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        To you, Dad.

        For telling your daughters they could do anything they set their minds to.

        Save a seat for me at the bar.

        Love you.

        E-

      

        

      
        Also…

      

        

      
        To you, Gray.

        For coming in hard and telling everyone else to shut the fuck up and sit the fuck down.

        It’s been a wild ride.
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      Note: Content advisories may contain spoilers.

      

      To varying degrees, all the books in the Joint Task Team Series include consensual sexual content, alcohol consumption, and profanity.

      

      The following content advisories are offered for readers who want to or need to avoid distressing content:

      
        
        Attempted murder - Cancer - Character death - Gun violence - Murder - Physical assault - References to rape - Sexual assault
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      With a slap and a slide, the Top Secret folder containing the details of Chase Mackenzie’s next mission landed on the boardroom table, sending an assortment of maps, GPS coordinates, and satellite images spewing across the laminated surface.

      “Your fiancée called. Again,” Peter Hoyt said. “Make her stop, Mackenzie, or I’m blocking her number. I’ve got more important things to do than pass along your messages.”

      At the mention of his ex-fiancée, a hit of guilt nailed Chase in the solar plexus. Holly had been after him for weeks to call so they could settle their financial affairs. He’d been putting it off, preferring to focus on work instead of dealing with his messed-up personal life.

      “Shut the fuck up, Hoyt.” Seated across the table, former marine Cody Babbitt gathered a couple of documents before handing them over to Chase. “Ordering pizza isn’t exactly mission critical.”

      “This coming from the asshole who consumes his body weight in food at every meal.”

      “Eat me, fuck face.” Cody flipped Hoyt the finger, and Chase had to work double overtime to quell the urge to punch the colonel’s assistant in the nuts as he passed by. Payback for all the times he went out of his way to annoy the shit out of the rest of them.

      A quick strike and Hoyt would be down and out, curled in a ball on the scuffed parquet floor, cupping his gonads as they throbbed to the beat of his black heart. Chase wouldn’t even need to leave the comfort of his chair to execute the maneuver. Not that the old wooden office chair offered anything in the way of comfort.

      Nope. Located on the outskirts of Palo Pinto, Texas, the Brazos Wilderness Camp for Boys hadn’t been designed to accommodate an elite special operations unit by any stretch of the imagination. Hell. He’d probably be rewarded with a six-inch splinter in his sphincter for his efforts.

      “Let’s get to it,” Colonel William Grayson said, entering the games room turned COMMs center from the rear hall where the main building’s offices were located. He accepted the file handed to him by Hoyt with a sharp nod. “Reschedule my meeting with Secretary Johnson to late afternoon and have lunch here by noon. Until then, no interruptions, Corporal. We have a lot of ground to cover. And for the love of God and country, order something other than pizza. Close the door on your way out.”

      “Yes, sir.” If the colonel hadn’t already opened his file, he might have noticed the scowl take over his assistant’s features following the abrupt dismissal. Hoyt wasn’t a part of the operational aspects of their mission, and he resented the hell out of it.

      As the door banged shut, the colonel took his designated seat next to Chase.

      “Sir, with respect to⁠—”

      Colonel Grayson cut Cody off with a raised palm. “I’m aware of your concerns, Babbitt. The subject of Corporal Hoyt is not open for discussion.”

      “I don’t trust him, Colonel.”

      “You’ve made that clear. Let’s move on. Mann, put the latest intel up on the SmartBoard.”

      What the Joint Task Team’s home base lacked in modern comfort, it more than made up for with the latest in computer technology. Thanks to Jay Mann, their hardware was top-of-the-line everything.

      With a couple of quick clicks of his mouse, Jay projected a series of email exchanges on the big screen. “Okay. We know Victor Bodak is demanding a face-to-face with Wright before handing over any information on port locations. After hacking into Bodak’s computer system, we have the details on where the weapons are landing and when. What we don’t know is why Wright wants the arsenal brought into the US or what his intended targets are.”

      Chase shook his head. Until recently, international arms dealer Victor Bodak shipped most of the small arms he trafficked in from Russia, China, and the United States to conflict zones in the Middle East, Africa, and South America.

      Three months ago, things had changed. A pawn in Wright’s terrorist plot, Bodak had been instructed to smuggle his entire arsenal stateside. All of it. The handguns. The assault rifles. The explosives. The surface-to-air missiles.

      All of it. Loaded onto cargo ships and heading straight for the United States.

      In the next ten days, a shit ton of armament would be landing at ports across the country. Sure, the JTT would stop Bodak’s weapons from ever being used against Americans. Stopping the attack had never been the issue. They had contingencies in place for that.

      The goal of their mission had been singular from the start. Uncover the identity of Mr. Wright—the mastermind behind the attack—before he could scurry back into whatever hole he’d crawled out of.

      In that regard, they’d failed on all fronts.

      “We also know,” the colonel said, shuffling through the contents of his dossier, “Wright agreed to the meeting, but he’s a cagey bastard, and he’s offered up four potential locations. He won’t reveal the exact whereabouts of the rendezvous until twelve hours before the meeting takes place. Gives Bodak plenty of time to get there by private jet. Unfortunately, we don’t have the same advantage. Means we need to be at all four sites in advance. Sergeant Mackenzie has worked out the logistical details for each location. Sergeant…”

      In response to the growing domestic terrorist threat posed by the elusive Mr. Wright, Chase was one of six men from various military and enforcement backgrounds recruited to form a joint task team under the command of the colonel.

      Each of them brought different skills to the table. Chase’s specialty was tactical reconnaissance and planning. Not super sexy, but hard to accomplish mission goals if you’re following the wrong people while heading in the wrong direction.

      “All right, let’s make some plans to find this asshole.” Putting any thoughts but the upcoming mission out of his head, Chase turned to Jamie Snow. “You’re up first, Doc.”

      They spent the next six hours going over the operational details for each assignment, stopping only once to grab plates of lasagna when the food arrived. By the time they finished, dirty dishes and empty cola cans littered the boardroom.

      “Jesus,” Cody mumbled at the tail end of the briefing. Hands behind his head, he leaned back in his chair. “Needle meet fucking haystack.”

      “Yep.” Chase nodded in agreement. One date, one target, four potential locations from one end of North America to the other. That was the intelligence they had. The JTT were about to be scattered all over the continent, deep undercover, and completely isolated from each other.

      Divide and conquer. Not a bad strategy if you were the domestic terrorist occupying the top spot on the Department of Homeland Security’s most wanted list.

      “Remember, even though this is a black ops mission, it’s recon only,” the colonel said. “Your job is to get to your potential meeting location undetected. Identify Wright. Snap a picture. And get the fuck out. Zero body count unless necessary. You get into trouble, you send up a flag when you’re in range of a signal, but you follow the contingency plan in place to extricate yourself. Understood?” Heads around the table nodded. “All right. Let’s go get this motherfucker. JTT dismissed.”
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        * * *

      

      After clearing US Customs, Gray Emerson walked out of the Miami International Airport with her backpack on, duffel shouldered, and her camera case in hand. And holy fuck. The late afternoon sun burned through her retinas.

      Eyes watering, she plucked her drugstore sunglasses from her nonexistent cleavage and put them on before pulling her New York Yankees ball cap down low.

      “Hey, crazy lady! Over here.” Her car parked in the passenger pick-up zone, Tara Pisani stood beside it, bouncing on the balls of her feet and waving like a maniac to get Gray’s attention.

      At the sight of her best friend, her grin damn near split her face in half. Tara was exactly the welcome home Gray needed. It was also the only welcome home she’d get. Her own doing. She didn’t have much use for most people, preferring instead to keep her circle of friends small.

      Small as in—a circle of one.

      Tara happened to be the only person on the planet Gray could count on. And after ten days of dealing with crooked police, corrupt politicians, and local gang members while photographing the growing humanitarian crisis in Venezuela, she wanted a shower, a drink, and some quality time with her ride-or-die partner in crime.

      Toss in a good night’s sleep and—maybe—she’d begin to feel human again.

      “Oh my God! I’m so glad you’re home safe,” Tara squealed, throwing her arms around Gray and squeezing her tight. The hug ended too soon, and she wrinkled her nose while fanning her hand in front of her face. “Girl, you stink to high heaven. No showers in Caracas?”

      “None that I had time to use in the last couple of days.” Gray surrendered her camera to Tara, who put it in the back of her car. “Is it that bad?” She dropped her bag beside the case and lifted her arm to sniff her pit. Phew. Good thing a shower came first on her mental list of things to do.

      Tara grinned as she shut the rear door with the push of a button. “We’ll leave the windows down. So? How was it? Did you get the pictures you needed?”

      “Shitty, and yes.” No point in mentioning she’d lost her deodorant after her hotel room had been ransacked. Or the fact she’d spent the last two days sweating her ass off in police custody until US Embassy officials had managed to spring her.

      Turns out, Venezuelan president, Enrique Naturo, wasn’t a fan of American sanctions or threats of military action over the validity of his reelection. Neither was he keen on photographic evidence of Venezuela’s economic collapse brought on by his corrupt policies. Or the impact of that collapse on the already impoverished citizens of his country.

      Although she wouldn’t agree, Tara had more important things to worry about. “How’d it go with the oncologist?” Gray’s stomach twisted in fear as she searched her friend’s face for any signs her cancer had come back.

      “Appointment was fine. Dr. Suler ordered all the usual tests. We’ll get the results next week.” Tara took Gray’s hand and squeezed, offering comfort and reassurance that should have gone the other way. “We won’t worry about it. You’re back. We’re both alive and kicking. And we’re going out to MacDaddy’s tonight to celebrate.”

      “Celebrate what?”

      “Life.” Tara opened the passenger door and waved Gray inside. “But first…”

      “Starbies,” they said together.

      Tara wasted no time hitting their favorite Starbucks drive-thru, and two iced caffè lattes with mocha drizzle later, they were sipping on coffee-flavored perfection while she took the I-195 to Miami Beach.

      As always, a pang of sorrow stabbed Gray straight through the heart as they drove by the Mount Sinai Medical Center on the way to her condo. Two years ago, her mother had spent a great deal of time inside those walls before she succumbed to the breast cancer that had aggressively spread.

      As if life had conspired against her, Gray had been to her brother’s funeral weeks before her mother’s diagnosis. Broken up with her boyfriend for being a cheating bastard days after. And, as usual, her father had been on an important mission somewhere else in the world.

      For months, Gray had been alone, scared, and freaking the fuck out.

      No surprise she’d blown up at the doctors who’d told her mother to get her affairs in order. Also, no surprise she followed up that stellar performance by taking off in a fit of rage seconds later.

      When she finally stopped running, she found herself bawling like a baby, standing outside the door to the hospital’s little multi-faith chapel. Frozen, she hadn’t been able to go in, and yet, she hadn’t been able to turn away.

      Mad at the world and unfit for human interaction, she’d denounced God, cursing him for his cruelty. In a twist of fate, that’s when the tiny little pixie named Tara had found her.

      Wearing a black bedazzled ball cap to cover her bald head and a T-shirt that read, Fuck you, Cancer, Tara had been walking around with a needle in her arm and a bottle of chemo on a pole. When she came across Gray in the hallway, the sick young woman had taken her hand, and with a gentle squeeze wordlessly led the way inside.

      As their inappropriate laughter bounced off Jesus at the front of the room, they had become fast friends in the last pew of the little chapel. Convinced God had brought them together, Tara had insisted they make a pact. She would get Gray through her mother’s passing, and in return, Gray would get her through her own.

      Tara had been the rock Gray leaned on as her mother lost her life to cancer.

      And despite her promise, she wasn’t convinced she had Tara’s strength to return the favor. Oh God, what if her cancer came back? If anything ever happened to her best friend, Gray wouldn’t survive it. She wasn’t brave like Tara. She didn’t even share her faith in a fair and righteous God.

      What if⁠—

      “Hey, crazy lady. No bad thoughts.” Pulling up to a red light, Tara grabbed Gray’s hand and entwined their fingers. “Remember what Nalini said?”

      Dr. Nalini Christina was Tara’s kick-ass psychologist. Gray had joined in a couple of therapy sessions after her mother had died. It had helped. “There’s only today,” Gray replied automatically.

      “And?”

      “And we’re gonna make her our bitch.”

      “Damn straight we are.” With a smile that lit her up from the inside, Tara let go and pinched her nostrils. “But first, you really need to shower. My God, girl. How did they even let you on the plane? You smell like dirt and rotten garbage had a baby and called it stinky.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Out of respect for the chain of command, Chase knocked on the open office door. “Do you have a minute, sir?”

      Colonel Grayson looked up from his laptop screen. “What can I do you for, Mackenzie?”

      He entered and closed the door behind him. “With your permission, I was hoping to stop in Seattle on my way back from my assignment.”

      “Trouble with your family?”

      “No, sir. There’s just something I have to do. Something I should have done a while ago, but with the mission taking priority, I’ve been putting it off. Won’t take more than a couple of hours.”

      “Unless all hell breaks loose, I don’t see any issues with a short layover. Permission granted. You need anything else?”

      “No, sir.”

      The colonel nodded sharply. Once. “Excellent work today, Sergeant.”

      “Thank you, sir. Any word from Tak?” Earlier in the week, the colonel had dispatched Takoda Keenan to Washington to conduct surveillance on a high-ranking government official. Chase didn’t know the details or who the official was, and he hadn’t heard from his best friend since.

      Not unusual on a covert operation and not a cause for concern. If Tak needed an assist, he’d call for it, and the JTT would respond. No questions asked.

      “He made contact earlier as scheduled. He’ll be back on Monday. Same as you.”

      “Good to hear it, sir.”

      “What time is your departure?”

      “Zero six hundred.”

      “Make sure to grab some bug repellent. The mosquitos are as big as your head north of the border.”

      “Already packed, sir.” Chase grinned. Before joining the marines, he and Tak had spent their summers hiking and camping in the Rocky Mountains’ backcountry. He’d crossed the Canadian border undetected enough times this trip would be like going home for him.

      “Well then, I’ll leave you to your final preparations. Good luck, Sergeant.”

      Dismissed, he made his way to the kitchen and found Cody peering into the jar of peanut butter Chase had hoped to snag for himself.

      “Fucking empty,” Cody grumbled, screwing the lid back on before tossing the container into the recycle bin. “You know Hoyt puts the empties back on purpose, right?”

      “Yep.” Chase nodded. Just another way the disgruntled corporal liked to stick it to the rest of them. The members of the JTT had given up trying to figure out what Peter Hoyt’s deal was a long time ago. And frankly, they had enough to worry about without adding his petty problems to the list. “You ready to roll?”

      “Locked and loaded,” Cody replied, shoving off the counter and falling into step as they left the kitchen together. “You?”

      “Same.” When they reached the screen door, Chase pushed it open on hinges that begged for oil, and they stepped out onto the porch into the fading light of day.

      Across from the main building, the rest of the JTT’s home away from home resembled a nineteen-seventies strip motel, complete with those retro yellow, green, and red plastic chairs that left welts in your ass if you sat in one for too long.

      “So, what’s up with Holly?” Cody asked, leading the way across the dried patch of grass stretching between the two buildings. “She having second thoughts about breaking off your engagement?”

      “No.” Chase and his JTT teammates had spent the last two years living and working together in a compound the size of a shoebox. At this point, there wasn’t much they didn’t know about each other. “I haven’t returned the paperwork for the sale of the house, and since the real estate market is hot right now, Holly wants to list it ASAP.”

      “Jesus Christ, Mac. You haven’t separated your assets?”

      “Not yet.”

      “No wonder she’s calling. You holding out for a change of heart?”

      “No.” He’d known in advance the breakup with Holly was coming. A woman with a heart of gold, she wanted marriage, a house, a dog, three kids. Chase wanted action, adventure, and the JTT.

      Tired of waiting for him to come back to Seattle, she’d pulled the trigger over the phone months ago and ended their engagement. He couldn’t blame her. She deserved a man who wanted the same things she did.

      Holly had taken care of the details of their split and had sent him the paperwork on the house and bank accounts. Unfortunately, Chase had been having some difficulty with letting go. Not because he still loved her. He didn’t. And hadn’t for a very long time. The problem came from being a marine.

      Former or not, he didn’t quit, he didn’t give up, and he never surrendered. The end of his engagement had felt like a failure, and he’d put off settling his affairs to avoid admitting the defeat.

      Not to mention, he hated disappointing his mother. She loved Holly like a daughter, had since he brought her home in the tenth grade. Paulina Mackenzie had been looking forward to a wedding and grandkids for so long now; Chase had felt the pressure as an only child to make it happen.

      Unfortunately, he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t marry a woman he didn’t love. And still, he’d rather dodge bullets anywhere in the world than disappoint either of his parents.

      In a few long strides, they reached the building they referred to as the crib. The nickname wasn’t because the strip of rooms was an awesome place to hang out, but because the beds were so small, not one of them, with the possible exception of Hoyt, fit in the damn things.

      “So, what’s the problem?” Cody asked, coming to a full stop in front of his door.

      “No problem. Just been a little busy chasing bad guys around in circles.”

      “Bullshit. Takes thirty seconds to slap down a couple of signatures. You want my advice?”

      “Fuck no.”

      “Well, you’re getting it anyway, asshole. Stop beating yourself up for choosing what you love over a woman you didn’t. There’s no shame in that. And it’s not a fucking failure. You and Holly were on different roads, headed in opposite directions. Better to call it quits before wasting money on a wedding, or worse, before any little Macs complicated shit. You deserve to be happy. Holly does too. And anyone who thinks differently isn’t putting themselves in your shoes. Sign the papers, lighten your load, and go get laid. You’ll feel better for it.”

      “Wow,” Chase deadpanned, even though Cody’s advice had turned out to be spot on this time around. Good or bad, the big-ass Southern redneck always spoke his mind, and you never knew what was coming or how much it would hurt. “You planning on charging me for this shit?”

      “Nailed it, didn’t I?”

      “Nah, I already made arrangements to stop in Seattle on my way back.”

      “See? What’d I tell you? I’m a fucking genius.” Cody grinned and hitched his thumb over his shoulder. “You up for a peanut butter run?”
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        * * *

      

      Exhausted beyond measure and outside her comfort zone, Gray downed the first of two doubles in three swallows. Grey Goose with a splash of Red Bull made her heart trip and her head spin.

      “Must be a bachelor party or something.” Tara leaned closer, her voice raised above the crowd packed into MacDaddy’s. “You want to go?”

      “Hell no.” For whatever reason, their favorite hole-in-the-wall neighborhood pub was bursting at the seams with America’s fighting finest, and Gray did not do that breed of man.

      Not now. Not ever.

      Military men were persona non grata in her world. This way, when they died like her brother or left by choice like her father, she didn’t suffer their loss. She’d done enough of that already. And she sure as hell wasn’t setting herself up to do it again.

      Nope. Not in a million fucking years.

      “You sure?”

      “Hundred percent,” Gray replied, fighting the urge to flee from the buzz cut brigade.

      If Tara wanted to celebrate life listening to a live band while drinking mojitos at MacDaddy’s on a steamy Thursday night, Gray was all in. Well, except for the mojitos part. Too much sugar. Not enough alcohol.

      Speaking of alcohol, she waved her empty glass to get their favorite bartender’s attention. He held up one finger, and she countered with two before pointing at Tara’s half-full glass to indicate he should mix her a drink too. He grinned and shook his head.

      “There he is,” Tara squealed, grabbing Gray’s forearm in excitement.

      With vodka number two already in hand, she took it along for the ride as she swiveled her barstool to face the stage. “Which one?”

      On a mission to shag a musician, Tara pointed with her delicate chin. “The drummer with the sleeves.”

      Standing behind his drum set, the man with his arms covered in tatts looked around, caught sight of Tara, and waved. She sat up a little taller and waved back.

      “Ooo, he looks like he could snap you in half in a good way,” Gray said. “Where’d you meet him?”

      “Church.”

      Gray choked mid-drink and damn near shot vodka out through her sinuses. Leave it to Tara to find herself a hottie mcnaughty fuck thy friend in the house of God. “Did lightning strike the altar when you creamed your panties?”

      “I know, right?” Tara smacked Gray unhelpfully on the back several times. “He’s super nice too.”

      Surprised, Gray turned her full attention to her best friend. Her blue eyes bright, her regrown blond hair a riot of curls, and wearing a frilly bumblebee-yellow sundress, Tara looked beautiful.

      Young. Vibrant. Healthy.

      If you didn’t know her, you’d never guess she’d spent the last three years of her life waging war against the disease that had attempted to steal her away. Super rare in nonsmokers under the age of twenty-four, Tara’s non-small cell lung cancer had gone undetected in the early stages.

      By the time Gray had met her at Mount Sinai, she’d already been diagnosed with stage III NSCLC, and her right lung had been surgically removed. To say her recovery had been long and hard would be an understatement.

      And it didn’t come with a guarantee.

      The possibility of recurrence shadowed Tara’s every step, and she’d decided a long time ago to live only in the moment. She didn’t make plans for the future. And she didn’t do super nice when it came to who she hooked up with. Too much potential for heartbreak if her cancer ever returned.

      “What?” Tara said, her cheeks turning pink as she dropped her eyes to the glass in her hand.

      “You like him?”

      Tara shrugged. “We’ve been talking. A lot. About different things. About life and death and faith.” She turned her gaze back to the stage where the band readied their instruments. “Travis is…different.”

      “Holy shit, you really like him.” If anyone deserved a long and happy life full of love, it was Tara, and if she’d found someone worth taking a chance with, Gray would support her wholeheartedly. “What’re you waiting for?” Determined to be the best wingman ever, she nudged Tara in the arm. “Go over and talk to him.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, look. He’s waving you over.”

      “What about you?”

      “Oh my God, don’t even worry about me. Go say hi. I’ll save our spot.”

      “Okay. I’ll be back in a minute.” Tara finished her drink, put the empty glass on the bar, and slid off her stool. “How do I look?” she asked, running her hands down the back of her dress.

      “Like hot fire. Here. Take this.” Gray handed Tara her second mojito. “Courage in a cup.”

      Tara’s grin sparked hope and joy into the air around her. “God, I love you.”

      “Love you more, little T. Now go forth and stake your claim on that hunk of a mountain before some other skanky ho tries to climb him first.”
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      Oh God. Don’t vomit. Don’t vomit. Don’t⁠—

      Gray came to with a start and grabbed her head to keep it from splitting open. Dropped on the floor, somewhere near her bed, the intermittent buzzing of a phone against hardwood made her brain bleed.

      With a groan conjured from the depths of a vodka-induced hell, she cracked the mascara-clotted seal of one eye and tried to force the hands on the clock to come into focus. She gave up after a second, slumping onto her pillow as the harbinger of doom cut off.

      As she knew it would be, her reprieve was short lived. Only two people ever called her, and the only one she wanted to talk to was sleeping off a night of mojito madness in the next room.

      Cursing her freelance partner, Gray hung over the side of the bed and scrabbled around, her fingers searching blindly. When she reached too far, gravity took over, and her body slid to the floor, her shoulder hitting with a bone-jarring thud.

      Air knocked out of her, it wasn’t until somewhere around the fifth or sixth callback before she managed to smash the phone to her ear. “What the fuck, Jackson?”

      Jackson Lowe’s rumbling laugh did nothing to improve her disposition whatsoever. “Getcha lovely ass up, cranky pants. You have a plane to catch.”

      “I just got off a plane, dickhead.”

      “Yep, so your bag’s still packed. Meet me at the airport. Eleven thirty. And⁠—”

      “Oh hell, no. Nope. Not happening.” Gray shook her head, and her entire body protested with a wave of nausea. At this point, she couldn’t get on her feet, much less on a plane.

      “Listen, I have intel on a story that’s gonna win us a Pulitzer. This is the holy grail. And I need you. So don’t make me come over there to haul your carcass out of bed—because you know I will.”

      “Like you could.”

      A victim of the tech generation, Jackson had a worldwide reputation for his lack of coordination and lousy spelling. In light of his shortcomings, how he achieved the status of an award-winning investigative journalist was a major mystery.

      “Hurtful.” Raising his voice about six octaves too high for a man his size, his outburst plunged a knife in her ear. When he continued, it was in a range normal humans could hear. “Rough night, huh? Trying to drown the memory of that karate loser you were hot-n-heavy with in a bottle of Jack?”

      “It was Goose, and he was a UFC fighter.”

      Well aware she’d ditched the karate loser six months ago, Jackson wanted to provoke her. He hadn’t liked the guy. Not surprising. As her former boyfriend, he didn’t like any of the guys she slept with.

      But not the point of this conversation.

      When the silence stretched, she caved. “Fine. He was a loser. Happy? Where the hell are we going?”

      “Not we, sweet cheeks. Just you. Eleven thirty, and babe…”

      “What?”

      “Toss a warm jacket into that disgusting duffel of yours, and bring your climbing gear.”

      At the risk of chucking her cookies, Gray shuddered. “Jacket? Gross. Why?”

      “I’ll explain at the airport.”

      Damn it. Gray sighed in defeat. No point in arguing. When Jackson Lowe called, she grabbed her camera and went—end of story.

      He knew it. She knew it. Everybody fucking knew it.

      “By the way, the El Koki gang pictures are perfect for the Times article. How’d you get in and out of Cota 905 without getting killed? Actually—scratch that. I don’t wanna know. Good job on the Venezuela gig. Now getcha ass out of bed.” Before she had a chance to reply, his rapid disconnect shot a dime-sized hole in her head.

      Fucking Jackson.

      With a significant amount of effort, she rolled to her side and groaned when her gaze landed on the bag she hadn’t unpacked. God, she hoped she had clean underwear in a drawer somewhere. But not caring enough to check and incapable of movement anyway, she dragged the duvet off the bed.

      An hour later, head hanging loose under the scalding water, she supported herself with both palms pressed flat against the shower tiles while running through a checklist of what she needed and where to find it. With each mental tick, a burst of pain exploded behind her closed lids, and she once again swore off hard liquor.

      When the last of the wooziness faded, she shut the water off, towel-dried her hair, and jammed her ass—commando and still scarlet from the heat—into a pair of wrinkled khakis. Then snagging her threadbare Oscar the Grouch T-shirt, she threw it on, grabbed her duffel, and shouldered the load.

      She didn’t get far.

      Positive she saw more hands and feet than one person should sport, she stopped at the bedroom Tara crashed in when trying to avoid bringing fuck toys to her parents’ place.

      “T.” Predictably, the whispered consonant elicited no response from the human waste pile. Gray cleared the gravel from her throat and tried again a little louder. “T.” Still nothing. “Tara.”

      The smaller of the two lumps on the bed groaned. “What?”

      “I’m heading out.”

      “You have got to be kidding me. Going where?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “Back?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “Fucking Jackson.” Tara sat up and flipped the sheets down, exposing the hunky upper torso of a man Gray vaguely remembered. “Is he going?”

      “No.”

      “Good.” Arms stretching over her head and flashing a little too much boob, Tara grinned. “Tell him if he doesn’t give you a break soon, I’ll be hunting him down and kicking his ass.”

      “Right.” Gray grinned back. All of five foot nothing, Tara threatened to kick Jackson’s six-foot ass on the regular. She wasn’t his biggest fan, mostly because he was the cheating bastard who broke Gray’s heart days after her mother’s diagnosis.

      “Do you need a ride to the airport?” Tara asked, yawning wide enough to crack her jaw. Always the first to put other people’s needs ahead of her own, she had to be the sweetest damn person on the planet. Gray didn’t deserve her, but man, was she grateful to have her.

      “Nah, I’m good. Uber will be here any second.” She hitched her chin in the direction of the man on the bed. “So? Did Trevor rock your world?”

      Without missing a beat, the drummer mumbled, “Name’s Travis, and yes, I did.”

      Happy for Tara but forever cautious about her health, Gray arched a brow and offered her unsolicited wisdom. “Hope you used a condom.”

      As if they planned it, Tara held up three fingers while Travis grunted, “Three.”

      “Ew. Do me a favor, T.” Gray waved her finger in the general vicinity of where the nasty had happened. “Burn the sheets before you go.”

      Her best friend’s satisfied smile was proof positive she wasn’t the least bit put off by Gray’s aversion to crusty linens. “Um, if you don’t mind, I was thinking of hanging here for a few days and…” Tara made an obscene gesture, hooked her thumb toward the hottie mcnaughty, and wagged her brows.

      “I can hear you,” Travis growled, grabbing her around the waist and dragging her under the covers.

      “I’ll be out by Monday,” Tara squealed. “Tuesday at the latest. Love you!”

      “Love you more.” Gray scrunched her nose and nodded once. “But feel free to burn the mattress too.”
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        * * *

      

      With a bump and a rattle, the 1964 Cessna Skyhawk held together as Chase landed the single-prop plane in Utah’s Glen Canyon National Recreation Area. A strip of asphalt in the middle of nowhere, the Bullfrog Basin Airport was isolated and unattended.

      Perfect for staying off the radar.

      Taxiing to the end of the short runway, he turned the plane into the empty parking area and initiated engine shutdown. The first of two stops to refuel before he reached a private landing strip near Seattle, he still had a long day of flying ahead of him.

      Right on time, the small tanker truck he’d arranged for pulled in, and Chase signaled to the driver to come ahead as he exited the plane.

      “Mr. Smith?” The driver hung his arm out the window, greeting Chase by his pseudonym.

      “Yes, sir.” He reached up and clasped the older man’s palm. “Thanks for coming out, Mr. Gordon.”

      “Call me Ron.” He hitched his thumb at the Cessna. “You need the full forty-two gallons?”

      Chase nodded. “Yeah, I pretty much brought her down on fumes.”

      “You one of those boys likes livin’ on the edge, huh? Well, won’t take more than thirty minutes to fuel her back up.”

      “Great. Appreciate the assist.” He left the man to his work and walked a short distance to a patch of red dirt before pulling out his secure phone.

      No new messages from his teammates. He hadn’t expected any. With the window on catching Wright closing, tensions were high, and every member of the JTT felt the pinch of their failure.

      Classified as a highly credible threat, Wright had been designated the number one target of the United States Government and was the sole reason for the Joint Task Team’s existence. For the past two years, they’d been chasing their tails, casting multiple nets to capture the terrorist.

      Every time they thought they were close, Wright vanished. Poof. Gone like smoke on the wind. No trail left behind. And now they were down to the wire. If this mission didn’t pan out, they were screwed.

      A zealot with incendiary opinions on everything from politics to minorities to religion, Wright’s disturbing manifesto had thousands of ardent followers believing the hateful rhetoric he spewed.

      Originally posted to the dark web and now circulating among chat rooms frequented by a growing number of disillusioned Americans, Wright’s extremist views had already incited many to perform heinous acts of violence.

      A mass shooting at a mosque in Illinois, a pipe bomb at a Taco Bell in New Mexico, a riot at a country music festival in Minnesota—all resulting in death and trauma. All perpetrated by individuals or groups emboldened by the words of a madman whose real agenda remained unknown.

      All just the tip of the iceberg.

      Americans were killing Americans by the dozens and attributing their actions to Wright’s gospel. Didn’t matter the color of your skin, who you prayed to, the type of work you did, or the zip code you lived in—no one was safe. No one. And law enforcement agencies at all levels, local, state, and federal, were ill equipped to deal with the domestic threat.

      Nobody knew who the fuck they were dealing with or what Wright’s motives were. And with the imminent arrival of a cache of weapons large enough to equip a small army, the next couple of days were mission critical for the JTT.

      Fail and more people would die.

      Maybe someone Chase knew. Maybe someone he loved. He couldn’t let that happen. He’d been raised by compassionate, civic-minded parents, who’d taught him to do the right thing. To stand up for himself and defend those who couldn’t protect themselves. To be of service to his community and his country.

      For Chase, following his father’s example and enlisting in the military had been an easy decision. He believed with his whole heart all people were born equal. Believed in the preservation of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. In the sacrifice of one for the good of many. He wasn’t about to let a man as delusional as Wright tear down what so many others had died to protect.

      Not if he could prevent it.

      Chase glanced at his watch. He had another six hours flight time, then twenty-two hours overland by car, boat, and foot to reach his final destination. All for a one in four chance of being in the right place at the right time to capture a picture of the target the JTT was after.

      That’s if Wright intended to meet Victor Bodak face-to-face. Big if. Could be they were on another wild goose chase. Unfortunately, the only way to know for sure was to follow the intelligence they had.

      Cody hadn’t been wrong. “Needle meet fucking haystack” pretty much summed up where they were at in their investigation. He hadn’t been wrong about Holly either. Chase needed to close off his affairs with his ex-fiancée. She deserved more than he’d been able to give, and he was an ass for letting things drag on so long.

      Phone in hand for a reason, he flipped through his contacts. He had two calls to make before he showed his face in Seattle, and deciding to make the hardest one first, he pressed his thumb against the familiar number. Two rings later, a cheerful voice answered, “Hello?”

      “Hi, Mom.”
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      Forty-eight hours and one awe-inspiring sunrise later, Chase felt every one of his twenty-nine years. Mostly in his back. Then again, spending the night sitting wedged in eighty feet up a ponderosa pine would do that to a person.

      He conducted an inventory of his aches and pains, positive the vertebrae he relied on to keep his knuckles from dragging on the ground had fused together. He moaned and twisted left, then right, then stretched his arms over his head, each motion causing joints to pop audibly.

      Despite his discomfort, there was no place he’d rather be on a lazy Sunday afternoon than outside, in the fresh air, smack dab in the middle of God’s country. Yeah. Didn’t get much better than this. Unfortunately, his time in the Canadian wilderness was quickly coming to a dead end.

      When he checked his watch, his beat-up G-Shock told him he had less than four hours to go. If Wright didn’t show today, he wasn’t showing at all. One way or another, Chase would be back on terra firma by nightfall and at the Ross Lake cabin by midnight to collect his gear.

      About to make like a ghost and disappear, no one would ever know he’d spent the last two days in Canada, let alone British Columbia. The whole time he’d been scoping out Cougar Canyon in the Okanagan Valley, he’d been off the radar.

      He was so far off the grid, not even his unit could find him. Not that they were looking. Spread across North America, every member of his team would be hunkered down by now, eyes peeled for any sign of unusual activity.

      On the lookout for Victor Bodak, Chase used his high-powered binoculars to make another sweep of the area. No change since his arrival. Men were staying at the lodge on the other side of Kalamalka Lake. A group of hunters by the looks of things, but no one he recognized as part of Bodak’s gang of international gunrunners.

      He dropped his binoculars against his chest, disappointment making him restless. With every passing hour, the possibility Wright would show his face at Chase’s staked-out location diminished, and he hoped like hell one of his teammates had the motherfucker in sight right now.

      No way to know for sure. No cell towers in this part of Cougar Canyon. Too remote.

      Empty and not at all happy about it, his stomach protested with a growl loud enough to disturb the wildlife within a three-mile radius. A friendly reminder he hadn’t eaten since breakfast.

      He’d already consumed most of what he’d brought but sent up a prayer anyway and dug around the bottom of his pack. He hit pay dirt when his fingers sank into the doughy freshness of his last homemade sandwich.

      Hungry and in a hurry, he opted for quick access by circumventing security measures and tearing the cellophane open in the middle.

      Oh baby. Come to Daddy.

      Movement above the tree line on the rock face north of his location prevented him from consuming his meal in the usual four bites. To free up his hands, he jammed the mangled peanut butter sandwich into his mouth and brought his binoculars back up for a look.

      Worth more than he earned in four months, his new high-tech toy wasn’t even on the market yet. But given the detail he could see with the advanced image intensification system, Chase was grateful his new glasses were seriously jacked.

      A video-out function allowing him to record, download, and view again later, all with the push of a button? Sweet. And if his bionic eyes weren’t deceiving him, he was definitely looking at something worth recording.

      Hello, spectacular ass.

      Attention captured, he noted the long legs, the slight curve of narrow hips, and the wave of dark brown hair spilling over the climber’s shoulders. By the way she handled herself and her equipment, she clearly wasn’t a vertical rock virgin by any means.

      With sure quick movements, the owner of the coveted assets scaled the wall in front of her. When she closed in on the halfway mark, she paused to flex her fingers, and he finished his meal while he admired the view.

      Jesus. Even from this distance, she had a striking profile. A long time since a woman had turned his head, Chase could happily watch her all day. Too bad he had to keep his focus on the opposite side of the lake, because as far as distractions went, the climber was a hella sexy one.
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        * * *

      

      Under normal circumstances, clinging to the side of a cliff by her fingers and toes was one of Gray’s all-time favorite adrenaline rushes. Unfortunately, in addition to her love of climbing, she was also a heat junkie.

      Surprise. The sun produced no heat north of the border in early October.

      With overcast skies and temperatures hovering around fifty degrees, she wanted to get this assignment over with, get on a plane, and get the hell out of Dodge. Two days in the Great White North were two days too many as far as she was concerned.

      Screw Jackson, in the nonliteral sense of the word. She wanted to be back in Miami—with Tara—listening to her gush about Travis and his magical penis. Two phone calls a day and a string of texts consisting of memes about cock sizes didn’t cut it when her best friend was falling head over heels for a man she’d just met.

      Gray needed to be there to poke under the drummer’s hood. Make sure Travis had the goods to be the kind of boyfriend Tara deserved. She needed a strong partner. A steady partner. Someone who was the complete opposite of Gray.

      Someone who didn’t have a panic attack every time the c-word came up in conversation. Gray couldn’t help herself. She didn’t handle family stress well, and with her mother and brother both gone, and her father estranged, Tara was the only family she had left.

      And if anything ever happened to her⁠—

      Oh God, Gray’s stomach executed a rollover for multiple reasons as her toe slipped from its hold. Already three hundred feet in the air, now would probably be a good time for her to pay attention to what the fuck she was doing.

      Tara would be fine. Gray would be home on Monday. They’d go to the oncologist appointment together on Tuesday. The tests would show no signs of cancer. They’d celebrate like rock stars after the Grammys, and any bad thoughts would be banished for the next six months.

      Drawing a deep breath and exhaling slowly, Gray centered herself, and ignoring the piercing cold penetrating her yoga pants, she focused on the flex and stretch of muscles. Hand over hand, she let her instincts do their thing, and settling into a rhythm she was familiar with, she propelled herself upward at a steady pace.

      Climb a few feet. Feed the solo lead rope. Climb a few feet. And repeat. Once she hit her stride, it didn’t take long to reach her destination. The narrow ledge the local climbing guide had given her a heads-up on was where he said it would be. On a bolted route, a third of the way from the top of Cougar Wall.

      Winded from the fast climb, she double anchored, switched from her Wren Soloist to her ATC rappelling device, and plunked her freezing butt down on the unforgiving stone. Heart racing, she took a short breather and admired the view before she started hauling up her gear.

      Trees. A billion fucking trees. And a lake. Long and narrow, the dark water looked cold enough to make a man’s balls crawl back inside his body. Gray shivered. Jesus, this had better be worth her while, or God help him, Jackson would be in for one pissed-off tornado of a woman when she landed back in his neck of the woods.

      As usual, he hadn’t told her much about her assignment. After his standard five-minute safety speech, he handed her a plane ticket, shoved a map in the back pocket of her pants, and then planted one doozy of a kiss on her lips.

      Annoyed, Gray had wondered out loud why his girlfriend put up with his lousy technique. Aimed at her back, his trademark falsetto “Hurtful” had made a number of curious heads turn.

      On the plane, she discovered her instructions consisted of a date, place, and time scrawled in black Sharpie across the province of British Columbia. It was her job to figure out the rest. And Jackson didn’t like to make it easy. Not that she minded.

      It was the way they worked, and it worked for them. She never had any preconceived notions about what she’d be shooting. In her opinion, it kept her photographs from feeling staged.

      It also served to assuage Jackson’s need for secrecy. At the best of times, her partner channeled an overcautious old lady. When he was nosing around a big story, he also turned into a paranoid bastard.

      The arrival of her equipment via bicep-express refocused her attention, and instantly, she was all about business. With practiced hands, she freed her Nikon from its case and attached the telephoto lens. Then checking her watch, she noted the time, lifted her camera, and set her focus on the log building on the opposite side of Kalamalka Lake.

      To compensate for the cloud cover, she adjusted the dials, increased the shutter speed, lowered the aperture, and took a few test shots. A few more tweaks and she found the perfect sharpness her photographs were known for.

      The darker side of life captured through a viewfinder for the entire world to see. This was her calling. Her reason for being. And despite what her father thought about her choice of careers, she was good at it.

      Really fucking good.

      Yeah, she had nothing to prove. Not to the man who brushed her aside whenever she needed him most, forever prioritizing his country over his daughter. So why she kept trying to get his attention, taking one more dangerous assignment after the next to capture the shot no one else could, she had no idea.

      Habit maybe? A deep-seated desire to piss her father off?

      Whatever. Didn’t matter. Nothing she did ever mattered to him.

      Across the lake, a fast-moving SUV came into view on the gravel road leading to the lodge, a dust cloud left in its wake as it snaked through the trees. Here to work, Gray put all thoughts of her father aside and focused on what she did best.

      Point and shoot.

      Okay, Jackson. Let’s see what’s shaking.
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      Chase’s hopes for a positive outcome kicked up a notch as Victor Bodak stepped through a set of open double doors onto the wide deck surrounding Kalamalka Lodge. Flanked by his second in command, Sam Black, and his head of security, Grant Kincaid, the arms dealer looked short, fat, and outmatched.

      With a signal from Kincaid, men with guns took strategic positions around the compound and surrounding area. An extra precaution in advance of the arrival of the SUV making its way along the single access road leading to the lodge.

      Holy shit. Could this be it? Chase leaned forward, angling for the best view through the pine branches. His assignment couldn’t be simpler. Get eyes on Wright. Record an image for later identification. Don’t get caught. He’d done this type of recon mission a hundred different times. In a hundred different ways. In far less ideal conditions.

      None had ever been as important as this. If Wright occupied that vehicle, and Chase made a verifiable ID, it could mean the end to one of the greatest threats ever encountered on US soil and thousands of American lives saved.

      Upon entering the clearing in front of the lodge, the driver slowed the Range Rover to a crawl before coming to a stop at the bottom of the stairs. Time stood still as the luxury SUV continued to idle.

      Next to Black, Victor Bodak started to fidget like a virgin on prom night. A dead giveaway, he
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