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The Justiss Alliance Series


  
  
    WILD HEARTS & WILD ON YOU
  

  
    WILD WAYS
  

  
    WILD NIGHTS
  

  
    WILD TIES
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The Men of Justiss


  
  Dear Reader,

   

  You’ve probably heard that authors have characters who pester them to tell their stories. Well, for me, it was an author pestering me. I started writing romantic suspense novels under my real name, Tina Wainscott, in 1995. As I evolved into more paranormal elements, I shifted to my pseudonym, Jaime Rush. And while I’ve had a ball exploring psychic abilities, dragons, and angels, Tina has been simmering on the back burner. Finally, she said, “Enough! I want to write good old-fashioned romantic suspense again.” You do know that we writers are the crazy people who listen to the voices in our heads, right? So it should be no surprise that we have multiple personalities as well.

   

  I set the muse loose and told her to find me some guys. I mean, some ideas. Here’s what she came back with: five sexy SEALs whose careers are in tatters when a covert mission goes awry. An agency whose sole purpose is to attain justice for those who can’t, even if it means playing outside the rules. The rather mysterious man who runs the agency. And, of course, women who give them all a run for their money. This was a way I could honor our military heroes, as well as fix some of the wrongs in the world—at least on paper.

   

  I hope you’ll take a wild ride with me and my SEALs!
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Bonus Edition


  
  
    In the first part of this special edition, Wild Hearts, meet the tough, fearless heroes that make up 
    the Justiss Alliance: Risk, Rath, Saxby, Knox, and Julian. 
    The second part, Wild On You, is the first mission.
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Dedication


  
  
    To my nephew, Lance Corporal Robert John Newton. RJ joined the Marines right out of high school, dedicating his life to—and ultimately sacrificing it for—freedom. He continues to live in the hearts of the many whose lives he touched.
  

   

  
    Sadly, RJ is one of many young, talented, and brave individuals who have lost their lives while fighting for the betterment of our world. And so this book and series are dedicated to all of them, their families, and everyone who has felt the pride of having a soldier in the family, and to those who have felt the vicious bite that war delivers.
  

  




  
  





Wild Hearts


  
  




  
  





Chapter 1


  
  
    This was not going to be like the Navy SEAL Team Six takedown of Bin Laden. Rick Yarbrough’s team wasn’t going to be lauded in the news, and there wouldn’t be any movies made. They wouldn’t be hailed as heroes. That was if things went well.

    Rick was the first to sign on, no doubt substantiating his nickname: Risk. The boys in his team had followed suit, unwilling to be shown up by the Farm Boy, his other label. They’d all been arrogant enough to take this hit, knowing that if they failed, they’d be thrown under the bus. The official terminology: The U.S. government would disavow any knowledge of the mission. Meant the same damned thing.

    So they couldn’t fail. Wouldn’t fail. And now Risk’s team was crouched in the flat desertlike wilderness outside Laredo, Mexico, on a warm, moonless night. Surrounding a compound not unlike some they’d raided in Iraq. He checked his suppressed MP7, the perfect weapon for an infiltration like this. Discharging it would alert no one. The mission was simple: Take out Miguel Romero and his four top men execution-style and get out without anyone in the compound the wiser. Make it look like a hit by Los Negros, the most violent and invasive cartel. Let the shit fly afterward, with the U.S.’s nose nice and clean. They’d done it before with success.

    And they would do it again.

    On the signal, Risk and his teammates moved closer to the concrete wall surrounding the compound. Three guards patrolled the wall, their assault rifles plain as day in their NVGs—night vision goggles.

    If the Mexican drug cartels could manufacture adrenaline, they’d have an even bigger customer base. Hot and sweet, it pulsed through Risk as they crept several steps closer. It was the only drug he needed.

    The compound held the leaders of an anti-cartel group called El Martillo—the Hammer—that was targeting the growing corruption and bloodshed in Mexico. With cartel activity becoming the biggest organized-crime threat in the U.S., the government was taking public steps to support Mexican officials. They were also secretly funding and training members of El Martillo, a private organization that used as much violence as the cartels did.

    The covert U.S. liaison, known only as the Wolf, was working closely with Miguel Romero, El Martillo’s leader. The Wolf monitored progress and ascertained how much support the Hammer needed. And he’d found out that it was all a front. They wanted to shut down the cartels, all right—so they could take over the lucrative drug trafficking industry themselves. Using resources and weapons supplied by the U.S.

    Sons of bitches.

    As soon as the guard passed, they moved to the wall. Showtime. Quick as spiders, they scaled the rough concrete and dropped to the ground on the other side. The Wolf had given them specs on the whole compound, right down to each bush. He’d been off by about a foot, and Risk had to lurch to the side midfall to avoid landing in a bush. And making a lot of racket.

    Salsa—Salsa Boy when they were ribbing him—landed several yards away, his feet making barely a sound. Julian Cuevas was as quiet as a snake when he moved, though his laugh was as loud as the salsa music he used for a ringtone.

    Five other shadows fell in line as they followed the wall toward the door that the Wolf was leaving unlocked. A quick scan showed the guards making their rounds as usual. Still, Risk knew that every time you entered a building, someone could be waiting, armed and ready. He did a visual check of his team—all accounted for—since they hadn’t worn the troop net that allowed them to communicate with each other. If they were caught, they couldn’t look as though they were on official military business.

    Cal Gutterson led the way into the dimly lit building. None of Risk’s team had worked with him before, though he’d pulled some missions back when Mexico didn’t want America nosing around in their cartel matters. Cal had been to this particular compound when it was held by another cartel. The tentative relations between the two countries were why this had to look like Los Negros. Otherwise, it would seem pretty bad to the world, Americans killing the “good guys.” Others would be livid that the U.S. was funding “terrorists,” no matter their stripes.

    Risk crept to the back hallway, cleared it, then followed Gutterson to the right, where Romero was supposed to be sleeping. Saxby Cole, known as Sooch—short for “Southern charm”—and Knox Logan headed down another hall to take out Romero’s brothers, while Julian and Rath Blackwood headed toward the back of the compound for their targets. There was nothing charming about Sax, or any of them, in black face paint and the dark fatigues Los Negros were known for.

    Risk covered from the rear as Gutterson led the way. They flanked the target’s door and listened. Not a sound; not even breathing. Gutterson turned the knob and pushed it open, his gun pointed and ready. Risk could make out two figures lying in the bed. The goal was to kill Miguel, leaving his wife none the wiser—and alive. Unless she aimed a weapon at them.

    With the NVGs, Risk could see that Miguel slept on the left side, his assault rifle within easy reach. He wasn’t reaching for it. Gutterson aimed at Miguel. Risk saw something strange on the man’s pillow but didn’t have time to gesture before Gutterson squeezed off two shots.

    Though the wife didn’t move, Risk saw the odd pattern on her pillow, too. He tapped Gutterson’s shoulder and pointed at it.

    Glass shattered as an assault rifle sprayed a line of bullets at them from outside the window. Risk’s body reacted instantly, dropping him to his knees. Gutterson fell with a thud. Risk came from the side and fired back. He saw no one there, but they’d lost the element of stealth. The compound woke up. Risk could feel it and hear it in the clatter of guns and pounding footsteps.

    Gutterson wasn’t moving. Not even a groan when Risk shook him. Risk hoisted Gutterson over his shoulders and darted toward the door, watching both the hallway and the window for movement. Warm blood poured over his shoulder and made his shirt stick to his skin.

    Risk swung his weapon right and left before stepping into the hallway. A shadow fell over the tiles on the floor, and he aimed the weapon at the person about to come around the corner. His finger stiffened on the trigger as his brain computed what he saw: a little girl, armed only with a teddy bear. Holy shit. The Wolf had said women and children were kept separate from those who might be targets. But here was a kid. Risk lowered his weapon and told her in his limited Spanish to hide. But the kid . . . hell, she was frozen right there, her big brown eyes reminding him of that deer-in-the-headlights saying.

    Risk tightened his hold on Gutterson, one arm looped around his leg, with one hand gripping his sleeve and the other holding his rifle. He ran out of the hallway, a barrage of bullets zinging past them. Puffs of dust came out of the walls where the bullets hit. They weren’t quite as troubling as the men waiting in the main living area, guns drawn. Risk ducked as the salvo cut across the room inches above him. He could hear suppressed weapons in other areas of the house, probably his teammates.

    A woman screamed. Fucking hell. Women and children. The Wolf had either lied or screwed up.

    Risk cut two of his assailants down at the knees. Hunching low, he ran for the door, now guarded only by a couple of bodies. The force of a bullet hit him in the chest and threw him to the floor. Gutterson fell in a heap. Pain thrummed through Risk, and he sucked in a ragged breath. The shooter approached from the side. Risk spotted the man’s MP7 on the floor, too far away.

    The guy nudged him with a toe. Bare feet, so not prepared for this late-night attack. Risk let him think he was dead. Three. Two. One. He grabbed the man’s ankle, jerked, and sent him backward; he hit hard and let out a pained grunt. His gun went off, spraying the ceiling and raining dust and plaster down on them.

    Risk grabbed his own weapon and swung it before the guy had a chance to aim. Two whumps later, the guy sagged. Risk patted his chest where the bullet had hit him. Thank God for body armor. Still, it hurt like hell.

    “Moving,” Saxby said as he entered the main living area, so Risk would know that his comrade was in the room. Sax took out another man who’d stepped out from the hallway entrance. Risk was terrified that the little girl was still frozen in the line of fire. Damn, he hated when kids got hurt because of what their family was up to. Or as a political statement. Or by abusive adults who couldn’t channel their anger properly.

    Any reason.

    He spotted her hunched down in the corner, her bear a shield in front of her face. Alive, then.

    Knox announced his entrance as he darted toward them.

    “Gutterson’s been hit,” Risk said in a soft voice. “Condition unknown.” No time to check for pulses, and it didn’t matter anyway. Dead or alive, they would take him out of there. No man left behind, the military credo. His gut told him the guy was gone, but all he could focus on was hoisting Gutterson again. To survive, they had to compartmentalize everything. For the moment, it wasn’t a comrade on his shoulders but simply weight that he had to transport. Any emotions or physical discomfort had to be shoved into boxes to be dealt with later.

    Knox and Risk ran for the door. Saxby covered, sending a volley of shots somewhere behind them.

    Rath ran in from the shadows and covered from the other side, sweeping his weapon back and forth and moving along with them. “Wolf not located,” he said in a low voice. “Room was empty,” he added to their unspoken question. They were supposed to put eyes on Wolf in a designated room, give him a few seconds to get into a safe position, and then shoot up the bed so he would look like a target as well.

    Julian moved ahead and out the door, Rath right behind him. Rath really looked like Los Negros, with his dark beard and scruffy hair. He definitely didn’t look like a redneck from Tennessee.

    SEALs didn’t have to follow strict military standards for grooming, which gave them a lot of leeway for blending in. They weren’t wearing standard uniforms but a mishmash of various camos. Still, they obviously weren’t blending in very well tonight. They waited for the all-clear. The guards who’d been outside had probably run into the building at the first sign of trouble and joined the firefight. But it was dumb to assume they were all inside—and dead.

    “Clear,” Julian called.

    “Moving,” Risk said, getting the answering confirmation from Knox before stepping out to the courtyard.

    The tiniest click shot his attention to the catwalk that led along the inside of the wall where the guards patrolled. One man crouched low, aiming his semi-automatic. He let out an oof and fell backward as Rath’s bullets hit him before he could pull the trigger.

    They ran across the open courtyard, the most vulnerable part of their escape. Julian shot out the lock at the gates and pushed them open, and Rath slipped out. “Clear,” he called.

    They passed through the gate and into the darkness toward the extraction point. Screams and shouting punctured the night, and footsteps pounded across the courtyard. They took the designated path through scrub that would camouflage them. Headlights flashed from the compound, then stopped. They could be driving right into an ambush, depending on whatever was left of El Martillo’s soldiers. Time would tell.

    The team ran in single file to be less of a visual target. Risk’s shoulders were aching, his knees giving under the strain. This was what they trained for. His body would not fail him.

    Knox came up beside him. “Pass him over.”

    “No time. I’ve got—”

    “Just do it,” Knox said, nudging in and taking the weight off of Risk’s shoulders.

    That was what they’d trained for, too, the uncanny knowing that bonded them as a team. As brothers.

    The truck waiting for them was barely visible in the distance, even with the NVGs. Eventually, it became clearer. The truck would take them to the helicopter. Again, they couldn’t chance anyone at the compound hearing a chopper, which would be a sure sign that this was official.

    They clambered onto the truck, Sax laying Gutterson down. At the signal, the driver took off, pitching them over the rough terrain. Risk pressed a finger to the pulse point at Gutterson’s neck. He shook his head. A moment of silence passed heavily over the group. But they had to move on.

    “Did you get Target One?” Knox asked Risk. Miguel.

    “Yes. And potentially no.”

    “Say what?”

    “I think he and his wife were already dead. I can’t be sure, but it looked like their pillows were covered in blood. Then again, it could have been some kind of pattern. Before I could investigate, someone shot at us from outside the window.”

    “Someone who knew you were coming,” Rath said, his voice a low growl. “Who knew you’d be going to that room.”

    “The Wolf,” Julian said. “He obviously lied about the kids and women not living there.”

    “Smells like a setup,” Rath said. “There were kids’ toys all over. I find it hard to believe they decided to stay in the main building tonight, out of the blue.”

    “But if this was a setup, there would have been more soldiers and a lot more bloodshed,” Risk said. “And the women and children wouldn’t have been present.”

    Saxby kept an eye on the darkness behind them. “If the Wolf had tipped them off, they would have had someone posted outside all the target rooms.” He glanced back at the guys. “Who else got their targets? I don’t think I got Target Two. By the time I reached Jose’s bedroom, the gunfire had started. I fired into the room, but I can’t be sure I hit him.”

    “I took out Target Three,” Knox said. Julian and Rath confirmed that they had taken out their targets. But none of them felt comfortable saying it was a successful mission.

    “So four confirmed dead, one unknown.” Risk went back to that dark room in his mind. “Miguel and his wife, executed. If she were alive, she would have woken up at the sound of gunfire.” Anger burned inside him. An innocent woman had been murdered.

    “Something’s fucked up with that,” Rath said.

    Their silence stood as agreement. There were too many questions. Once they were safely back in the U.S., Risk damn well wanted answers.

  

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  
    
      Four days later . . .
    

  

   

  
    The five SEALs had been in isolation since the debacle they now referred to as the defuckle, courtesy of Rath’s colorful isms. Yeah, they’d each been debriefed right afterward. But had anybody answered their questions? Hell, no.

    What they did figure was that something was going on, and they weren’t going to like it. They’d been shut off from the world. No phone, television, or Internet. Even worse, they weren’t doing anything. Not preparing. Not training. Not being deployed or even waiting to be deployed. Just getting on one another’s nerves once they’d rehashed every single detail of the mission about a thousand times. They’d done everything as per plan. It wasn’t their fault that intel was misleading.

    Now, finally, they were sitting in some conference room with a bunch of brass, men and one woman who were introduced only cursorily. They all sat on one side of a long-assed conference table, stiff-shouldered and proper, while the team slouched on the other side with their knees spread wide. Risk was sure there was some psychological reason for the posture, but he didn’t really care to delve into it at the moment.

    Admiral Stevens began the show by clearing his throat, as if he needed to gain their attention. Hell, he had it. They’d been waiting for this for one hundred and twelve hours.

    “Gentlemen, thank you for your patience while we analyzed the implications of your last mission. Unfortunately, while you terminated four of the five targets, there are complications. We’ve been assessing the fallout, and we felt that keeping you isolated was the best course of action until we could determine how to handle this.”

    He tossed two Mexican newspapers onto the table. Risk didn’t have a chance to translate the headline; the pictures snagged his full attention. The one on top showed Gutterson, dead. Risk was pretty sure it had been taken right after he was hit. The other photos captured various moments during the takedown.

    “Jose Romero survived, though he sustained two bullet wounds. He’s accusing us of an unprovoked attack,” Stevens said.

    Julian, who could read Spanish, pointed to the words Militares Americanos. “How’d they know we’re American?”

    “And how did they get these pictures?” Rath asked.

    Risk recognized his profile in one shot, Salsa wielding his weapon in another, though the face paint pretty much obliterated any recognizable features. “What the hell?”

    Stevens tapped the newspaper. “The pictures came from security footage. I’m not sure how they recognized Gutterson, but they specified his name. They knew he was a SEAL because of his earlier work with them, and since we were in the region training, they put two and two together.”

    “The Wolf,” Rath said. “What the hell happened to him?”

    “He’s MIA,” another man said. “We figure he was found out. He’s either dead or in hiding. We’ve had no contact from him since the assault. Jose now suspects that he was there solely to feed us inside information.” Which was true in the end.

    “We have a real PR problem,” Stevens said. “El Martillo has been talking to the U.S. press as well.” The admiral tossed several more newspapers on the table, the standard American variety. The same pictures, though, thank God, only Gutterson’s name was exposed. Still, the sentiment was clear enough. WAS IT A ROGUE TEAM OF SEALS OR A MILITARY COVER-UP? one headline read. THE “ROGUE SIX” MURDER INNOCENT VICTIMS: ON THE TAKE FROM DRUG CARTELS? another one asked.

    “The ‘Rogue Six’?” Julian asked with a sneer. “They gave us a name, like they do with serial killers?”

    “Jose’s calling us terrorists, shouting to the world how America is in bed with drug cartels. It’s the whole ‘weapons of mass destruction’ debacle all over again. We have zero proof that they’re up to no good, other than our missing contact’s word and pictures of cocaine that can’t be materially connected to El Martillo. If we make public accusations, we’re essentially confessing to the raid. And we’ll have to admit to our own country that we’ve been covertly helping a violent regime.”

    “So we deny involvement. Gutterson was acting on his own,” Rath said. “Pretend to commiserate and all that good shit. And we find the Wolf. Because there’s something wonky about his part in this.”

    Risk had a real bad feeling. It was the same sick, churning feeling he’d gotten when his father sat him and his brothers down and told them their mother had been killed in a car accident.

    The admiral gave them all a long, sober look. “Our denials are starting to sound hollow. We’ve gone over all the potential strategies. There aren’t many. Waiting is not an option. Jose has threatened to retaliate if we don’t do something to make amends. Not only does he want a so-called gift of weapons or money, but he wants us to admit culpability. He’s hinted at harming American tourists in Mexico. We have to give them something.”

    “Like what?” Rath growled. “’Cause you ain’t sending my ass over there to be tried in some Mexican court. Sir,” he added.

    If Risk could have found a speck of humor, he would have laughed at their expressions.

    The admiral, used to dealing with SEALs, hardly blinked. “We’ve been in talks with Jose, trying to find some equitable solution. Now that the American press has gotten involved, our own people are calling for justice. Especially since Jose released these.” He set two more recent newspapers on the table. One showed the girl Risk had seen in the hallway, sprawled on the tile floor, her stuffed bear lying next to her.

    Risk jabbed his fingers at the picture. “She was alive just before we pulled out. Those wounds don’t even look real.” His eyes went to the second picture: Miguel and his wife dead in their bed. “That’s how they looked when we got there.” He tapped the pillow in the picture. “These bloodstains were already there. Whoever was outside the window probably killed them first, then waited for us.”

    “Give us the Wolf’s name,” Rath said. “He’s the only one who knew we were coming. It almost looks like he set this whole thing up.”

    “The Wolf has been a solid, trusted officer for years,” the woman at the table said. “He hasn’t been compromised.”

    Rath gave her a cold smile. “Let me find out.”

    The admiral flattened his hands on the table. “We’re conducting our own search for him. Until then, we’re the villains here, to the U.S. and Mexico. And they all want justice. We have to hold a hearing—closed, of course. We have to give the public what they’re looking for.”

    “Our blood,” Julian said, his voice menacingly low.

    “In a manner of speaking. We can’t admit that we sent you in on an official mission. Our story is that your team was doing a training exercise with Mexican security forces, which we’ve been doing in conjunction with their authorities for months now. Gutterson took it upon himself to target Romero’s compound because he believed they were a front for an actual drug cartel.” Stevens cleared his throat. “And you went with him.”

    “Which means El Martillo will be out for our blood,” Risk said.

    “We told Jose that you were following Gutterson’s orders. They seemed to buy that he was an extremist who used his authority to command your participation. We were hoping his death would be enough, but they want more retribution. I believe the hearing, and any punishment that ensues, will suffice.”

    “And we’re supposed to go quietly along?” Risk asked.

    “That was the agreement, gentlemen. You knew the terms.”

    Risk leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Yeah, but I don’t think we got all the facts.”

    * * *

    
      Three weeks later . . .
    

     

    Risk stalked down the hall with the rest of his team—ex-fucking-team—to the back of the building where reporters weren’t waiting for the “Rogue Six.” At least they hadn’t been court-martialed. Their commander had finagled that, which was damned nice, since they hadn’t done anything wrong. Everyone else, however, thought they had. The worst part was they had to go along with it. No, the really worst part was they weren’t active duty SEALs anymore.

    The rear door opened, and the flunky they’d been following gestured to a black limo, complete with a guy in a suit standing beside the vehicle.

    Risk, the first in the group, came to an abrupt stop. “What the—”

    “A limo instead of a prison transport van,” the flunky said with a smirk. “There ain’t no justice these days.”

    For the thousandth time, Risk bit back words that wanted to explode. Only a few people knew the truth. This jack-off was not one of them. And it shouldn’t bother him. Get used to it. But oh, buddy, did he want to smash the guy’s smirk into his face.

    The smirk disappeared, and Risk looked back to see that Rath had ripped the tie he’d just loosened into two pieces, the torn ends hanging from his fists. Rath’s steely gaze speared the flunky’s; still wearing his dark beard, he looked like a mountain man. A crazed, hack-you-into-pieces mountain man.

    Sax patted Rath’s shoulder, giving the flunky a mild look. “There’s a reason his nickname is Psycho. But you go on, keep flapping your lips.”

    The flunky stepped back inside the building and pulled the door shut. A bolt clanged into place.

    The driver stepped forward, his hand out. “I can take your bags, gentlemen.”

    Clearly, this guy knew nothing about their situation at all. But a limo? Something wasn’t right . . . again. Risk checked the height of the vehicle, then made sure it didn’t list to one side under the weight of explosives. He turned and saw the question on his comrades’ faces. He bypassed the guy’s outstretched hand, tossed his duffel into the open trunk, and ducked into the limo.

    Saxby followed with the grace of a guy who’d been in a limo a time or three. “You think this is the navy’s way of sayin’ sorry?” he said under his breath as he dropped onto the leather seat.

    Knox shook his head. “They let us hang but send us off in a fucking limo? Are you kidding me?” He slid in next, leaving Rath and Julian eyeing the vehicle with the kind of suspicion that had saved the team a time or two. Risk knew what they were thinking: a gift from El Martillo, perhaps? Or even more sinister, would their government go that far to shut them up?

    Rath’s dark gaze surveyed the civilian driver, checking for weapons. The guy looked like a weapon himself, six feet, four inches of solid muscle and sharp-as-a-knife features.

    “Already cleared it. Just get in,” Risk said.

    Rath was probably considering whether he should flip off the gesture of the limo and walk. They each held a plane ticket to a destination of choice, another gracious gift from Uncle Sam, so the limo must be the transportation to the airport. Maybe it was supposed to throw off the press, who wouldn’t be expecting something so flashy.

    Julian tore off his suit jacket and wrenched the tie away before getting in. He muttered a string of curse words in Spanish.

    Saxby thumped him on the arm and pitched his voice high. “Oh, Jules, even dirty words sound romantic when you say them in Spanish.” They’d heard it enough times in the bars they frequented. Those two were the biggest chick magnets, pretty Latin boy and Mr. Honey-drippin’ Charm.

    Salsa slugged Sax in the biceps, clearly not in the mood for the slightest bit of humor. They sure as hell could use a laugh about now. Damn, Risk would take even a chuckle.

    Rath had ditched his jacket somewhere on the walk there. Heh. That would keep the security twinkies busy for a while, clearing the area and examining the pile of fabric. While Risk was usually the first into a situation, Rath was the one bringing up the rear—and watching their asses. He released a resigned breath and got in. Once the door closed, he felt around the roof for bugs or cameras.

    “Look, we signed on to this SEAL gig knowing we could lose life or limb,” Risk said, though he obviously knew none of them wanted to hear it. “We lost our jobs instead.”

    “And our reputation,” Saxby said.

    “Our dignity,” Rath added.

    More than that. They each had a personal reason for wanting to be the best, the toughest, the ones the navy sent in for the most dangerous missions. The navy had lost too, though; their commander had been none too happy about losing five of his men all at once. He’d hinted at possible reinstatement down the road, but Risk wasn’t betting on it.

    Saxby had opened the mini-fridge and was pulling out a Heineken. “It’s not the end of the world.” He popped off the top with a bottle opener.

    Rath sneered. “Not when you’re going back to your rich family to be adored and coddled. Some of us have a storage shed waiting.” And a good-for-nothing family they’d heard plenty about in stories that were funny and sad at the same time.

    “We have to wade through the bullshit and go on,” Knox said. That short statement could refer to either their situation or the divorce his wife had asked for recently.

    Rath leaned forward and said in a low voice, “Don’t you knuckleheads want to find out what really happened?”

    Risk passed down the beers that Saxby kept handing to him. “It’s the military, dude. We aren’t going to know shit.”

    Rath took the beer and swigged half of it back. “I’m going to know shit. I’m going to find out who the Wolf is. Then we’re going to have a little chat.”

    Julian popped the top off his own bottle, bouncing it against the roof to land on Rath’s knee. Probably on purpose. “After we spend a few months on our Hogs forgetting about all this, right? Don’t tell me you’re changing the plan.”

    Rath fell back against the seat, his mouth in a hard line. “No, we’re going. I need fresh air, freedom, miles of asphalt between me and this defuckle. ’Sides, it’s too hot to go back to Mexico right now.”

    Julian and Rath had bonded over their Harleys, and Risk had bonded with both of them over their dysfunctional childhoods. Not that they sat around whining. It was just something you knew when you met someone who’d been through the same shit you had. The same way Risk would see a military guy and know the hell he’d been through, even if he wasn’t in uniform.

    Knox tossed his empty beer bottle in the sliver of a garbage can. “I’d rather have lost a limb.”

    “Yeah, you lose a leg, people feel sorry for you,” Julian said. “You die, you’re a hero. We’re failures.” He threw up his hands. “Tanto nadar para ahogarse en la orilla.”

    “And what’s that mean?” Knox asked.

    “Basically that we spent so much effort to swim only to drown right by the shore.”

    Saxby’s usually laid-back expression tightened as he jabbed his finger at Knox. “You think losing a limb is better than this, you’re fucked in the head. Spend one day in a wheelchair having people either ignore you because they’re uncomfortable, or give you a pity look, and you’d change your mind.”

    Knox held out his hand as a shield. “Whoa, brother. You can step down from the soapbox. I got your point.” Risk could see the moment Knox realized that Saxby’s diatribe was fueled by the war injuries of his cousin Chad. Knox’s expression shifted to contrite, not one he wore often. “Sorry, Sooch.”

    Saxby gave him a nod. “We need to keep this in perspective. Getting angry or wishing for grievous bodily injury isn’t going to help a damned thing.”

    “But finding out the truth will” Rath said. “The Wolf gave us false information. He—or someone he worked for—wanted El Martillo taken down a notch. Or scared into submission. Or at least they wanted the U.S. to get out of bed with them.”

    The boys sank into that possibility, all going quiet. “That makes some sense,” Risk said at last. “Someone wanted Miguel and his wife dead, and they wanted the U.S. implicated.”

    The limo came to a stop, and Risk realized they hadn’t been paying attention to where they were going. He felt all of them snap to attention, the energy bristling in that small space. They were in the back section of a mostly empty parking lot. The driver put the vehicle in park and got out. Rath’s hand was on the door handle, already pushing it open.

    The driver pulled the door open the rest of the way, and a man Risk had never seen approached the open door. Risk could feel every one of them tense into fight mode, though the man’s body language appeared nonthreatening. The guy was tall and lean, dressed as a civvy but with a whiff of military to his bearing. He was probably early thirties and had obviously orchestrated the whole limo thing.

    Bracing his hand on the roof, he leaned in, meeting each of their gazes. “My name is Chase Justiss. May I join you, gentlemen?”

    “You a reporter?” Risk asked. “’Cause we got nothing to say.” Nothing they could say, bound by confidentiality as they were. No one was willing to chance treason to clear his rep.

    The man shook his head with a slight smile. “Definitely not a reporter.” He lifted his jacket to show that he wasn’t armed or wired. “Or a hit man. Or government. Or military. Did I cover everything?”

    “I’m sure there’s something we missed,” groused Rath. “But you’re gonna explain it to us in”—he glanced at his watch—”two seconds, ’cause I don’t like guessing games. Or surprises.”

    The dude didn’t seem a bit intimidated by Rath. In fact, his smile grew. “Whoa, soldier, hold your fire.” He slipped into the limo the same easy way Saxby had. Even this farm boy could tell the guy’s clothing was expensive, as if he’d stepped right out of one of those GQ mags Saxby flipped through during their downtimes.

    The guy settled in between Julian and Rath, each giving him a wide berth. The driver slid back in and pulled away. “With the press hovering around like a bunch of vultures, we don’t want to attract any attention, and a limo sitting in a parking lot might do that.” He handed each of them a business card with THE JUSTISS ALLIANCE embossed on the gray vellum, and beneath that, Security and Risk Management. Chase Justiss was identified as the CEO.

    Julian flipped the card back at Chase, and it landed on his thigh. “I have no interest in being a security guard.”

    Chase didn’t react, keeping his expression neutral and his posture lethally relaxed. “My company is a private security firm on the surface. And we do offer security for certain individuals, but that’s not our primary objective. We obtain justice in situations that require maneuvering outside the constraints of the law. Sometimes we’re contracted by governmental agencies that need off-the-record help with cases they can’t crack. We also work with civilian companies and individuals. Occasionally, we do pro bono work for those who can’t afford our fees. Those end up being our most meaningful cases.”

    “And you’re, what, offering to get us justice?” Risk asked.

    “Afraid not. Exposing a military cover-up isn’t what TJA is after. I wouldn’t want the agency to come under that kind of public scrutiny—or government retribution. I’m offering you a job.” Chase’s gaze swept across them. “I need men with your skills.”

    “Why would you want the likes of us?” Risk asked. “We went rogue, as the press likes to say.”

    Rath stretched out his legs, appearing casual and relaxed. “Or batshit crazy, like some of those politico bloggers are calling it. I like rogue better. Has a certain ring to it.” He dipped his chin, giving them the look Risk often saw right before Rath gave up interrogating and shot the tango—terrorist. “Or psycho. That has a nice ring, too.”

    Chase smiled, not looking the least bit intimidated by Rath’s drama. “I know your team didn’t go rogue. You took the fall to save American lives. El Martillo—what’s left of them, anyway—thinks you’ve been punished and humiliated, and we hope that’s enough to appease the leader’s brother.”

    “How in the hell do you know all this?” Risk asked, leaning forward. “No one released the information about Jose’s threat.”

    “I smelled a cover-up as this whole El Martillo fiasco played out. I know how it works.” Something shadowed the guy’s eyes, there and gone in a flash. “I have a lot of contacts. The people who come to me for help are positioned in high places. Those relationships give me a certain amount of access.”

    Chase continued. “As to why I want the likes of you, TJA is a relatively new firm, but word of mouth is spreading fast. I need J-Men—the term my operatives call themselves—on call and ready to head to a job at a moment’s notice. You’re all trained, have experience with weapons and dangerous situations, and you’ve no doubt killed when necessary. TJA doesn’t follow the red-tape road, which is why I need people who can think and act both as a team and independently. Who care enough about a mission to put their life on the line for it. Who believe in justice as much as I do. People who have been on the wrong end of justice usually make the best J-Men. Plus, as it turns out, you’re suddenly available.”

    “Is that why you started the agency?” Risk asked.

    “Yeah, what’s your story?” Julian asked.

    Chase smiled, but there was an edge in his gaze. “I’ve been there, had my name and reputation ruined. I know what you’re going through firsthand. I won’t ask you to divulge your secrets, and I expect the same from you.”

    He turned to Julian. “The Justiss Alliance takes cases selectively. No criminals, rock stars, or straight-out security work. Unless there are mitigating circumstances. If you sign on, you’ll be paid well, even for the pro bono work. And TJA will never throw you under the bus. The credo applies: No man left behind. So far I haven’t lost one operative.” He slid them a sly smile. “But it’s been close a few times.”

    Danger. Justice. The two tugged at Risk, the same way the prospect of becoming a SEAL had. “What kinds of missions would we be undertaking?”

    “Corruption within governmental agencies. Drug rings. Human trafficking. You may hear about a situation that you think warrants our involvement. We discuss it and make the decision to pursue or not. There are some rules, but for the most part, I give my people autonomy in how they carry out their missions.”

    Risk was watching out the window, keeping track of where they were going. “It sounds too good to be true.”

    Chase smiled. “I grew up military, did my time doing the ‘yes, sir,’ ‘no, sir,’ shit. I don’t want employees who will agree with me to my face while planning to separate my balls from my body behind my back.” At the reluctant chuckles from the team, he said, “Yeah, I’ve had bosses like that, too. The loyalty I demand, I will earn.” He nodded toward the card Risk was rubbing between his fingers. “I wrote names and numbers on the back of your cards. Some of my current team. Ask them what Justiss is all about. You won’t find much on me or my agency if you’re sniffing around. We keep a low profile.”

    “We.” The guy kept using that pronoun rather than “I” when he referred to his company. Maybe he meant the team part of it.

    “What are the rules?” Risk asked.

    “No drinking while on a mission. No drug use at all. I’d prefer my operatives live in Miami, where headquarters is. As in the military, you’ll be required to keep up your skills during downtime. We have resources on-site, like a range and hostage scenario training. And with an international airport right there, it’s convenient for travel. Your assignments will be all over the country, maybe even overseas. Most of my operatives don’t find relocating to Miami a hardship.” He shot them a smile.

    The limo had driven around the block and now returned to the parking lot. The driver got out and walked to the door, but he waited outside.

    “I’m not asking for a commitment now,” Chase said. “Get the piss out of your system. It’ll take a month or so to do that and reintegrate into civilian life. That’s the hardest part, especially when it happens unexpectedly. I don’t want angry operatives; I want determined, loyal, and dedicated operatives. You are all of those things. Don’t let the government destroy that.”

    He took them in with a level, sweeping gaze. “Call if you have any questions. That’s my direct line on the card.” He flicked the card back at Julian, and it landed on his lap. Then he closed the door and sauntered over to a black Maserati.

    The boys didn’t say a word until they reached the airport. The driver gave them a half-smile as he handed them their luggage and bade them farewell. Then what he said was “See you later.” It wasn’t a casual send-off. He figured they’d sign on.

    Once they were out of earshot of him or anyone else, they stood in a tight circle.

    “Who the hell was that guy?” Rath said, searching the crowd.

    “Never seen him before,” Risk said. “But I have to say, I’m intrigued.”

    Julian gave him the you’re-an-idiot look. “Always the first to jump into a black hole or the night sky from the ass end of an airplane.”

    Risk smirked. “Now I don’t feel so bad about going through your bag before we left our quarters this morning.”

    “If you cut holes in my briefs again, I’ll—”

    Risk fended off a fist coming at his biceps. “For old times’ sake, buddy.” One of his favorite pranks was cutting holes in his comrades’ briefs. Built-in air-conditioning. He paid for it with retaliatory pranks. “Are you telling me”—he took all of them in—“that none of you are even a little intrigued by what that guy said? What his company is about? If it’s legit, it rocks. It’s everything we’re about. And it’s not military or government.”

    Not a one of them gave away his interest. But Risk saw it in Knox’s face, and yeah, Saxby had that spark in his eyes.

    “So you’re going to do it?” Knox asked.

    Risk slung his bag over his shoulder. “The only plan I’m making right now is going to Norway and then Pakistan to do some jumping. Get the piss out of my system.” The guy knew about going through this kind of hell. He’d formed a company because of his experience. “But I’m sure going to keep it in mind.” Risk lifted his cell phone. “Keep in touch. See you on the other side.”

  

  




  
  





Chapter 3


  
  
    The last time Rath had come home to Breckinridge, Tennessee, he’d been one of the few in the Blackwood bunch to accomplish something. Now he was coming home a failure. He knew he’d always be a SEAL, but everyone else would consider him a fuckup and a nobody. It wasn’t like he needed to prove himself to anyone, but that they’d see him that way ate away at the calm veneer he’d layered over his anger. The anger, inherited from his father, was always simmering below the surface. He’d worked as hard to keep it there as he had to break out of the Blackwood mold.

    His ma was long gone, and probably lucky at that. Rath’s dad was an angry man who used his fist to make his point more often than he used words. And they weren’t pretty either. Though probably the first bit of abuse Rath had suffered was being stuck with the old family name, Rathmusen. He’d gotten plenty of ribbing over that as a kid. That had stopped when he’d shortened it to Rath—and adopted the attitude to go with it.

    He did a visual check of his storage unit. No signs of tampering or water damage. Much more secure than storing his stuff at the family’s barn. Rath pulled off the cover that shrouded his 1978 Harley Shovelhead and ran his hands over the gas tank with the American flag painted on it. A high school buddy had begged Rath for bail money. Instead of making a bad loan, Rath had offered to buy the bike from him.

    The Shovel had been in rough shape, and Rath spent every spare minute of his senior year rebuilding the engine and making her pretty again. A local named Al had let him store it at his motorcycle shop and taught him how to fix all things Harley. Eventually, Al had let on that he’d been a SEAL, and Rath had soaked in his stories as much as he soaked in the mechanics stuff. He’d ridden the Shovel throughout his two years of college, when he’d considered taking over his uncle’s rifle business. Then he’d toyed with the idea of becoming a motorcycle mechanic or restorer. He liked using his hands, fixing and making things.

    He swung his leg over the seat and cranked the engine. She started on the second attempt. He patted the tank. Thanks for the welcome, Betsy. After putting on his helmet, he backed out of the unit, closed it up, and raced down the road that wound around Breckinridge.

    Freedom. The idea of it both buffeted and buoyed him, same as the wind. Over five hundred pounds of vibrating metal and the roar of the dual mufflers took hold of his body and mind. He rode for an hour, long after he’d told himself it was time to head on over to see his family. A part of him was eager to lay eyes on them, but more parts dreaded it. Love and hate, pride and shame, all twisted together.

    The forest on either side of the highway was lush and deep green. A recent rain left the air smelling of moist earth and wet, steaming asphalt. He pulled down the Blackwood gravel road leading into the woods. Memories of camping, hunting deer and turkey, growing up running free . . . damn, if he’d been a sentimental kind of guy, he’d be sucking it all in with a goofy grin.

    Yeah, maybe he was, just a little. He’d missed his family, even the chuckleheads. Which was most of them, now that he thought about it.

    Betsy, with her distinct sound, made sure everyone knew he was there. His core family was in the barn, tinkering with a truck that had been decrepit when he’d lived there. He’d barely stopped the bike when his brother Carlton flung himself at him, nearly tipping both of them and the bike to the ground.

    Rath tightened his thigh muscles and held himself straight as they did a quick hug/backslap. “Chucklehead, you’re going to knock us both on our asses.” Damn, did he have to tell him every time? Well, yeah. It was Carlton, after all, his younger brother, whose heart was bigger than his brain.

    Carlton stepped back. “When did you get in?”

    “Just now.” Rath found a place where the dirt and gravel was packed harder and got the bike up on the kickstand. “Came straight over.”

    Their dad ambled out, looking scrawnier than ever. And just as cranky. “How come you didn’t let us know when you was coming? We could’ve picked you up at the airport.”

    Rath gave his dad a quick hug. “I know how y’all hate trekking to the airport. I asked Emily to give me a ride.”

    Sam, his other brother, hoo-hawed and did a hip thrust. “I bet you gave her a ride, too.”

    Rath shook his head. “It was just a ride to the storage unit. We’re friends, nothing more.”

    They’d skinned that rabbit long before he enlisted in the navy. He was gone for months at a time, and she needed sex a lot more than every now and then. Said she was a sex addict, and he believed her. They had gotten busy whenever he’d come home on leave those first few years, but the older he got, the more particular he became about where he put his pecker. Yeah, she’d made it clear on the ride to the storage place that she was up for some slap ’n’ tickle, but Rath had given her gas money and a polite rejection. No need to go back in life. Always move forward, that was one of his mottos.

    Carlton ran over with an ice-cold can of beer, offering it up like a puppy with a bone.

    Rath took it with one hand and ruffled his brother’s hair with the other. “That’s why you’re my favorite brother.” Except the beer had nothing to do with that truth. Rath took a long pull as he wandered over to inspect the truck. It looked as dilapidated as when he’d last seen it. “Finally thinking about doing something with this thing?”

    “Thought we might actually try to restore it, but it’s a mess,” Carlton said.

    “That’s what happens when you neglect it for umpteen years.” Rath knew his way around a wrench, after doing most of his own work on Betsy and his truck. He also knew that as soon as he rolled himself beneath the chassis, everybody would make some excuse to wander off and leave him to work on it alone. Been there, done that. He didn’t need another T-shirt.

    When Rath turned away from the truck, all three men were staring at him. “What?”

    His dad was the first to ask the question that Rath had been expecting since he arrived. “You gonna tell us what happened over in Mex-ee-co?”

    Carlton made some kind of snurfling sound. “Now you’re just a fuckup like the rest of us.” Then, obviously realizing how it sounded, he hitched his fat thumb toward their father. “That’s what he said when we was watching the news and spotted you being corralled into the building.”

    His father showed not a speck of shame at having made the comment. “They didn’t televise the hearings like that Benghazi crap.”

    “Not that it mattered,” Sam said. “That was all a buncha BS. So what’d you all do, Rat, take a payoff from the cartels? Or did the whole team go nuts, like they was saying?”

    Rath leaned against the truck, hoping the thing wouldn’t collapse on him. He would ignore Sam’s misuse of his name, as he always did. “I already told you, I can’t talk about it.” The government had given them each a check once they’d signed the don’t-tell-a-soul-about-it contract. It was somewhere in his duffel bag.

    “That’s what you said on the phone, when they were listening,” Sam said. “But now you’re here, far away from ears.”

    “We weren’t aligned with the cartels. We didn’t go nuts. All I can say is that we were given bad information.”

    Sam murmured, “He fucked up. He just doesn’t want to say, ’cause he’s the big shot in the family. Mr. Navy SEAL, who’s all important and can’t say where he’s going or what he’s doing ’cause it’s top secret.” He made finger quotes that perfectly framed his sneering mug.

    When Rath was younger, that kind of shit-talk would have incited him to pummel his brother. But he was thirty-four now, and he’d learned a lot about self-control in the SEALs. Besides, it would piss off Sam even more if he didn’t react. And he did like pissing off his older brother.

    Rath kept his face neutral. “And the top secret stuff hasn’t changed. So now that we got that out of the way, what are you doing with your life? Still slinging hash at the Lazy Diner?” He already knew, because Emily had filled him in.

    “He got fired a couple months ago,” Carlton advised with a big grin. “Now he’s helping Billy James with his lawn service.”

    Rath didn’t need to rub it in that it was Sam’s two thousandth job. He turned to his father. “How’s Blackridge Rifles doing?”

    “Same old, same old. Bert got an order for a hundred rifles couple months ago and couldn’t make the deadline. The order got canceled.”

    Rath tamped down his irritation. Some of the best-made rifles out there, but Uncle Bert couldn’t get motivated enough to make a successful business out of it.

    “Why don’t you go back to working for him?” his father suggested. “The company did good when you were there.”

    Wow, a compliment. Rath tried to keep the shock from his face. “And I was the only one who was doing the work. Put in seventy-two hours straight one time to make an order while Bert and the boys were out turkey hunting. I told him the only way I’m signing on is if I run it. And he won’t agree to that, ’cause he knows I’ll fire the lackeys. Which would be everyone.” It was a sore point, a waste of a good product and able-bodied men. That was ultimately why he’d joined the navy, to get away from the insanity of it all.

    “So, you gonna stay around for a bit?” his father asked, giving no indication whether he was happy about that prospect.

    “Just a week. I can take care of some of those maintenance projects I’m sure you have waiting to be done.” He’d already cataloged three of them, including the barn door that was hanging half off its hinges. “Then I’m hitting the road with one of the boys on my team. We’re blowing off steam doing Route 66 on our Harleys. Or what’s left of it, anyway.”

    Rath and Julian had made the commitment to ride precisely for an out in case their families tried to talk them into staying. Plus, they needed the time to decompress. And Rath needed to wait until things died down in Mexico. Patience was not his strong suit, but he would wait nonetheless. He’d put in his share of waiting for the okay on a mission many a time. Let his anger simmer. Because when he found the Wolf, he was going to make the guy sing.

  

  




  
  





Chapter 4


  
  
    Saxby Cole hadn’t lost his acute awareness even while lounging in a hammock in his family’s backyard with his eyes closed. He knew that Mary Lou Sansbury was tiptoeing across the grass toward him in the sandals with the French name that sounded like a flower. Espri-somethings.

    And he smelled cookies. Homemade chocolate chip cookies.

    A pretty woman bearing cookies should make him smile, but a frown pulled at his mouth instead. Goodbye, peace and quiet, hello, interruption.

    “’Lo, M.L.,” he said, his eyes still closed. He wanted to hold on to that peace for just a few seconds longer. One, two . . .

    “How’d you know it was me?” The pout in her voice was clear.

    He cracked an eye. Yep, she was wearing the sandals with the basket weaving on the heels, along with tight flowery capris and a white tank top. “Trying to sneak up on me?”

    “I wanted to plant one right on that luscious mouth of yours.” Her pout transformed to a smile that was so red and glossy, a sliver of sun reflected off her lips and nearly blinded him. She tilted her head. “I suppose I should be happy that you didn’t say someone else’s name, what with all those man-hungry floozies traipsing over here bearing food.”

    His gaze slid to the tray of cookies she was balancing, along with two tall insulated cups. “And shame on every one of ’em.” He sat up and took one of the
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