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      To all the women who stand against the patriarchy, the oligarchy, and the weight of centuries of misogyny—let your anarchy reign.

      Fuck them all.

      Swords drawn, we ride at dawn.

      Love you.

      E-

      

      Also…

      

      To you, Rebecca.

      You made me cry—a lot. But the healing was worth it.
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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:

      
        
        Acrophobia (fear of heights) - Act of violence (off page) resulting in loss of pregnancy - Attempted murder - Character death - Gun violence - Murder - Physical assault - References to rape - Sexual assault - Suicidal ideation
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      Rebecca Barrows. His muscles vibrating with the urge to get up and run to her, Jay stared at the photo of the woman who’d stolen everything from him: his body, his heart, his soul.

      She looked the same, yet different.

      Identical to her sister, but now she sported the exact same tattoos.

      Full sleeves in shades of gray ran from shoulders to wrists, and if she’d copied Maya completely, her back would be covered too. The garden of good and evil. Nothing could better describe the Barrows sisters.

      Becca. Good. Sweet. Kind.

      Maya. Evil personified.

      Aside from their looks, the two shared nothing in common. Except for Jay. His fault. He’d come between them.

      “You sure that’s her?” Adam Grayson asked. The leader of the Joint Task Team swept his gaze from one side of the boardroom’s big screen to the other, his gun-barrel gray eyes flitting back and forth between the pictures of the twins until they landed on Becca. “How do you know?”

      Jay shrugged, his attempt at nonchalance fooling no one. “I just know.” He’d always known. Could tell with a glance who was who. Nothing had changed in the seven years they’d been apart. He’d know Becca anywhere.

      Regret beat hard against his rib cage.

      After everything they’d been through, letting her go had been a mistake. He should’ve followed her to Europe. Gone to her in Switzerland. Cornered her in Italy. Caught up to her in Germany.

      She hadn’t wanted to be found. Not by anyone. Not ever. And despite keeping tabs on her, he’d respected her wishes and kept his distance. Misappropriation of technology and unauthorized computer surveillance—he’d used his superpowers and his new position as a CIA cyber operations specialist to trace her digital footsteps and watch her from afar.

      The technical intricacies too difficult for the average social media user to comprehend; his methods had been highly illegal, and the most effective way to stay connected to the woman he loved, regardless of her personal preference on the matter.

      It’s called cyberstalking, asshole.

      Okay, whatever. Call a spade a spade. He didn’t give a flying fuck. Invasion of privacy aside, who had he hurt besides himself? He’d kept himself hidden behind his firewalls. Hadn’t initiated contact. Left her to live the life she wanted, free from the nightmare of their past.

      Then a little more than two years ago, she’d disappeared. Poof. Gone. No signs of her anywhere. Not since she used a fake passport at the Munich International Airport and was captured by a surveillance camera looking exactly like Maya, right down to the ink in her skin.

      “And she’s in Russia?” Cody Babbitt asked, his questioning gaze swiveling from the Smartboard to Jay.

      He frowned and nodded. Yeah, when it came to Becca, Jay had to be the dumbest fucker on the planet. For a guy who didn’t believe in coincidence, he hadn’t made the connection between her falling off the digital map and his recruitment to the JTT.

      Then again, even though he’d had a hand in coding it, he hadn’t known about Dominion’s creation either, or the computer virus’s role in the plans of the domestic terrorist they were after.

      The same terrorist Becca now had an unhealthy interest in pursuing.

      “After she took the bait and hacked the bogus file Davis suggested we plant on Johnson’s computer, I managed to reverse trace her IP across half the damn planet. She dodged me through multiple VPNs, proxies, and more than one darknet relay, but eventually, I managed to track her to Big Diomede.”

      With a click of his mouse, he pulled up a map and zeroed in on the Russian island located halfway across from Alaska in the middle of the Bering Strait.

      “Motherfucker,” Zander Cavanaugh said. “Diomede is a satellite site for IronShield, a government-funded research and development facility owned by Russian billionaire Alexsandr Volkov.”

      “That makes no sense,” Grant Kincaid said. “Big Diomede is a slab of granite surrounded by one of the most dangerous bodies of water in the world. Why use a Russian military base that’s nearly impossible to get to as a secondary research facility?”

      “That’s the thing,” Zander replied. “Nobody knows what the fuck they’re doing there, but the remote location makes perfect sense if Volkov is Russia’s representative on the Imperium Council.”

      Jay didn’t give a shit about Alexsandr Volkov or the Imperium Council. Let the bad guys win and the world burn. He only cared about one person. Okay, fine. Not true. He had his JTT family: his best friend Jamie Snow, Jamie’s wife Summer, their daughter Halia, and the rest of the team.

      He’d give his life to protect them all. Keep them safe. Shield them from the mess he had a hand in creating. But Becca came first. She always came first. He had no choice in the matter. She wasn’t a conscious decision. He lived and breathed for her.

      Always had.

      Always would.

      Whether she liked it or not.

      “Do we care about what they’re doing?” Cody asked. “They have Rebecca. We need her. So we go and get her. Seems simple enough to me.”

      Grant snorted. “And how exactly are we supposed to whisk her off an island populated by an army of Russian soldiers? We’re like four and a half dudes—with one helicopter. No offense, Doc.”

      “Offense taken, asshole.” Jamie flipped Grant the finger. Yeah, after being shot during a mass casualty event orchestrated by their enemy, he still had a way to go to recover from his partial knee replacement. Didn’t matter. When it came to protecting his girls, he didn’t sit on the sidelines.

      Becca was the key to stopping Dominion. If the JTT failed, if they didn’t recover the code locked away in her beautiful brain, the result would be catastrophic on a global scale.

      “I’m going,” Jay said, steeling himself against the coming protests.

      “Me too,” Davis Nader added, infusing his backbone with conviction and sitting taller in his seat.

      “No.” Adam set his steely gaze on the seventeen-year-old. “I need you here.”

      “But—”

      “No buts,” Adam said, cutting off the teenager’s protest. “I gave you an order. You’ll follow it. We clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” Davis grumbled, unhappy about being excluded from the mission.

      “You’re not going either,” Grant said to Adam. The curved peak of his ball cap aimed straight across the wide boardroom table; he narrowed his eyes in a hard stare as he folded his arms over his vintage “Goonies Never Say Die” T-shirt.

      Ever-present twin Berettas holstered under his arms, and hands resting on the hard surface in front of him, Adam leaned forward the barest inch. The slight movement as big a threat as the double tap of his trigger finger against the polished wood. “Last time I checked, I didn’t take orders from you.”

      Grant didn’t so much as blink in response to the intimidation tactic, but the smile curving the corners of his goatee was the equivalent of an unspoken fuck you, and Jay had to give it to him. The man had balls of steel.

      “Jesus Christ.” Chase Mackenzie shook his head. As the JTT’s second-in-command and Adam’s brother-in-law, it fell to him to talk some sense into their leader. “It’s me or you,” he said, unwilling to risk leaving his wife unprotected for any amount of time. “One of us stays with Gray—always. That was our agreement. And the last time I checked, you couldn’t fly a paper fucking airplane, never mind a forty-million-dollar next-gen Black Hawk.”

      “Grant can stay and⁠—”

      “No.” Chase cut off Adam’s predictable reply with one firm syllable, leaving no room for debate. “The Hawk needs two pilots, and Grant’s been training to be my second. Z’s the crew chief. Jay’s on tech. Cody is weapons and gear. And Doc’s our medic. If we’re going to pull this off, we need to be smart about it, and I need to be confident my wife is safe and where she’s supposed to be.”

      Beside him, Grant huffed, a low sound of derision. He knew as well as anyone how unpredictable Grace Mackenzie could be. And the fact he was in love with his teammate’s wife wasn’t lost on anyone around the table, including Chase himself.

      A situation he’d taken advantage of when he’d asked Grant to stay with the JTT to help keep Gray safe from the man who wanted her dead.

      Jonas fucking Johnson. The domestic terrorist they were after, and the current front-runner in the polls for the upcoming presidential election. If their former boss had it his way, they’d all be dead. Corpses rotting six feet under.

      Right next to his son, Jonas Johnson Jr.

      The former Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security and all-around colossal fucking prick, Johnson blamed Gray for his only child’s untimely demise. But truth be told, he was just one among the hundreds of dead. Collateral damage in his father’s pursuit of the Oval Office and the ultimate race for world domination.

      “Fine.” Adam sat back in his chair, conceding the lost point as his back slammed against the soft leather. “Davis and I hang back here while we watch over the women. You, five and a half, can lead the mission to rescue Rebecca. No offense, Doc.”

      “Offense taken, dickhead.” Despite his grin, Jamie’s middle finger got a workout as he once again flipped the bird. “It’s not my bum leg we need to worry about. Six guys against a Russian army is a suicide mission. How the fuck are we going to pull this off?”

      “We need help,” Cody replied, his gaze flicking back to the Smartboard and the latest satellite picture of the formidable island.

      “Do we trust the CIA with this?” Zander asked.

      Already shaking his head, Jay’s relief loosened the tension in his chest when Adam agreed with him verbally. “No. They don’t know Rebecca is the key to controlling Dominion. Right now, we have the advantage. I want to keep it that way. Nobody outside this house needs to know about her role. Agreed?”

      Everyone around the table nodded.

      Yeah, there’d been a time when Jay trusted his CIA recruiter implicitly. Not anymore. Not after Diane Heughan finally revealed the truth about Dominion and the virus’s catastrophic consequences for the fate of humankind.

      An apocalyptic shutdown of the world’s supercomputers.

      Or the formation of a totalitarian society under the rule of a select few.

      Either way. People would die. Billions of people. Starting with the poorest, the sickest, the most disadvantaged, while the rich hid away in their McMansions, waiting for the worst of it to blow over.

      Newsflash.

      Money in the bank wouldn’t save the elite when systems crashed. Diamonds in safes wouldn’t keep their bellies full. Fancy cars wouldn’t outrun the dangers flooding the streets. They’d die. It might take a little longer. But they’d die. Right alongside everyone else. Their privilege a false pretense when it came to survival of the fittest.

      No corner of the globe would be spared if Dominion escaped any one of the stand-alone servers it’d been created on. A sophisticated piece of software designed to infiltrate and infect every computer connected to the Internet, the virus had been coded to be self-learning, replicating faster and spreading further than any malware ever created.

      A question of when—not if—the virus would be released, they were racing the clock on a global Armageddon. And without Becca, they had no way to stop it.

      No way to destroy it.

      No way to survive it.

      Hell, even with her help, they might not succeed. But if the world went to shit, Jay wanted her by his side when it did.

      “What about Petrova Personal Protection?” Chase asked. “Think Lou could spare a couple of guys on short notice?”

      “They’re good, but a handful of private sector paramilitary guys working outside the scope of the law aren’t going to cut it,” Grant replied. “We need a full-on black ops unit willing to go off-grid to conduct an unsanctioned and highly illegal smash-and-grab with little to no reasoning behind it.”

      “If that’s the case, then we’re fucked.” Cody shifted his bulk to his left butt cheek and crossed one knee over the other to sit like an old man. “We don’t know how deep the conspiracy reaches, and thanks to Johnson, we’re at the top of every US government watch list out there. We can’t trust anyone to have our backs.”

      “You’re forgetting one thing, numbnuts.” Grant deployed his evil grin on those around the table. “No one knows about me, and I’m not an American.”

      Adam cocked a brow. “You know a black ops team willing to break every international humanitarian law when it comes to an off-the-books military operation?”

      “Maybe.” Grant shrugged, his smile widening. “Let me make some phone calls.”
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      Ninety minutes of fresh air daily. Becca stepped outside and inhaled a full breath—long and slow, in through the nose, out through the mouth. Mistake. The cold March air seized her lungs for a couple of painful seconds, and she clapped a gloved hand over her chest, cursing her own stupidity.

      Not the first time she’d done something she regretted. Wouldn’t be the last.

      She thumped her fist against her sternum, a punishment of sorts, buffered by the thick down jacket she wore. Then she started running like her life depended on it. Ridiculous, because no one followed her. No need. Her prison was inescapable.

      She’d know. Under the guise of a borderline-masochistic exercise routine, she’d scoured every square inch of accessible terrain on Big Diomede. A natural fortress, the rugged and inhospitable island consisted of rocky outcrops, impassable mountains, and sheer cliffs leading straight into the Bering Sea.

      Pushed along by a strong arctic wind, she crossed the flat courtyard under the overcast sky until she reached the familiar path her feet had carved through the knee-deep snow. Eyes trained straight ahead, she didn’t hesitate as she passed one of the perimeter guards patrolling the compound.

      He didn’t acknowledge her.

      None of them ever did.

      They were super soldiers. They didn’t get cold. They didn’t speak. They didn’t think for themselves. And they didn’t question orders. Thanks to the microchips embedded in their heads, they were living, breathing machines. Nothing more.

      And they had one job to do.

      Keep her alive and on the island.

      Technically, that’s two jobs, Bec.

      Shut up.

      A chunk of ice caught the toe of her boot, and her heart skipped a beat as she adjusted her stride to keep from going down. When she regained her equilibrium, she shook her head to rid herself of Jay Mann’s voice.

      Impossible to do.

      He haunted her twenty-four-seven. Awake. Asleep. In the shower. On the computer. He followed her everywhere. Had for the last seven years. Her greatest love. Her biggest regret. And the reason she’d allowed Alexsandr Volkov to catch up to her in Munich to begin with.

      Well, one of the reasons. She’d do anything to keep Jay safe. And anything to find her sister. Even if it meant taking on her identity. Yeah, Maya needed to be found and stopped. Then she needed to go to prison. For life.

      Seven years. She’d spent seven years looking for her twin. The last two on this God-forsaken hunk of rock, pretending to be Maya while she scoured the darknet looking for signs of her. She’d come close—once or twice—most recently when she’d discovered one of her sister’s programs hacking into a numbered bank account.

      An account that had already been targeted and emptied by Jay, the two-point-five billion in arms trafficking money moved to an untraceable location. He would’ve gotten away with it too, if it hadn’t been for Maya finding her way around his codes to discover the fortune had gone missing.

      A fortune that had belonged to Jay’s former boss. Jonas Johnson. The man Maya hid behind. The man she worked for.

      The man she killed for.

      Leg muscles burning, Becca dug in and powered up the last of the incline, the cliff’s edge beckoning her forward. A final destination she’d often considered going straight over. If the fall didn’t kill her, the frigid water, swift currents, and ice floes below certainly would.

      The sparse vegetation thinned even further as the ground leveled, and she sprinted for the finish line. She pulled up short at the last second, skidding to a stop and sending a loose block of ice and snow tumbling over the edge. She didn’t look down as she huffed and puffed, trying to catch her breath.

      She couldn’t look down. Heights terrified her. Made her nauseous and dizzy. They always had. Something Jay had teased her about in that sexy voice of his, all the while holding her hand tight in his. A promise he’d keep her safe. No matter how high the climb or how far the fall.

      He’d been the rock beneath her feet. Solid. Steady. Sure.

      Until Maya had tossed a stick of dynamite between them, and the ground had given way.

      The wind continued to push at her back, and despite her winter workout gear, she shivered. One more step, and the guilt and shame she carried would cease to be. Her gaze swept the horizon. Nothing but shades of gray, broken up by the tumbling curl of whitecaps as far as the eye could see.

      Cold. Barren. Desolate.

      Incapable of sustaining human life.

      She could be looking in a mirror and see the same thing.

      Her vision blurred. She sniffed, and despite locking down her emotions years ago, she swiped at the corner of her leaky eye. Her memories did this to her. So did thinking about Jay. About what she’d lost. About what Maya had done. To him. To her. To her parents.

      If she let herself feel, she’d crack, and she couldn’t. Not yet. Not before she fixed her mistakes. With a sigh, she stepped away from the edge and turned her back on the only exit route she had.

      A quick glance at her watch confirmed she had thirty-two minutes to get back to the compound, or she’d lose her privileges for a week. No gym. No outdoor activities. No life-sustaining microwave popcorn slathered in extra butter and coated with salt.

      Good thing the way back sloped downhill, even if it meant running into the wind trying to turn her into a corpsicle. She fell into an easy jog. Her earlier sense of urgency burned off by the breakneck sprint to the closest edge of the island, she felt more herself. More Becca than Maya.

      Her feet landed sure and light against the hard-packed snow, her resolve solidly back in place. She had a job to do. One job. Find Maya and bring her to justice. After that? She didn’t care what happened to herself. Didn’t care if she remained stuck on this dead piece of land forever.

      Jay would be safe and free of the Barrows sisters. Nothing else mattered.

      Yep, ever since she’d walked out of the hospital and left Boston at the age of twenty-one, cold, barren, and desolate pretty much summed up her life. Past. Present. And future.

      Heads up, Bec. Time to put your game face on.

      As she neared the end of the trail, she slowed her momentum until she stopped in front of Nikolai Volkov. Not like she had a choice in the matter. He blocked the path. Tall, broad, dark, no trace of a Russian accent. Her only friend on the island.

      Correction—Maya’s only friend on the island.

      “Why so glum, love?” More English than Russian due to his West London boarding school upbringing, Nik’s choice of words never failed to make her smile.

      “I’m not glum, Nik. My face is frozen, and you’re standing between me, a hot shower, and my Orville Redenbacher’s.” She clasped her hands behind her back, stretching her arms to loosen her shoulders. Forget jumping off a cliff. Sitting in front of a computer for eighteen hours a day would kill her before she ever got the chance to fly free. “Why are you following me?”

      He huffed a laugh, and a white cloud drifted between them. “I’m not following you, Maya. Alexsandr wants to meet. He sent me to find you.”

      Her turn to huff, she added a derogatory snort to the mix. Thanks to the tracking device implanted next to the rounded edge of her left scapula, Alexsandr knew where she was—always. No finding necessary. All he had to do? Locate the red dot on his map.

      Thankfully, it was the only chip she carried. After she’d carved out the last two, he’d had one of his henchmen place the third in a spot she couldn’t reach. Bastard. Then he’d threatened her with a neural implant if she didn’t behave.

      Mind control. If he couldn’t keep her in line with fear, he’d do it the only other way he knew how. So yeah, fear worked. She may not care what happened to her when this was over, but she sure as hell wanted to be responsible for her own outcome, not a puppet on the end of some megalomaniac’s string.

      “What does he want now?” She gave Nik’s stomach a slight shove and hitched her chin for him to lead the way.

      “No idea.” He turned, and she followed him off the path and into the courtyard. The sentry stationed nearby paid them no attention, his exhaled breath not even noticeable in the crisp air as they passed him by. A programmable side effect of the microprocessor controlling his every thought and bodily function.

      “No idea?” she scoffed as they fell into step side by side.

      He shook his head, a slight frown forming at the edges of his lips. “None.” Nik wanted to trust his uncle so bad it hurt to watch. As the last living relative of the mighty Alexsandr Volkov, he believed in the propaganda he’d been fed his entire adult life.

      Believed the world would be a better place under the totalitarian rule of the Imperium Council. An international group of stupid rich men in a race to seize sole leadership of the council by gaining ultimate control of the computer virus designed to infiltrate and infect every computer linked to the World Wide Web.

      Control the Internet.

      Control everyone and everything—including the other members of the Imperium.

      One supreme superpower and the ruler of all mankind. Alexsandr wanted nothing less than to own the world and everyone in it. And fortunately for her, he believed he had one of the two people he needed to make it happen.

      Maya and Jay.

      Idiot. The douchebag Russian oligarch couldn’t have been more wrong.

      Sure, he had the key to control Dominion, but he’d abducted the wrong fucking sister.

      A pathological liar with blood on her hands and madness in her eyes, Maya had spun the perfect lie.

      But she wasn’t the key.

      She’d never been the key.

      Yeah, her boyfriend-raping, baby-killing, parent-murdering twin didn’t know it, but she was the kill switch.
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      “You okay?” Jamie asked.

      Jay looked up from the satellite images of the Russian compound he’d been studying to watch Jamie approach his desk. With his limp hardly noticeable anymore, he’d made incredible progress toward getting his mobility back, thanks to Eve and the weeks of brutal physical therapy she’d put him through.

      Ruthless about causing pain for gain, she never let anyone in the house suffer in silence, and they’d all benefited from her professional compassion and persistence.

      Selfishly, Jay was relieved.

      He needed Jamie whole, ready and able to help him bring Becca home. Because Lord knew he couldn’t do it alone. Hell, he couldn’t do it without his entire team. He was a computer programmer for fuck’s sake. Not a black ops specialist trained in the art of warfare.

      “Yeah, I’m good.”

      “You sure?” Jamie rolled a chair closer and dropped his ass down like he intended to stay awhile, which meant one of two things. He wanted to give Jay an earful about the lack of nutritional benefits of an all-cereal diet, or he had some concerns about the state of Jay’s mental health.

      If he had to guess Jamie’s choice, it’d be mental health.

      Yeah, he could read Jamie well enough. The determination in his eyes. The tightness around his lips. This was about Jay and the things he generally kept buried down deep.

      “Look, dude.” He pointed to his screen, hoping to avoid a lengthy conversation about the shit he didn’t want to dredge up. Not now. Not today. Not while sober. “I’ve got work to do, so quit waffling and get to the fucking point.”

      “The point,” Jamie replied, his ice-blue eyes matching his intense expression, “is to check in and see how you’re managing. I mean, it must be hard to see Rebecca sporting the same tattoos as Maya, and I want to make sure you’re doing okay, and to let you know, you can talk to me about how you’re feeling.”

      Aw, fuck. He scrubbed a hand through his curls. He didn’t want to talk about Maya. About the memories clawing their way up from the dark corners where he’d locked them away.

      He’d done the work—was still doing the work—to live with the things she’d done. Shit like that never went away. But the scars she’d left on both his mind and body had faded, and the guilt he carried didn’t control him anymore.

      Well, not as much as it used to. But whatever. Telling Jamie the truth about what had happened while they were both up to their eyeballs in Captain Morgan Spiced Rum had helped. Despite the copious amounts of alcohol, he remembered that night.

      Remembered everything he’d said shortly after being assigned to the Joint Task Team in Palo Pinto. He hadn’t meant to drag Jamie into the filth of his past or pour every ugly detail about being sexually assaulted by Maya into a near stranger’s lap.

      But rum had loosened his tongue, and trust had shattered his dam.

      And Jamie—well, Jamie had been Jamie.

      Strong. Supportive. Non-judgmental. He’d just been there, exactly the way Jay needed him to be. A gift he’d never stop being grateful for. Same for the note he’d woken up to on the tiny wooden table between their beds the next morning.

      Therapy session booked with SA specialist Dr. Ellory Quinn.

      Meeting link added to your calendar.

      2 p.m. Non-negotiable. — J.

      P.S. You’re not alone anymore.

      P.P.S. Blow this off, and I’m kicking your ass.

      He hadn’t wanted to, but he’d gone. Because Jamie hadn’t just listened. He’d acted. He’d given a damn. He’d been the shove Jay needed to deal with the trauma of his past. The doctor, the older brother, the respected authority figure.

      The kind of man and role model he hadn’t had for most of his life.

      His memories hovering near the surface, Jay blinked the burn from his eyes. Fuck, he needed sleep. About a year’s worth. “I’m good. Seriously, I mean it. Doctor Quinn has me squared away, and I’ve been talking to Doctor Christina since Adam brought her onto the team. Trust me. I’m fully fucking therapied to the max, and I’m holding it together.”

      He’d spoken the truth. Therapy had helped. He no longer believed the lies he’d told himself. No longer carried the crushing weight of blame for Maya’s actions. He knew now—his harsh words of rejection hadn’t been the trigger that shattered their lives.

      But the why of it all?

      Why he’d been raped? Becca, stabbed? Marie and Doug Barrows, murdered—their lives ripped away in a single, senseless crime spree?

      Nobody knew.

      Nobody could make sense of it.

      Not Jay. Not Becca. Not the police, the detectives, the doctors, or the therapists.

      And as for Maya? She’d vanished. A gifted programmer, she’d weaponized her genius to escape the consequences of her crimes. Yeah, she hadn’t just disappeared. She’d hunted her own trail first—killed every lead before it could take root.

      Then she’d embedded herself in the underbelly of the darknet where monsters thrived. Her identity cloaked behind walls of sophisticated encryption and protected by a maze of false trails and dead-end aliases, she hadn’t simply run from justice. She’d outsmarted it.

      No court had ever held her accountable. No cell door had clanged shut behind her. The cold edge of steel cuffs had never touched her wrists. And to this day, she remained free. Untouchable. Unrepentant.

      Twenty-four hours. That’s all it’d taken.

      One day to destroy multiple lives and carve scars into those who’d loved her most.

      One day to burn it all down and walk away without a backward glance.

      Nothing left but the blood on the floor, the broken bodies left behind, and the sick belief she’d bested them all.

      Concern still driving his actions, Jamie leaned forward, braced his forearms against his knees, and dropped his voice low. “Listen, motherfucker. I know you’re getting the professional support you need. I’m just here to remind you, the rest of us have your back as well. So if you need to work through some things, we’ve got time to hit the gym, or the bags, or Grant and Cody if it helps.”

      Jay huffed. “Not sure using faces for fist cushions is a recommended coping mechanism for sexual assault survivors.”

      “Meh.” Jamie grinned and shrugged a lazy shoulder. “Whatever works.”

      “Focusing on the mission works. Getting Rebecca back works. Stopping Dominion, crushing the Imperium Council, and putting Johnson in a pine box six feet underground works.”

      “Alright, alright,” Jamie protested, holding up his palms to put a halt to Jay’s defensive comeback. “I hear you. You’re good. I’m not questioning your honesty. I just wanted you to know you don’t have to carry the burden alone. Because out there—on Big Diomede—we’re gonna need you at peak performance, and I don’t want anything messing with your head.”

      Jay nodded. “Yep. I get it.” He circled his finger around his temple. “If things start to unravel, you’ll be the first to know.”

      “Good.” A strip of long hair falling into his face, Jamie brushed it behind his ear with his thumb and resumed his slouched position. “So? Tell me about Rebecca. When did you find the picture of her? Why am I only hearing about it now? And what do you make of her inking her skin to look exactly like Maya? I mean—why would she do that? It doesn’t make much sense, does it? Why would she want to look even more like the woman who sexually assaulted her boyfriend before trying to kill her?”

      “Fuck,” Jay groaned, wishing Jamie would leave shit alone. He’d told him about how Maya had snapped after he’d repeatedly rejected her advances. How she’d drugged and raped him shortly before the end of their final year of uni. How she’d left him alone and bleeding—her initials carved into his leg—while she’d returned home with the intent to murder her entire family.

      God, the aftermath of what she’d done. The losses he’d suffered. The guilt he’d carried. It’d been too much for a twenty-one-year-old living on his own. No parents left. No family to turn to. No real support from overwhelmed health and legal systems.

      None of that had stopped him from loving Becca or wanting Maya behind bars. But with both of them on the run, he’d forced himself to go on with his life. Finish school. Graduate. Join the Central Intelligence Agency as he’d promised he would.

      And with nothing left to live for, he’d thrown himself into his job. Spent all his time and energy proving himself to Diane Heughan. Focused on making himself indispensable to the CIA and his mentor by developing new software, improving existing programs to mine data faster, hardening security systems, and creating custom scripts to give their unit the edge on encoded communications and counter-intelligence activities.

      At the same time, he used those systems to keep tabs on Becca while he scoured the darknet, looking for Maya. Five years of one wild goose chase after another, and nothing, no legitimate signs of the murderous bitch anywhere.

      And then shortly after he’d been assigned as tech support to the JTT, he’d spotted her in Munich—or so he’d thought—right up until he’d taken a closer look at the image. His computer couldn’t differentiate between the twins, but he sure as hell could.

      “One of my facial rec programs picked up what it thought was Maya about a week after I’d joined the JTT. One look, and I knew Becca had changed her appearance. As to why? I have no fucking clue.”

      “Why didn’t you say something? We could’ve helped.”

      “With what, dumbass? I was new to the team—the last to join. Johnson had us running in circles, and I didn’t want to drop my shit into the mix. I swear, I didn’t know about Dominion, or that Becca was tied to all of this.”

      “I believe you. We all do. But man, seeing her with those tattoos must’ve been triggering.”

      “Yep. Dove right into the Captain Morgan and dragged you down to the bottom of the bottle.”

      Jamie snorted. “Best thing that could’ve happened as far as I’m concerned.”

      His heart on his sleeve, Jay nodded. “I never said thank you.” He paused to swallow the lump in his throat. “You saved my life that night.”

      Just like always, Jamie’s steadfast gaze never wavered. “You don’t have to thank me, Jay. Honestly, I didn’t know what to do. Except keep you there. Keep you talking. You’d have done the same for me. Hell, you have done the same for me.”

      “Maybe.” He ran a hand over his jaw, and the scrape of beard stubble against his fingers felt safe and familiar. “But the action you took—forcing me into therapy—went beyond. And I’ll be eternally grateful.”

      “It’s all good,” Jamie said, nudging Jay’s foot under the desk with the toe of his shoe. The equivalent of a back-slapping bro hug for a couple of guys too tired to get up to execute the real deal. “So, what’s next? Where do we go from here?”

      “Fuck if I know.” Jay shook his head. “But I’m done waiting. Done trying to figure out what the hell’s going on, with Becca, with Maya, with Dominion. I want the truth. All of it.”

      “Then I guess it’s time to go get your girl.”

      “You’re not worried?” Jay asked, his own reservations about dragging the JTT into a battle against an army of Russian super soldiers spiking his blood pressure.

      “Nah, we’ve already survived enough shit to get here. Besides, what’s the point of living if we’re not dodging explosions and rolling our eyeballs at dramatic one-sided monologues?”

      Jay huffed. “Don’t be a dick. What about Summer and Halia? What if something happens? What if you don’t come home? What if⁠—”

      “Listen,” Jamie said, interrupting Jay’s downward spiral. “This is what I signed on for when I joined the JTT.” He waved his hand around the boardroom—empty except for the two of them. “It’s what we all signed on for. We’re aware of the risks, and we’re choosing to stay. Choosing to fight. Because we believe in the mission. Believe we’re doing the right thing. Believe when the dust settles, we’ll be on the right side of history. But more than that, I’m here for Summer and Halia, for their future, for their rights and freedoms. Nothing is more important to me than doing everything within my power to leave behind a world worthy of them. A world where Summer can chase her dreams without fear. A world where Halia can learn and grow, knowing it’s safe to be whoever she was born to be. A world where hope isn’t a rebellion, but a birthright. That’s why I’m here, Jay. It’s why we all are.”

      Well, shit…talk about perspective.

      The fog of guilt clearing enough for Jay to see through to the other side, the air around him lightened, and something steady formed deep within his mind. A quiet confidence he’d made the right choices and followed the right path.

      Yeah, he better understood Jamie’s motivation, because they wanted the same things.

      Their loved ones safe, together, happy.

      Nothing else mattered.

      Warmth spread throughout Jay’s chest. “Thanks,” he said simply, ready to focus on the plan. On the mission. On Becca. Because Jamie was right. She needed them both. Needed the entire JTT.

      Sure, Jay would walk through every hell he’d ever survived to bring her home safe. But she needed more than safe. She needed all of them. Family. Not by blood or circumstances. Nope.

      The JTT. Jamie. Summer. Halia. They were a choice. The best fucking one as far as he was concerned. And he wanted the same for Becca. No more hiding. No more waiting. They were in this together.

      They always had been, and they always would be.

      Except now they weren’t alone anymore.

      “So what do you think?” Jay asked, a heartfelt grin taking over his face. “Does Grant have the connections to pull off finding us a black ops team willing to invade a hostile enemy stronghold on short notice?”

      “Jesus Christ,” Jamie huffed. “That asshole could start a coup with a kazoo and a bad attitude. If he says he’ll make some phone calls, I’m packing snacks and a couple of rabies shots, because he’s probably got a basement full of genetically modified raccoons, ready, willing, and able to wreak havoc with the slightest provocation.”
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      “You’re stalling.” Despite being thousands of miles apart, Becca still felt the burn of Alexsandr Volkov’s cold stare. Used to getting whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted it, the Russian billionaire had his sights set on Jay, and he wasn’t happy about the delay. “Do I need to remind you of the consequences of angering me, Maya?”

      She shuddered appropriately. All part of the game. He needed to believe she was doing everything in her power to deliver Jay to him. So what if he had her beaten—again. She’d endure any abuse if it meant keeping the man she loved safe.

      Hands clasped, she leaned forward in her boardroom chair, eyes wide with false alarm. “I’m not stalling, Alexsandr. Jay Mann is an asshole with a God complex, but he’s by far the best coder on the planet. If he were easy to find, we’d have him by now.”

      “No one on the Imperium Council has been successful in locating him.” Seated to her left, Nik did his best to placate his uncle. “He’s good, but he’ll make a mistake eventually. And when he does, Maya’s still our best chance to flush him out.”

      A scoff sounded from the man seated to her right, and she refused to look at the sadistic son of a bitch who posed the biggest threat to her personal safety. Roman Dmitriev enjoyed leaving bruises. On her specifically. And any excuse to inflict pain would suffice to make her the target of his vicious temper.

      “Jay doesn’t matter anyway.” She waved a hand dismissively. “We’re close to cracking his code on the lock. Another month and we won’t need him at all.”

      A lie.

      Nobody had come close to replicating the complex set of instructions required to control Dominion. Not even the artificial intelligence programs used to stitch the virus together could reproduce the digital solution conceived by a fourth-year MIT student working on a theoretical problem in a cramped off-campus apartment.

      An apartment she’d spent a lot of time in.

      “Is this true?” Alexsandr looked to Roman to validate her claim. A mistake. He may have been one of the original members of the international student team assigned to develop a hypothetical program capable of controlling the web, but he was a mediocre coder at best.

      His computer skills came nowhere near Maya’s.

      Or Becca’s. Even though she’d chosen to study political science at MIT as opposed to computer engineering, she had a natural talent for machine programming. And not just the basic operating language, the binary zero and one codes used to run the central processing unit. But the complex programming languages like Python, JavaScript, C, and C++ used to provide instructions for the CPU to execute.

      “Yes, it’s true. We’re close,” Roman replied, not wanting to risk being the fool who had no actual clue if they were any closer to solving the problem or not. “But I would continue to pursue Mann as a precaution. Whether we need his codes or not, he’s still a threat. Find him, validate Maya’s work, and then kill him. It’s the best way to ensure no one else on the Imperium Council gets access to the key that controls Dominion.”

      Bastard! In typical Roman fashion, he’d covered his ass and hedged his bets.

      “Five days,” Alexsandr said, his thick Russian accent rumbling through the speaker. “You have five days to crack the code. If you don’t succeed⁠—”

      “Uncle,” Nik protested. “Five days isn’t enough time. Maya needs⁠—”

      “What Maya needs is of no importance.” His voice sharper than the crack of a whip, Alexsandr shot his gaze from Nik to her. This time, she had no need to fake her fear as the fine hairs on the backs of her arms tingled and stood at attention. “It’s been two years and nothing. Find Jay Mann or crack the code. If you can do neither, you’re of no use to me.” The threat to her life made clear, he continued. “Five days, Roman. If I don’t get the result I want, you know what to do.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      From the corner of her eye, she saw her future executioner’s crisp nod, and her heart landed a painful double thump against her rib cage. She’d suspected her time was running out for weeks. It’s why she’d lied about being close to cracking Jay’s code to begin with. But five days?

      “Dyadya, you can’t—” The screen went blank before Nik could finish, and the blood drained from her head. If he couldn’t talk some sense into Alexsandr—no one could.

      Fuck! No way in hell she’d be able to figure out how to control Dominion in five days. And as for giving them Jay…

      Never gonna happen. Everything she’d done had been to keep him alive, safe, and as far away from her mess as possible. The only person capable of stopping the Imperium Council from weaponizing Dominion, he had to be protected at all costs.

      Her life?

      Not worth a hair on his head.

      “He’s just posturing, Maya.” Nik laid his hand over the back of hers and squeezed her fingers gently. “I’ll talk to him again later.”

      Unable to look him in the eyes, she nodded and pulled her hand free, patting the top of his in reassurance. Neither of them believed his uncle could be persuaded to change his mind. She had five days to get everything she needed done and everything in place to take Alexsandr down with her.

      “I should get to work.” She pushed her chair away from the table and stood on trembling legs. The result of her run? A reaction to the new surge of adrenaline coursing through her veins? Guilt about using Nik, her only friend, to get what she wanted? Whatever. Didn’t matter.

      She had shit to do.

      A Russian empire to destroy.

      And popcorn to make.

      She should’ve turned left, but distracted by her racing thoughts, she turned to her right, and lightning quick, Roman captured her by the wrist, twisting her arm until it hurt, and yanking her down toward him. “You’d better not be fucking lying, Maya.” His grip tightened, crushing her bones together.

      “I’m not,” she said through gritted teeth, refusing to give him what he wanted by crying out and begging for release. “I said I needed a month to crack the code, and I do.”

      “Then I guess you’d better find Jay Mann real quick, suka.”

      She huffed. Roman calling her a bitch? Nothing new. Neither were his threats. He hated Maya. Had always hated Maya. And he’d like nothing more than to be the last face she ever saw.

      “Let her go,” Nik ordered.

      Roman’s grip tightened for a fraction of a second. A warning. He could snap her wrist like a twig if he wanted to. And he definitely wanted to. But then he’d have to explain to his vengeful billionaire boss why his coder had only one functional hand to type on the keyboard with.

      She smiled—exactly the way Maya would’ve smiled.

      A slow, taunting grin.

      Roman was a lot of things, chief among them, a violent asshole who got off on hurting others, but he wasn’t stupid. He couldn’t harm her. Not really. Not before her five days were up. After that, he could do whatever the fuck he wanted to her. And they both knew it.

      But right now, she had the upper hand.

      And they both knew that too.

      He surged from his chair, and in a flash, he had her by the neck, fingers and thumb jammed into her carotid arteries as he pushed her toward the wall until her back hit the plaster next to the door.

      The light switch dug into her shoulder blade, and her skull thumped hard enough to set a cascade of stars tumbling across her vision. His cold stare cut into her, everything he wanted to do, every lick of pain and ounce of misery he wanted to inflict, as easy to see as the flecks of ice in the depths of his eyes.

      They matched the non-existent warmth of his soul.

      His fingers tightened. Her mouth parted. Her nostrils flared. She couldn’t breathe. Not even the tiniest particle of air could pass through the vice grip he had clamped around her throat.

      “Stop!” Nik rushed forward, coming to her aid.

      Roman pulled a gun from the back of his pants and aimed the barrel at Nik’s chest, freezing him in his tracks. “I could kill you both, right now.”

      “Do it,” Nik snarled. “And you won’t live long enough to get off this island.”

      Both hands clamped onto his sinewy forearm, she felt the twitch of Roman’s corded muscles before he released her. She doubled over, gasping for breath and drawing some much-needed oxygen down her raw throat and deep into her lungs.

      “Pussy,” she wheezed.

      “Maya, don’t,” Nik begged, knowing she liked to tempt fate by provoking the beast.

      Fair enough.

      He was the one who faced the gun pointed in the general vicinity of his heart.

      A mewling cry sounded as the Grand Duchess, Miss Kitty of Catia, entered the room. Undisturbed by the thick tension surrounding them, the bluish-gray stray plunked her fearless butt down on the industrial tile and swished her tail back and forth, pale green eyes staring at Roman unblinking.

      Inexplicably, he swore under his breath, shoved his weapon back into his pants, and walked out the door. Saved by the meow bell. Another day. Another one of Becca’s nine lives wasted for zero gain. She had three left. Maybe four.

      She’d lost count over the years.

      Also—depending on how one defined a near-death experience—the number fluctuated.

      “Hello, Miss Kitty.” She scooped the miniature feline off the floor, and the duchess nestled her head under Becca’s chin and started to purr. The tiny cat with big energy had an attitude the size of Mother Russia herself.

      “Jesus, Maya.” Nik’s hand trembled as he pushed the hair from his face. He might be the rightful heir to Alexsandr’s throne of bones, but he didn’t have a ruthless cell in his body.

      His uncle knew it too.

      It’s why he’d sent Roman to do the dirty work of keeping her in line. The hacker he’d plucked from the Moscow slums and sent to the best computer engineering school in the world had the stomach for violence his nephew lacked.

      “It’s fine.”

      “It’s not fine,” he said, crossing the space between them and grabbing her cheeks between his hands. He lifted her chin and cocked his head to the side. “You’re going to be bruised.”

      She shrugged her sore shoulder, casting off his concern. “Who cares?”

      “I care.”

      “Well, don’t.” She shook her head. She didn’t want him to care. Couldn’t allow him to care. Not for Maya. Not for her. Not when she was about to sacrifice him for the greater good. She jerked her chin, and he released her, his hands falling to his sides. “Caring gets people killed, Nik. You understand better than anyone what your uncle is capable of.”

      Rumor had it Alexsandr had murdered his older brother to gain control of the family fortune before exiling Nik’s mother to some forgotten corner of Siberia’s remote tundra. Nik brushed off the whispers as lies spread by their enemies.

      Becca didn’t know what to believe, but every time she looked into his eyes and saw his stubborn loyalty and blind faith in the man who’d raised him, she felt a chill. Because, quite frankly, the pieces of his past didn’t fit together the way he wanted them to.

      “I’ll find a way to protect you. I promise.”

      She barked a harsh laugh. “You can’t.”

      “I will.”

      She nodded because if she didn’t, he wouldn’t let it go. “I need to get to work.” She nuzzled her lips against the top of Kitty’s head, then with a quick kiss to the cat’s nose, she gave her to Nik. “Can you take care of the duchess for me?”

      No one had any idea where the cat had come from, but the little furball had become a bright spot in an otherwise dreary existence, and Becca worried more for Kitty’s future than she did her own.

      “Maya, we should⁠—”

      “Please.” Her chin wobbled, and she swallowed her emotions for the second time that day. Jesus. What was wrong with her? She didn’t get weepy. Not anymore. And not over a cat. Never in her fucked-up life would she have believed a tiny scrapper with sharp teeth and even sharper claws would be her source of joy. “I don’t have time to waste arguing with you, and I can’t have any distractions if I’m going to crack the code.”

      He nodded, and her relief immense, she turned and left him standing in the quiet boardroom. Out in the hallway, she did a quick scan for any signs of a Roman ambush, and finding none, she aimed her feet in the opposite direction of the computer room she worked in.

      The small kitchen at the opposite end of the building her goal; her footsteps echoed in the empty corridor. The complex Alexsandr kept her in had been designed to provide an efficient and secure environment for housing and managing a couple of billion dollars’ worth of digital infrastructure.

      With the very best in high-performance computer servers, networking equipment, and modern computing technology, his capabilities rivaled those of the top intelligence agencies in the world.

      Built to resemble a ramshackle cluster of dilapidated buildings from the exterior, the interior was a modern technological marvel, with multiple layers of security and emergency precautions in place to protect against all possible threats.

      Except for her.

      She pushed through the door into the kitchen, propping it open like always before making her way over to the red Orville Redenbacher’s box sitting on the counter where she’d left it.

      A quick reach inside, and she pulled out a cellophane-wrapped packet of extra buttery popcorn. Her favorite. Especially when she left the bag in the microwave for too long, and it came out a little on the burned side.

      Yummy.

      And also…a potential fire hazard.
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      “Hey, tabarnak, how’re you, my friend? I thought you were dead.”

      Alone in Adam’s office off the kitchen, Grant’s grin damn near split his face in half. It’d been a long time since he’d heard Jean-Pierre Tessier’s mangled French Canadian accent, never mind seen his ugly face. “That’s because you left me to die in a cave in the middle of the Syrian desert, asshole.”

      Not exactly the whole truth. His team had just rescued a valuable target, and securing the former hostage and getting him out of the country without anyone being the wiser had been the priority. If roles had been reversed, and JP the one wounded in action, he would’ve been the one left behind…temporarily.

      “Don’t be a special snowflake, bébé. We were coming back for you.”

      “In what century?”

      “Hmph, always the impatient one.” JP’s mud-colored eyes crinkled at the corners as he leaned toward his computer screen. “You look alive and well. How did you get out? And when did you get so fat?”

      Grant shook his head at the old joke. “After four days of waiting for you to drag your tiny dick back, I shot myself full of morphine and walked out. Took me another three days to get to Deir ez-Zur by camel, truck, and fucking bicycle. Do you have any idea how hard it is to pedal a pint-sized banana-seat bike with a bullet in your leg? And I’m not fat, dickwad. It’s called muscle.”

      At five foot four and a hundred and fifty pounds, JP was the kind of guy people regularly underestimated, but despite being borderline crazy, he was a fearless operator who liked to poke the bear just to stare him down—until the bear found some sense and turned tail and ran.

      “Eh.” JP shrugged. “What doesn’t kill you. Did you have the amnesiacs too? Forget to tell us you were leaving the team?”

      “It’s amnesia, you French motherfucker, and I didn’t forget. Orders are orders.”

      As a member of the JTF2, an elite counterterrorism and hostage rescue special operations unit under the command of the Canadian Armed Forces, Grant had been a tier one assaulter who lived and died under the cover of secrecy and a code of honor not often found among the general population.

      Hell, half the time their own Prime Minister had no clue where they were or what the fuck they were doing. Their commanding officers gave the orders. They followed without question. So when Grant escaped the rebel army trying to bury his ass in the sand, and his CO suggested the only way out without starting an international crisis was to disappear…

      He disappeared.

      He hadn’t meant for it to be permanent. Except his sister had needed his help extricating herself from a gambling debt, and he’d limped up to the plate, took the target from her back and slapped it onto his.

      There’d been no choice in the matter. The Las Vegas money boss holding her debt had threatened to put a bullet in her brain before forcing her thirteen-year-old daughter to work as a prostitute to get his cash back.

      Nope. No way in hell Grant would’ve let that happen. Not to his sister. Not to his niece. They weren’t exactly a tight-knit family, but they were the only blood relatives he had left, and that meant doing everything in his power to keep them safe.

      Including leaving behind his country, the life of adventure he loved, and the men who’d always had his back because the army didn’t pay enough to keep the money sharks at bay. Sixteen grand a month for thirty months—or it would’ve been his blood turning the water red.

      After more than two years, he had eight months left to pay off a hundred and twenty-eight thousand dollars. It’s why he’d stayed with the JTT after their original mission had gone sideways and they’d gone on the run, hiding in their Montana base from the very people they’d sworn to protect.

      Liar.

      Okay, fine. Whatever. Fuck him.

      One of the reasons he’d stayed. Thanks to the two-point-five billion appropriated by Jay, the JTT had money. Lots of money. Enough money to pay him a salary that more than covered his contractual obligations to the Vegas bookie.

      The other reason had sharp green eyes, a barbed tongue, zero self-preservation instincts, a killer snow globe collection, and happened to be happily married to a man he genuinely liked and respected.

      Yeah, Grace Mackenzie had his number.

      Call him a fucking idiot, a brainless twat, in love with a woman he couldn’t have. Christ, he could’ve paid the bookie ten times over by now, but slow and steady gave him the excuse he needed to stay.

      “Sacrament, orders are orders, but I think you took yours too literally, mon ami.” JP double-tapped his trigger-happy index finger above his eye, indicating the scar bisecting Grant’s brow. “I see you have some new decorations.”

      Grant grinned, the memory of the last time he’d been in Canada a good one. “Head-on collision with a pine tree.” He left off the part about Gray being the cause of the accident when she’d forced the matchbox car he’d been driving off the road and into a steep ravine.

      In her defense, he had kidnapped her.

      On her brother’s orders. After Adam aimed a high-powered sniper rifle at her. And pulled the trigger. Yeah, those two had the kind of sibling relationship that left scars on the people around them.

      “So? Why the miracle of resurrection?” JP asked, getting straight to the point.

      “I need your help.”

      “With?”

      “Securing a high-value target.”

      “Name?”

      “Classified.”

      “Sanctioned?”

      “Fuck no.”

      “Domestic?”

      Grant shook his head. “Nope. We’ll be heading west from Alaska.” If he hadn’t known his friend well, he would’ve missed the slight flare of JP’s nostrils, the only tell he had. Yeah, his interest had been piqued. He knew his geography. And he knew the only country west of Alaska was Russia.

      “You want to poke the bear.” It wasn’t a question, so Grant didn’t bother to answer as JP’s grin turned wicked and he hitched his chin at the screen. “Is it a matter of global security?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tell me what you need.”

      “Twelve of your best guys. A sea-worthy vessel capable of crossing the Bering Strait. A helicopter pilot, preferably with their own bird. And your word this stays deep in the shadows. We can’t afford any leaks, so no hot dogs with big mouths, or we’ll all be taking a permanent nap. You in?”

      “Calisse, you want the full Canadian Armed Forces too?” JP shook his head. “You’re getting soft. I’ll give you eight assaulters, one pilot. No fucking helicopters. And I’ll find you a dinghy with a tugboat captain. Plus, you have my word, no loose lips. My guys are solid. You know this is true.”

      “Deal.” Grant wasn’t stupid enough to punch a gift horse in the face. He’d known JP would come through. The man couldn’t resist a challenge, and he lived to take risks. And taking on the Russians…big fucking risk. For everyone involved.

      “What’s the payoff?”

      “Fifty grand each paid upfront via transfer to a numbered account.”

      JP whistled. “You’re running with the big boys now, eh? Time commitment?”

      “Two days. One for planning. One for execution. When the target’s secure, we kiss and part ways.”

      “What about permanent disability?”

      “Lifetime pension equivalent to what the Canadian Armed Forces would give.”

      “And casualties?”

      “Same. Lifetime pension to any spouses or underage dependents.”

      JP nodded. “Good deal. Mission date?”

      “How quick can you ladies be ready?”

      “Sucez mon dick, putain. We were born ready.”

      “Your cock’s too small to suck, Betty-Lou. Here’s my email address.” He typed in the hack-proof address managed by Jay and hit the Enter button. “Shoot me a list of account numbers, and I’ll have the money transferred as soon as your team has boots on the ground in Wales. I’ll send you the meeting coordinates by end of day. Need you to be ready to rock and roll by zero six hundred Thursday.”

      “You got it,” JP said, unfazed by their entire conversation. “Just like old times, eh?”

      “Yeah.” Grant nodded. “One more thing. Nobody on my team knows my real name. I need to keep it that way for operational reasons. Total anonymity on both sides.”

      “Holding secrets?”

      “It’s the name of the game, JP. Can I trust you with this?”

      “I got your back.”

      “I know you do, buddy. It’s why I called you first.”
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      With a last grunt of exertion, Cody pressed the three-hundred-and-fifteen-pound barbell back to max height before dropping it into the rack. Metal clanged against metal as the cast iron weights settled home.

      Second set of ten reps completed, his muscles burned, his heart pumped hard, and sweat coated his skin. A swig of water would be nice, but sitting up to get it? Bad idea. The bench press faced the glass-walled yoga studio, and Eve was in there turning herself into a pretzel.

      So yeah, potential for dehydration aside, he’d be keeping his spine on the bench and his eyes on the ceiling for the duration of his workout, because he liked his peepers in their sockets. And if Adam ever caught anyone looking at his fiancée with anything but friendly respect. They’d be blind inside of three seconds.

      Not that he had any plans to ogle Eve. Or any of the women in the house. Hell no. He held them all in high regard. Respected them and the men they were paired with. Chase and Grace. Adam and Eve. Jamie and Summer. As couples, they made sense, and collectively, they made the JTT a family.

      Only a moron messed with family.

      But the truth of the matter? Seeing them together reminded him of his own circumstances. Reminded him of the cheating fiancée who’d slept with his best friend, her stepbrother, the night before she and Cody were supposed to walk down the aisle to pledge their love for eternity—in front of every damn person they knew.

      Yeah, there’d been no happily-ever-after for him. No ten-day honeymoon in the Cayman Islands. No three-bedroom house in the Austin suburb of Cedar Park. Those things had gone to his best man.

      Four years with Ashley, and what did Cody have to show for it? Nothing but an empty cavity behind his rib cage and a bank account that hadn’t started to recover until recently. Fool me once and all that crap. He shook his head back and forth against the narrow bench.

      Never again.

      In a hurry to get away, he’d hightailed his ass back to the JTT.

      They were a newly formed unit back then. A black ops team on the hunt for a terrorist hell-bent on killing Americans. It’d taken them over two years to discover the man they were looking for was none other than their boss, Jonas Johnson.

      The whole arms trafficking, domestic terrorism, evil genius thing had been a ruse. A way to get them, and every fucking security intelligence agency out there, looking in the wrong direction. Johnson hadn’t wanted to disrupt the upcoming federal election. He’d wanted to secure it for himself.

      And what better way than to scare Americans back to the polls by killing off the competition? Fuck. Cody couldn’t wait to put a bullet in his head. Even though he’d have to get in line.

      Right now, Jamie had dibs. Not only had Johnson murdered one hundred and twenty-three
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