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      I crouch near the tree line, my gaze hyper focused on the building several feet in front of me. The night is quiet, but I know the silence is meant to be deceptive. Inside that building, bodies move around, guns ready. But I’m ready, too.

      “How’s it looking?” I ask, my voice barely audible.

      “Our target is in the back room. Four obstacles in the front room. Two more in the kitchen, and one guarding our guy,” Ghost answers.

      Jarrod “Ghost” Thayer is a master at reconnaissance and can gauge a situation with nothing more than a cursory look. If he says we have seven bodies in our way, then that’s tonight’s body count.

      “Anyone else feel like this is too easy?” Sawbone asks, his voice a gravelly rasp. Nathan “Sawbone” Quinn is the team’s medic and resident pessimist.

      This time, though, I have to agree with him. “Yeah, that’s not much firepower for such precious cargo,” I say, my head on a swivel.

      Something feels off, but I can’t put my finger on what. Our surveillance—and we’d done a shit ton of it—led us to this building. I have no doubts my brother is inside that house, but why isn’t he more heavily guarded? These fuckers have to know we’re coming.

      “You thinking this is a trap?” Ghost asks.

      “Doesn’t matter,” I say. “We’re not leaving without our package.”

      Me and my team have faced the worst of the worst, and if shit goes sideways with this mission, we’ll regroup on the fly and get out fast. This is what we do. I take a calming breath, willing my heart to slow. Time to focus.

      My younger brother Caleb has been undercover for months, and then he vanished. No more check-ins. No status updates. Our intel was that his cover had been blown, and now he’s being held prisoner. Too bad for these assholes the U.S. government doesn’t negotiate with terrorists. So now it’s our job to rescue my brother and leave no trace of our presence.

      “Move on three,” I whisper into my earpiece. “Keep it clean.” I glance around once more.

      Steven “Slade” Graham, my best friend and second in command, nods at me from his position to my right. He’s Caleb’s best friend, too, and I know this mission means just as much to him as it does to me. We can’t—and won’t—fail.

      I wave my hand in the air. “Three.”

      As one, my entire team moves toward the house. Our steps are stealthy, our movements coordinated. We’ve been running missions together for years, and we work like a well-oiled machine. I rush to the side of the house and press my back against the exterior wall. I motion for Slade to take the other side, and he moves as if on autopilot.

      Once we’re in position, I give the signal, and we bust inside. I take out two of the four men in the front room. Slade is right behind me, shooting one guy and lodging his blade into the throat of the other. Before the bodies even hit the floor, Ghost is in the kitchen disposing of the men there.

      Slade moves to take care of the one man guarding my brother. “Clear,” he says.

      We make room for Sawbone, who rushes into the back room. I slink in behind him, and what I see turns my stomach. The stench is horrific—blood, human feces, decaying flesh. Caleb is tied to a threadbare mattress. He’s so badly beaten he’s unrecognizable. But I’d know my brother anywhere, and the small skull tattoo on his left pec is all the proof I need.

      Red hot rage boils through my veins. “He alive?” I ask Sawbone, who is checking for a pulse.

      “Barely,” he answers. “We need to get him out of here. Now.”

      “Package secure. We’re moving out,” I say, knowing command center is listening. So is Conrad “Turbo” Chase—our transporter. As soon as I give the word, he’ll roll up, and we’ll get the hell out of here.

      Sawbone pulls a knife from his back pocket and slices through the ties binding my brother to the bed. Then, Sawbone carefully lifts Caleb, who groans in pain.

      “We got company,” Slade says, his voice deadly.

      I curse. “How many, Ghost?”

      “A few dozen.” Through my earpiece, I can hear Ghost moving through the house. “Surrounded on all sides.”

      “Turbo, what’s your ETA?” I ask, leaving Caleb in Sawbone’s capable hands and moving through the house. Even though the windows are dirty and full of grime, I can’t miss the army of men standing outside—and they are heavily armed.

      “Just rolled up to the shitshow,” Turbo says. “Looks like you boys need some reinforcements.”

      “Thank you, Captain Obvious,” Slade snaps.

      He moves to stand next to me, our gazes colliding. We’re fucked, and we both know it. But we can’t stay put. If we don’t move, we’re dead. Hell, if we move we’re probably dead, too, but at least we’ll go out swinging.

      “What’s the plan?” Sawbone asks. Caleb is draped over Sawbone’s shoulder, and I can see every emaciated bone in my brother’s body.

      Fresh rage pours through me. “I’m going to kill every last one of these fuckers,” I say.

      “I’m in sight of the crowd, but I don’t think they’ve spotted me yet,” Turbo says.

      I nod, my thoughts coming into clear focus. “Ghost, you and me are going to walk out the front door and greet our guests. Slade, you and Sawbone get the package to Turbo.”

      “What about the rest of us? We want to play, too,” Wolf says with a dark chuckle.

      “Cover our six,” I say to Wolf, who is hiding in the surrounding woods along with the rest of the team. We’re still outnumbered, but we have a fighting chance.

      “Get your asses in gear. You’ve got incoming heat,” says Pyro. He’s safely back at the command center, monitoring our mission.

      “Let’s move,” I order.

      Ghost and I step out the front door, and all guns are trained on us. This is exactly the distraction I was aiming for. While we keep the attention on us, Slade and Sawbone sneak out one of the side doors. Gunfire erupts, and I fire back.

      Ghost and I are on the move, killing anyone in our way as we move toward the van Turbo has waiting. Wolf and the rest of the team emerge from the woods, expertly taking out one target after another. Their aim is flawless, but more and more of the militia arrives.

      “We could really use some of your fancy firepower, Pyro,” I say as Ghost and I are slowly boxed in.

      “Working on it,” Pyro answers.

      Someone shouts behind me, but I can’t turn to find out who or why. The sky lights up with fireworks—fucking Pyro showing off again—and then a drone flies by, raining kill shots. Ghost and I take cover near an abandoned truck. I look around furtively.

      “Fuck,” I grumble when I see Slade and Sawbone stopped near the tree line.

      Ten guys have them at gunpoint. I nudge Ghost and nod at our brothers in arms. He scowls. We slink around the back of the truck, our steps purposeful yet silent. Deadly. I’ve had just about enough for one day. These assholes might think they have the upper hand, but they are our prey, not the other way around.

      Wolf and three others flank us on either side, and we move in on the ten armed men. But before we can slice and dice, Wolf howls in pain. He drops his gun and clutches his upper arm. Chaos erupts, and I’m lost in a haze of bullets.

      “We gotta go,” Turbo shouts. “Move. Now!”

      I take a visual inventory of my team. Blood runs down Wolf’s arm, but he’s still alive and on his feet. Caleb is on the ground, Sawbone hunched over him. My heart sinks. I run toward them and drop to my knees.

      Sawbone is pressing on Caleb’s chest, and I wince every time Sawbone pushes down. I fully expect to hear bones crunching, but there’s nothing. Absolutely nothing. No breath from Caleb’s body. No movement. Not even a whisper of pain.

      “Sawbone,” I say through gritted teeth.

      He simply shakes his head, refusing to meet my gaze.

      “Four more trucks are coming in hot,” Pyro says.

      “Move out!” I shout, instructing my team to get their asses in the van so we can get out of here alive. I thrust my rifle into Sawbone’s hands, intent on bringing my brother home regardless, but a stabbing pain pierces my calf. I fall forward, slamming my knee to the ground. Hard.

      Sawbone yanks me up and drags me toward the van where Turbo waits. I try to turn back, to gather my brother’s body, but Sawbone’s hold is unwavering. “He’s gone,” he says, “and we’re not losing you, too.”

      I scream with grief and anger and frustration, but I know Sawbone is right. If I try to go back for Caleb, I’ll be on the ground next to him. Sorry, brother, I say and stop fighting Sawbone.

      Sawbone heaves me into the van, jumps in behind me, and slams the door shut. “Go,” he hollers at Turbo.

      The rest of the team is already inside, and then we’re moving as fast as the van will go. The terrain is rocky, and the van jostles violently. Sawbone reaches into the medical kit he keeps in the van, retrieves a strip of fabric, and ties it tightly around my calf. I grunt at the sudden pain that shoots up my leg, but I don’t whine. Sawbone moves over to Wolf and does the same to his arm.

      “Where’s the package?” Slade asks.

      I shake my head, unable to form any words. I want to scream at him for using our codes, but until we’re back home where things are safe and secure, I know he can’t. Still, hearing him call my now dead brother a package grates on every last nerve I have.

      Slade, however, lets out a string of curses that makes every man on this team blush. He punches the side of the van. “How the fuck did this happen?” he asks.

      I rest my arms on my knees and hang my head in my hands. Tears blur my vision. I’ve lost men before, but this one hits me hard. Caleb is—was—my brother. He’s my sister’s twin, and now I have to go home and tell not only her but my parents that I failed. That because of me, Caleb is dead. Because I couldn’t pull off a simple rescue mission.

      “I’ll check your wounds when we get back to the command center,” Sawbone says. “Need to make sure the bullet isn’t lodged inside.”

      I still don’t speak.

      “Hey, man, I’m sorry.” Sawbone sighs. “I tried everything to—”

      “Not your fault,” I mumble.

      “This isn’t your fault, either,” Slade says.

      At that, I lift my head and stare into the face of my lifelong friend. The pain brewing behind his eyes matches the pain tearing through me.

      “We had no idea we were going to get ambushed like that,” Slade continues.

      “We should’ve been more prepared,” I say, refusing to let anyone sweep this under the rug. I’m the leader of this team. I should’ve planned for every possible scenario.

      “Can’t prepare for what you don’t know,” Ghost
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