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        Dedicated to you, Dear Reader.

        Without our readers there would be no one to tell our stories to.  
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        G Force Ranch

      

      

      We were outside waiting when G Force’s newest member arrived at the ranch.  We’d been expecting him.  He was a tall, African American with close-cropped black hair.  He stepped boldly from the car onto the gravel driveway, glancing around as if he owned the place.  “I’m Kiernan.”

      Just then a string of curses erupted from inside the vehicle.  A red-headed woman catapulted out, crouched low and cursing a blue streak.

      “And this is Bree.”

      

      BREE

      Just when a girl thought a bad day couldn’t get any worse.  You know the drill.  It got much, much worse.  Bad enough to have some escapee from an action movie swoop in and grab me off the street in broad daylight, spouting some bullshit about taking me where I would be safe.  I knew where I’d be safe.  With my family.  Which was exactly where I was headed when I was accosted by this Will Smith wannabe.

      And now it seemed he had friends- a motley crew of four guys standing around like extras or stuntmen in the same testosterone-oozing movie this Wil-Wannabee had escaped from. They stared at me as if they’d never seen a woman before.

      Did I mention I was off men?  I was so off men!

      The one who looked like a central-casting surfer dude approached me first, hand outstretched.  “Hi Bree.  I’m Ledger.”  He even had the Aussie accent to match.

      I glared at his hand as if he had leprosy.  “Ledger.  What the hell kind of name is that?”

      He shrugged.  “It’s mine.”  He indicated his rag-tag muscle-bound buddies.  “And this is Wulff.”

      I spared wolf-man the barest glance, but it was enough to see he sure did look like a wolf: dark and broody and predatory.

      “This is Hart.”  Mr. Buzz-cut gave a nod as if he knew better than to try and be buddy-buddy.

      “And this is Dare.”  The scholarly-looking one of the group studied me from behind dark-rimmed glasses.

      Too late I realized Surf-dude wasn’t introducing the others for my benefit, but to the asshole who grabbed me off the street.  I turned to him in a fresh fit of rage.  “You brought me here and you don’t even know these assholes?  What the bloody hell kind of ploy is this?”

      Black and Beautiful shrugged at the others as if to say, ‘she’s all yours,’ which was not how I planned for this to go down.  I was not all anybody’s, nor would I ever be again.

      Behind us I heard the car drive away.   My beat-up little backpack lay abandoned on the ground next to some army-issue gear bag that must belong to my new friend, Kiernan.

      Surfer Boy picked up the army bag.  Mr. Glasses gave me a sympathetic half-smile and hefted my pack in one meaty hand.  “Seems you’re stuck with us for a while.   You might as well make the most of it.”

      They were all watching me as if they expected me to make a run for it, which was exactly why I didn’t.  I’d been checking things out as we drove here.  We were literally miles and miles from anything resembling civilization.  This mausoleum of a house was nearly a mile back from the road, and I hadn’t seen another car for hours.  I was fucked.  But there was always a way out of fucked if one was smart.  And I was smart.  A fact I planned to keep to myself.  I joined the herd as we went inside gothic central.

      The interior was big and open with tall ceilings, a huge stone fireplace and massive dark furniture.  I gave the space the barest glance.  I had no intention of being here for long.

      Dare must have got the short straw.  He gave me a tentative smile and blinked sincerely behind his glasses, as if that would make me believe him.  “Bree, your family’s safety hinges on no one knowing where you are.”

      “So you say.”  I couldn’t erase my memory of the video I received showing my family being forcibly confined.  Mom had warned me to stay away, right before the screen went black, but not before I saw the fear etched on the face of my teenage sister Lily.

      The wolfish one took up the crusade.  “Your presence won’t help them, it will only do more harm.”

      What the fuck did these guys know about my family?  How dare they talk as if they knew them?

      There was some awkward shuffling between the men, as if no one quite knew what to do next.  Dare crossed his arms over his chest and looked at Black Beauty.  “How about you tell us what you know, Kiernan.  Our details are sketchy so far.”

      Kiernan looked at me.  “I don’t know much more than the rest of you.  Bree, maybe you can shed some light.  Any idea why is your family being confined?”

      Oh yeah, I knew all right.  Some of it anyway.  And it for sure wasn’t something I’d be sharing with this lot.

      Ledger tried to be my friend.  “Bree, you look like you could use a nice hot cup of tea.”

      I hated tea.  It reminded me of my grandmother.  Miserable old broad had washed my mouth out with soap the first time I said ‘shit’.  My stepbrother, Vincent, used to say shit all the time and no one washed his mouth out with soap.  Mom said it was because he was a grown man.

      “Only if it comes with a shot of whisky.”

      I saw the glance they exchanged.  Is she serious or not.  That’s what they were thinking.  I’d show them serious.

      “Bourbon okay?” Ledger asked.  The others took seats around a massive dining table, the top of which was a three-inch slab of dark, natural wood.

      “It’ll do.  I’ll pass on the tea if it’s all the same to you.”

      Hart got me a bottle and a tumbler.  I poured a generous splash.  “Anyone joining me?”  They all shook their heads.

      “We have work to do,” Dare said.

      I tossed the bourbon down neat.  It burned nice and slow down my throat and into my stomach.  I sat back in my chair and took a long look at my companions.  It was freakingly obvious that Kiernan was the new kid on the block, while the others knew each other well.  I could see the familiarity in their body language while Kiernan sat back, alone and wary.  Almost as if he didn’t want to be there any more than I did.

      

      
        
        KIERNAN

      

      

      I knew a little about the four men I’d been sent to work with, probably as little as they knew about me.   I’d never been one to play nice with others, but I had been aware of G Force for some time now, and I admired the work that they did.  When my life went to shit and I was invited to join them it seemed like a viable option.  Now that I was here on the ranch, I wasn’t so sure.  They had an easy camaraderie borne out of time spent together, out of trust being freely given.  I was more in line with our friend Bree.  Trust was not an easy thing for me and that was before I learned my best friend was screwing my wife while I was deployed overseas.

      I kind of lost it on him.  Came close to killing him with my bare hands.

      I’d been staring down a charge of attempted murder when The Group approached me.  They’d been watching my military career, which I had just effectively destroyed.

      No doubt about it.  I could be ruthless.  They claimed they liked that about me.  That I was exactly what their precious G Force needed.

      What I didn’t need was babysitting detail, which is what this deal with Bree was starting to look like.

      Time for ruthless.

      I turned to Bree.  “You know Professor Aaron is dead, right?  Killed by the same folks that have your family.  They want to know why Aaron had you snooping around some admittedly corrupt individuals under the guise of research for your thesis.”

      Bree looked less feisty than earlier.  Maybe the bourbon had mellowed her out.  “He was my advisor.  I was following his leads.”

      “And reporting back to him.  What was he hoping you’d find out?”

      She shrugged.  “I honestly don’t know.”   She looked around the table, making eye contact with each of us, one-by-one.  “But I’m betting you guys do.”

      

      
        
        BREE

      

      

      If I wasn’t talking, they weren’t talking either.  Eventually the one called Hart showed me to my room.   He had an air of sadness about him that struck a chord with me.  My stepbrother Vincent had disappeared out of my life when I was fourteen and he was twenty-eight.  And even though my parents insisted he was fine, just busy, I’d never quite recovered from the loss of him in my life.

      It had taken a whack of therapy to figure out I kept trying to replace him with the older guys I dated, guys who all turned out to be assholes, every last one of them.  Vincent would have never treated me as badly as they did.  Aaron had been the final straw.  Not only was I in a mess he had created, now my family was being threatened.  Which was killing me.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t have any information that could help my family.  But maybe this gang did.  Someone had to know something.   Someone had to be able to do something.

      I said as much to Hart as we climbed the stairs to the second-floor bedrooms.

      He gave me a sympathetic look.  “Something will be done, Bree.  But it has to be the right thing at the right time.  Best thing you can do for your family is to sit tight and let this get handled.”

      “Handled!  Sounds like some kind of bullshit political-speak for wait-and-see.  What ever happened to taking action?”

      “I know this is hard on you,” he said.  “But maybe this will help.”  He handed me an envelope with my name typed on it.  When he turned to leave the room I saw the scars, snaking down the back of his neck and disappearing into the collar of his
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