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        To  Jodie MacGillivray

        For being the best ride or die partner in crime, and for keeping the beer cold, koozied, and coming at regular intervals.

        Love you.

        E-

      

        

      
        Also…

      

        

      
        To you, Eve

        For bringing this band of fucknuts together and making them a family.

        It’s been a hell of a ride.
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      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  - Character death - Gun violence - Murder - Paraphilic Disorder - Physical assault - References to Cancer - References to rape - Sexual assault
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      As fast as he was, Adam Grayson couldn’t outrun his own thoughts. With each footfall, the names of the dead rang in his ears. Jackson Lowe, Tara Pisani, his father—Colonel William Grayson, all of them victims of the Joint Task Team’s botched attempt to bring down a domestic terrorist.

      Guilt. Regret. Anger.

      Punch after punch, memories of his failures pummeled him square in the gut.

      Adam hadn’t lived up to his father’s expectations, and now the colonel was dead.

      He increased his speed, redirecting his fury into energy. Despite the temperature hovering around zero, he wore nothing but a black T-shirt and nylon running pants as he cut a path through the trees.

      Above his head, the freezing rain fell heavy and loud against the canopy of leaves, and near to dusk, Montana’s Flathead National Forest hovered on the verge of being consumed by shadows.

      The tendrils of mist swirling around his calves grew thicker as he approached the end of his descent. Smack dab in the middle of bear territory, if Adam ran into one, he wouldn’t see it or hear it before it was too late.

      And the guns holstered under his arms wouldn’t do much to stop a seven-hundred-pound male grizzly if he tripped over it. Then again, unlike him, most bears probably had enough sense to stay warm and dry inside their dens.

      An hour into his run, the ground leveled, and the slivers of ice striking sharp against his skin increased in number. Without breaking his stride, he emerged into the meadow separating his rustic mountain cabin from the private hunting lodge the rest of the JTT had taken refuge in.

      Across the distance, the spiked angles of a pitched roof floated above the ground, dark and disembodied in the billowing fog. The golden glow of light from one of the second-floor dormers offered a beacon and a promise of shelter from the cold rain.

      Lengthening his stride, he increased his pace. His leg muscles strained, his lungs burned, and the names of the dead were replaced by the names of those who needed to die next.

      At the top of his list of people to kill was a former employee and all-around sadistic fucking prick. With each heartbeat, Tom Hood’s name whispered through his veins like a poison invading his bloodstream.

      While working as an undercover operative with his father’s special operations unit, Adam had sent Hood to Florida to watch what should have been an empty condo, the job meant to keep him occupied with a pointless task.

      No way he could have anticipated Tara Pisani.

      After abducting and beating the young woman, Hood had cashed in his paycheck and disappeared. That had been three weeks ago. Two hours earlier, the men Adam had looking for him apprehended the bastard. By morning, he’d be dead.

      A killer of killers by training, Adam looked forward to pulling the trigger.

      The index finger on his right hand twitched twice as his boots pounded across the short bridge spanning a gurgling stream, and a few short minutes later, he arrived at the lodge’s front entrance.

      The door opened before he reached it. Not a surprise. The security around the lodge was top notch, and the surveillance cameras would have captured his approach the moment he came into the clearing.

      After the disaster of their last mission, the JTT were wanted men. All of them. And they were taking no chances.

      Keeping his pace, he hurdled the wide steps to the porch, and greeting Grant Kincaid with a crisp nod, he dashed across the foyer and took the main stairs two at a time. He’d catch up with Grant and the rest of the JTT later. Right now, he needed a shower and some time to get his thoughts in order before he came face-to-face with his sister.

      On the second floor, he veered right and jogged to the end of the hallway where he hesitated for a moment on the threshold of the bedroom originally earmarked for the JTT’s leader. The colonel had never been inside the lodge, much less the room designated as his, and never would be.

      Adam’s fault.

      He’d had one job. Uncover the identity of the man threatening to unleash an unprecedented amount of devastation and destruction on the people of the United States.

      He’d failed. His mission. His team. His sister.

      As a result, his father had paid the ultimate price.

      Adam shook his head. No time to dwell on the mistakes he couldn’t fix. He needed to get his shit together. Stepping into the room, he closed the door behind him, shrugged off his shoulder holster, and left his Berettas on the bedside table.

      He stripped off his drenched T-shirt on the way to the bathroom, and moments later, his boots, socks, and pants made a heap of wet clothes on the tile floor.

      With a twist of the handle, he started the water, and when it reached his preferred temperature, he stepped inside the glass enclosure and shut the door. The hot spray pricked against cold flesh, making his skin tingle.

      Shower stocked with a razor and shaving cream, he scraped the rough beard stubble from his face before he did a quick lather of hair and body. Quick because he could already hear the incessant knocking on his bedroom door.

      When a bang announced the door had been breached, he cursed himself for not locking it. Out of time, he wiped his hands over his face, sighed, and shut the water off.

      “I’m coming with you,” Gray shouted through the bathroom door.

      No less than he expected, Adam didn’t bother with an immediate response, preferring to have this conversation fully clothed instead. The delay didn’t suit his sister, and he’d barely managed to wrap a towel around his waist before she busted in on him.

      “I’m coming with you.”

      Adam frowned. “Be reasonable, Gray.”

      “Fuck reasonable. And fuck you too.” Her green eyes flashed, and her spine took on the flexibility of a steel beam. The rigid posture was a Grayson family trait and an obvious warning he’d come perilously close to channeling their father. “I’m going, and you can’t stop me.”

      He could stop her. And she damn well knew it. She was just looking for a fight. “Mind letting me put some pants on?” Still dripping, he brushed by her.

      She followed.

      Seven years his junior, Gray didn’t take orders well, particularly from male military types who’d been absent from her life. As part of his cover, Adam had been dead to his sister for the past two years, and going by the look on her face, as far as she was concerned, he could’ve stayed that way.

      “Tara was my friend. I have a right to be there when that bastard dies.”

      Since she wasn’t about to let him get dressed anytime soon, he braced for a fight and turned to face her. “It’s not sa⁠—”

      “I don’t care if you think it’s safe or not. You didn’t see her, Adam. What he did to her…” Her eyes filled with tears she refused to let fall.

      She was wrong on that count. He’d seen the pictures and spoken to the men who found Tara. He knew what Tom Hood had done to her friend. Following orders that hadn’t come from him, Hood had abducted the young woman from Gray’s condo in Miami and taken her to a warehouse in Savannah.

      As soon as he had Tara alone, he’d inflicted the most amount of damage possible using his bare hands, choked her unconscious, and left her barely breathing on the dirty concrete floor.

      Not long after, Tara had succumbed to her injuries, Gray by her side.

      His sister blamed herself. Caught up in a terrorist’s quest for revenge, Gray had been the intended target. In the wrong place at the wrong time, Tara was what men like Adam would call collateral damage.

      Sometimes for the sake of the greater good, innocent people died. It was the nature of their business. His job was to make sure the casualties were kept to a minimum. So far, he’d failed miserably.

      As much as he wanted to, Adam wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to make things right between him and Gray. And by all appearances, now wasn’t the time to start trying.
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        * * *

      

      Gray’s heart squeezed tight at the memory of Tara’s battered face, and she had to work overtime at keeping her emotions in check. She breathed deep and wiped at the corner of her eye. Tears would get her nowhere with her brother.

      “You’re not going,” Adam said, his stare cold and direct. By this point, his rigid posture had started to mimic Gray’s own.

      Even in nothing but a towel, her brother was a formidable opponent.

      “This is fucking bullshit, Adam, and you know it.” Yes, the asshole who wanted her dead was still out there. Then again, the JTT’s former boss, Jonas Johnson, Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security, wanted them all dead.

      They’d messed with his plans to secure the presidential election by foiling his plot to scare Americans into voting for him, and he wasn’t happy about it. Not to mention they’d put him in the bad graces of his financial backers by stealing a couple of billion from his arms-trafficking coffers.

      Yep, he was pissed, his backers too, and nobody would be free to live a normal life until the JTT got back with the program and did something about it. Plus, the fuckers had Takoda Keenan. The JTT sniper had sacrificed himself for her, his team, his country, and they wanted him back. They just had to find him first. “It’s no safer for you or Chase,” Gray said.

      “Don’t worry, sunshine. I’ll make sure neither one of them eats any lead.”

      “Stop calling me sunshine, dickhead.” Gray looked over her shoulder at the man entering. Grant Kincaid was armed, and despite taking a bullet to the chest a couple of weeks ago, clearly prepared to be dangerous.

      “You’re not going either.” Coming through the door ten seconds behind Grant, Chase Mackenzie was equally as armed and equally as dangerous. He pulled up alongside Gray and slid his palm into hers, linking their fingers together.

      Grant’s rust-colored eyes narrowed under the brim of his Missoula Maulers ball cap. “Last time I checked, fucknut, I didn’t take orders from you.”

      “No, but you do take them from me,” Adam said, the hand holding the towel around his waist now clenched and white knuckled. “You’re not going…neither are you,” he added, steely gaze moving from Grant to Gray when she tried to argue. “End of discussion.”

      “Here’s your bag, sir.” Always on the run, Davis Nader rushed into the room and set a garment bag flat on the bed. Then ducking to get a duffel strap over his head, he dropped Adam’s gear to the floor, narrowly missing Jeff, the big brown lab with the wonky leg.

      “Got a call from Detroit,” Jay Mann announced as he joined the fray, voice rising above the various arguments going on around them. As usual, his black curly hair appeared disheveled, and he hadn’t taken the time to shave in recent days, his scraggly beard evidence of the long hours he spent online searching for Tak. “Jet will be on the tarmac when we get to Glacier Park. It’s at least a sixty-minute drive in this weather. We should get moving.”

      The arrival of the remaining members of the team exceeded maximum capacity, and the arguments about who should go to Detroit spilled out into the hallway.

      Apparently, the entire JTT was gunning for Tom Hood. Or—and this was far more likely—they were tired of sitting around. Men like these weren’t accustomed to waiting for shit to happen. They went in search of it. Injured or not.

      Holed up in the lodge they’d been using as their base since mid-October, the members of her father’s special operations unit had been licking their wounds and waiting for Adam to step up and lead the team. It hadn’t happened, and the chaos going on around them was the result.

      “Out!” Adam shouted, the volume of the one word and the threat behind it all that was required to garner the attention of every single person in the room, including the dog.

      Gray tried to take advantage of the sudden quiet. “I’m⁠—”

      “Jesus Christ, Gray! Let me put some fucking pants on.” Her brother looked to be at the end of his patience, and a Grayson running low on patience was one of two things, a disaster waiting to happen or— “Davis, get the boardroom set up for a briefing. Jay, put the intel we have up on the SmartBoard. Chase, talk some sense into your girlfriend. The rest of you get out so I can get dressed. I’ll be downstairs in twenty minutes.”
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      “Tell me you love me, Mommy.”

      Eve Langley’s adoptive brother stood over her. Hips thrust forward. Head thrown back. His bloody palm stroking the flesh protruding from the opening in the front of his blue-and-white-striped pajama bottoms.

      She wished she could look away. Close her eyes. Turn her head. Anything to shield herself from the sight. She couldn’t. Averting her gaze would only make things worse.

      He wanted her to watch.

      “Tell me you love me!”

      She refused his desperate plea.

      “Please!” He grabbed his scrotum with his free hand and twisted viciously, jerking as semen spewed onto her sundress.

      The sight of it, the smell of it, made her sick, and her gag reflex engaged. Empty stomach heaving, she turned her head, pressed her forehead to the wall, and retched.

      His sobbing started immediately.

      Eve didn’t need to look his way to know Bryan Matthew had positioned himself on the floor, his bare back wedged into the corner of her twelve-by-twelve prison. She knew he’d have his knees pulled to his chest, his head in his hands. It had been par for the course for the last…

      Oh God! How many days has it been? Five? Six? Seven?

      She didn’t know anymore.

      “I’m bad. I’m bad. I’m bad.” A dull thud accompanied each declaration, the back of his skull hitting the thick cushioning behind his head.

      The walls of her cell were hard-core psych ward. The proverbial white padded room. Everything about the place screamed Martha Stewart level of attention to insane asylum details. From the white metal frame of the single bed to the stainless-steel toilet—every fixture and piece of furniture had been bolted to the floor.

      Her prison was indestructible and inescapable.

      Handcuffed to the wall, she couldn’t even reach the exit. Not that it would have made a difference. The door had been equipped with an electronic lock that clicked when released—the sound a dead giveaway Bryan was about to pay her a visit.

      At first, she had begged, pleaded, bargained for him to release her. Now she knew the truth. She wasn’t leaving this room alive. Fear slithered down her spine, and her stomach twisted. Refusing to join him in his tears, she swiped at the moisture collecting on her lashes.

      “I’m sorry, Eve.” As the weeping coming from the corner subsided, the snuffling commenced. A clear indication Bryan had moved into the remorse stage of his bizarre cycle. “You forgive me, don’t you, Jellybean?”

      She cringed at the use of the nickname he’d given her when she’d come to live with the Matthews. Killed in a car accident after leaving Los Angeles airport, Eve’s parents never made it home to celebrate her tenth birthday.

      By dinnertime that fateful evening, she’d stood in the manor’s most lavish guest room with Judge Roland Matthew welcoming her to their small family of three.

      She’d never felt so lost, scared, and alone.

      Until now.

      The apologies continued as he got to his feet, and wasting no time, he shuffled to the small table by the door and began to disinfect and dress the self-inflicted wound to his hand. With each episode, his recovery time grew shorter.

      Eve didn’t understand his bizarre behavior, but she’d come to learn the pattern of it. Stage one—the scoring of his palm, the bloody mess of his masturbation, the pleading until he came. Stage two—the crying and apologies. Stage three—the cleansing and bandaging.

      Face still turned to the wall, she heard his approach, and hard as she tried not to, she flinched as he reached her. “Jellybean, I’m so sorry. You know I am. Please, look at me.”

      She refused, and he attempted to cup her chin with his bandaged hand. Revulsion seizing her, she shrank away. And because it would make him desperate, she kept her eyes from his.

      “Please, look at me!” he begged, moving closer.

      This was the final stage.

      Her stage.

      The one she looked forward to every time he entered the room.

      With a surge of helpless rage, she drove up from her knees to start the fight she knew was coming, and left hand balled into a fist, she attempted an uppercut. He ducked his head to deflect, his forehead smashing into her cheek with enough force to cause her vision to fuzz.

      Despite the accidental head-butt, her punch landed, and the sharp bite of teeth told her she’d done some damage. He scrambled out of reach, and eyes wide with shock, he wiped the blood from his lips with trembling fingers.

      His whispered, “I’m sorry,” gave little comfort as he backed his way out the door.

      Seconds later, the click of the automatic lock as it engaged prompted Eve to move as fast as possible. Not because Bryan would return soon, she knew he wouldn’t be back for hours. He stayed away for a longer period whenever she initiated a fight.

      Knuckles stinging, she flexed her fingers and prepared to get to work. With the lights on a timer, she had fifteen minutes before they turned off, and she was plunged into a black so thick she couldn’t see her hand in front of her face.

      A shot of terror made her heart thump against the wall of her chest, and her lungs constricted, cutting off her oxygen supply. Too bad. She had no time to spare. Not even to catch her breath.

      Shoving her fear of the dark out of her head, she dropped to the floor beside the bed.

      The concrete scraped at her shins as she struggled to lift the plastic-covered mattress one-handed. Wrist shackled to a rail running along the wall just far enough to allow her to use the toilet, her right arm hung in the air, completely useless.

      Conscious of the limited amount of time she had, she ignored her aches and pains and managed to raise the mattress high enough to wedge her left shoulder under it. Pushing up from her knees gave her access to the flat metal slats welded horizontally from rail to rail down the center of the frame.

      With her free hand, she bent the bar she’d been working on for the last three days. Moving it up and down and back and forth at a rapid pace. After careful examination of the slats she could reach, she’d chosen the one with a hairline crack near its middle. Stronger a few days ago than now, Eve had pushed and pulled until it had started to give.

      Yesterday, she’d broken through at the weak point.

      Today, she’d break the bar free from the frame.

      She counted off the seconds as she worked. At the six-and-a-half-minute mark, bicep screaming from the exertion, a two-foot piece of metal gave way. Her heart jumped for joy, but she had no time to celebrate. She had to move fast.

      Scalp prickling with anticipation, she scrambled to her feet and ran her cuff along the rail. When she reached the toilet, she scissored her legs over the bowl to get to the opposite side. Fingers clamped around the bar, she leaned as far as she could toward the table by the door.

      The cold steel of the handcuff dug into the bruises around her wrist, keeping her from her goal. With a cry, she pulled harder, stretched farther, and still came up eight inches too short. Even with the extension in her hand, the knife—so close to the edge of the table—remained out of reach.

      Refusing to give up, she used the jagged edge of the slat to poke a hole in the fabric of her dress, and with aching fingers, she ripped the wide ruffle from around the bottom. She dunked the material in the toilet to give it some weight before wrapping it around the metal, leaving a trail of dripping fabric dangling from one end.

      Her shoulder ached, and her arm muscles pulled as she stretched her body toward the door. Extension in hand, she swung the loose length of fabric. With a heavy splat, it landed on the table next to the blade.

      C’mon, c’mon, please! Teeth clenched, she tried again, closer this time, but still a miss. Eve breathed deep and held the air in her lungs. On her third attempt, the fabric snagged the knife, and she dragged it off the table. It fell to the floor and bounced, its momentum sliding it closer.

      Hurry! Her mother’s voice urged her to her knees.

      Dropping fast, she balled the loose material around one end of the slat to form a club, and holding the other end in a vice grip, she reached as far as she could. It was enough. Inch by excruciating inch, she moved the knife toward her until finally, with a shout of triumph, she released the bar, and her fingers closed around the smooth wood of the polished handle.

      The weight of the knife in her hand and the thin line of blood on the blade was an electric shock that restarted the clock. Fear once again pumping through her veins, she transferred the knife to her right hand and grabbed the makeshift club with her left. Although she’d lost count, she knew she had precious little time left.

      She rose to her feet and backtracked over the toilet. The sight of the water in the bowl made her hesitate for a second, undecided if she should risk taking the time to rinse the semen from her dress.

      The lights going out made the decision for her. The sudden plunge into darkness left tiny starbursts of phantom light dancing in front of her eyes, and flooded by panic, her adrenaline spiked higher.

      Afraid of the dark from a young age, she cried out as her phobia set her body into rapid motion. The metal of her cuff scraped along the rail and clanked in the dark when it reached the end of the line. The bed frame hit the backs of her legs, and she sagged onto the mattress, pulling her feet off the floor with a sob.

      Knife clutched in one hand, metal bar in the other, she brought her thighs to her chest and curled into a ball. Forehead pressed tightly against her knees, her brain stuttered on repeat. Don’t be scared. Don’t be scared. Breath coming in jagged bursts and eyes squeezed shut against the darkness, Eve rocked back and forth, her heartbeat thundering in her ears as she wept.
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      “Let me do this for you,” Chase said, his heart hurting for Gray.

      Head down because she hovered on the verge of tears, she sat cross-legged on the end of their bed. Crouched in front of her, he had his hands on her knees, his thumbs stroking over the black fabric of her yoga pants.

      She hadn’t been his for long, but he knew saying no to Detroit outright would be the quickest way to an argument that had the potential to last several days. And since his goal was to be naked and back inside of her by morning, an argument would be detrimental to the success of his plans.

      Any points he raised about her safety would also fall on deaf ears. Gray didn’t give a damn about her own safety, not if it meant doing what she thought was the right thing. Despite that, he could see she struggled.

      After everything she’d been through in the last few weeks, she didn’t want to watch another man die. She just wanted to do what she thought she should for Tara’s sake. There would be no battle of wills between them tonight. Gray wanted to give in to him. All he had to do was lead her down the path.

      “Let me be your eyes, baby.” He kissed away a tear before trailing his mouth across the smooth skin of her cheek. “Your ears,” he whispered, brushing her hair aside and nipping at her earlobe. “And your heart.” He took her face in his hands, lifting her chin and kissing her mouth softly. “I promise you. Tara will have justice.” He searched the depths of her green eyes and knew he had her. “Let me do this for you. It’s what she would want.”

      “You don’t fight fair, Chase Mackenzie.” She brought her lips to his, giving into him in the best possible way.

      “You love me anyway, Grace Grayson.” He would have kissed her back, but she pulled away.

      “It’s Emerson, dickhead.”

      For personal and professional reasons, Gray preferred using her mother’s maiden name. He wanted her to go by a third. “How about we make it Mackenzie and call it even,” he said, pushing her flat onto the bed and caging her beneath him.

      She snorted and wrapped her arms and legs around his torso, pulling him closer. “Not a chance in hell.”

      Gray had made it clear. She had no intention of getting married. To him or anyone else. He on the other hand, was every bit as stubborn and pigheaded as she. “We’ll see about that.”

      He licked at her lips to open. When they did, he slid his tongue inside, claiming hers and making her moan. The sound sent a thrill through his core, nailing him right in the head of his cock.

      Terrific. He’d be sporting a set of blue balls all the way to Michigan and back.

      “You know you’ve never asked me on a date,” Gray said, breaking their steamy kiss far too soon for his liking.

      He lifted a brow. “A date?”

      “Yeah, you’re going to have to woo me.”

      “Woo you?” He laughed, now there was a word he never expected to hear from his woman.

      Gray scrunched her brows together and made her annoyed face. “Seriously, are you going to repeat everything I say?”

      “You want to go on a date? Like to a movie?” With the pads of his thumbs, he smoothed the vertical line between her brows, kissing the spot when it was gone.

      “Actually, I had something a little more romantically challenging in mind.” Gray’s smile turned wicked, and Chase knew he was in deep trouble. As often as she gave into him, he gave into her. “Ever been to Mallorca?” she asked as he did a quick time check.

      According to his battered G-Shock, they were due in the boardroom in two minutes. He slid his hands between her ass and the mattress and picked her up. Her hair tumbled down her back, making him want to tangle his fingers in the dark waves.

      Heading for the door with Gray wrapped around him, he had a feeling he already knew the answer to his next question. “What’s in Mallorca?”

      “Sun, heat, and me deep water soloing in a string bikini.”

      Yep, exactly what he’d been thinking. The mental image of Gray clinging to a rock face in a bikini stopped him in his tracks. His mind, however, took off at a hundred miles an hour in another direction.

      He needed to get things squared away with her before he went after Johnson, and this was a situation he could take advantage of. The fucker didn’t have Tak, but he knew who did, and Chase would do anything necessary to get his best friend back.

      Anything.

      Plans coming together, he kissed her hard and fast. “That sounds like a date I can arrange.” His grin every bit as wicked as hers had been, he added, “But there’s a condition.”

      “What’s the condition?”

      “Well that depends, Ms. Grayson. How bad do you want to go to Mallorca?”

      “It’s Emerson, dickhead.”

      “Not for long, baby.”
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        * * *

      

      Gray shook her head at the shenanigans happening across the boardroom table.

      “Paper covers rock, motherfucker. That’s two out of three.” Zander Cavanaugh’s smile was a brilliant white on a gorgeous black canvas. A man of few words, motherfucker was one of his favorites.

      “You have got to be shitting me.” Eyes traveling from Zander to Jamie Snow, Gray couldn’t believe Doc had played a game of rock paper scissors to decide which of them would go to Detroit. She’d made the mistake of agreeing to go up against Zander three nights in a row for dish duty and had lost every time. Now, she refused to do dishes period.

      “I almost had him this time,” Doc said, hooking his long dirty-blond hair behind an ear with his thumb.

      “You lost two in a row, docturd.” Cody Babbitt winked at her when she turned her grin in his direction. Chair pushed back from the table, he sat perched on one butt cheek, one massive leg crossed over the other. Still recovering from being shot in the ass during Johnson’s attempt to wipe out the JTT, Cody didn’t like to sit for too long.

      “Are we good now?” Adam’s critical gaze swept over the men around the table and heads nodded. “Okay, that’s it, Chase, check the surveillance equipment. Zander, you’re on weapons. Davis…” Adam looked over one shoulder then the other. “Do me a favor; don’t stand in my blind spot.”

      “Yes, sir,” Davis said, moving into Adam’s line of sight, eyes downcast.

      “Davis…” Her brother waited until the kid lifted his head and looked at him. “Fire up the F-250 and pull it up to the front door.”

      “Yes, sir!” Smiling like he’d just been given the keys to the kingdom, Davis took off before Adam dismissed him. Jeff’s nails scrabbled on the hardwood as he struggled to get his fat body off the floor. When he finally managed to get his paws under him, he followed with a woof.

      “We leave at eighteen hundred,” Adam said, checking his watch as he stood. Dressed in dark gray slacks and a black shirt with the collar open and the sleeves rolled precisely twice, Gray’s brother looked like he was about to head out on a hot date. However, the guns holstered under his arms were a dead giveaway he had other plans for the evening. “You have thirty minutes to get this shit locked and loaded.”

      Gray looked over her shoulder at the man standing behind her. Grant wasn’t JTT, and he’d refused to sit. Instead, he leaned against the wall, arms crossed over a threadbare Cocoa Puffs T-shirt, hat pulled low, goateed expression pissed. He was a hired gun who worked for her brother, and Adam hadn’t given him any orders.

      It meant Chase had arranged for him to be on babysitting duty, and he wasn’t happy about it. He’d been the one who brought Gray to the warehouse in Savannah. The one who’d seen Tara’s battered face and crushed windpipe. The one who’d been there when Gray’s best friend took her last breath. And the one who’d helped her send Tara’s body home.

      Grant wanted Hood dead as much as she did. And after everything he’d done for Gray, including jumping in front of the bullet meant for her, she should be insisting they take him.

      But he wasn’t one hundred percent recovered, and the simple truth was, she didn’t want him to go. He dipped his chin, the slightest of movements, his way of saying, we’re good, and she turned back around, relieved he wasn’t angry. Well, not with her at any rate.

      Briefing concluded, Gray had begun to wonder why nobody had budged, and then Adam pulled a crisp paper bag from under the table. Carrying it by the handles, he made his way to where she sat. He put the bag in her lap, kissed the top of her head, and left the boardroom without saying another word. Grant shoved off the wall and followed him out.

      She pulled the bag closer and knew what it held by the size and shape of the box it contained. A quick peek and her suspicions were confirmed. Her brother had given her a new camera. The exact same model as the one she’d lost the day Johnson had embroiled her in his plot to secure the presidential election.

      The day she’d met Chase, and her life changed forever.

      She looked to her right, and his steadfast gaze met hers.

      Persistent fucker. He’d made himself clear. He wanted to marry her. And he had a plan to make it happen. He always had a plan.

      Take her to Mallorca. Jam a ring on her finger. Get Tak back. Live happily ever after.

      If only life were that easy.
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        * * *

      

      With five minutes to spare, Chase found Gray in the great room in time to steal a last kiss.

      “Ready?” she asked as he slipped his arms around her waist and pulled her close.

      “Yep.”

      “You’ll text when you get to the airport?”

      “Yep.”

      “And when you get to Detroit?”

      “Yep.”

      “And when it’s done?”

      “Yep.”

      “And before you take off to come back?”

      “Yep.”

      “And when you land at Glacier?”

      Chase laughed, he’d never been required to send so many texts on a mission before, but if it made things easier for her, he’d do it happily. “Do you want me to bring back a souvenir too?” Gray started, and he realized what she must have been picturing. “I didn’t mean like a finger or anything. I was thinking more along the lines of a snow globe.”

      She shuddered even though they stood by the crackling fire burning in the massive stone fireplace. “I don’t like snow globes.”

      “Everyone likes snow globes, baby.”

      “Not me.” She smiled but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. Gray was worried—and rightly so. Up until three weeks ago, Johnson had been privy to every scrap of intelligence the JTT had. Christ, as the man in charge of Homeland Security, they’d been feeding it to him on a daily basis.

      If Johnson was aware Hood had been found in Detroit, they could be walking into a trap. “Adam has confidence in the men he’s hired. They’re telling us the location is secure. It’s fine, Gray, trust me. We’ll be back by morning, and I’ll have your ass snugged up tight against my⁠—”

      “You ready, Rambo?”

      Chase didn’t need to look over his shoulder to know Grant was still angry. The tone of his voice said it all. He also didn’t care in the least. If he had to leave Gray, he was leaving her to the man who dove in front of bullets for her.

      “Adam send you?”

      “Yep.”

      “Then I’m ready.”

      Gray’s arms tightened, and she pressed herself against him. He cradled the back of her head with both hands. Her hair felt soft and luxurious. This morning she’d sat naked between his thighs, and he’d brushed it until the tangles brought on by their lovemaking were gone. He’d do the same tomorrow and every single day after that.

      He planted a kiss to the top of her head. “We’ll talk about Mallorca when I get back.” He loved this woman. More than loved, his spirit had become bound with hers in a way he’d never been able to explain but recognized all the same.

      She lifted her chin to argue, and he covered her mouth with his, kissing her slow and deep, her taste familiar and leaving him wanting more. He left a trail of nibbles from her mouth to her ear and whispered, “You belong to me, Gray. There’s no point in fighting it.”

      He left her there by the fire but turned for a last look when he reached Grant by the entryway. She stared into the flames, lost in her own thoughts. Keeping his voice low, he pointed to her with a thrust of his chin. “You got this?”

      Grant acknowledged with a sharp nod. “You just make sure that fucking bastard gets what he deserves.”

      “Roger that.” Chase clapped him on the shoulder and left the man with a piece of his soul. Wasn’t the first time. Wouldn’t be the last. He was taking Gray to Mallorca and putting a ring on her finger. After that—he was going after Johnson to get to Tak.
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      Exhaustion had allowed Eve to sleep until the deep ache in her shoulder woke her. Above her head, her right elbow dangled six inches off the mattress, the source of her discomfort.

      Eyelids squeezed shut, she fought the rising tide of panic at the awareness she lay in the dark. She inhaled through her nose, concentrating on the expansion of her chest. When her lungs reached maximum capacity, she held her breath for a count of five heartbeats, then parted her lips, and slowly let it go. She repeated the procedure until she had her fear under control.

      If she kept her eyes closed, she could lie to herself, pretend she slept in her Claremont apartment, a soft yellow glow coming from the lamp left on in the corner of her bedroom. A trick her mother had devised to help Eve cope as a child.

      Her shoulder throbbed, but she didn’t bother to adjust her position. There wasn’t one that would relieve the pain. She’d tried them all. No matter how she angled her body, her arm still hung in the air. The only way to get her shoulder better aligned was to sit on the edge of the bed or stand. And she was doing neither of those things without any lights on.

      As a licensed physical therapist, she knew massaging the head of the pectoralis major muscle beneath her clavicle would offer some temporary relief, but no way would she let go of the knife.

      Bryan would be back, and she would do what she had to.

      He was going to kill her—eventually.

      She planned to beat him to the punch.

      Eve would die by her own hand. On her own terms. It was the only option available to her. She couldn’t fight him with one arm, and even if she had full range of motion with two, she had very little strength left. Once he saw she had his knife, he would simply take it from her. She would have to cut deep and fast to sever her femoral artery, but it would be the quickest, surest way to go.

      A single tear escaped her closed eyelid, slid down her temple, and got lost in her hair.

      Despite trying hard not to, she wondered how the others had died.

      The letters etched into the white paint of the bed frame told her at least five had lain here before her. KA, DE, WM, JC, MH. None of the initials meant anything to her. She’d already racked her brain trying to connect them to women she might know. Thankfully, there were none. These women had been strangers to her and likely to each other. Their bond forged through scratches in a bedpost.

      Eve had already decided she wouldn’t add her initials to the list. She didn’t want her last mark on this earth left in this room where the only person who would see it was Bryan’s next victim.

      Up until she’d awoken, imprisoned, and handcuffed to the rail, Eve had no clue as to her stepbrother’s true nature. A predator in a cardigan, he looked about as threatening as a high school math geek. Development arrested somewhere in puberty, his body had all the physical attributes of a gangly sixteen-year-old boy.

      He was strong though. Had to be to carry her.

      She assumed he was keeping her somewhere near the manor. Getting her here had been simple. Although the judge had been away, Eve had met Bryan for their regular Thursday night family meal.

      He’d insisted on buying dinner. Her favorite oil and garlic pasta delivered by Scarpetta in Beverly Hills, fresh rolls from the bakery nearby, a bottle of Santa Margherita pinot grigio perfectly chilled. At the time, she’d thought it was the carbs making her sleepy. She’d been wrong.

      Her wine had been laced with a sedative. Her food too. Rohypnol according to Bryan. She’d had the impression of hanging upside down, a bony shoulder digging into her stomach, her arms swinging like a pendulum as he rounded corners and descended stairs. It was all a blur, until his pleas pulled her from the groggy depths of a drug-induced sleep.

      Tell me you love me, Mommy.

      Bryan’s mother was dead, a fall down the stairs resulting in a cracked skull and massive brain trauma. Beverly Matthew had been in a coma for two months before the judge gave up hope and agreed to have her removed from the machines keeping her alive.

      She died on a Tuesday morning in July. Eve had been eighteen at the time, Bryan just five months younger. That September, she’d moved out of the Matthews’ house and into her college dorm. He’d never left.

      Tell me you love me, Mommy.

      Eve’s stomach clenched, and her grip on the knife he used to slice his palm tightened.

      Why he pleaded for his mother’s love, she didn’t know. If there were any secrets in the family, the Matthews had hidden them well. For the eight years she lived in the manor, she never had any inkling of⁠—

      Boy Scout camp.

      The hairs on the backs of her arms rose as the memories flooded her brain. The first bandaged hand at the age of thirteen, a whittling accident he’d said sheepishly when he returned from the weeklong camping trip. Another trip and another bandaged hand the same year, this time a fall onto a sharp branch. The pattern continued until Beverly’s death. After that, Eve had been away at school, and when she moved back to LA, she’d opted to live on her own.

      She could recall only one other accident since then.

      Oh God, no! Was it possible one of the other women had been here, trapped in this room, even as she sat down to eat Christmas dinner with Bryan and the judge last year? His hand had been bandaged then, and she’d teased him for being a klutz.

      The judge had admonished her for giving Bryan a hard time. Don’t tease the boy, Eve. It’s not his fault he’s this way.

      The truth caught her like a bullet to the chest, her shocked gasp forcing her eyes open. The darkness clawed at her skin, and she fought to regain her breath as a wave of terror constricted her lungs.

      The judge knew.

      And he protected his son.
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        * * *

      

      The black night slipped by Adam’s window; the intermittent shells of decrepit houses blurred by the rain beading off the bulletproof glass of the Escalade he rode in. No electricity powered this part of Detroit.

      There was no need.

      Hope had fled the neighborhood and everyone along with it. Not even the desperate were willing to squat in the rot, and that meant there were no dealers, no addicts, no homeless, no police.

      Bumper to bumper, the vehicles escorting them sped through the pockmarked streets in tight formation. They had no reason to stop at intersections or slow for traffic; there wasn’t another living soul around for miles. Lou Petrova’s men had scouted the area and mapped the route in advance.

      “These guys are good,” Chase said. He’d insisted on driving, and they were in the middle SUV. A calculated move and a smart one. Chase didn’t know these men or their abilities, and if they were being set up, having control of their own vehicle gave them the slightest chance of making it out of an ambush alive.

      “Petrova doesn’t leave anything to chance,” Adam said.

      “Neither do I. Target is two blocks north of our location. You up for a scout, Z?”

      “Let me out by that shithole on the right.”

      Chase slowed the vehicle and Zander had boots on the ground before the wheels stopped rolling. The soldier disappeared into the shadows before the car in front of them could brake. Another smart move.

      Even though they were on the same team, Adam and the rest of the JTT had been working opposite sides of the fence for the past two years. For mission-critical purposes, they hadn’t known about his existence as an operative. It meant Chase knew very little about him at this point. He, on the other hand, had access to every scrap of information available on the colonel’s handpicked team.

      A former sergeant in the US Marine Corps, Chase’s specialty was tactical reconnaissance and planning. The man was cautious by nature. Add to that his level of training and experience, and he was the guy you wanted to follow into situations the rest of the world ran away from. Reason enough to respect him. Toss Adam’s sister into the mix, and the respect level went through the roof.

      Chase had volunteered for a whole lot of ball-busting when he’d fallen fast and hard for Gray. But apparently, he was the only man on the face of the planet equipped to deal with her. If Adam needed additional evidence, the fact she hadn’t argued with him about coming to Detroit after Chase got his hands on her offered him proof enough.

      Grace Grayson was a force to be reckoned with. Strong minded and strong willed, Adam’s sister was used to getting what she wanted. When cancer took their mother just after his fake death, Gray had been mad at the world and blamed the colonel for a lifetime of leaving, but the truth was—she never had the full picture when it came to their father.

      Alone and determined to stay that way, she’d gone wild, drowning her sorrows with vodka and throwing herself at every dangerous freelance photography assignment to come her way. She’d spent more time dodging bullets in the Middle East than most combat-ready military units. It had scared the hell out of the colonel, and there hadn’t been a damn thing he or Adam could do about it.

      When she’d been shot and almost killed by Jonas Johnson Junior after photographing the US marine stealing ground-to-air missiles from a pre-deployed cache in Jordan, the colonel had turned the Department of Defense inside out trying to discover what happened.

      The cover-up had been almost perfect. Jonas Junior wasn’t much of a soldier and never should have made the Marine Corps, but a powerful father and a distinguished name had a lot of pull when it came to the military’s recruiting practices.

      “Cut left, we’ll come at the target from the south,” Chase said, directing Petrova’s men via the two-way radios provided. Back in formation, the trio of Escalades made a detour around the church they were heading for.

      The circuitous route would allow Zander the time he needed to scope out St. Agnes’s perimeter prior to their arrival. Petrova’s men weren’t complaining. They were being paid a significant amount of money to take orders and staying alive was to their benefit.

      As they rounded the corner to come at their objective, Zander’s voice came through the earpieces Adam and Chase were wearing. “Perimeter’s secure. Petrova has guns all over and a team out front to meet us. I hooked up with O’Reilly. He’ll take us in.”

      Dax O’Reilly was Petrova’s right-hand man and every bit as thorough as Adam when it came to personal protection. If he had been put in charge of perimeter security, there was nothing within a ten-mile radius that was a threat to Adam or the two men he’d brought on this mission.

      Despite his conviction they were safe, at least for the moment, the trigger finger on his right hand twitched twice. Adam was eager for this to be over with, and his alter ego Sam Black looked forward to the reunion, however short, with Tom Hood.
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      Don’t be scared. Eyes squeezed tight, Eve saw her mother’s face on the backs of her eyelids. The image was hazy, any sharpness of feature lost to the passing of time, but she recognized the smile.

      Always the smile.

      Her father’s image was less clear. A defense attorney with great ambition, he’d spent more time in court than he did at home. She remembered his booming laugh though, and the way he called her princess. Love you, princess. See you soon. It had been the last thing he said to her before getting into the car with her mother.

      She’d lost everything that day, her parents, her friends, her school, her home. What she had left of her life before her tenth birthday filled a small cedar chest. The family pictures, her mother’s bottle of perfume, the spare set of keys to her father’s 1970 GTO.

      An only child of only children, Eve was the last living descendant of both her parents’ bloodlines. Their memory, their heritage, their dreams all died with her. At twenty-eight, she had few friends and no partner. As alone now as she had been at the age of ten, she had no one left to miss her or mourn her passing. Her life a spark that would wink out unnoticed.

      She hadn’t isolated herself on purpose; she just preferred to keep things simple. Her friends were mostly the males she worked with. Her female acquaintances few and her lovers even fewer.

      The one man she thought she might have a future with had let her down, and they’d gone their separate ways over a year ago. There hadn’t been a man since.

      Longing filled her.

      Despite knowing better than most how fragile and fleeting life could be, she’d always assumed she had more time. More than assumed. She’d known and taken comfort in the conviction her knight in shining armor existed, and when the time was right their paths would cross.

      She’d clung to the belief she would one day be someone’s princess again.

      The loss of a stranger filled her with a sadness that made her heartbeat stutter.

      She was out of time.

      At the end, she supposed most people took stock of their life, weighed accomplishments, and measured good deeds against bad. She wondered if her parents had done the same. Had they died taking comfort in their belief the Matthews would give her a good home?

      She hoped so.

      Her parents had done all they could to protect her in life and in death. They couldn’t have known how things would go.

      The blade of the knife dented the soft flesh of her inner thigh. She could feel the sharp edge, a willing accomplice in her death. Increased pressure and a quick slice and this nightmare would be over. And yet, her hand wouldn’t obey the order being given.

      Her mother’s voice echoed in her head. Don’t be scared.
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        * * *

      

      Stripped to his waist and lit by a single gas-powered spotlight, the founder of Petrova Personal Protection looked every bit the avenging angel tattooed over the whole of his back. He stood in the center of the church, head bowed, hands clenched into fists. On the graffiti-covered wall of the altar in front of him stood a V-shaped giant made of shadow.

      Seated between the shadow and the man was the asshole Adam had come for.

      “No more…please…no more.” Arms and legs duct-taped to an old wooden chair, Hood hardly had the strength to beg for a respite from the beating he was receiving. With a final blow, Petrova granted his last wish, and he was knocked unconscious.

      Flanked by Chase and Zander, Adam watched from the dark entryway as O’Reilly picked his way through the rain-soaked rubble in the center of the nave. Forsaken long before the rest of the neighborhood had dwindled and died, years of faith couldn’t save St. Agnes Church from the ravages of time.

      In the middle of the crumbling chaos, Petrova’s breath turned to fog as he spoke his final words to the man seated before him, then he turned and met O’Reilly by the spotlight. As Petrova rinsed his hands with water from the bottle O’Reilly poured, Adam could only imagine the amount of blood being washed away.

      Retrieving a white shirt hanging from the light pole, O’Reilly handed it to his boss who put it on and buttoned it as they made their way to where Adam stood with his men.

      “Sam.” Petrova extended his hand, addressing Adam by his pseudonym. Officially dead, Adam Grayson had been killed in action on assignment in Iraq. Sam Black was the name Adam took when resurrected as a JTT operative. It was the only name he was known by outside of the lodge in Montana and even then, only by a select few.

      A ghost trapped between two worlds, he existed fully in neither.

      “Lou.” Adam clasped the man’s palm. The abrasions and swollen knuckles were a testament to the laws of justice the ex-con lived by. Your eye shall not pity. It shall be life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, Deuteronomy 19:21. Had Adam asked him to, Petrova would have killed Hood without hesitation.

      It was also the reason the grandson of one of the richest men in America had spent his formative years in Sing Sing. New York’s maximum-security prison. “Chase Mackenzie, Zander Cavanaugh,” Adam said, hitching his thumb from one to the other and introducing both men.

      “Thanks for your help with this.” Zander grasped Petrova’s palm.

      “Appreciate it,” Chase said, doing the same.

      Petrova looked over his shoulder to where Hood sat alone in the circle of light, his head dangling, his chin resting against his chest. “He’s a real sack of shit,” he said, turning back to face the group. “Put another girl in the hospital before we caught up with him, she has significant brain damage, won’t ever recover fully.” He shrugged a shoulder. “Someone has to stop him.”

      Adam nodded once, the trigger finger on his right hand twitching restlessly. Ending Hood’s reign of terror was his responsibility, and he was ready to finish it, here and now.

      “We’ll be waiting outside,” O’Reilly said, pulling the door open and signaling to his men they were coming out.

      “I’ll join you,” Zander replied after a look passed between him and Chase.

      Clapping a large hand on Zander’s shoulder, the head of the most prestigious personal protection company in the world smiled. “Smart move, gentlemen. I need more guys like you. When you’re done working for chump change, you and your teammates should come see me.”

      Petrova suffered no fools. A serious man with killer business instincts, he didn’t toss those kinds of offers on the table unless he meant it. Chase, along with the rest of the JTT, would have very lucrative employment opportunities waiting for them if they were ever in a position to accept.

      For now, the targets on their backs precluded the possibility, although the seed of an idea started to take root in the back of Adam’s mind, something for further consideration when he had more time.

      “He’s all yours, Sam,” Petrova said over a guttural moan from Hood. “When you’re done, my men will clean up here, and we’ll get you on your way back to the airport.”

      “Roger that,” Adam said. “We’ll be out in two minutes.”

      With a final nod, Petrova left St. Agnes Church without a backward glance.

      “So, what’s your benefits package like?” Zander asked as he followed him out.

      Behind them, the closing door echoed briefly around the cavernous space before a silence laced with anticipation descended from the rotting rafters.

      Adam didn’t waste any time approaching the bound man. When they reached the illuminated area, he gestured for Chase to hang back as he stepped into the light.

      “Please…” Hood struggled to lift his head. “You said it was over.” His words were a slur, speech with a broken nose and missing teeth difficult to master in such a short amount of time.

      “It is over, Tom.” He pulled his Beretta.

      “No!” Recognizing the sound of Adam’s voice, Hood’s head snapped up, fear supplying him with a momentary burst of energy. Pulverized, the man’s face was a mushy mass of bruised and swollen tissue. He looked much the same as Tara had when Adam’s men found her.

      He struggled against his bindings, the legs of the chair leaving drag marks in the dust and the blood as he tried to back away. “No, no, no.”

      As a rule, most of the men Adam killed never saw him coming. This was different. This was retribution. He removed the silencer from his jacket
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DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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