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            Chapter One

         
         
            
               . . . Nowhere is the danger of empathy more greatly illustrated than by the recent events in British Columbia: the sabotage
               and jailbreak at our Polaris Empathic Research Institute; the violent deaths of so many of Dr. Nichols’s valuable scientists;
               the Vancouver ambush on Empath Initiative director Holt Traynor, who remains missing; and the subsequent raid on one of Stone
               Solutions’ Canadian offices.
            

            There are those who would claim these actions illustrate only the danger of corrupted empathy; who would protest the three empaths who carried out these actions were previously pacifists incapable of harm. But
               we must remember that every pacifist empath is a ticking bomb with the potential to transform into a superhuman sadist, like the three corrupted empaths
               we now must catch. 
            

            The events in British Columbia will not go unmet. We cannot tell the public the entire truth about empaths, but we will secure
               its unwavering support for our institution nonetheless. The empaths have their paranormal abilities, but we have opposed them
               since the emergence and are stronger and far more dangerous than they will ever anticipate.
            

            They will find themselves cornered, captured and contained.

            To that end, I’m coming out of retirement to handle this personally.

            —Excerpt from a confidential internal memo at Stone Solutions

         

         

     
        
         
         If Evan Grayson had been asked if it’d be hard to catch three corrupted empaths who’d raised hell in BC, he would’ve said
            no. Didn’t matter that one of the empaths was his little brother, or that another had been a sunshiny therapist, or that the
            third looked real cute in an oversized hoodie. Grayson was the Dead Man: an elite anti-empathy defense without emotion or
            attachment; a perfectly engineered empath hunter, backed by the world’s most powerful anti-empathy institutions and uniquely
            capable of finding and neutralizing any empath.
         

         
         Or at least, he was supposed to be. But maybe that third empath had scrambled Grayson’s good sense in the back seat of a truck
            and left his dick running the show, because here he was, days later, fully unable to stop shit.
         

         
         “Are you kidding me?” Briony St. James’s voice came through Grayson’s Bluetooth earpiece as he tore down the Bellevue street,
            pushing the rental Prius to its limits. “How did they get past the new security?”
         

         
         “I don’t know yet.” Grayson swerved past a Hyundai, which honked angrily at him. “But they set off alarms on thirteen of the
            twenty-two floors. They got in and they’re not hiding.”
         

         
         The Prius’s tires screeched as he made a sharp right turn into the parking lot and blew past the familiar sign.

         
         
            STONE SOLUTIONS

            DEFENDING AMERICAN MINDS

         

         “Of all possible targets, they went for the flagship empathy defense facility. Again. Why? What is still here that could possibly be worth the risk?” There was a honk in St. James’s background now. “Though I
            suppose it won’t do us much good to catch them when your brother took out the Polaris empath prison.”
         

         
         “Oh, I’ll find somewhere new to stash them,” Grayson promised as he sliced through the parking lot and pulled the car right
            up to the building’s front curb. “And I’m not playing nice this time. I’m gonna find a dungeon and throw away the key.”
         

         
         “Hey,” St. James said in his ear. “That is Reece you’re talking about.”
         

         
         “And he’s getting chained him up right next to Ms. Falcon and Alex.” Grayson cut the engine. “You gonna catch your homicidal
            baby brother or mine?”
         

         
         “We’ll draw straws. Winner also gets to nab the killer therapist.”

         
         The line dropped. As he stepped from the car, St. James was already turning into the parking lot, in her boyfriend’s borrowed
            Corolla from the looks of it, though in fairness, it wasn’t like the past few weeks had left her any time to replace the Charger
            she’d driven as a detective on the Seattle police force. A moment later, she’d pulled behind the rental and leaped out to
            join him.
         

         
         They drew their weapons in unison. Stone Solutions’ sliding glass front doors parted for them—unlocked already, not a great sign at this hour—and they stepped together into the cavernous lobby. The white leather furniture seemed particularly bright at night, flanked by glass coffee and end tables all topped with an array of magazines. The three flat-screen televisions on the wall were currently dark, the lobby’s lights reflecting off the glass frame of the large poster that read We Support S.B. 1437: Protect American Minds.
         

         
         “Didn’t you used to have a tracker on your truck?” St. James had automatically taken point, putting herself in the most exposed
            and dangerous position. “Why haven’t we used that to find them?”
         

         
         “This is your brother the car wizard we’re talking about.” Grayson tried to subtly shift in front of her and make himself
            the bigger target. “My tracker didn’t make it fifteen minutes before he found it—”
         

         
         “Evan, get the hell behind me and stay there,” St. James snapped. “Maybe all the normal girls and boys swoon for that overprotective
            tough guy act, but save it for people who can’t kick your ass.”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” Grayson muttered, falling back a step to cover her six.

         
         They crossed the Stone Solutions lobby on near-silent feet. Grayson kept his senses on high alert to catch any movement, noises,
            or out-of-place scents, especially blood. But all was quiet.
         

         
         Too quiet.

         
         St. James suddenly nudged him. “The elevators.”

         
         Grayson glanced over to the elevator bank and the five sets of silver doors. Above each door, the illuminated sign was stuck
            on 20, and none of the elevators were moving. “Floor twenty is Research and Development.”
         

         
         “Oh, perfect,” St. James said grimly. “Exactly where we want a bunch of corrupted empaths loose.”

         
         Suddenly, all five elevators began to descend.

         
         St. James swore as she and Grayson stumbled back, both cocking their guns and raising them.

         
         The lobby was silent save for the hum of the moving elevators. Grayson watched the floors tick down as the elevators passed 10, then 5, then 2. Then the elevator doors were opening all at once. 

         
         “Get down!”

         
         But St. James hadn’t needed to say it; Grayson was already at her side, both of them diving behind the receptionist’s desk
            as security guards poured out of the elevator with bellowing roars.
         

         
         “I think we found the extra security. Some of them, at least.” St. James was on hands and knees, crawling around the side
            of their desk shelter to peer around the corner. “Jesus Christ. Are all of them thralled?”
         

         
         Grayson chanced a look around the desk’s other side. Eight security guards were rampaging through the lobby like a uniform-clad
            wrecking ball. One guard yanked the Protect American Minds poster right off the wall and swung it like a hammer into the nearest television, shattering the screen. Another guard sent
            a white leather chair smashing into the wall, while two more guards picked up the glass coffee table together, swung it back,
            and then launched it straight into the floor-to-ceiling glass windows.
         

         
         Grayson and St. James both ducked back behind the desk as the window shattered. “They’re going to find us.” St. James had
            her gun out in front of her. “Do we dive in?”
         

         
         Grayson readied his own weapon. “On your mark.”

         
         St. James nodded once. “Now.”

         
         They burst out together from behind the desk. Eight heads turned in their direction, but Grayson and St. James had the advantage
            of surprise and clear minds. Two guards rushed straight for Grayson, but he was faster, blocking one with an elbow and landing
            a right cross punch to the other that sent him into the wall.
         

         
         On his left, St. James had squared off with a man twice her weight, ducking an oncoming blow and following it up with a kick that put him on the ground hard enough Grayson heard his skull hit the tiles. “Evan.”

         
         Grayson levered an oncoming guard over his shoulder and into the white leather chair behind him, then turned in her direction.

         
         St. James had planted her foot on the guard’s chest. “Look at him.”

         
         Grayson’s gaze went to the guard. Then he paused. Under the raging fury, there was a spark of clarity in the man’s eyes.

         
         “Is he not actually thralled?” St. James was staring into the guard’s face. “Just pissed off?”

         
         “Projection?” But over the din, Grayson heard more engines pulling into the parking lot.

         
         St. James must have heard it too, her gaze going to the shattered windows. “The cavalry’s here.”

         
         “It’ll be a SWAT team. Or three,” Grayson said.

         
         “Come on then.” She was already running, leaving the guard on the floor. “We’ve got to find the empaths first.”

         
         A different guard lunged after her. Grayson sent him staggering across the lobby and caught up to her.

         
         But as they approached the elevator bank, he heard a sound from down the hall. “This way.” He sprinted in the direction of
            the noise, past the conference rooms, and burst through the door of the first-floor security room.
         

         
         “Don’t shoot!”

         
         Grayson drew up short, so suddenly that St. James bumped into him from behind.

         
         A familiar-looking security guard was cowering under the desk, knees drawn to his chest. “Don’t shoot,” the guard said again,
            rocking back and forth. “Don’t shoot, don’t shoot, don’t shoot. Please. Please. I’m so scared. I’m so scared.”
         

         
         It took Grayson a moment, but then he placed him: Wayne Smith, the head of security who’d once caught Reece in the director’s office in Research and Development, back when Reece had still been a violence-averse pacifist incapable of self-defense. He’d been rough with Reece, leaving him bruised and bleeding before shoving him in a storage closest. 

         
         Grayson had had some opinions about that. And while the pacifist empaths couldn’t hit back, the Dead Man sure could.

         
         St. James moved past Grayson into the room. She crouched down, glancing at the lanyard around Smith’s neck. “Mr. Smith.” She
            gripped his shoulder. “Mr. Smith, what’s going on?”
         

         
         Smith didn’t seem to hear her. “I’m so scared,” he whimpered. “So scared.”

         
         Grayson joined her on the floor next to Smith. “This is the guard that roughed your brother up before.”

         
         St. James frowned. “And he’s still employed here?”

         
         “He wasn’t supposed to be,” Grayson said. “But Stone Solutions and I haven’t been seeing eye to eye for a while.” He leaned
            in and touched Smith’s face.
         

         
         Smith startled and turned toward him. His pale blue eyes were wide and his skin blanched and clammy. He seemed overwhelmed
            with fear, but he was looking right at them now.
         

         
         Grayson drew his hand back sharply. “He’s not thralled either.”

         
         “Mr. Smith,” St. James addressed the man urgently. “Can you talk to me?”

         
         Smith swallowed. His shoulders were heaving, but he’d stopped muttering. Grayson quickly moved out of his eyeline; if Smith
            regained coherence, he’d recognize the Dead Man, and that sure as hell wasn’t gonna help that fear.
         

         
         “Mr. Smith,” St. James said again.

         
         Smith’s eyebrows drew together. “Who are you?”

         
         “My name is Briony St. James,” she said. “I’m here to help. Can you tell me what happened?”

         
         Smith was breathing hard. He drew his legs in tighter. “There was a break-in.”

         
         “Did you see who?” St. James pressed.

         
         “I don’t—I don’t know,” Smith said. “One moment things were fine. Then everyone started losing their minds. And then—then
            I thought I recognized—” He was tensing up again, fear clear on his face. “That empath,” he said in barely a whisper.
         

         
         St. James stiffened. “Which empath?”

         
         “The one who broke in here before,” Smith whispered. “But I don’t know—I don’t know what I saw. Jesus, I’m so scared—” He
            started rocking again.
         

         
         “Is this projection too?” St. James asked Grayson, keeping her voice quiet.

         
         “That’s my guess,” Grayson said, matching her volume. “One of the empaths made him feel fear, and it’s still got him.”

         
         One of the empaths. Reece, obviously, based on what Smith thought he saw.

         
         “But it will wear off?” St. James pressed. “Same with the guards in the lobby? Temporary projection, not permanent thralling?”

         
         “Seems like it.” Back in the lobby, Grayson could hear the newly arrived SWAT team dealing with the guards in the lobby, doing
            crowd control and breaking out handcuffs.
         

         
         “Do you know what the burglars were after?” St. James asked Smith.

         
         Smith pointed to the open door and the hall beyond with a shaky finger. “They went to the delivery room. I don’t know what
            they wanted. There’s nothing in there anymore.”
         

         
         “Anymore?” she repeated.

         
         But Smith only shook his head uselessly. Whatever the empaths had come for, they seemed to be long gone now—maybe had been gone before Grayson and St. James even arrived, leaving a stage set behind them, perfectly planned to distract any would-be pursuers while the empaths themselves got away. 

         
         St. James sat back on her heels. “It’s interesting, isn’t it?” she said, still under her breath.

         
         “In what way?”

         
         “This guy is head of security. Knowledgeable about all of Stone Solutions’ protections and can identify Reece. Would have been a lot smarter to thrall him.” Her gaze was on Smith. “But Reece didn’t.”
         

         
         “You’re not suggesting mercy,” Grayson said.

         
         “It could happen,” she said with a hint of challenge.

         
         No. It couldn’t. Corruption was permanent; the pacifists were gone, and the empaths were no longer capable of mercy.

         
         But Grayson kept his mouth shut. When his empath brother Alex had destroyed his emotions, it had ensured Grayson would never
            feel hope again. But if hope for her own brother kept St. James going, he’d leave her to it.
         

         
         He got to his feet, careful to keep out of Smith’s view in case it sent fresh fear through him. They likely had only moments
            before the SWAT team joined them; anything St. James could learn before then might help. Grayson slipped out of the security
            room, but as he leaned against the wall to keep watch, his gaze stole down the hall to a closed door to a storage closet,
            the very same one Smith had locked the pacifist version of Reece in back on that November night those weeks ago. At the time,
            Grayson had been there to free Reece from Stone Solutions’ clutches, but now his goal was to deliver Reece back to them, along
            with his own brother, and Cora Falcon too.
         

         
         Grayson pulled out his phone—or, more accurately, Reece’s phone, the phone he was stuck using after Reece had pulled a little switch in Vancouver. He’d discovered texts between Reece and Alex and tried texting the number himself, but his brother had already been corrupted for more than two years and was too even-keeled to take the bait. His texts sat on read with no response; he could perfectly picture Alex’s eye-roll that Grayson had even tried. 

         
         Reece, though. Reece was still running around with Grayson’s phone, and he’d always been easy to rattle. Grayson sent a pair of texts to his own phone number, then pocketed Reece’s phone,
            gaze going back to Smith and St. James.
         

         
         Reece could still be rattled, and that was Grayson’s only motivation for texting a corrupted empath. Obviously. Grayson didn’t
            have any emotions or feelings to override his judgment. Bad decisions were Reece’s domain.
         

         
         He just had to get Reece to make another.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
         
            
               This whole article is bullshit. I was still working on a brief in my office and I saw what actually happened in downtown Vancouver
                     that night. There were at least ten giant assholes in fatigues raging on the street, tearing up cars and threatening pedestrians.
                     Since when do the unhoused dress in tactical gear?
                  

                  The worst of it was just outside Stone Solutions Canada’s building. Who knows what kind of secrets they have up there? Is
                     this just a cover-up for someone stealing anti-empathy tech?
                  

                  I can’t believe this story isn’t bigger news. It’s almost like they don’t WANT us to know what’s really happening.

                  —Comment left on an Emerald City Tribune article, “Vancouver police respond to altercation related to drugs, homelessness”

               

         

         
         
         
         Reece took the truck west over the East Channel Bridge. The sky and water were a shimmering black, like the truck itself,
            like the corrupted lightning that had changed his empathy. It was sparking in him now, after their heist, reveling in the
            aftermath of the chaos and violence they’d caused.
         

         
         “There’s nothing of note in here.” Cora was in the front passenger seat, going through one of the accordion folders they had taken from the security office at the back of the building. “Coffee deliveries. Office supplies. New chairs.” 

         
         “Maybe Mr. Eton and Mr. Pelham here can point you to the right place.”

         
         At Alex’s voice, Reece glanced into the review mirror, seeing a flash of glasses on the silhouette in the center of the back
            seat. Eton and Pelham—Alex’s newly thralled Stone Solutions security guards—sat on either side of him like chessboard knights
            flanking the king.
         

         
         “What do you want to know?” one of the guards said eagerly, adoration in his voice.

         
         In the mirror, Alex’s blond-brown hair caught the edge of a passing streetlight. Same as Evan’s, a little voice in Reece’s head noticed.
         

         
         Reece rolled his eyes, annoyed with himself. So what if it was? Alex and Evan were brothers, and sometimes siblings had the
            same hair color. He should think of Evan only as the Dead Man, their most dangerous enemy. Alex was the only Grayson Reece
            could trust now.
         

         
         Cora glanced over her shoulder. “We’re looking for deliveries of materials, especially anything related to textiles.”

         
         “Oh,” said the other guard. “Those were all shredded.”

         
         “Shredded?” Reece repeated sharply.

         
         “Is that standard procedure?” Cora asked.

         
         “No. Destruction happened early,” said the guard. “We got the order two days ago.”

         
         “From who?” said Alex.

         
         “Smith,” the other guard said. “Dunno who told him to do it.”

         
         Reece only just managed to smother his groan. Of course it was Smith. Of course Reece had fucked up again.

         
         If Cora and Alex had the same thought, or noticed his moment of self-loathing, they were apparently tactful enough not to comment on it. “Delivery records destroyed before we can get them,” was what Cora said, lowering the accordion folder to her lap. “Isn’t that interesting timing.” 

         
         The flat sarcasm was layered with unsurprising frustration and bitterness. Stone Solutions had changed Cora from a kindhearted
            therapist to a ruthless killer in an attempt to secure themselves millions in funding from a senate bill rider. They’d tortured
            her fiancé to death to make it happen, and now Cora had both corruption’s enhanced empathic abilities and a personal desire
            to see Stone Solutions pay.
         

         
         “A temporary setback,” Alex said. “We have the flash drive Reece stole from Stone Solutions Canada to go through still. And
            our new friends here can write down what they remember, can’t you?”
         

         
         “Yes, sir,” the guards chorused happily.

         
         Reece took the exit onto Mercer Island, slowing to a stop as he approached a red traffic light. Behind him, he felt Alex lean
            forward to rest his folded arms on the front seats. “You just committed your second felonious B & E at Stone Solutions,” he
            said wryly. “You can run a red light.”
         

         
         “Nope,” Reece said firmly. “I heard too many stories from Jamey about criminals caught because of a busted taillight or other
            minor traffic violation. I will be driving safe and legal, thank you very much.”
         

         
         “Suit yourself.” Alex’s amused drawl was less pronounced than Grayson’s, his voice more of a tenor to his brother’s bass,
            but still familiar enough to make more memories threaten to rise.
         

         
         Hey, Care Bear—

         
         Reece shook himself. Hard. Get it together, he snapped internally. You don’t have enough control over your emotional projection to think about Evan.

         
         It was galling but true. Before corruption, Reece’s empathy had already felt like a bear on a fraying leash. Now trying to
            control his empathy was like trying to tame a whole damn sleuth of bears hell-bent on a rampage. Reece was blaming it on the
            newness of corruption, but Alex and Cora were starting to give each other knowing looks anytime Reece’s emotions rose. The
            absolute last thing Reece should do in an enclosed truck with the two of them was let his thoughts stray to a few stolen moments
            hidden in the trees off a Vancouver highway.
         

         
         You want Alex to catch on? he berated himself. To realize that his accent is enough to remind you of his brother—the one you jerked off in the back seat of this very truck?
               How well is that going to go over?

         
         That sobering thought was finally enough to clear Reece’s head. He let Alex and Cora’s conversation become background noise
            as he followed residential streets south, eventually pulling into the drive of the mansion formerly belonging to Dr. Jason
            Owens, the now-dead director of R & D at Stone Solutions who had been partially responsible for the murder of Cora’s fiancé.
            It was an oversized house on an oversized lot at the end of its street, facing the water, with only the four-car garage and
            driveway visible from the road. It had privacy, plenty of space, and most of all, the three empaths had concluded it was the
            last place anyone would look for them.
         

         
         As Reece idled for a moment, waiting on the slow rise of one of the garage doors, Alex said, “So what happened back there
            with Mr. Smith? I thought you were gonna add him to our collection with Misters Eton and Pelham. You said he’d be useful.”
         

         
         His tone was curious, innocent even, and not at all accusing. Reece felt his defenses go up anyway.

         
         “I was. But I choked.” There was no point in pretending. Alex and Cora could hear lies as well as he could.

         
         “He might’ve recognized you,” Alex said, still mild. “Might tell folks he thinks you were there.”

         
         “I know,” Reece said, through gritted teeth. “But I can’t get the damn projections under control.”

         
         Cora made a sympathetic noise, one that almost could have belonged back in her therapist’s office. “Your empathy is just strong,”
            she said. “You’re working on it.”
         

         
         “But when will I get there?” Reece muttered as he inched the truck into the garage.

         
         He put the truck in Park, and the others jumped out. Reece stared for a moment at the back of the garage, his mind returning
            to Stone Solutions and his encounter with Smith.
         

         
         They’d been in the hall on the first floor. Reece had lit the place up with rage—so easy when the corruption meant anger always
               simmering on the surface—then recognized Smith lurking in the security room. We should take this one, Reece had said to Alex
               and Cora. He’s head of security. He could be really useful.

         
         But as Reece had started to step into the security room, his gaze had darted down the hall, back to the storage closet Smith
               had once stuffed him in. And suddenly he was remembering the fear the guards had had of him, the shame that he’d made them
               afraid, the guilt that he’d gotten Jamey sacked from her job.

         
         And remembering Evan: how he’d come to Reece’s rescue, pulled him out of the clutches of Stone Solutions, bundled him into
               the safety of the truck, given him the hoodie.

         
         Reece had stood there, lost in memories—

         
         And run out of time.

         
         Now he tightened his jaw. He would have thralled Smith if they hadn’t had to flee. He’d just been distracted by memories. Wouldn’t happen again.
         

         
         He was certain of that. The altered empathy vibrating in his blood wanted more violence, more chaos, to see blood on Reece’s own hands. Corruption wasn’t satisfied being a bystander to Alex and Cora committing murders and enslaving thralls any more than famine could be satiated by a simple snack. 

         
         Next time, Reece would be ready.

         
         As he jumped down from the truck, there was a chime from his phone—or, more accurately, the phone he had stolen from Evan
            Grayson. He pulled it out.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Grayson: Y’all might’ve gotten away tonight, but you can’t hide from me forever.
                  

                  Grayson: And if you’re using my truck as a getaway vehicle, you better be planning to buff every scratch out of my hood.
                  

               

            

         
         Reece stared at the screen, his irritation with himself happily seizing on a new target. Who the fuck did Grayson think he
            was?
         

         
         Reece was texting back before he’d even thought it through.

         
         
            
               
                  Reece: What kind of amateur do you take me for? You think I’d scratch MY truck?
                  

               

            

         
         He started to shove the phone back into his pocket, but it chimed again.

         
         
            
               
                  Grayson: That truck title is still in MY name.
                  

                  Grayson: And why would I trust you with MY truck when you were happy enough to leave Mr. Smith wrecked?
                  

               

            

         
         So they had found Smith. Probably questioned him, maybe even learned a few things thanks to Reece leaving him un-thralled. That knowledge only stoked the anger in Reece’s chest as his fingers flew over the tiny phone keyboard. 

         
         
            
               
                  Reece: Is that supposed to make me FEEL something? Guilt? Regret? Make me run crying back to you for help?
                  

                  Reece: Don’t get me confused with the empath you thought you knew. Everything’s changed for me.
                  

                  Reece: But YOU are exactly the same. You think you’re so untouchable, so unknowable, and your arrogance is your biggest weakness.
                     I will run circles around you while you keep believing you’re too special to fail.
                  

               

            

         
         Reece’s phone went off again immediately.

         
         
            
               
                  Grayson: None of this is about me. I made you a promise: that there was nothing you could do that I couldn’t stop. And one thing hasn’t
                     changed: I’m gonna keep that promise.
                  

               

            

         
         Reece’s eyes narrowed. Grayson and his promise could go straight to—

         
         “Reece?” Alex had poked his head into the garage. “You still in here?”

         
         Oh great. Reece could feel the telltale prickles of projection along his skin. Alex and Cora had probably felt his irritation
            with Grayson all the way in the house.
         

         
         “Cora is having Eton and Pelham guard Traynor,” Alex said. “I mean, he’s not gonna wake up on that dose he’s on. But she’s
            nothing if not tactical,” he added admiringly.
         

         
         Holt Traynor, the director of the Empath Initiative, was their “guest” at Owens’s house, sedated from medication they’d stolen when Alex had broken Cora out of the Polaris empath prison. Traynor had signed off on who knew how many empath experiments—maybe even the ones that had been run on Alex and Evan Grayson—and had once plotted with a still-missing scientist, Victor Nichols, to murder Evan. 

         
         At that thought, another flare of rage went through Reece. He forced it down. He should have let Traynor kill Grayson. Then
            he wouldn’t have to deal with the Dead Man now.
         

         
         Like hell you should have, a voice in his head immediately said. No one touches Evan. THAT hasn’t fucking changed.

         
         Reece closed his eyes, forcing himself to get control of his emotions. “I don’t know how you can stand letting Traynor live,”
            he confessed. “After what he did to you and your brother.”
         

         
         Alex leaned on the door frame. “I don’t intend to let him live,” he said, no sound of a lie in his words. “But I think he’s
            still going to be useful. After all, Traynor can’t be the only one who signed off on what happened in that bunker. And he
            sure as hell didn’t predict how it went down.”
         

         
         That was true. No one could have predicted that Alex would transform his brother into the perfect emotionless weapon against
            empaths.
         

         
         “You’ve never explained how you made Evan the Dead Man.”

         
         Reece hadn’t realized he was going to ask the question until it had left his lips.

         
         The garage seemed to have gone extra quiet. Then Alex tilted his head. “No, I haven’t,” he acknowledged. “But surely it occurred
            to you that I haven’t told y’all for a reason?”
         

         
         Reece frowned, trying to connect the dots. “Victor Nichols was trying to duplicate him,” he said slowly, in realization. “It’s
            all in that manual on that flash drive we stole, everything except what you actually did, because no one knows.”
         

         
         “And it needs to stay secret,” Alex said. “The last thing we want is more Dead Men.”

         
         Reece nodded slowly. “But can you undo it?” he asked, again before he’d meant to.
         

         
          “No,” Alex said simply, without any hint of a lie’s discordance. “I can’t undo it, and neither could you. For all intents
            and purposes, Evan’s transformation is permanent.”
         

         
         It was the truth.

         
         “Speaking of that flash drive,” Alex said, “I think it’s got that whole list of other empaths on it. We should take a look.”

         
         Reece cleared his throat. “Yeah,” he made himself say. “Yeah, I’m coming.”

         
         Alex nodded and disappeared back into the house. Reece’s fingers had gone very tight on the phone.

         
         He forced himself to take a calming breath. It didn’t matter. It didn’t matter that Grayson was permanently the Dead Man,
            that he would never have another emotion again. It was good, even. He and Grayson were enemies now, and they would stay that
            way.
         

         
         He smashed out words on his keyboard, one last pair of texts.

         
         
            
               
                  Reece: You made that promise to the weak little empath who couldn’t bear to say murder. It doesn’t mean shit anymore. Not to me.
                  

                  Reece: Stop jerking off to your own hair and pay attention: I am not your Care Bear anymore. Don’t you get it, Evan? I’m the bad
                     guy now.
                  

               

            

         
         He stabbed the Send icon, then shoved the phone into his pocket, following Alex into Jason Owens’s house. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            
               Operations progress as anticipated. Four still-living thralls were recovered from Polaris and have been moved to join the
               others. All salvageable documents and materials have been delivered to the location directed. Dr. Nichols himself has been
               safely relocated to Victoria and will arrive in Seattle later today. He requested we remind you that the Dead Man is not our
               ally and has shown compromised judgment, particularly in matters involving his empath brother and Reece Davies.
            

            We have found no trace of Director Traynor. Our search continues.

            —Message to [REDACTED] transmitted from [REDACTED]

            

         

         
         Vivian Marist would admit that one of the top perks of being Stone Solutions Canada’s president—and of course, the entire
            company’s current interim CEO—was a perk the public didn’t know about: the Orion Lodge.
         

         
         Designed by Cedrick Stone for their most senior leadership to study strategy and emotional defense, Orion was a triumph of both luxury and anti-empathy engineering, a secret and guarded fortress set on more than one hundred acres in the British Columbia mountains, with two indoor pools, an on-call masseuse, a spa, meditation pods, and rooms with their own saunas and cold plunge tubs. 

         
         Orion, however, also had the top-of-the-line business facilities one might expect at a corporate lodge. And at 4:07 a.m.,
            Marist was not, in fact, getting a massage. She’d just been woken by news of another break-in at Stone Solutions’ flagship
            Bellevue campus and was hurrying down the hall to one of Orion’s conference rooms.
         

         
         As she stepped into the room, she frowned. The coffee service had been set in the middle of the table, but the lodge’s IT
            director should have been there, ready to patch her in for her call—
         

         
         “Vivian.”

         
         Marist glanced over her shoulder in surprise, to the doorway. For a moment, she had thought the voice belonged to Cedrick
            himself.
         

         
         But it wasn’t Cedrick Stone who had joined her. It was Charles.

         
         She tried to keep the shock off her face as he stepped into the conference room. A tall and formidable-looking man in his
            late sixties, Charles Stone was a legend in his own way, someone who’d witnessed the empath emergence in real time and moved
            from military contracting into empathy defense. He’d been appointed the first director of the Empath Initiative, securing
            Cedrick the grants needed to start Stone Solutions before entrusting the EI directorship to Charles’s  own close friend, Holt
            Traynor.
         

         
         On paper, Charles had retired from the empathy business.

         
         Clearly things had changed.

         
         “What an unexpected pleasure,” Marist said, smothering her surprise as Charles stepped into the room. “I thought we’d be doing this virtually.” 

         
         “Given the events of the past few weeks, I felt it necessary to come in person,” Charles said. “My apologies for being late.
            I was due for a check on Cedrick.”
         

         
         “Of course,” Marist said a little more softly.

         
         Given the need for secrecy around empathy, Stone Solutions operated a medical facility—complete with private morgue—in Kirkland,
            not far from their Bellevue headquarters, where patients with empathy-related injuries could be treated. Cedrick Stone himself,
            however, was here at Orion, in the small medical wing, receiving round-the-clock care while he was still catatonic after his
            encounter with Reece Davies.
         

         
         Naturally Charles had stopped in to see him; he was, after all, Cedrick’s father.

         
         They sat together in two of the oversized white leather chairs that surrounded the conference table. “Have you had any word
            from Holt since the Vancouver incident?” Charles asked Marist.
         

         
         She shook her head. “He was supposed to meet us at the dock that night. I’m still not sure why he took his team to that warehouse
            instead.”
         

         
         “Given that several of his team were thralled and turned loose to rampage through downtown Vancouver not long after, I think
            we can assume he encountered the corrupted empaths.” Like Cedrick and most of the Stone Solutions leadership, Charles kept
            his voice and expressions exceedingly neutral, even when discussing the possibly unpleasant fate of a longtime colleague.
            He’d likely helped develop some of the emotional control curriculums they’d all taken in this very lodge.
         

         
         “Holt’s body wasn’t among the murdered,” Marist pointed out.

         
         “That might be worse,” Charles said dryly. “If the empaths thralled him.”

         
         “But even so, Holt will still be dead by now,” Marist said. “Empath thralls don’t last more than a day or two before burning
            out unless we intervene with life support.”
         

         
         “Perhaps,” Charles said enigmatically. “Nevertheless, I don’t enjoy uncertainty. I’m taking precautions, such as having Victor
            Nichols moved to a safe place while circulating the claim that he’s presumed dead.”
         

         
         “That’s wise. He’s likely in great danger.” Marist cleared her throat. “I’ve heard a rumor or two about Victor’s research
            methods—nothing I’ve ever taken seriously, you understand, because he’s not an easy man to work with so I suspect people just
            like to gossip. But if they know he’s alive, the empaths may feel they have reason to target him.”
         

         
         “Genius is always slandered,” Charles said with a shake of his head. “Victor has given me invaluable input over the years.
            I’ve never cared about methods when they deliver results like his.” He steepled his fingers. “Do we know what the empaths
            wanted tonight?”
         

         
         “Head of security saw three empaths go into the delivery room,” she said. “Though Mr. Smith also says the room was empty.”

         
         “At my order,” Charles said. “Certain records should never available lest they be demanded in discovery by lawyers—or other
            unscrupulous parties.”
         

         
         Stone Solutions already had draconian document retention and destruction policies. But Charles was taking precautions, as
            he’d said, and it had served them tonight. “Smith recognized Reece Davies. It appears Davies is now corrupted and working
            with two others, suspected to be Alex Grayson and Cora Falcon.”
         

         
         “And of course, I also have Mr. Davies to thank for Cedrick’s condition,” Charles said in a particularly unreadable tone. “I read the Dead Man’s report and other accounts of the rooftop incident in November.” 

         
         Agent Grayson’s report had also pointed out that Cedrick had engineered Cora Falcon’s corruption and planned to use Davies’s
            half sister to conduct corruption experiments on him. But then, many might feel that simply another attack on a genius. After
            all, Agent Grayson had questionable sympathies toward the empaths that had garnered him much resentment from others in the
            empathy defense sector.
         

         
         Marist generally gave Grayson more grace. Even before he’d been changed into the Dead Man, Grayson been altered by his own
            empath sibling when he was just a child, and his protective streak toward empaths was very possibly a side-effect. That said,
            his judgment in lying about his brother’s death and protecting Davies had tried even her good will.
         

         
         “It’s past time that Mr. Davies was brought in,” she said. “Though as you’re aware, given the events at Polaris, we’ll need
            a holding facility.”
         

         
         “That will be handled,” Charles said confidently. “In the meantime, I want the heat turned up on all empaths. We’ll be tripling
            our advertising spend, effective immediately.”
         

         
         “I thought that was planned for Q2,” Marist said, somewhat delicately. Next year’s budget had been created in anticipation
            of the passage of the big anti-empathy bill in the Senate, S.B. 1437—and with it, the much-needed rider that would pump piles
            of funding into Stone Solutions. Even retired, Charles ought to have guessed their current budget was stretched.
         

         
         “We can speed up that timeline, thanks to some good news. I can’t share yet, but you can drop hints at tonight’s board meeting.”
            He tilted his head. “Though given the damage to Stone Solutions’ headquarters, I suppose we’re going to have to find somewhere
            else to hold the meeting.” He picked up his coffee again. “Just one more thing I have to thank the empaths for.”
         

         
         His eyes had narrowed, just at the corners. Marist picked up her own coffee. The empaths had brought Charles Stone out of retirement and pissed him off to boot. 

         
         She almost pitied them.

         

         
            
               
                  Stop jerking off to your own hair and pay attention: I am not your Care Bear anymore. Don’t you get it, Evan? I’m the bad
                     guy now.
                  

               

            

         
         

         Grayson sat in the parking lot in his rental Prius, gaze on Reece’s last text.

         
         A memory rose, unbidden: twilight in the truck’s back seat, Reece under him, flushed and glowing, pupils blown so wide with
            surging empathy that those big brown eyes had become onyx black, possibly the prettiest damn thing Grayson had ever seen.
            Reece’s voice had been gravelly with desire as words had spilled into the no-man’s-land between their lips.
         

         
         I can’t believe I ever thought it was hard to look at you. I can’t get enough now, can’t stop looking.

         
         If we could touch, I’d fucking climb into you, lose my goddamn self, it’d be heaven.

         
         I’d let you call me Care Bear forever.

         
         Reece was right. He wasn’t that empath anymore.

         
         “Leave my hair out of this,” Grayson finally muttered, as he tucked the phone away in his pocket and stepped from the car.

         
         Breakfast pickings were slim at 5:09 a.m. on a weekday, but as a former detective who’d worked at all hours, St. James had
            known of a coffeehouse that would be open. She was already inside, the lone customer ordering at the counter as Grayson opened
            the door and slipped into the café’s warmth to join her.
         

         
         “And an extra shot in that mocha,” she was saying to the barista. She glanced over her shoulder at Grayson. “On me.”

         
         He shook his head and held up his credit card. “On Stone Solutions.”

         
         St. James turned back to the barista. “Make it three extra shots. And a smoked salmon bagel. And a bear claw.”

         
         Grayson ordered most of the items on the breakfast menu and the biggest latte they had. He’d already drunk half of it by the
            time they’d carried everything over to a small table along the window and sat facing each other in rickety wooden chairs.
         

         
         “Tonight was embarrassing,” St. James said as he unwrapped a breakfast sandwich. “I don’t know if I can handle empaths making
            me look like a fool. For fuck’s sake, I taught Reece how to tie his shoes.”
         

         
         Grayson took another long sip of the latte, then bit into bacon, cheddar and egg. “Corruption lets the empaths access paranormal
            insight into others. Ms. Falcon was a veterans’ therapist for years. She’s drawing experience from her patients.”
         

         
         “Yeah, and in fairness, Cora is terrifying,” St. James said. “But Reece can’t even navigate our bank’s website. How is he
            suddenly a criminal mastermind?”
         

         
         The breakfast sandwich was already half gone. Grayson popped the rest of it into his mouth. “Probably because your little
            brother is gonna be accessing insight into you. And respectfully, ma’am, you’re pretty terrifying too.”
         

         
         “Flatterer.” St. James let out a long sigh, running her hands over her face. “I’ve chased a lot of bad guys over the years.
            I never thought Reece would be one of them.” She looked up, her exhaustion suddenly apparent in the slump of her shoulders,
            the red tinge to her warm brown eyes. “I guess you’re probably one of the only people on the planet who understands.”
         

         
         Grayson made a grunt of assent. “At least I know how it was done to Alex, even if I haven’t found everyone responsible.” He picked up a mini-quiche. “But I’ve gone over that night in Vancouver so many times. I still don’t know what caused corruption to fully steal Reece.” 

         
         She eyed him for a long moment, then nodded at his pile of breakfast items. “Hungry?”

         
         “Not like there’s time for regular meals when we’re on a case like this.”

         
         “That’s true, but we do have food at our house, at least,” she said. “I keep telling you that you’re welcome to stay with
            me and Liam.”
         

         
         She did, and it was kind of her. Grayson had been pulling his rental Prius into the first random motel with a vacancy every
            night since he got back to Seattle. A couple of times, he’d slept in the Prius itself. “I guess I hadn’t expected catching
            the empaths to take long,” he admitted.
         

         
         Your arrogance is your biggest weakness, Reece had said.
         

         
         Grayson drained the rest of the latte and set the empty cup on the table. Reece’s priorities were questionable these days,
            but his empathy was more accurate than ever. Someone else might’ve said something like that to get under Grayson’s skin, but
            Reece knew that wasn’t possible. He’d simply been speaking truth, and Grayson would be a fool to ignore that little tidbit
            about himself.
         

         
         Because yeah, he might’ve been arrogant. After all, he and St. James shared their mutual advantage over almost any adversary:
            They’d been altered by their empath siblings to be stronger and faster than any normal human could ever be. But almost any adversary didn’t include their little brothers: Reece and Alex knew these strengths inside out and would always be ready to counter
            them.
         

         
         Might be time to accept he wasn’t going to catch the empaths easy and find a place to stay for more than a few hours’ Wi-Fi
            or sleep.
         

         
         St. James reached for her bagel. “There is another place you could stay if you wanted to be downtown and not out in the sticks like me.” When Grayson tilted his head, she said, “Liam still has a key to the studio apartment he sublet to Reece.” 

         
         Grayson’s eyebrows went up. “Reece’s studio?”
         

         
         “Why not?” she said. “I mean, what are the chances he’d be brave enough to show his face?”

         
         “Oh, I’d welcome Reece showing up,” Grayson said. “He could come right on over and straight into my—” arms “—handcuffs,” he quickly finished. “Handcuffs. They’re right here. Waiting. Anyway, wouldn’t it be awful rude of me to use
            his place without permission?”
         

         
         “I think we have bigger problems than manners right now,” she said dryly.

         
         Before he could answer, his watch vibrated. He glanced at it. “I think Ms. Marist finally got back to me.”

         
         Grayson pulled his phone back out of his pocket. The background was still set to a picture of Reece, beaming at the camera
            in a bear hat with Grayson fast asleep on the king bed behind him. Their night in Vancouver together, when Reece had been
            happy and Grayson had been—not happy, obviously, but comfortable. Safe. Having his last decent night’s sleep.
         

         
         He ignored the picture, pressing the email icon situated between Reece’s bear ears. Marist’s email was at the top of his inbox.

         
         
            
               
                  Subject: re: re: Break-in

                  The extent of the property damage is still being assessed. Security footage has been deleted. Head of security is the only
                     person aware empaths were on premises; he saw three empaths going into the empty delivery room and has positively identified
                     Reece Davies.
                  

               

            

         
         Grayson still didn’t understand why had Reece left Smith un-thralled to reveal his presence and actions. Was it part of some twisted game? 

         
         He relayed what he’d read to St. James, then scanned the rest of the email. “Security guards were told there was a materials
            leak in Research and Development, a volatile steroid that was accidentally distributed through the vents,” he said as he handed
            the phone to St. James so she could read it too. “It’s being blamed for security’s sudden rage.”
         

         
         St. James’s eyes were on the email now. “And they’re offering the guards a financial incentive in exchange for a litigation
            waiver and an NDA. Buying them all off so they keep the company’s secrets. Gross.” She frowned at the screen and read out
            loud. “‘There’s also the question of where we’re going to keep three corrupted empaths now that your brother has destroyed
            Polaris. But Stone Solutions will, of course, handle that.’ The hell they will.”
         

         
         “Not like we can build a facility ourselves,” Grayson pointed out. St. James knew it as well as he did: It wasn’t easy to
            find safe places for empaths, not when you knew the truth about their abilities. You needed somewhere the corrupted empaths
            couldn’t break out, but also somewhere that the unscrupulous couldn’t get in.
         

         
         Polaris had turned out to be a giant failure in every respect. Its director, Dr. Victor Nichols, was now presumed dead. Grayson,
            obviously, didn’t put much stock in presumptions of death.
         

         
         “Maybe not. But I’m going to have some big opinions about where the empaths go.” St. James’s gaze had gone back to the phone,
            her fingers flicking over the screen. “It’s not going to be your dungeon. And it has to be safe from ghouls like Nichols.” She made another noise of disgust and read from the phone again. “‘Finding the empaths is our highest priority, Evan. We need to be working together.’ As if. We’re not working with Stone Solutions on this or anything else.” She passed the phone back to him. “Has Marist said anything about Director Traynor?” 

         
         Unbidden, Grayson’s memories once again went back to Reece and the truck, and their last few minutes at that dock north of
            Vancouver, before everything had gone up in flames. Grayson had just learned of Alex’s break-in at Polaris and had been planning
            to send Reece to safety and then meet up with the team at one of the two rendezvous points he’d been given.
         

         
         What do you mean, rendezvous with Stone Solutions or the Empath Initiative? Reece had asked.
         

         
         Because I gotta pick one, Grayson had explained. I got one location from Director Traynor of the Empath Initiative, and a different location from Vivian Marist of Stone Solutions
               Canada.

         
         Reece had frowned. They sent you different locations? That’s weird, isn’t it?

         
         Grayson hadn’t thought too much of it. Marist and Traynor were usually on the same page, but there’d been a lot going on.

         
         Go to the location Vivian Marist sent you, Reece had said at the dock only minutes later.
         

         
         Grayson had trusted him and gone to Marist. Then the empaths must’ve ambushed Director Traynor, and no one had seen him since.

         
         Grayson shook his head. “I haven’t heard anything more,” he said. “You planning a check-in with Dr. Easterby or Mr. Lane?”

         
         She nodded. “I’ll call Aisha as soon as it’s a reasonable hour of morning.”

         
         Back in November, Grayson had bought an isolated house on a stretch of Salt Spring Island shoreline in BC, thinking it could be a safe place for Reece. Now it was Dr. Aisha Easterby, a medical examiner with Stone Solutions, and Dominique “Diesel” Lane, a bouncer from Seattle’s fake empath club, who were at the safe house recovering from their ordeal at Polaris, where they’d been drugged by Dr. Nichols but unharmed by Alex and Cora. 

         
         Why the two empaths had left them alone was as much a mystery as why Reece had left behind the un-thralled head of security,
            Wayne Smith.
         

         
         Grayson got to his feet. “You want another mocha?”

         
         St. James shook her head. “I’m going home to Liam.” She pointed at his phone. “Can I get Stone Solutions emails too?”

         
         I can’t compromise my email. National security.

         
         He paused, the words held on the tip of his tongue. The Dead Man was supposed to work alone. He wasn’t even supposed to take
            pictures of himself; he sure as hell wasn’t supposed to share his classified emails from Stone Solutions and the Empath Initiative.
         

         
         But St. James had been one of the best detectives on the West Coast. And when she said, I guess you’re probably one of the only people on the planet who understands, that went both ways. Maybe their partnership could only be temporary, until the empaths here were caught, but he was lucky
            to have her.
         

         
         “Of course,” he said instead. “I’ll set that up.”

         
         After she’d left, Grayson got a second latte and sat back at their table. Alone, obviously, because he didn’t have a Liam—or
            anyone else—to go home to. He never would. That was the difference between a detective and the Dead Man.
         

         
         He pulled his phone back out of his pocket to set up email forwarding to St. James, his gaze catching Marist’s name and his
            last conversation with Reece playing in his head again.
         

         
         Marist? Surprised to hear you pick Stone Solutions over the Empath Initiative. I was thinking if I had to pick, I’d meet Director
               Traynor.

         
         No. Go to Marist.

         
         It’d be easy enough to assume Reece had sent Grayson to Marist because he was already corrupted and planned to ambush Traynor. But more of Reece’s words from the truck echoed in Grayson’s memory, spoken as the two of them had leaned so close into each other that he had felt that empath body heat. 

         
         Look me in the eyes and say, “Reece, I promise I’ll come back to you.” 

         
         I need to know you’re going to be safe. Promise me, Evan.

         
         Those couldn’t have been the words of a corrupted empath. So, what had happened? When had it happened, and how?

         
         And maybe most puzzling of all—why?

         
         He lit his phone screen, once again illuminating his background picture of Reece in the bear hat Grayson had bought him. Bright
            smile and even brighter eyes, the pacifist angel who’d made sure Grayson could get a decent night’s sleep.
         

         
         Without planning to, Grayson found himself opening his text messages, his fingers beginning to type.

         
         
            What happened to you, Care Bear—

         

         He hit Delete instead of Send, and the letters vanished from the screen.
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