucked his hands behind his back. “Just want to apologize for failing to retrieve the last 

package, sir.” Orion. 
“That’s a mild way of putting it,” Gauge snorted. “The only reason I didn’t make you pay up was 

because your mistake went unnoticed by the public. Next screw up is your last.”  
The man Boone used to be was listed as deceased. None of his IDs were real. He was everybody and 

nobody. Death hadn’t scared him in years. He fought to live not for himself, but to be like Orion and save 
the forgotten and make up for the assholes in the world. In his world, there were plenty to pick from. 
“Yes, sir.”  

Boone hung his head and started for the hallway. 
“I hate the smell of blood, Boone.” Gauge lifted the cigar close to his mouth, warning in his eyes.  



Boone clenched his jaw and walked out into the hall. Eli caught up with him from the lunch hall, but 
Boone didn’t have the space of mind or patience for jibber-jabber and waved a hand fervently between 
them. He was going to crack. 

Eli vanished somewhere behind him, and Boone stormed into the makeshift locker room.  He paced. 
Gauge had his head on a chopping block. Now someone was messaging him from an unfamiliar number. 
It wasn’t Gauge’s tech guy. The phrasing was wrong for Hessner’s personality. He’d tell him to quit being 
a dick or a wimp or another name of some kind. And the message had said “we” not I. We.  

Someone watched him from every angle. 
There was no escape. 
Belting out his frustration, Boone slammed a fist into a locker, caving the rusted metal. He slumped 

onto a bench and dropped his head into his hands, knuckles throbbing. So many emotions had crossed 
Orion’s eyes when they’d met his, for the first time after years. Shock, fear, pain, insecurity. Anger. He’d 
done this to her. She would be so ashamed of me.  

He pushed the sleeve up his left arm, exposing the constellation tattoo inside his wrist. It was a 
reminder of what Orion had taught him. 

There was one force more influential than any other in the universe.  
And Gauge wasn’t it.  



Chapter 3 

March 
He’d missed seeing Orion.  
Dressed in a cowboy hat and dark clothes, Boone blended with the country folk gathering at the bar 

on Saint Patrick’s Day. To them, it was just another night with a little extra booze and festivities. He had 
to be careful not to show on the top level with them, or Orion would notice. She saw everything and 
never missed a customer. 

Boone had taken to watching her at the bar counter from the mezzanine where people danced to 
the thumping rave music. He checked on her any time he could, any time he wasn’t working.  

Jory wouldn’t share his plans.  
Boone wanted to warn her. He’d lost control. She was in danger.  
The bar was one of the few places Matt had to be apart from her. Boone had hoped for only a few 

brief seconds. He fingered the letter in his pocket. He’d slip it to her sometime. Another non-
confrontational warning, one she could think about without being put on the spot.  

A buzz from beneath the letter made him sigh. Drawing his phone out, Boone put it to his ear and 
turned away from her. He leaned on the railing. “Yeah?” 

Hessner’s voice was barely distinguishable over the music. “Gauge is letting you pull the team 
together for a mission. We leave in the morning.” 

“Is Desmond on the crew again?” 
“Yes.” 
Damn it.  
“Where are you?” 
Boone turned and looked back at Orion behind the counter, mixing drinks, shamrock lights flashing 

around her neck. He scanned the room to the table where her family sat with Toby and her new 
interest. Matt was his name. Boone didn’t know the other two girls. The group laughed and talked. Titus 
and Isabelle were no doubt engaging in Irish Gaelic as was tradition.  

Jealousy stirred in his heart. The self-deprecating part of him crushed it under a boot. You threw 
that away, remember? 

“Nowhere important. I’ll be there soon.” 
Wanting one last, clear look at her to freshen his memory for cold nights, Boone pulled his hat 

tighter down on his head and sauntered up the steps. He crossed the packed second level, stealing 
momentary glimpses of her between the people.  

The green of Saint Patrick’s Day complimented her eyes and made her amber hair pop. Orion set a 
beer on the bar counter for a customer. He watched it fizzle and turn green. The customer laughed and 
said something Boone couldn’t discern, but it made her smile.  

Boone missed the touch of her plump, pink lips on his.  
When he neared the stairs, regret sank in, and he hung his head. It wasn’t a choice, leaving you. It 

was a necessity to protect you. He swayed his head, wishing he could turn back time. One mistake. One 
too many beers ruined my life.  

It’s why he never drank more than one. He pretended to drink more around the guys, secretly 
dumping or spitting out the rest. Members of Gauge’s Lost Shadows division were all screw-ups one way 
or another. Boone’s was alcohol. So he made a show of it. But that’s all it was: a show. Drinking had lost 
him the one thing that truly made him happy.  

Orion threw a towel at Liam’s head. The blond ducked and slapped the rag out of the air, chuckling. 
Boone hadn’t thought about all the other people he’d let down in leaving Orion.  

He growled, growing frustrated with himself. He couldn’t hear it over the music, but he felt it in his 
throat.  



Metal screeched to his left. Boone looked.  
Matt had stood from his seat at the table and was glaring right at him.  
Boone’s heart kicked into a sprint. Matt wasn’t much bigger than him. Boone could win, but he 

couldn’t get caught.  
He bolted for the exit, weaving and ducking between people as gently as he could. Boone didn’t 

want the bar in chaos. It would draw too much attention. He thumped down the steps to the mezzanine 
and banked right, descending to the first level.  

After a glance up at Matt, Boone knew he could make it as long as Matt didn’t shoot him in the field. 
He knew the man carried a gun. 

Boone rammed his body against the exterior door and burst out into the snowy field under a full 
moon. Steam puffed from his lips with every pant. Powder flung up behind his boots in clouds. The air 
was crisp and still as a gravestone awaiting a name.  

He kept running toward the edge of the forest. Another minute and he’d be there.  
Or Matt could shoot.  
Part of Boone wished he would, so the misery would end. He ran on instinct, not desire. He ran to 

survive because of Eli and the others. Boone pumped his arms and leaped over the downed barbed-wire 
fence at the edge of the field.  

Bursting into the wooded shelter, he slowed to a walk and hid in the shadow of a trunk. Boone 
peered back to the bar, resting a hand on the bark to steady himself. In the rectangle of colorful light, He 
saw Matt’s brawny silhouette in the doorway and a smaller, curvy one sidle up to his. They stood there 
for two breaths, three, and then the door shut.  

Boone slumped back against the tree, slowing his breathing. He missed her more than he wanted to 
admit, more than Gauge would ever permit.  

Man, get a grip. Boone patted his face to banish the thoughts and refocus. He took the path he’d 
committed to memory up over the hill. There were several trails he could easily take in the dark that led 
him to and from town. No one noticed him watching, except the strangers who had been messaging 
him.  

Until he saw evidence they were on his side, Boone had no reason to trust or believe them. In his 
line of work, a man’s word was nothing but lies and deception. Action was everything.  



Chapter 4 

May 
Boone shifted in the shotgun seat of the black SUV, watching a man speed-walk around a street 

corner and head toward them. Gauge hadn’t said anything further about his new plans to abduct Orion 
other than that Jory had picked men to do the job: Silas, a prick who didn’t think women were people, 
and Xin, a Rogue, like him. Gauge was still in charge because that area of the mountains was his 
territory. 

Desmond drummed the steering wheel beside him, listening to metal music through his earbuds. 
Boone had to find another way to keep her safe. Apprehension stirred in his nerves, keeping him on 

edge. His life, his team’s, and Orion’s depended on her successful abduction.  
“Why did Gauge need all of us here?” Eli asked. “I don’t understand the situation.”  
Boone studied Fenley’s hunkered posture. Definitely hiding it in his coat. “Achon stole the car he 

was assigned to steal then wound up empty-handed with his head split open when he returned. Fenley 
had disappeared. So the rest of the team went to look for him. Peter and Rosco found him at a pawn 
shop.”  

Burton crushed his water bottle in the seat behind Boone. “What Gauge can’t take or control, he 
eliminates. Like Fenley.” 

Eli shifted in the backseat. “That’s why we’re here?” 
“Why would Fenley abandon his team? He knows the repercussions. He would need someone to 

protect him. How else would he know there were diamonds in the car?” Boone asked. 
“Someone told him,” Eli offered. 
“Yes, and?” Boone glanced back at his young recruit. 
“That someone also said they could protect him from Gauge.” 
Burton cracked his knuckles. “We’re here to bring him in, so he’ll snitch to save his hide from us.” 
Desmond snorted. “Poor way to cover up that he was a rat if you ask me.” 
Except no one had asked him. Boone knew Desmond was working his way up the ladder to please 

Gauge. Boone, personally, had no interest in spending the rest of his life working for the man. Many 
times, he’d done what was asked of him. Gauge never released him. The only time someone was paid-
up was when they had dirt in their teeth.  

A message from Hessner lit on Boone’s screen. 
 
He’s right handed. Hides a switchblade in his coat pocket. The diamonds were not part of the 

deal. Take them. Put Fenley in custody. Gauge will deal with him when you return. 
 
Boone was anxious about the upcoming party Gauge and Erekson were throwing. As much as the 

two men postured peace—since both worked under Victoria’s rule—Boone knew they hated each other. 
They’d use Erekson’s place, the one with underground escape tunnels leading to abandoned lots with 
unassuming transportation and a few to the middle of nowhere. There was always an escape plan, and 
they were always moving. When business was illegal, roads to freedom were scarce and always carefully 
mapped out. But the two had been fighting like siblings that shared a room, stealing from each other, 
laying traps, and always trying to sway others to their side. 

“Why does he always wait until the last minute to tell us what exactly we’re doing?” Eli asked.  
Desmond shrugged. “He’s a busy leader. Makes decisions as he needs to.”  
Boone pinched the bridge of his nose, forcing a headache back. Gauge was too smart to do things on 

a whim. There was always something going on in the background that no one knew about. “Control. He 
never gives his people the details until they’re in position, so they don’t have time to plan a way out. 
Limits treachery.”  



He mapped Fenley’s movements as he closed in on their position, unaware. Boone knew what 
Gauge was going to do to the man. Sure, Fenley deserved to be punished for hurting Achon. Boone just 
didn’t want to be a part of it. Orion would’ve told him God was the only true judge, and he would be 
tried upon his death. 

Boone didn’t think God would waste his time with him. I’ll be overnighted to Hell. 
She was my only taste of Heaven. The memory of her soft skin beneath his lips came to mind, 

pleasant but distracting. Boone gritted his teeth and released his seatbelt, eyeing the approaching man. 
“Casual at first, everybody.” 

Desmond grumbled something about not taking orders from him and climbed out. 
Boone kept his cool and placed himself in Fenley’s path.  
Fenley stopped and looked up as Burton, Desmond, and Eli completed the circle around him. He 

stuttered and scanned the group, fear widening his eyes. He clutched the package to his chest. “Please, 
don’t take me back there.” 

“You know we have to,” Boone said. “I’m sorry, Fenley. You broke the rules.” 
“It’s for my boy. He has cancer.” 
Desmond released a sharp laugh. “Sure. Whatever. Hand over the case and get in the car.”  
The man hadn’t stuttered or hesitated. Fenley was honest.  
Boone groaned. You’ve got to be kidding me. Fenley’s face was tight with the kind of sorrow and 

seriousness that confirmed, to Boone, he wasn’t lying. Boone held out a hand, and Fenley deposited the 
case.  

They took him without a fight.  
Burton guided him into the backseat and climbed in after him. 
Opening the case, Boone studied the diamonds. He closed it again, feeling no different. Orion was 

worth more than all the diamonds on Earth. He wagered she’d also stand up for Fenley. But he couldn’t 
do that. “Who tried to sway you?” 

“Erekson,” Fenley spit out. “Showed me a video of my son at the hospital. Hacked a camera. Said 
he’d make sure my son never found a stem cell donor, and that he’d make sure he was denied services 
he needed if I didn’t do this.”  

Desmond pulled them out onto an empty street. “Bunch of excuses.” 
The car grew unusually silent. Boone checked the faces behind him. All three looked shocked, even 

Burton, who rarely wore any expression other than a frown. 
“You have to deal with the consequences of this; you know that.” Boone lifted the case. “But I’ll 

have Hessner look into Erekson’s hacking. Just write down the information you can.” 
“Why are you helping him?” Desmond snorted.  
Boone never drove because he didn’t trust Desmond not to lash out. Making Desmond drive kept 

the man’s hands occupied. “If Erekson is hacking into the lives of our division, we need to stop it before 
he destroys us from the inside out.” 

Desmond made a move to speak, but Boone cut him off.  
“And I swear to God if you try to say that’s an excuse or some other bull, I’m going to tell Gauge 

you’re in on it. Because only a back-stabber with a secret to hide neglects a risk as big as a hacker and a 
liar like Erekson.”  



Chapter 5 

August Part I 
Boone and the crews had been stationed at the saloon for several months. Hessner, Eli, and Burton 

were on “house duty” until their year punishment was up, or Gauge got another wild hair and sent them 
on a mission. Boone went back to Rogue jobs but looked forward to working with his team again. That 
was until Jory’s men captured Orion and deposited her at Boone’s feet outside. They swore they hadn’t 
touched her.  

“Too beefy and dirty,” Silas complained. “And she smells.” 
Boone’s fists clenched. Jory’s men were always egotistical jerks. Fighting fires often means no 

showers.  
“I’ve got the room ready upstairs,” Eli called out from the front door. Silas and Xin pushed past him 

and into the main bar. Scents of fish and fried potatoes wafted out.  
Kneeling, Boone scooped up Orion’s limp form and carried her inside. Men inside stopped to stare, 

but Boone kept walking. He climbed the stairs and took the hall to the right. Burton was assigned 
prisoner security and moved to Orion’s room at Gauge’s request.  

Burton opened the door, and Boone slipped them inside. He set Orion down gently and unfolded a 
quilt over her body. The room was cold, and it made him worry about her heart. “Can we at least get a 
lantern in here? She needs to stay warm, or her heart might act up.” 

Behind him, Burton called down for a lamp. 
With one finger, Boone stroked the side of Orion’s face, slowly drawing back the stray hairs. I am so 

sorry. I’m trying to find you a solid way out, but I’ve been looking for the last three years, myself.  
He enjoyed the peaceful look of her sleeping, knowing she’d be a frantic mess when she awoke.   
“Out.” Gauge stood in the doorway.  
Boone sighed and stood, taking one final look at her. He stepped past Burton and into the hall with 

Gauge.  
Eli waited outside, lighting an old-fashioned kerosene lamp. “It’s all we had.” 
“You’re not to go near her until we have Mr. Jefferson.” 
“She’ll try something,” Boone defended. “Burton isn’t enough security. Eli isn’t trained yet.” 
Gauge stopped him at the top of the stairs. “I trust your judgment, but not your heart. You have to 

learn to separate them, or you’ll never make it out of this business alive.”  



Chapter 6 

August Part II 
Boone couldn’t believe what he’d seen. Matt Jefferson, Orion’s new boyfriend, had just knocked 

Jory flat on his backside. He’d heard from Burton that Matt had been brought in.  
Sliding into the shadows of a tree outside a barn window, Boone watched Jory pick himself up and 

try to retaliate. Matt continued to win their fight with ease. He was an intimidating man. The few hits he 
took didn’t seem to faze him. Jory’s crew had to step in with others to corral the man and haul him off 
to the basement again.  

Jory’s attempt to put on a show for the guys had been another epic fail in Boone’s opinion. But Jory 
had riled up the crowd of trainees. Even some older men who just enjoyed a fight got to their feet. 

Just as Matt’s figure faded from view, their eyes met. His fight strengthened, and Boone could hear 
him yelling out across the courtyard—a string of curses. 

Boone closed his eyes and listened, but never heard Matt say his name. Maybe he’d forgotten it. 
Boone hoped.  

“Gauge wants to see you,” Burton said from behind. “New assignment.” 
Boone sighed and joined him in walking back to the saloon. “Take Jones out for weapons training on 

B course when he’s done with lunch. Eli won’t be able to now. I think it’s best you show Gauge you’re 
useful after letting Orion escape. She’s going to tell someone, and the police are going to find out.”  

Burton cursed and swayed between his feet. “I don’t know how it happened.” 
“I warned Gauge she was a smart one. I don’t blame you. We just have to deal with this now.” 
“Yes, sir. Uh—” 
Boone stopped. Burton never stuttered. “Spit it out.” 
“Hessner said Desmond called in, and he’s furious we messed up again. Said he plans to straighten 

us out when he gets back.”  
“He doesn’t have the authority unless Gauge gives it.” Boone gave Burton’s shoulder an encouraging 

pat and headed inside the saloon to Gauge’s office.  
There were only seven men of Gauge’s 112 northwest network that were permitted to enter his 

office without announcement formalities. Still, Boone stopped six feet from the desk and waited for 
Gauge to acknowledge him.  

“I heard Mr. Jefferson caused quite the commotion.” Gauge pointed to the screen displaying six 
camera feeds, one replaying Matt destroying Jory. “Erekson wants this Class Five alive and delivered by 
Monday.”  

Boone clenched his fists behind his back. “What about Orion?” 
“She served her purpose. Taking Mr. Jefferson would have caused too much of a scene. We had to 

lure him out where there weren’t any cameras.”  
“So he was the original target,” Boone said. 
Gauge set his pen down and leaned back in his seat. His knuckles were bruised but clean. “I need 

you to take Carlos and Vinny with you to see Sorjun Meyer and his partners about a cash pay-up. My 
informant says they might skip town tomorrow.” 

Boone wasn’t sure what to think of Gauge’s deflection. “Eli wasn’t qualified to watch a Class Four 
detainee, sir. We needed a third or fourth year to watch her, at the least.”  

“You mean someone like you?” Gauge cocked an eyebrow, looking amused. “If you could keep your 
hands off of her, I’d have let you.”  

Boone knew better than to counter that attack. There were tons of lonely men there. Eli was the 
most qualified of the least likely to harm Orion. But Boone’s reasons for wanting to be assigned to her 
were not the same as theirs.  



“All I’m saying is Eli can’t be blamed for something above his pay grade. Orion is a body-builder that 
fights fires and works at a bar. And she’s got a fiery streak in her.”  

Gauge set his whiskey glass on the desk. “Eli and Burton had to be punished appropriately, so they 
will never make the mistake again.  

Boone didn’t like the sharpness in his words. “Eli’s young. He isn’t built like Burton. He can’t 
withstand the same—” 

“Did I not teach you enough of a lesson?”  
Biting a lip, Boone looked down at the scuffed toes of his boots. He could still feel his pulse in his 

cheekbones. Growing up with a brother and an abusive father made him tougher than most. Gauge had 
permitted him to take only one of the three lashings each of his team had earned. Six for him, two for 
his men. Boone could still taste blood, but he’d do it again. “Who have you assigned to Matt for the 
transfer?” 

Gauge was an unusually still man, confident and deliberate in his every move. “Is that his name?” It 
wasn’t a question but a statement that told Boone he was too invested. “Terry and Hackett are back on 
station and have been reassigned since you entered my office. It’s clear Jory’s emotions have frayed his 
self-control.”  

He directed Boone toward the door with a lazy finger. “Take two additional crews with you in case 
there’s a standoff.” 

“Yes, sir.” 
Boone dipped his head and turned toward the exit.  
“I was going to promote you,” Gauge called out. 
Boone stilled in his tracks.  
“Then you failed to pick up Orion.” 
The reminder stung in too many ways. Boone was good at his job. But it wasn’t what he cared 

about. It was just where he was stuck.  
“Since I see the exceptional nature of our Class Five, I will reconsider your promotion if this next 

assignment goes well. How does Captain sound?” 
The pay would be helpful, but he couldn’t stomach the thought of being responsible for so many 

lives. He’d tutored Eli, among others, and Eli had make mistakes. Maybe it was just Orion that made 
people lose their grip, become soft like Desmond said. 

He thought soft felt wonderful, especially her kind of it. Boone shook the thought away. He 
preferred working alone.  It was faster, quieter. No one saw him coming. “Desmond has already earned 
it, sir. He would be better suited.”  

“That’s what I like about you. You consider others. The young men haven’t been weaned yet. Drop a 
kid in a war, and he’ll break. They respect you for defending them. I want that kind of leadership in 
charge of my crews.”  

Boone didn’t know what to say. Be promoted and feel important for once? He couldn’t believe the 
guys respected him. But torturing people for money and goods wasn’t something Boone was the least 
bit proud of.  

“Desmond’s a hothead,” Gauge continued. “Good at his jobs, but reckless. He doesn’t care who he 
hurts. This business is about careful manipulation, understanding the psychology of fear, and the nature 
of survival instincts. Desmond is a bomb in a life raft.  

“I did not tell him to kill his father. He did it to impress me. And while it might seem foolish not to 
want a fan working for me, I need people that carry out carefully laid plans without requiring 
unnecessary scrub crews. I hate pulling resources I didn’t plan on. You didn’t make a mess of things. You 
just quietly bowed out. That is what I need, someone smart enough to slip away and return when the 
time is right.” 



Boone didn’t feel like his departure was smooth by any means. He’d lost control the moment he’d 
seen Orion’s long red hair and almost lost his head thanks to Matt. 

“You will reconsider.” 
“After the assignment is complete—” Boone trailed off, unsure if he had the guts to state it, but not 

wanting to ask for the reminder or the assurance he would have time to think it over. Being around 
Orion had him wanting out, wishing for a normal life. 

Gauge nodded and pointed at the door.  
Before the man could stop him again, Boone slipped out and hustled down the hall to the locker 

room to grab his things and prep for the next job.  
A crinkle of plastic made him spin around.  
Eli sat propped up in the corner. A man in Erekson’s preferred olive fatigues held an ice pack to Eli’s 

face.  
“Stay still.” 
 “The pressure’s too much,” Eli groaned, his eyes nearly swollen shut. 
Boone immediately recognized the man from the team Erekson sent to assist. Silas, Xin, Caleb—who 

Boone had yet to see on the premises—and Kal. As much as he loathed the notion of Erekson’s team 
labeled as better than his, Boone had to remember they all owed someone, and few of them worked for 
their bosses by choice. Taking a deep breath, he sat down beside the man on the bench, eyeing Eli’s 
bruising face. “Why didn’t you go back with your crew?” he asked Kal. 

“He can’t work if he can’t see,” Kal defended. “I stayed to help pack Jory’s crap. I finished early and 
saw what happened to Burton. Heard what you did.” Kall gave Boone a nod of approval. “Burton is back 
on KP duty in Eli’s place.” 

“Yep,” Eli paused to swallow, his head wobbling where it rested against the wall. “We’re all gonna 
starve.”  

Boone repressed a chuckle and exchanged a grin with Kal. He didn’t seem like Erekson’s usual 
choice. “I’ll take over. I don’t want you to get in trouble too.” He gestured for the icepack.  

“Thanks, man.” Kal shifted out of his way as Boone slid over.  
“You didn’t touch Orion, did you?” Boone asked, glancing over his shoulder at Kal. “Heard you were 

assigned to follow her in Austin.” 
“Only shook her hand. She wasn’t interested in dinner with me.” Kal chuckled and walked out. 
Boone slid down to sit on the floor with Eli. He hadn’t figured out how he was going to say what was 

on his mind. He knew something felt wrong, and he wanted to warn the young man.  
“I screwed up, let her get to me,” Eli mumbled. 
Boone swayed and adjusted the icepack over Eli’s other eye. “No, Eli. She just does that to people, 

makes them not worry about things. Desmond’s on his way back. Sounds like he’s pissed. I don’t want 
you here when he comes in.” Boone inspected the damage to Eli’s thinner face. The meaty clubs 
Desmond carried around would destroy the young man. Gauge rarely knocked teeth out. Desmond 
made a habit of it. “You can’t run like this, so I want you to hide.” 

“Why? Where are you going?” 
Eli’s question dug into Boone’s heart, making him feel like he was abandoning a little brother. His 

pocket buzzed. It was another text from an unknown number.  
 

You can stop this. You can free these men. Just do what we ask. 

 
Boone frowned and tucked his phone away. He refused to be manipulated like Fenley. “I have to go 

out on a job. I’ll be gone a day, maybe two. Depends, you know.” Boone scrubbed a hand through his 
hair. “I just don’t understand why Desmond is so upset. You are my crew, not his. The only reason he 
went with us originally was because he also knew the area.” Hearing the words that tumbled out of his 



mouth clicked something in his brain that hadn’t before. “Desmond and Rufus are cousins. Orion and 
Matt got Rufus incarcerated for attempted murder.” 

Eli nodded and braced his head. “He’d been eying her room off and on this week. Burton and I didn’t 
trust anyone else to watch her. I only left to cook. Burton only left to use the bathroom.” 

“Well, D’s on his way here now. You’ve got to lie low until I get back, okay?” Boone helped Eli to his 
feet.  

Eli gave Boone a hug so fast, Boone wasn’t sure if it was real. Then Eli disappeared through the back 
door, leaving Boone befuddled and holding the melted icepack. 

Cleaning out his locker, Boone packed his gear in his bag and walked to the barn. He knew exactly 
which teams to pick up. “Five and Eleven,” he called out from the doorway. Eight men stopped their 
chatter and sparring and walked over. “We’ve got a job. Cash pay-up. Resistant Client. Fifteen minutes 
to move out.” 

The men scattered to grab their things, making a hole in the crowd. If it wasn’t for the dark brown 
knot of hair on the back of her head beneath her hat, Boone might’ve missed that there was a female 
among the men. She sat in the corner, blue eyes scrutinizing every move of every man. He couldn’t 
remember seeing her before.  

As the teams rushed past, Boone left and headed for the vehicle lot.  
Hessner caught up with him, a laptop tucked under his slender arm. “Heard you’re up for a 

promotion instead of a bullet.” 
Of course, he did. Hessner hacked everything. It didn’t surprise Boone that Hessner might’ve hacked 

Gauge’s office too.  
“God willing,” Boone said under his breath.  
“Never figured you a man of the Lord.” Hessner pushed his glasses up on his bruised nose before 

climbing into the shotgun seat of an SUV. 
Boone grabbed the steering wheel and hopped in. “I’m not. Anyone that’s lived a life like us would 

be a hypocrite to believe.” 
“But you believe in something,” Hessner countered. “It’s why you have a conscience, why you 

hesitate, and think things over before you react. What I want to know is what guides that lovely little 
mind of yours.”  

Boone tossed him a glare, impatiently drumming the steering wheel. He glanced in the side mirrors 
at the crews approaching with duffle bags in hand. “If we don’t finish this job in time, the world might 
lose the one thing I believe in. And then you’ll never know.”  



Chapter 7 

August Part III 
Boone flung open the door to the basement storage room to confirm what Burton was saying. Lying 

in the back was a small body, piled up on the floor. This was not what he needed to see right now.  
Half of the crews had moved out already along with the three prisoners. Matt and Orion had to be 

transported west. Gauge had requested his presence for a meeting. And Boone had to coordinate the 
remaining crews for the “blitz” as they called it, which left the structure “sanitized” and barren of useful 
evidence. Everyone was counting on him for something, but all he could think about in that moment 
was Eli. 

“What happened?” Boone asked, freeing the backpack from his shoulders. He tossed it carelessly 
aside and knelt at Eli’s side. 

“Desmond. Lawrence called me down from patrol over the radio,” Burton said as Hackett and Terry 
left Matt’s door to peek in. 

“I told you to take Jones out for training.” Boone threw Matt’s guards a glare. “Don’t leave him 
unattended!” 

“Last time I checked, we reported to Desmond.” Hackett crossed his arms. 
Burton spread his feet, his body tensing, and he pointed at Eli’s body. “Does it look like it matters 

who you report to? We all work for the same man in the end.” 
“We don’t let women escape,” Terry chided.  
Boone couldn’t take the arguing any longer. “Enough!” he shouted back at them.  
Burton nervously rubbed the back of his neck. “Desmond was gone, so Jones left to see his girl 

before we meet up at Erekson’s. Desmond attacked me in the locker rooms after my shift.”  
“He didn’t request time off. And when Desmond is gone, I am his crew boss.” Boone sighed and 

peeked under the cloth at Eli’s motionless face. He checked his pulse, nothing. “Damn it, kid. Are you 
okay, Bert?” 

“Yeah, Desmond got clocked pretty good. Caught me off guard at first.” The man massaged the 
knuckles of a hand. His mouth quirked with a frown. “Can’t say the same for Eli.” 

Thump. Thump. 
Boone stilled, readjusted his fingers, and counted. Eli’s heart rate was infrequent and faint. Eli had a 

chance. “I’ll take care of the body.” 
“That’s not your job,” Terry said, stepping forward. His knuckles were darker than the day before. 

Beside him, Hacket looked disinterested in the whole matter and took a casual drag on a cigarette. 
Boone stood up and sneered at him. You got in on it. “I was his crew leader. I claim ritual right. Now 

get out.” 
The two guards backed up and returned to their post, making snide remarks about his love for his 

men. Burton looked a bit taken aback, and Boone hoped the man could see the apology in his eyes.   
Boone knew he had about five minutes before Gauge started asking questions. But he couldn’t leave 

Eli like this and live with himself. Eli was on the cusp of death.  
“I’ll uh—stall Gauge,” Burton said. 
“Thanks.” 
Boone waited until the man was gone then hustled down the rows of storage shelves to the medical 

supplies. He grabbed an IV and a medical kit. Dragging Eli behind some boxes, Boone hooked up the IV, 
hanging it from a piece of wire on a shelf. Wiping the young man’s bloodied face clean with alcohol 
wipes, he hurriedly tacked the gashes shut. He set up the staple gun and closed the bullet wound 
through Eli’s shoulder. Desmond had terrible aim. It sounded like a family trait. 



Tears welled up in his eyes, blurring his vision. Boone finished taping gauze over Eli’s arm. His 
personal flub up with Orion had led them all to this point. “I’m so sorry, Eli. This is all my fault. Hang in 
there for me, kid.” 

Boone curled a bullet into Eli’s hand, picked up the backpack, and stormed to the door, locking it 
behind him. He didn’t want anyone to find Eli, or they’d put a living man in cement shoes.  

Grabbing his bag from the floor, Boone hustled to the vehicles lined up beside the dirt helipad. 
Gauge handed a large secure case up to someone on board.  

“Sir,” Boone pulled the backpack from his shoulders.  
Gauge caught it and looked inside. After a nod, he tossed it up at the man who had stowed his other 

case. Another security guard in dark sunglasses approached his side and whispered in his ear.  
“Understood.” Gauge climbed into the helicopter. Winds rippled Boone’s dark uniform. “Did you 

need something else?” 
“Eli was one of my trainees. It is my responsibility to bury him. Desmond shot him. Permission to 

stay behind. I can mislead those who arrive.” 
Gauge paused at this. He surveyed the teams loading up. “No, I want you to leave with the others, 

let the police find the body. I want you to watch Desmond and Jory. I think Jory is up to something. And I 
don’t trust Desmond to stay away from our only bargaining chip.” 

Boone nodded, cursing in the privacy of his mind. He had to get Eli to safety, know he would be 
found. He needed to guard Orion. And he wanted to make Desmond pay-up. 



Chapter 8 

September Part I 
Boone dialed 911 and told them where Eli was. He tucked a blanket around the young man he’d laid 

on the bus stop bench in a town southeast of the saloon, slipping a fake ID he’d had Hessner work up for 
Eli last minute. Then, taking Eli’s fists in his hands, he squeezed them. “I can’t do anything more for you 
without risking my ability to save the others. I’m sorry. Be strong, Eli. I’ll come back for you, kid.” 

He stood and turned away.  
“Th-ank—you.” 
Boone stopped, pain wrenching his heart. All he ever did was leave.  
He summoned his conviction with a deep breath and pressed on, heading toward the dark alley. 

Through it and out the other side, he rounded the corner of a bakery. The open sign switched off.  
“Excuse me.” A teenage girl stood in the doorway, hand outstretched. “Someone asked me to give 

you this.” 
Boone hesitated, eyeing the phone. “How do you know it’s for me?” 
The girl shrugged. “Two people in black with hoods up said I should give this to the next man that 

walks by. You’re it.” 
He didn’t need anything else to worry about right now. Behind him, an ambulance drove toward the 

park, lights flashing. Breath froze in his lungs. He said a quiet prayer for Eli. Not that he expected God to 
listen to him.  

The phone buzzed in her hand, the screen illuminating with Unknown Number. 
Boone took it and thanked the girl. He scanned the empty streets around him and lifted the phone 

to his ear.  
“So glad you chose to oblige.” It was a woman’s voice, older, gentler than he expected, and 

unaltered.    
“What do you want?” Boone growled. “I’m late getting back.” 
“We know. We wanted to discuss the plan for your arrival at Erekson’s tomorrow. First, make sure 

to tranq the girl.” 
Boone cut between two buildings and climbed the hillside to where he had hidden his truck in the 

trees. It was a much easier trip without Eli’s weight in his arms. “I don’t want to do that. Orion’s been 
through enough.” 

“You know why you need to, and nothing we ask you to do is going to be what you want to do. We’d 
all rather be at home, drinking coffee and watching TV in our pajamas.” 

Air rushed through Boone’s teeth. “I do shit every day I don’t like. But Orion is not someone I will 
hurt for your benefit.” 

“It’s for yours and everyone under Gauge’s control too.” 
“She’s worth all of our messed up lives and more.” 
The phone rustled with the woman’s sigh. “You have to do it, or this won’t work.” 
Boone growled. “Fine.” I still don’t know why I’m trusting you. You just seem to know everything. His 

anxiety level had jumped since they’d started messaging him. Hessner had found nothing traceable and 
no evidence of contact with unknown numbers. Whoever this woman was, she was better than Erekson. 

“Appease Erekson and request to put the girl in a test uniform. He has gray scrubs he puts his 
psychological experiments in. Make sure when you’re in there getting the scrubs that Orion is still 
asleep, or she’ll fight you on this.” 

Boone climbed in his truck and headed for his usual vehicle transfer site. He needed to get back to 
the saloon with the SUV before Gauge found out he and it were gone. “Got it. But why does she need 
the outfit?” 



“Because Erekson’s probably going to low-jack her with a bracelet that can shock a person to 
death.” 

Fear surged through Boone. “Her heart can’t take what the rest of us can; I’m sure of that.” 
“All the more reason you need to do this. So when you go to get the scrubs, there will be a device on 

the countertop for arming and disarming the bracelets. You’ll set the clothes over that, steal it and give 
it to her later. Erekson has cameras everywhere but the halls of the tunnels. Under the sleeve, over the 
bracelet. I’ll send you the codes for breaking into the computer system later. 

“Free Orion and lead her to Matt. Upstairs, you’ll need to set off an explosion in Erekson’s lab. We’re 
sure you can come up with something. 

Boone parked in his storage unit and closed the door. Climbing into the SUV, he considered their 
plan. Until that moment, he’d been playing along out of curiosity. Now he was serious. Chaos, confusion, 
escaping prisoners. This could work. “I’m always game for blowing stuff up.” 

“Good. The hard part is going to be disappearing after. A lot of people you care about are going to 
get caught. You cannot be. We need you to meet us at a safe house in Canada.” 

“Canada?” Boone started the vehicle and headed up into the mountains, praying Eli was safe and 
still alive.  

“You’re going to have to hike out through the mountains. Leave everything but the essentials. Trash 
your other phone. Forget about the truck. There will be law enforcement crawling all over the area. 
They’re already onto the saloon.” 

“Figured as much. But what about Orion and Matt?” 
“You have to let them go. Send them out the northwest tunnel and focus on making it to the safe 

house in one piece. No doubt, a few might try to follow you. Don’t let them.” 
Boone studied the colorful leaves falling in the breezes of the night. Yellow, orange, red, amber—

like her hair. He’d be leaving everything behind, never to see any of them again, including Orion.  
“She’ll be safe?” 
“Mr. Jefferson will take care of her. He has plenty of security details.” 
Boone knew sooner or later he would break under the weight of his guilt, working for Gauge. But he 

didn’t want to end up taking a job and ending up like Fenley. “And what about you? Do you have lots of 
security? What do you even do? And why are you invested in this situation? Why me?” 

“We’ll explain everything when you get here. We’ll send the coordinates to your phone after you 
destroy Erekson’s lab.” 

“You’re asking me to do all of this based on what, faith?” 
The woman hummed her disappointment. “No. Because it is the right thing to do for your men. To 

free them. To free Orion and Matt. And you’re the only one we trust to value their lives enough to risk 
sacrificing your own.” 

“You have way too much information about us.” 
A male voice took the phone. “This matter is bigger than you. It has to do with what Erekson is 

searching for, what Matt knows but isn’t telling anyone, and what Victoria lost. You need to do this. 
We’ll explain the rest when you get here.” 

Boone turned off through the bushes and onto the road leading to the saloon. “I’ve got to go. We’re 
heading there soon.” 

“You will follow the plan?” the woman asked.  
Boone ground his teeth. He was cornered if he stayed with Gauge and if he didn’t. “Gauge had had 

about enough or Erekson’s bull. Maybe I can instigate something and make your plans work.” 
“We’ll be watching.” 
“How do I know you don’t work for him?” he blurted, suddenly worried he’d made a mistake.  
The man’s voice came back. “Because Erekson held Anne there for three months, to study her.” 
Boone cringed. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 



“He does not deserve to live,” the woman said. “But we will take care of that. You just take care of 
the lab.” 

“Roger.”  Boone neared the parking lot, the leaning saloon coming into view. He’d been to Erekson’s 
place several times, spent time learning the tunnels. Erekson and Gauge were better friends then. 
Something had drastically changed in the last two years. But all Boone could think about now was 
having to tranquilize Orion.  

I’ll talk to her first. Maybe she’ll be reasonable. He chuckled and shook his head. No one was 
reasonable when they were pissed. And he was sure she would be when she saw him. Boone crossed 
the grounds and entered the armory they’d set up.  

He picked up a vial and fingered its cool surface. If doing this would keep her heart safe, if this would 
free her, then it was a small amount of pain for a greater good. Boone clutched it tight and started 
upstairs toward her room. But the pain of betraying what little of her trust he had left would surely end 
any possibility of mending their friendship.  



Chapter 9 

September Part II 
Erekson’s establishment was always pristine, even at five in the morning. His servants regularly 

cleaned the corners with toothbrushes. The man was a hypochondriac that believed in firm class 
structures and organized his visitors and prisoners the same.  

Servants cleaned up around the drunken soldiers. They would all be free soon. Orion was already 
running with Matt. 

Boone’s jaw twitched to a side in disgust as he leaned against the doorjamb, watching Erekson and 
Guage argue in a private room. Every public wall in the house was bullet-proof glass so that Erekson 
could watch everything. It had made plans for destroying the lab unusually tricky. Erekson noticed 
everything. He had a watch that relayed doors opening and closing, among other things. 

All Boone had to do was collect the bracelet Orion had discarded reactivate it, set it back in the lab, 
and then open an oxygen valve on the lab’s wall. Grabbing the spare control unit, an oval device with a 
narrow screen, he’d tucked it in his pocket and regrouped with his men.  

Five minutes, he’d told Orion. He planned to give them ten. 
Boone had warned his team and Kal, who’d become an unexpected asset since he’d found Eli in the 

locker room back at the saloon. 
Gauge stormed out, taking his personal security detail with him.  
Boone took another swig out of his beer, feeling completely numb to their tantrum. All it had taken 

was the mention of Victoria, Gauge’s sister and Erekson’s fantasy woman, and her plan to restructure 
the Lost Shadows forces for them to start arguing and stop paying attention to what else was going on—
Boone wreaking havoc on their crews.  

He’d sent Burton off with a message for those soldiers who were coherent: to gather their buddies 
and get outside. Something was wrong with the lab. Kal said the same to those he woke in the bunker 
below.  

Glass thundered under fists to Boone’s left. Jory inspected him closely. “There’s nothing wrong with 
the lab. Erekson doesn’t make mistakes. What are you scheming?” his muffled voice shouted.  

Boone glanced at the other end of the house where Erekson now paced alone, tracing the perimeter 
of the trigger device in his pocket. “Why do you think I had anything to do with the issue? I’m still here, 
aren’t I?” 

“Because you’re the closest to the lab—which is empty, you—” 
Boone ignored the name Jory called him and lifted his vibrating phone.  
Hessner: 
 
All teams clear. See you at the next drop. 
 
Boone stilled at the thought of returning to the team. Rubbing a hand over his mouth, he 

reconsidered his options. Orion and Matt were free, as well as his team. He could stay here, go down 
with the lab. No one would care.  

Jory banged on the glass again, catching Erekson’s attention.  
His time was up.  
Instinct had him ducking behind the lead-shielded wall. Boone hid from Erekson’s view and sprinted 

down the hallway to the exit. He pushed through the door into the stockroom and punched the button 
on the control-unit in his hand. 

A thunderous roar ripped out from behind him. The floor heaved and cracked, bursting splinters of 
wood up around him. Hot air slammed against his back. Boone covered his head and rammed his body 
against the exterior door falling through and landing on the hard dirt under the faint light of dawn. 



Chemical-sweetened dust plumed out in clouds. Pangs burst through a shoulder. Boone staggered to 
his feet and twisted his dangling arm, snapping his shoulder back into its socket. He squinted at the 
haze.  

The house remained intact, though it had sunk into the cavern underneath. Erekson was likely still 
alive. Boone staggered off up the hill into the trees. He’d never killed anyone and didn’t intend to start. 
But Jory— There was no way to know now. He wasn’t going to stick around to find out. 

Body shivering under the shock of stress and the recent compression waves, he groaned.  
His phone buzzed. Boone didn’t have the energy to look at it yet.  
He trudged deep through the forest between boulders and bushes and over fallen logs and dried up 

creeks. Reaching a short crest, Boone noticed someone below, searching through his bag, the one he’d 
stashed in an abandoned den.  

He steadied himself with deep breaths and approached from the man’s backside. Three feet from 
him, a twig broke under his boot. Desmond whirled and stood to face him.  

“What are you doing with my stuff?” Boone demanded.  
Desmond lifted the sagging backpack, blue eyes dark with anger. “Why do you have this? Planning 

on going AWOL?”  
“I’m a Rogue, dipshit. I have a stash in a lot of places like the others.” This bug out bag is different 

because I’m going to Canada, but so what? Boone examined the man’s pristine, olive uniform and the 
new gun on his hip. Erekson’s uniform. Erekson’s standard weapon. Huh.  

“You double-crossing traitor,” Desmond barked. “Xin saw you steal the transmitter.” 
“Me?” Boone spread his feet and snatched his bag back. “You’re the one that’s switched loyalty to 

Erekson. Where were you when we were evacuating the crews? There was a problem with the lab. I was 
ensuring team and asset safety. You were out here picking your butt under a tree.” 

Desmond growled and charged at Boone. At the last second, Boone dropped and rolled out of the 
way.  

A rustle of leaves and branches led to a frustrated bellow from Desmond, and Boone sat up in the 
duff. Desmond was gone. A black hole had appeared in the earth. Boone crawled on his hands and knees 
to the edge and peered down.  

Desmond lay on his back at the bottom of a lava tube covered in dirt and vines, moaning. Sun shone 
in a spot not far from his position.  

“Suits you right,” Boone said, his voice echoing down into the hollow vein. “After what you did to my 
team, especially Eli, you can crawl out, or you can die. I don’t give a damn.”  

Boone shuffled back from the shaky edge and collected his things. Slinging his bag on his back, he 
drew out his phone.  

“I will find you,” Desmond called out from the hole. 
Boone smirked. “I’m counting on it.” I might just change my mind about killing a man by then. If Eli 

dies, you’re a dead man, Desmond.  



Chapter 10 

December 
A half-foot of snow crunched under Boone’s feet. Out here, there were no Christmas lights, no joyful 

shouts or screams or scents of pie and cookies, only cold and wind and emptiness. He hadn’t felt joy 
since he’d last spent the holidays with Orion and her family. But this was a different chill.  

Boone studied the clouds of steam that curled out from his mouth, how freely they moved. He 
clutched his aching arm and continued across the meadow toward the tiny brown square in the 
distance. The safe house.  

Boone wanted to make sure there was no evidence of who had let Matt and Orion out. There were 
plenty of people that had the keys and codes. He just had to disburse them, make it hard for Gauge to 
interrogate them all to buy him and those in unwilling servitude time to attain freedom.  

The explosion had separated Boone and the crews. He hoped they made it out and realized their 
opportunity had come. Some would undoubtedly return to the main base in Idaho out of fear.  

Boone kept walking, head down, focusing on each blurry step and drop of blood. He was cold, his 
legs nearly numb. The winter air scraped at his throat and lungs. One more step. One more. Almost 
there. Almost to warmth, safety, maybe food. His teeth chattered.  

I’d rather die there. 
Blood had soaked his black shirt and his pants in oily streaks. The seventeen miles behind him were 

tainted with drops. He’d stopped and huddled in a rotted tree trunk for a night. But his makeshift 
bandages had soaked through. His pack was empty. He had to make it today and pray they had supplies 
to help.  

He didn’t know what the mystery messengers could or would if he failed to complete their requests. 
But they’d mentioned something he couldn’t pass up. They said they would clear him of charges, give 
him freedom and his old life—what was left of it—back. Only people in the CIA or the FBI or someone 
high up had that sort of reach. 

But he knew better than to assume he could just walk back into a normal life. No one had a 
mortgage, two dogs, three kids, and a job at a bank after what he’d done. 

It was something he wanted and feared. But time was not something Boone was accustomed to 
wasting. So he continued on. He would make his decision when he ran out of time to think it over. 

Blood pooled in one of his boots, making his heel sticky. His left arm throbbed, and he wagered it 
had a fracture from when he’d rammed through the exit. His vision warped from blood loss.  

The small and well-weathered cabin tucked back among the trees was suddenly before him. A tiny 
wisp of smoke curled up into the winter air from an old stone chimney. 

Boone’s knees shook and threatened to give as he hiked up the slope to the porch.  
A tan, dark-haired woman with sky-blue eyes peeked out through the window. The calm but 

commanding movement of a barrel sliding against Boone’s back made him stop on the steps.  
“You’re late,” a man said behind him.  
“I’ve lost a lot of blood.” Boone ached everywhere. He couldn’t feel the arm he’d dislocated or that 

hand which held the rag against his bleeding side. Somehow, a piece of wood from Erekson’s flooring 
had lodged in his side during his escape. Boone hadn’t felt it until the adrenaline eased after his 
confrontation with Desmond. “Did the best I could. But I think I tore it where I slept last night.” 

“Anyone follow you?” the man asked, letting his gun hang at his side as he escorted Boone into the 
cabin. 

“Other than the hungry one back there, no.” Boone flashed his eyes the direction of the gray wolf he 
knew was hovering at the edge of the trees.  

The woman, seeing his injuries, waved him inside and to a sun-faded rocker by the fire.  



Boone stumbled inside and sank into the chair. He wanted to lay down, but the cabin was small, and 
he couldn’t find enough space.  

He drifted in and out in the warmth. Firelight flickered around him. Hands danced over his skin with 
ribbons of white and red. A prick to his arm sent a calming wave through him, fighting the dizziness. 

It felt like minutes, but Boone knew it had been hours. Through the two small windows on either 
side of the front door, he saw snow falling in cottony tufts. 

“Wood splinters took me a while to clean out,” the woman said. She poured something hot into a 
mug from a pot and handed it to him. “Soup and some antibiotics.”  

She gestured to the two white pills on the wooden tabletop. Taking them, he forced his stiff body up 
and eagerly ate. “I’m Anne, that’s Sergio.” 

The man who had greeted him with a gun now sat close to the fire, unmoving, his gray eyes locked 
on the constellation tattoo on Boone’s arm. He mindlessly twiddled an iron poker between his fingers, 
the end still red hot.  

Boone cocked his head as he heard their names. She said them comfortably, but stilted enough he 
figured it rehearsed. Everyone in the Lost Shadows had fake IDs. Scanning between them, he nodded to 
himself. “Covers. Got it.” 

Her brows scrunched for a barely visible moment. “How did you know?” 
“Either people say them with discomfort, or they’re overconfident. Your name, ma’am, is 

convincing. But you do not normally call him Sergio.” 
“What gave it away?” 
“Your eyes. There is more behind his name than the platonic work relationship you’re trying to 

convince me of.” 
Sergio sighed.  
Boone slumped in the chair and yawned. “What I don’t get is why you picked me to pull that stunt.”  
“Because you had the best position, and we’ve been watching you for a while now. We’d like to 

discuss a few trial-runs and potentially adding you as a resource to our team. You’ve proven to be a 
valuable asset to Gauge.”  

“Not sure I can go back. I lied about Eli. I freed prisoners and crew. Gauge is going to be pissed. 
Likely shoot me on the spot.” 

“We already have a plan for that.” 
“I don’t want to go back. I’ve more than paid my debt to him.”  
“Orion went back.” 
“Yes, but—” Boone sat forward. The room spun, and he clutched his head. “Wait, how do you know 

that?” 
“Look, we need your help to protect someone. If Victoria gets a hold of what she’s searching for, 

then all of our work for the last ten years is trashed, and a lot of innocent people will be framed for 
things they didn’t do. The man you freed, Mr. Jefferson, isn’t safe. He saw something he shouldn’t 
have.”  

“You’re talking about the munitions?” 
“No. Something else. Something that was with them.” 
“He doesn’t remember anything,” Boone defended. “I listened to the interrogations,” from a 

speakeasy, “and watched the parts they had recorded. His body language confirms that he didn’t know.”  
“He’s repressed his memories. All it is going to take is the right stimulus, and his world is going to fall 

apart. Will you help us keep him safe and prevent Victoria from ruining innocent lives? She won’t let this 
go, and she doesn’t give second chances.” 

Boone pulled off his knit cap and scratched his head. “I’m already invested, and you helped me get 
out of a tight spot, saving Orion and my crew. I owe you.” 

Sergio threw Anne a look and waved for her to continue. 



“Orion’s safe for now, as is Mr. Jefferson.” Anne rested on the single bed in the corner of the cabin, 
clasping her hands together. Both her and Sergio wore winter fatigues in speckled blue and white. 
“They’re getting married soon. Someone is going to show up to the wedding that they don’t expect.”  

Married?  Jealousy stirred in Boone’s heart. Who was he kidding? He knew he and Orion would 
never be together again. And the fact she’d returned to Gauge’s complex on her own to free Matt, 
Boone knew they were in love. He didn’t have to like it. “Let me guess. Victoria.”  

 “She’s not the only one,” Anne said. 
Sergio sat back and rested the poker across his lap. “We have to stop her, and we need your help.” 


