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DELTA FORCE - TEAM PANTHER






#1 JONAH’S COMPASS





Jonah Montgomery and Matt Garrett had it all: Army careers they loved; Team Panther, the men they bonded with as brothers, and each other. But under the shadow of Don't Ask, Don't Tell, everything fell apart when Matt was captured in Afghanistan.

Now five years later, a terrorist seeking revenge has come for Jonah. Will Matt take the opportunity a sniper bullet provides? Can Team Panther find their missing brother in time? Will they stand together or will the love they still have for each other falter under the weight of revenge?

Does their compass really point to true love?





#2 TIED UP IN STEELE





Steele Givens doesn’t do relationships and he knows better than to fall for a man he rescued during a CIA Operation; but then he’s never been a ‘follow the rules’ kinda man. He always swore he’d never drag someone he cared about into a world of danger. But what do you do, when danger stalks him anyway?

Kalon Roberts wanted to move on. He’s done with danger and Black Ops Operators. But when someone is determined to use him to gain his father's cooperation, the man who comes to save him, is the one who broke his heart.

They should have never met. They should never have been in each other's orbits. But now that they are, Steele will take out everything and everyone in his way to make sure that Kalon makes it out alive.





#3 MALIK’S REDEMPTION





Ex- Mossad agent Malik Dahan has lived for years in the shadows, straddling the very fine line between his own moral code and the missions his assassin role required. Two years ago, refusing an order from Mossad's Operations Base near Glilot Junction on the west end of Tel Aviv put him on a collision course with Team Panther. The time has come for Malik to face his demons and the secret he has been hiding. A secret that can rip apart the very essence of everything that is Delta Force – Team Panther.

Zeke Givens seized the chance to escape the mob violence he grew up with to become a Texas ranch hand. Months later the last man he expected to see on the ranch is the hottest one night stand he could ever remember. A man who stole his breath and drew every protective instinct he had to the fore. Zeke will use every dirty trick and all the skills he learned at his father’s knee to protect Malik, even if it means losing the only family he has left.

Can a one-night stand turn into a Happy Ever After? Malik just needs to stop running long enough to realize that Zeke is his redemption and their happy ever after is right there waiting for them.





#4 MICAH’S PROMISE





Micah Kennedy has lived with PTSD for years. He is an expert at hiding his struggles behind the quick wit and snark that is very much a part of his makeup. His need to keep a promise to a dying comrade feeds his nightmares and invades his dreams—until that promise brings him military K-9 Delta.

Hawk McKinnon has spent most of his life kicking trouble’s ass in every hotspot around the globe. Now his sniper hasn’t returned from a CIA sanctioned mission in Pakistan and all bets are off. When Hawk comes calling looking for help, Micah doesn’t hesitate and jumps at the chance to repay a debt. A mission that will set him on a path to the one thing he never knew he was looking for: love!

Creed Erikson cursed the betrayal that caused his capture and vowed vengeance on those responsible. He knew Hawk was coming for him—he never doubted it for a second—but Micah Kennedy and Delta? They threw him for a loop.

Can Micah embrace his destiny, believe in the strengths of the bond of the triad that the fates have created or will he refuse to believe that he too deserves a happily ever after?





#5 CHRISTMAS PANTHER STYLE





With booms, kabooms, and bullets flying. Delta Force – Team Panther are on a mad dash across continents, on a rescue mission, in a plane painted like Santa’s Sleigh.

Join some friends old and new as they chase the enemy none of them ever wanted. One of their own.

Find out who is on the Naughty List this year, in Christmas Panther Style.


#6 GRIF’S SALVATION


Do no harm. It’s a mantra former Delta Force Team Panther medic, Griffin St. Clare, follows to the letter—until someone comes after his family. He’ll do whatever it takes to keep them safe, even if it puts his own life on the line. Grif knows the only way he can fix things, including his own broken heart, is to find his man, bring him home, and open himself to love again, but getting his family back together is going to be a challenge—especially considering his guy is AWOL.

Garrett ‘Rock’ Rockwell is used to dealing with trouble, but betrayal is another matter. After the devastating blow Shar delivered, he thought he would never want another woman in his bed again, but Allie has awoken something in him he can’t explain. Rock loves Grif, but they both know something is missing from their life—a third. Is Allie the right person to fill the hole left behind, or is getting into something new with a teammate’s sister a bad idea?

Allie Kennedy has always loved her bosses. She regretted not taking a chance with them before, but now they are finally free, she is determined to help her two troubled warriors heal. Grif and Rock may have had their hearts hurt, but Allie will prove to them that bruised is not broken.

Their path has never been straight or perfect. Many times, it hasn’t even gone in the right direction, but can Grif and Rock open themselves up to loving more than each other again? Can Allie get them to trust her enough to give them all one more shot at happily ever after, or will Grif and Rock refuse to see what has been right in front of them all along?





PROLOGUE



THE PAST


Somewhere in Europe…

THE DISTANT SOUND of crashing waves, music, and the yelling of partying holiday goers could still be heard faintly in the distance. Grif could feel that Rock was still awake behind him. He could feel it in his breathing, in the way the other man’s fingers traced patterns on the bare skin of his stomach. He could feel there was something coming too, something he wasn’t going to like, if Rock’s reluctance to voice it was anything to go by. Three times he had counted that Rock had inhaled deeply and had felt his mouth open against Grif’s shoulder, and three times Rock had shut it again without saying a word.

“When?”

“When what, G?” Rock’s gravelly voice suggested a long time spent in the arid regions of the world.

“When do you leave?”

Grif lifted Rock’s hand off his stomach and twisted in his arms, so he could face him. Even the streetlights in this holiday resort weren’t strong enough that he could get a clear look at Rock’s features, but he didn’t need light to know Rock was watching him warily.

“Wheels up in twenty-four hours.” Rock leaned his forehead against Grif’s and closed his eyes, silently willing G to understand what he was telling him. He didn’t want to say the words. Giving voice to them made them real. It put them out there like a challenge to the fates.


If I don’t come back…


Instead, Rock asked, “When are you meeting your team?”

“Two…” Grif whispered and cleared his throat to get rid of the lump that was suddenly there. “Two days.”

Rock squeezed his eyes closed. His sigh sounded loud in the darkened room. “You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?”

“If you’re ending this, Rock…” Grif bit down on the inside of his cheek. He would not let Rock see how much he didn’t want him to go, how much he didn’t want him to voice the words that would end things between them. “If you’re done with me, then you’re going to have to say the words.”

“What? No!” Rock pulled back, as if he could see Grif in the darkness. A little rattled, he asked the question he dreaded hearing the answer to. “You don’t want this to be over, do you?” He sighed with relief when he felt Grif shake his head.

Rock dragged Grif closer. Jeez, would it ever be enough, these stolen moments? Probably not. The only thing that was missing was a third. They both had someone in mind, but dammit, she was almost family. Could they risk it? With Micah Kennedy’s sister Allie?

They agreed she was someone who made them both crazy. She was hot as fuck, took no bullshit, and was willing to give as good as she got. No doubt about it, they both thought Allie Kennedy would be worth the fall out in Grif’s team.


But should
 they?

Not for a bit of fun and playing, but long term it was more than a possibility.

In the meantime, Rock would take this time stolen away with Grif. It reminded him he was still human, even if the horrors of war now walked hand in hand with his shadow. Grif waiting for him meant he would deal with the consequences of doing his job.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

Grif’s question made Rock tense before he could stop it. He knew Grif had caught it, and his harsh inhale of breath told Rock that Grif was not immune to the strange feeling in the air tonight.

“It’s nothing…” Rock allowed his voice to trail off. He willed G to catch on.

“Oh.” Grif silently cursed. He could read between the lines to what Rock was saying without speaking a word. Even though he was feeling vulnerable and clingy tonight, Grif was still a soldier.

This new team of Rock’s was taking some getting used to, but he wasn’t exactly in a position to bitch or complain about it, considering his own team was almost as secretive. An undercover or covert mission was never a good thing. How the hell he and Rock continued to make their relationship work, given the distance, the short amount of time they had together, and the restrictions of their jobs amazed him. He wouldn’t question it, but he cursed the barriers in their way.

“Will you be able to meet me in The Lebanon?”

“Probably not.”

The regret in Rock’s voice made Grif’s heart ache. Dammit, coordinating their down time when in the middle of a freaking war zone sucked, especially with the constraints of ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell’.

“Fuck.” Grif shifted, so his head rested under Rock’s chin. Every puff of air he breathed out rose goose bumps along Rock’s skin.

“Yeah,” Rock agreed.

He sighed when his phone buzzed on the nightstand. This couldn’t be good. No one ever called with good news at zero dark thirty on the night before leave was up.

Reaching for the phone, and giving Grif his back again, Rock clicked through the screens, silently cursing what he knew was coming.

‘RTB’
 flashed up.

Rock knew Grif could see it when he felt him stiffen behind him.

Shit… Return to Base
 .

A mission being moved up wouldn’t normally worry him much, but tonight? Tonight, he was worried. Kinda… sorta… oh, who the fuck was he kidding? He was so apprehensive, he had the heebie freaking jeebies. Intel out of northern Afghanistan was not good and this mission they were going on—imbedding in with the tribes—was going to suck camel balls, never mind monkey balls.

“I gotta go.” He heard the regret in his own voice.

Grif resisted the urge to grab Rock and refuse to let him out of the bed. He wanted to glue his ass to the sheets and strap his wrists to the headboard. He wanted to keep his guy safe. Was that too much to ask?

He silently snorted in his head. The price of loving a soldier is to let them go to war. The reward for loving one is them coming home.

“I’ll make you coffee.”

“Thanks.”

Rock leaned their foreheads together, breathing each other in, soaking up the last moments before their jobs ripped them apart for fuck knows how long.

“I love you, G. Don’t you ever forget it.”

“I love you too.”





CHAPTER ONE



LAST CHRISTMAS


GRIF ENTERED the cabin on the ship, his weapon in a ready position. He went right, and he knew without checking the others were alternating between left and right, keeping his back covered and clearing the room. His heart was frozen in his chest. He wasn’t an idiot. He knew this moment was coming, but he didn’t expect the sucker punch of feelings that were hitting him.


Betrayal, disbelief, horror…


He ruthlessly pushed it all aside and focused on the task at hand.

“What the fuck do you think you are doing?”

“Drop your weapon.”

“Put her down.”

“On the ground.”

The cacophony of voices were brought to an abrupt halt when Rock roared above them, “Shut the fuck up!” Grif then watched as Rock turned to the one person they never expected to deceive them, a person they had loved and welcomed into their hearts, as well as their bed. “Sharron, let her go.”

“No.” She stubbornly pressed the gun harder against the side of Lexi’s head, making the kid sob harder. “I swear I’ll kill her. I want a chopper and access to the bank accounts, so I can disappear.”

“You’re insane!” Micah told her, his voice raw. “You think you’re leaving? Getting off scot-free? Delta…” Micah reached down to unclip the leash from his dog’s harness.

Shar shrugged. “Then I have nothing left to lose.”

Grif could see she wasn’t going to give in, and his fear rose another notch at where this situation was heading. He knew what they were going to have to do, and although he would do it to save that little girl, it didn’t mean it wouldn’t cut him deep.

“Unca Micah, help me.” Tears streamed down Lexi’s face. Grif could see the snot bubbles in her nose.

Lexi kicked out and struggled to reach for them, forcing Shar to readjust her grip, as she tried to hold the struggling girl in place.

“I will kill her!” Shar screamed at them.

How the fuck had they failed to notice she was not fucking right in the head? She couldn’t be, could she?

“I have a shot.” Jonah’s voice in their earpiece was too low for Shar to hear.

Grif closed his eyes when he saw Shar’s finger shift on the weapon she held against Lexi’s head.

“Take it,” Rock commanded.

Grif could hear the grief and anger in Rock’s voice as he said the words. Then he felt the heat of the bullet from Jonah’s shot skim his cheek.

Even before the blood and God knows what else sprayed the wall behind Shar, Grif was moving. He snatched Lexi out of her grip and spun them both around before Shar’s body hit the floor, protecting the little girl from the no doubt gory sight behind them.

Tears leaked from the corner of his eyes and his heart exploded with pain. Shar was gone and it shouldn’t hurt, considering what she’d done to them, but it did.

He felt the little girl shudder with sobs and pulled her closer. “You’re okay, baby. Uncle Grif’s got you.”

“Give her to me,” Micah ordered, extracting Lexi from Grif’s arms.

Grif watched his former Delta teammate as his hands ran over every inch of Lexi he could reach, checking and double-checking his niece was okay.

Grif had no doubt the poor kid would need therapy after what she’d been through.

Turning away from the happy sight of Micah, Hawk, and Creed reuniting with the little girl, he swallowed back a sob.

He had to check for a pulse. He had to know for sure Shar was gone. Even if he didn’t need to know it for himself, his medical training was ingrained in him to check for signs of life.

Using his teeth, Grif pulled off the glove on his right hand, refusing to acknowledge the tremor when he reached out to press his fingers against the side of Shar’s neck. Oh, he knew there was no chance of survival—a twelve-millimeter round to the brain pretty much guaranteed that—but he had to be certain.

He could feel nothing beneath his touch. She was dead.

“You okay?” Steele’s voice behind him dragged Grif back to the present.

He refused to think of the memories he, Rock, and Shar had shared. They were gone. They were all fucking lies.

Grif looked around for Rock. “Where did he go?”

“I don’t know.” Steele rested a hand on Grif’s shoulder before helping him back to his feet. “He left as soon as Jonah took the shot.”

“Shit.”

No fucking way Rock had walked away. No way
 . Nope.

Grif refused to believe it. Rock would never fucking leave him. They had been through so much shit over the last twenty years, there was no way Rock would abandon him now, right?

He knew it was losing it internally. Thank fuck he wasn’t saying this stuff out loud. The guys would think he was out of his mind. Little did they know he freaking was. Rock was his touchstone, the one who kept his nightmares at bay and kept the PTSD hounds under control. No, it was better to keep his mouth shut and say nothing, push all that shit down and deal with what was in front of him.


Rock will come back. He always has.


“Yeah,” Steele agreed. “C’mon, brother, let’s get the kiddo back to her mom.”

Grif took one last look at Shar’s body before he turned and followed his teammates from the room.

They were right. It was time to get Lexi back to Allie. He probably should have cared what happened to Shar, but her fate was sealed the second she took Lexi. That knowledge didn’t stop the rawness in his throat as he swallowed around the lump that had appeared. Warrior or not, he was human, and he was feeling everything right now. The operator side of him told him to suck it up and deal, but the man behind the operator wasn’t entirely sure he could.

He caught the worried glances his Panther brothers were throwing his way and slammed the mask he had perfected over the years onto his face. Rock may be able to read him, but even as close as he was with his former team, he doubted they would know for sure the agony that was ripping his heart apart.





CHAPTER TWO



PRESENT DAY


Delta Force - Team Panther Compound, Garrett Ranch, Texas…

GRIF KNEW someone was watching him. Even locked in a nightmare, he could feel he was no longer alone. The sensation was strong enough to bring him out of his sleep, although he didn’t open his eyes, instead trying to work out who was there. His subconscious remained on constant alert, even if his brain was powered down into rest mode. This neat trick was something the military had taught him.

Yup, there was someone watching him for sure, no doubt about it. He had that skeevy feeling of ants crawling over his skin.

Grif’s body went on full alert and he shifted, as if stretching in his sleep. His fingers closed around the metal of the gun he had stuffed under the pillow earlier.

“Unca Grif?”

“Shit,” Grif muttered at the voice, releasing his grip on the weapon.

Sleep didn’t come easily these days. He should be mad at the kid for waking him, but he felt strangely comforted by her presence. Since Shar died and Rock went AWOL, Grif had the constant feeling he’d lost something. That feeling of reaching for the people you missed the most in your bed and your heart and coming up empty? That feeling really sucked. He hated it.

Every inch of him ached. Images flashed behind his eyelids every time he blinked and sleep only came when he was so tired his body gave up. He felt like ten pounds of shit someone had tried to stuff into a five-pound bucket. It was only a matter of time before he knew the chains holding his sanity in place snapped.

“Unca Grif, my momma will wash your mouth out,” Lexi whisper-shouted, bringing his attention back to the present.

Grif’s eyes opened and immediately crossed themselves, trying to get a good look at the small face in front of him. Her little pert nose was so close it was almost touching his.

“You wake?”

“I am now.” Grif shuffled back on the bed, making some room. “Want to sleep with me for a while?”

“Yeah.” Lexi gripped her stuffed bunny in her hand and climbed up on the bed. “I hads the horrors.”

“You did, huh?”

Grif pulled the gun out from under the pillow, rolled to his side and stuffed it into the nightstand drawer on the opposite side of the bed. No freaking way was he leaving that anywhere close to where Miss Princess Nosey Pants may get her cute little fingers on it. She might get hurt, and in Grif’s book that was unacceptable. He could deal without having his weapons under his pillow. He still had a knife or two sheathed under the mattress.

“Yeah,” Lexi told him seriously.

“Where’s your momma?”

“Making pancakes.”

Grif glanced at the red luminous dial on the clock. Zero four hundred.

What the hell was Allie doing making pancakes at four a.m.?

“She had horrors too,” Lexi informed him before he could ask.

Dammit!

He snorted in his head. You can’t talk, mister, you had ‘horrors’ too.


“Your momma know where you are, kiddo?”

“Nuh-uh.” Lexi shook her head as she settled her back against Grif’s chest, her honey blonde hair brushing against his chin.

“Hmm, you think we should go tell her where you are?”

The only response from Lexi was a soft snore.


I wish it was that easy to sleep these days.


Grif reached for his phone and clicked through the screens to send a quick text to Allie. She may only be in the kitchen, but he didn’t want her to panic when she couldn’t find her kid.

After the shit show that was Christmas, Grif and Allie had decided to come here to Matt and Jonah’s compound in Texas. Most of the other Panthers were here too. The threat to Lexi had come from one of their own. That made them want to close ranks even further.

Thank fuck.

Grif wasn’t sure how he would have dealt with Rock leaving if Shar’s actions had ripped apart the bond he had with his Panther brothers too.

Coming here had been the right decision. Behind the massive electric gates and Pops’ crazy assed Texas longhorn bulls, they were safer than scattered around the globe. Hell, even Jason and Fritz had turned up a month ago and stayed. That had to be a record for them. In the last five or six years, the longest Grif knew Jason had stayed in any one place was when he was in London.

And only then because he was working a contract with the SAS—the UK’s Special Forces.

He let his thoughts clear and returned his attention back to his phone.



Lexi is with me, so don’t freak. G.



Message sent, Grif clicked back through the screens until he got to his contact list. He scrolled through the numbers until he found the one he wanted. His finger hovered over the number for a couple of seconds. Grif glanced down at the little girl sleeping against him. He didn’t want to wake Lexi, but his heart hurt. Grif needed to hear his
 voice, the one that made his heart beat just that little bit faster, the voice that told him he was home. The one he missed with every tick of the damn clock…

Rock’s voice.

Grif swallowed back the hurt, devastation, and anger, as the feeling of being abandoned slammed into him yet again. He tapped his finger on the screen and put the phone to his ear.

It didn’t even ring. It went directly to voicemail.


“You know how it works, leave a damn message.”


Grif squeezed his eyes tightly shut as the familiar voice sounded in his ear. He was not crying, nope, it was not fucking happening.

Tapping ‘end’ on the call without leaving a message, he wiped the wet tracks on his face.

Nope, it wasn’t crying if nobody saw it, right?




THE SOUND of the hand whisk slapping off the sides of the bowl as she beat the pancake batter did little to settle her. Allie really wanted to have that frick-fracking woman in front of her to wallop the shit out of her, but she couldn’t. Shar was dead. The Momma Bear inside Allie didn’t give a damn about that, though. It still craved vengeance for touching her daughter, for giving Lexi and her nightmares that were never going to stop.

The beeping of her phone made her freeze.


Who the heck is texting me at four in the morning?


She clicked through the screens until she reached the new message and opened it.



Lexi is with me, so don’t freak. G.



Allie leaned her hands on the table. Crap, had Lex had another nightmare?


And the horrid momma of the year award goes to yours truly for not noticing.


Okay, ten minutes and she would go get Lexi and put her back into her own bed. Grif had enough stuff going on without Lexi disturbing his sleep, too.

Ten minutes later, Allie leaned against Grif’s door frame and stared into his bedroom. Her eyes stung like she had been crying for weeks. She hadn’t, she just didn’t remember what more than an hour’s sleep at a time felt like. Maybe coming to Texas had been a bad idea, but Micah was here, and with her brother close she felt safer.

The Ghosts were currently on leave, Josh was dead, Grif was here, as were Creed and Hawk—who completed Micah’s triad. This didn’t even take into account the Panther guys being on hand, too. Having all these highly trained men around was the only reason Allie wasn’t completely freaking out.

There was safety in numbers, right?

She watched Lexi move restlessly in her sleep as Grif’s hand stroked down her daughter’s back, offering her comfort.

“Shh, I’m here, baby girl,” he whispered so softly that Allie had to strain her ears to hear the words.

The grim expression Grif mostly wore these days was softened by the pull of sleep, reminding her of the fun-loving shit stirrer she usually worked with, and whom Lexi adored. She was going to find Rock and drag that idiot back by the ears. Did he not know his silence and distance was ripping Grif apart?

She twirled the end of her blonde braid, rubbing the hair between her fingers.

Should she move Lexi or not?

Despite her daughter’s restless movements, here, in this moment, was the most peaceful Allie had seen her since she was taken by Shar.


Nope, don’t go there. You’ll only get mad all over again.


It worried her that Lexi refused to talk about what happened to Josh. Seeing her father shot as he tried to protect her from Shar and her asshole group of kidnappers must have been traumatizing, but it was almost as if Lexi had blacked it out. Crap, maybe she is a Kennedy after all. If I don’t admit it, it didn’t happen.

Maybe she should consider taking her to the therapist again.

She blew the wisps of hair that floated around her face back and sighed. Pulling the door closed, she figured she’d leave them and start cooking the pancakes. The guys would be up and moving soon and if Lexi and Grif managed to get some comfort from each other, then she would let them have that.




GRIF’S DREAMS had not been easy—they rarely were. The one grounding force he’d had for years was gone. Rock’s voice, his touch, was the only solution.

He needed to find his guy. He needed his family back.


Shar isn’t coming back.


Despair from her treachery punched him in the stomach as he walked down the stairs to the kitchen. He should probably go home to Tampa, back to the motorcycle club he was involved with, but he couldn’t bring himself to go there either. Here, with the Panthers, he could almost deal with the shit show his life had turned into. Or at least pretend he was good.

Fake it ‘til you make it, right?

Walking into the room, he felt another smack to his gut. His brothers in arms were enjoying breakfast together like one big happy family. It made Grif feel lonely knowing the one person he wanted to be there more than anyone wasn’t seated at the table.

Grif’s stomach roiled and tumbled. Dammit, he hadn’t drunk enough last night to feel this queasy. He nodded to the others in greeting and headed for Jonah’s fancy coffee machine—not that he could ever get the fucking thing to work, but he sure as hell was going to try.

“Nope.” Jonah elbowed him out of the way. “This is the third one we have had to buy since you moved in. Do not touch that coffee machine, Grif.”

“Dammit,” Grif growled. All he fucking wanted was a damn mug of coffee.

“I’ll get it.” Allie finished cutting Lexi’s pancakes and stepped back. “You both sit.”

“No.” Grif didn’t give a fuck how bad he was feeling, he could and would suck it up and deal. Allie deserved better than putting up with his sorry ass. He tried to think of the last time he’d seen her sit down to eat.


Maybe last week sometime?


“You sit,” he told her, “eat breakfast with Lex. I’ll make the coffee.”

“But—”

Grif put his hands on her shoulders, turned her around and gave her a gentle push toward the table. “Sit and eat. Got it?”

“Who freaking died and made you the boss?” she grumbled.

Grif sucked in a sharp breath. He knew Allie didn’t mean to hurt him with that comment when her eyes widened and her expression became stricken. It still stung, though.

“Eat, Allie,” he said quietly. “Lex is waiting.”

“Eat wif me, Momma?” His little sidekick picked right up on his cue.

Grif made a mental note to make some time to either play with her or do nails or some shit later to thank her.

“I’m sorry.” Allie mouthed the words to him, and when he nodded in response, reassuring her it was okay, she sat at the table next to her kiddo.

Grif turned back to the counter, his hands opening and closing into fists. He was careful to keep them in front of his body. He didn’t want to let Allie see that her snarky comment had cut him to the bone. Nope, he would suck it up and take it. She didn’t need more guilt heaped on her plate. That thing was overflowing as it was.

“Grif, are you making coffee or thinking about it?” Steele’s exasperated question kicked him into gear.


Coffee, breakfast, you can do it. One foot in front of the other.


“Uh… yeah… coming.” Grif forced his operator mask to cover his face and waited for the machine to kick into gear.

Coffee finally started spurting into the mug. It really would be much easier if someone developed an IV line for caffeine, but right now Grif would take what he could get.

He moved the bowl with a couple of multi-tools shaped like snowflakes, bullets, guitar picks, and other odds and ends from in front of the empty chair. Even though the sight of that bowl amused him, as it was so typically Matt and Jonah, he still felt a twinge of self-pity. He really needed someone to hit him upside the head.

The bowl placed in front of the chair he normally sat at meant they hadn’t expected him to join them for breakfast. He was a freaking asshole.

Still, he couldn’t resist asking their resident techy if he’d managed to dig up something on Rock’s whereabouts. He had to admit, he was getting worried—and annoyed.

“Anything?” Grif looked at Kalon.

“No.” Kalon pulled the toast he had just put in his mouth back out again and dropped it on his plate. “Nothing since that lead you followed back to Iran last month.”

“Rock won’t be found unless he wants you to find him.” Jonah sniffed his mug before adding sugar to the coffee, then shrugged when he glanced up at Grif. “You know him better than anyone, dude. He’s as good as we are.”

“I know,” Grif muttered.

It was starting to piss him off that Rock hadn’t come back. Grif had followed rumors and intel all over the Middle East and Russia to no avail. Every damn time he got close, Rock was already gone.

He was going to kick his fucking ass.




HIS EYES OPENED and awareness hauled his ass out of the darkness. His unconscious mind had retreated too after the last beating. Every inch of Rock hurt like a bitch. He’d finally done it. He’d bitten off more than he could chew.


What a fucking dumbass!


He knew fucking better than to go Lone Ranger on shit. Teams and someone to have your back, idiot—it’s what you’ve been preaching to the others for the last twenty years. But no, you couldn’t listen to your own advice, could you?



Motherfucking idiot.


Fighting the cloud of confusion, his brain struggled to get his body parts to respond. He attempted to flex his fingers, to reach the wires tying his wrists to the metal frame of the chair, but he couldn’t.


Fucking wires. Assholes.


Biting back curses, he kept trying to free himself. Blood was running freely down his wrists, but he didn’t pay it any heed. Instead, he repeated the words of the creed he swore to his Delta Force - Team Wolf brothers silently in his head, and this gave him the strength to focus enough to push through the pain of the wire digging into his skin.


I am an American Special Forces Soldier!



I will do what will be required for my country. I am a volunteer, knowing what my job asks, my life, my soul, my body, my skills.



I serve with the memory of those who have selflessly offered their lives. I pledge to uphold the honor and integrity of their legacy in all that I am—in all that I do.



I am a warrior. I will teach and fight whenever and wherever my country requires. I will strive always to excel in every art and artifice of war.



I know that I will be called upon to perform tasks were my skills are required, known and unknown, friendly and unfriendly fields. With the help and guidance of God, I will conquer my fears and succeed my tasks.



I will keep my mind and body clear, alerted and strong. I will maintain my arms and equipment performing and befitting a Special Forces Soldier, this is my debt to those who depend upon me.



I will not fail those with whom I serve. I will not bring shame upon myself or Special Forces.



I will never leave anyone behind. I will never surrender though, I am the last. If I am taken, I pray that I have the strength to defy my enemy.



I am a member of my country’s chosen soldiery, I serve quietly, not seeking recognition or accolades. My goal is to succeed in my mission—and live to succeed again.



My Creed is quiet professionalism and endurance, whatever it takes for good.


Finally, after what felt like hours, Rock managed to hook one finger around the twisted ends of the wire. What he wouldn’t give to have Grif breaking down that door like a battering ram…


Nope, don’t go there. Focus, Rockwell, or I am calling you Garrett, like Noble’s momma does.


Shit, he’d lost it! It was probably a concussion from the repeated punches and blows to the head. Even so, Rock’s internal voices kept rambling.


Call the damn papers. Front page story… Former Delta Force operator lost his fucking mind and got himself tortured and killed in fucking Somalia.


Rock had no idea how the hell he managed it. He probably wouldn’t be able to untwist the wire strapping his left hand to the chair again if someone held a Sig to his head and told him he had five seconds to get out.

But he wasn’t going to question it.

As soon as that wire was loose enough, he pulled his hand free.


My goal is to succeed in my mission—and live to succeed again.


That line from the creed played over and over in a loop in his head as Rock reached across his body to the wire on his right side. He quickly repeated the process with both his feet.

Freedom!

Payback was going to be a bitch.





CHAPTER THREE


“JEEZ, WHAT THE FUCK?” Grif jerked upright out of the floating dream shit he’d had going on. He gripped both sides of the hammock, trying to prevent it toppling. Nope, the hammock or karma or whatever had a different plan. The net swung and jerked, reminding him of a hammock on deck of a ship in the middle of the perfect storm.

Grif barely had time to break his fall before he hit the deck. “Goddamit!” he cursed.

For fuck’s sake, all he had wanted was some peace and quiet. He couldn’t freaking sleep at night. The darkness invited in the ghosts that haunted him. He’d started napping on Matt and Jonah’s back porch for a couple of hours every day. At least in daylight the nightmares were somehow less, and the hammock was comfy as fuck.

The blaring siren from inside the house finally registered in his brain. Thank fuck for that—a mission or a call out was just what he needed to get him out of this funk. Since drinking wasn’t cutting it, blowing shit up might work.

He picked himself up off the deck, glancing around to make sure nobody saw his ass go flying, and was thankful to see he was alone out here. The way his luck was running these days, he expected either Micah or Creed to be there with a camera. His Polaroid would be on the blooper board Jonah had installed in the war room until someone else surpassed his clumsiness.

Grif let himself into Matt and Jonah’s house. It was strangely quiet. There was no sound at all. Micah and his guys weren’t clattering down the stairs, Jonah wasn’t making coffee, and Matt wasn’t yelling at them to hurry their lazy asses up.


Weird, where the hell is everyone?


Shit, was he late again?


Swear to fuck if Steele pressed the alarm just to watch my ass fall out of that fucking hammock on the security cameras, I will rearrange his face and make it a little less fucking pretty.


Grif took the stairs to the underground war room two at a time. He pushed in the heavy reinforced door that guarded the entrance to both the war room and Matt and Jonah’s private space.

“What’s going on, Kalon?” He looked around the nearly empty room. “Where the fuck is everyone?”

Kalon held up one finger, his eyes focused on the screen in front of him. Grif could make out what was either security or drone footage. The black and white images showed something that looked a hell of a lot like Africa, or maybe Niger or Somalia. The headset suggested Kalon was also listening to audio or a message on their answering service. Grif knew better than to interrupt with more questions. He could wait a couple of minutes while Kalon got to the bottom of whatever was going on.

He helped himself to the ever-present coffee machine in the corner and grabbed an energy drink from the mini fridge for Kalon. Caffeinated, he had some hope of making sense of whatever the fuck was going on.

“Okay.” Kalon hit stop on the video he had been playing and pulled off his headset, tossing it onto the desk. He glanced around the room. “Just you?”

“I was going to ask you where the others are,” Grif said.

“Shit.” Kalon flicked screens and pulled up a calendar. “I forgot… Jonah has that thing in Nashville. Matt, Micah, Creed and Hawk are with him. Malik is on a protection job in L.A. and Steele is testifying on an old case in Boston.”

Grif watched Kalon chew the corner of his lip, as if trying to decide what he should do. He opened his mouth to ask if he wasn’t good enough to deal with whatever the fuck was happening, but before he could speak, Kalon sighed.

“Okay, I got a heads up from Speaker. He’s still in Russia. Jason and Fritz are somewhere in his region of the world, chasing leads on our gun-running friends.” Kalon clicked on the screen with the mouse, taking the footage he had been watching back to the beginning. “I guess if anyone has the right to see this it’s you.”

“Okay…” Grif grabbed a chair and straddled it, careful not to spill his coffee on Kalon’s equipment. Cleaning the damn war room was not a fun way to spend an afternoon, thank you very much. “Play it.”

Images came to life on the screen in front of them. Grif watched what appeared to be a normal, boring life at a compound.


That is definitely Africa,
 Grif was sure of it, but he said nothing and kept watching.

A couple of seconds later an open-backed pickup pulled up to the gate and, after a few words with the guards, drove through them and out of view.

The screen flickered, as if the footage had been spliced together.

The next view showed the same truck approaching the house and pulling to a stop at the steps of the porch.


Shit, if this is Africa then this house doesn’t belong to an ordinary Joe. Maybe someone in government...


A man appeared at the top of the steps. Grif swore he knew that face from somewhere.

He didn’t like where this was going, nope, and Kalon’s ‘if anyone has a right to see it’s you,’ yeah, that alone gave him fucking hives big enough to rival mosquito bites near the Mississippi.

Grif hoped he was wrong. His gut told him he wasn’t. Whatever was going on concerned him directly, and that put his anxiety levels through the roof.

He wanted to look away from the screen, but he couldn’t and wouldn’t, because every internal warning system he had told him he needed to see this.

Grif and Kalon watched in silence as the man and the driver of the pickup exchanged words. He could see when the man gave an order to the men in the back of the pickup. Some of them jumped down, and Grif realized this was pretty decent footage after all, as even the clouds of dust from their boots hitting the ground was visible.

The two men reached into the bed of the pickup and pulled something out, the truck blocking their view. Out of the corner of his eye, Grif could see Kalon chewing his lip again. Okay, this was clearly what he needed to see.

Another cloud of dust rose above the rear end of the truck, telling Grif the men had dropped their package. His gaze shifted on the screen to the man he thought he recognized. The smirk on his face and lack of yelling at the help told Grif what he needed to know—they didn’t give a shit about the package.

Watching, Grif saw the men bend out of view, and hoist up what they had dropped.

It took a couple of seconds for the importance of what he was seeing to hit Grif, but when it did, it sucker punched him. A battering ram to the solar plexus would have been a softer blow.

It was a man they were dragging over to their boss, one he was sure he recognized.


Fuckity fuck, fuck, fuck, tell me that isn’t…?


His heart stopped.


I will fucking kick his pretty ass, as soon as I get it back where it belongs.


“Pause it!” His voice sounded terse, his fear evident in his tone.

Kalon immediately hit pause, but said, “You need to keep watching.”

Grif didn’t need to see anymore. He knew who it was in the footage because he knew every fucking inch of that man, head to balls and back again. All he fucking needed to know was where he had to go, and who the hell he had to beat the shit out of to get him back.

“Where the fuck is that compound, Kalon?”

“You need to watch it,” Kalon repeated, this time sounding firmer. “I’m not giving you any information on where this is until you do.” He gestured to the screen. “I’m not sure I should even be showing you this. Steele will go freaking nuts.”

“I—”

“Shut up, G!” Allie interrupted.

His head snapped around to see her standing behind them, watching the screens just as intently as he had been.


Shit, when had she come into the room?


“But—”

“Watch the footage, so we can get our behinds in gear and go get him back.” Allie pulled up a chair next to Grif and Kalon at the desk.


Was she insane?



Nope! No! Not fucking happening!


There was no way in hell her ass was leaving the ranch. It was just not happening.

“You have Lexi, you can’t—”

“Don’t even go there, Grif.” Allie threw him a filthy look. “Lexi is staying with Betty and Pops, and apparently she is now the proud owner of a pony.” Allie twirled her fingers in her braid. “What the heck are we going to do with a freaking pony? I mean, where do they sleep? How often do you have to feed them? And do they fit in apartments?”

“Ah—um—focus?” By the tone of his voice, Kalon obviously thought they were insane.

Grif ran his hand through his hair and sighed. He’d known Allie long enough to know now was not the time to express an opinion. She would remember when she next had a skillet in her hand, and those things freaking hurt when she smacked them off his ass.

“Play it,” he told Kalon.

Kalon hit play again and the images started moving once more.

Grif watched as they dropped their package at the feet of the man who was clearly in charge, wincing when Rock’s head bounced off the concrete steps. If he wasn’t out cold before, he probably was now.


Rock, my fucking dumbass warrior, how the hell did they manage to grab you?


The boss man waved to someone off camera and another man approached him, handing over a sack of something to the driver. Grif had to assume it was payment for Rock’s capture.


Fuckers!


The driver and his asshole buddy got back in their truck and took off.

Grif bit down on his bottom lip. He wanted to yell at Rock to get up and start kicking ass, but taking his anger out on video footage wasn’t nearly as satisfying as it would be to yell at the idiot in real life.

Nope, he could wait.

Grif could see Allie’s head tilting from side to side as she studied the screen. Then she straightened and punched Grif on the arm.

“Guzuwamba!”

“What?”


Fuck, had she been drinking? What the hell was she talking about an African general for?


Everything screeched to a halt in Grif’s head, even as his brain worked overtime to connect the dots.


Fuck, you really are a dumbass, St. Clare. Get with the program. That’s who the guy in the footage is, you moron.


On screen, two men grabbed Rock by the ankles and dragged him up the steps. Grif winced every time Rock’s head thumped off a step. That shit was going to hurt like a bitch when he came around.

He forced himself to continue watching until Rock disappeared from view and Kalon finally hit stop on the video footage.

At this rate, Grif was going to be through the fourth of his ‘normal’ moods. He’d tried the vacation… Check. He’d tried napping… Check. He’d had coffee. Check that mood off the list too. Right now, he was so far beyond the ‘I need duct tape, rope and a shovel’, and was moving swiftly into the ‘I need to blow shit up’ zone.

Medic training involved the first ‘do no harm’ vows he had taken, but those pledges went right out the window about the same time he watched Rock’s body drop in front of Guzuwamba’s prissy assed shoes.

“Kalon, can you find out everything you can on Guzuwamba?” Grif asked. “I want to know who he is, where he came from, and who the fuck he bribed to put him where he is. Nothing is too small or insignificant. If the information is there, I want to know about it.”

“You got it.” Kalon clicked through the screens and put the name into a search engine.

“Wait.” Grif reached for the headset that Kalon had dropped on the desk. “Is there audio?”

“No.” Kalon slapped Grif’s hands away from his stuff. “A voice message from Speaker telling us not to let you see unless your head was on straight.”

“Bah,” Allie muttered. “Grif’s head has never been on straight. You should all know that by now. Nobody working in this business is fricking straight that I can see.”

Holy shit, was that a dig? Grif wasn’t quite sure what to make of Allie’s statement. Nah, she had lived with them for too long at Oceana. There was no freaking way she had a problem…

“Oh, stop your brain from spinning off the merry-go-round, dumbass.” Allie stood out of her chair. “We all have to be a little bit crazy to live in this world. That and only that is what I meant.” She eyed Grif for a couple of seconds and sighed. “You organize the gear, I’ll find us a plane. You, Kalon, you get us the coordinates of that compound.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Grif and Kalon chorused.

Allie pinned each of them with a look. “What are you waiting for? Chop, chop.” She turned and left the war room.

Grif just knew that brat was laughing her ass off at their immediate deference to her. They were just freaking lucky she waited for the door to close behind her before she did it.

“She always like that?” Kalon asked.

“Yup.” Grif was used to Allie and her moods. It was obviously a learning experience for Kalon to have her here at the ranch, though. “Pretty much. You get used to her.”

“I’m not sure I want to get used to her,” Kalon said. “She’s kinda scary.”

“You should see her with a skillet.” Grif forced his face to stay impassive. “You see her swinging a skillet in your direction, it’s advisable to start running.”

“Shiiiiit.” Kalon rapidly typed some instructions into the search engine he had open. “Mental note to self—do not piss off a Kennedy. One of them will put freaking tacks on your chair, just to see you jump, the other will beat you with a skillet if you annoy her. Jeez, tell me there are no more of them.”

Grif shrugged. “There are a couple of cousins and a foster sibling or two that I know of.”

“Damn.”

“Yup, that about sums it up,” Grif muttered. “I’m going to the cage to gear up. Knowing Allie, she’ll have a plane for us within the hour.”

Kalon looked away from the screens and narrowed his eyes at Grif. “When Steele calls, I’m going to tell him about this.” He gestured to the screen. “I won’t keep it from him.”

“Good.” Grif knew it was going to take more than Allie and him to get Rock back, but he wanted—no, he needed—boots on the ground in Africa yesterday. The others could follow them as soon as they were able.

“I’m going to get ready.”




GRIF RAIDED the weapons room Matt had installed for the DFP security teams with a single-minded focus. He took assault rifles, handguns, a couple of grenades, flash bangs, ammo, MREs, and Kevlar.

“Jeez, he’s better stocked than the damn army,” he muttered, laying all the items out on the huge table that ran down the center of the room.

Picking up the M16, he made sure the weapon was clear and began to field strip the rifle. Even though these weapons belonged to someone he trusted, Grif still went through his own checklist. He didn’t mess around with guns and weapons. He preferred to know they were in good working order before he left the cage.

Grif stood at the table and looked up and down the room. “I suppose a fricking chair was too much to ask for, wasn’t it? Standing for the duration it is then.”

As he worked, he refused to let his focus slip, and he refused to think of Rock at this stage of the game. Hopefully, by the time Grif was ready with the weapons and gear, Allie would have the plane and Kalon would have the coordinates of Rock’s location. There would be plenty of time on the flight to come up with a plan and figure shit out.

There was one question burning a hole in his thoughts, though: how the hell did Speaker manage to get his hands on that footage?

As he worked, he made a mental note to contact him and ask. Speaker was a solid dude, with a hell of a lot of resources to tap.


Or maybe you could just ask Hawk? He and Speaker are tight
 , he thought, as the charging handle came free.

Thank fuck his hands were working from memory and that this was a job he could do in the dark with his eyes closed, because no matter how much he tried to push back that fucking image of Rock’s head thumping against the steps, it kept playing through his mind on repeat. Grif was going to kick his ass for getting caught. Okay, he’d hug the stuffing out of him first, but he was still going to kick his ass after that.

It was official—Grif was a damn idiot. After Shar was killed, he should have gone after Rock. He should have gone after him in Tehran.


Nope, don’t go there,
 he told himself as his hands worked.


You are not calling Hawk. If you do, you can be damn sure he will tell Micah, Micah will tell Matt, and before you know it Panthers will be on fucking tour again.


He briefly considered that Micah would want to know Allie was planning on going with him, but shrugged it off. Allie was more than capable of wearing her grown up panties. She didn’t need her big brother’s permission to go to war.

Grif went to the shelving unit and picked up a handful of firing pins and stuffed them into a pouch. The pins were so small and easy to lose that most of them carried spares in case they dropped one in the dark.


Yup, better to have the spares.


He dropped the pouch on the table with the rest of the gear and went back to the M16. Then he cleared the gas tube. If he was in the field, he probably wouldn’t take out the extractor, but here in the cage at their home base, it was better to do so.

Grif used the charging handle when the butt stock refused to release.

“Stubborn son of a bitch,” he muttered to himself.

Once it was free, he carefully laid all the parts out on the table in front of him and started cleaning.




ALLIE LET the door to the war room slam closed behind her. She picked up a purple glitter unicorn from the bottom step and by the time she reached the kitchen, she had added three go-go’s, a hula hoop, and a pink cap gun.

Which of those pains in her rear were teaching her little princess to shoot cap guns?

She was going to have to start putting some rules in place or Lexi was going to be spoiled rotten by the time they went home. Pops and Betty had bought her daughter a fricking-fracking pony!
 What the heck was she going to do with a pony?

Allie dumped her stash of Lexi stuff into the wicker basket at the top of the stairs, then her mind turned to more pressing issues: first and foremost, where the heck was she going to get a plane?

Getting on a commercial flight with everything Grif was going to be packing would be a freaking nightmare.

Allie went through names in her head. Hmm, if Fort Hood had a plane headed in the same general direction maybe they could hitch a ride. Killeen City was only about three hours from the ranch.

Looking at her watch, she worked out the time zones in her head.

She figured about an eight-hour time difference. Midnight… Noble could deal with her waking him. Knowing her cousin, he wouldn’t have been in bed that long anyway—if he was there at all.

Pulling out her encrypted phone, she scrolled through the numbers until she found the one she wanted and hit call.


“Bauer.”
 The familiar voice rumbled down the line when it connected.

“Noble, it’s Allie.”


“Fuck, what happened?”
 He sounded a little panicked. “Are you and Lex okay?”


“We’re fine,” she rushed to reassure him.

Allie should have expected this reaction. After all, it wasn’t that long ago her daughter was abducted by Shar and Noble was rushing in with the others to help recover her.

In the background, she could hear her cousin waking Max.

Damn, she didn’t want to rouse the whole neighborhood.

“I need a contact in Fort Hood,” Allie told Noble. “Grif and I need to get our behinds to Africa yesterday.”


“You found the dumbass?”


“You could say that,” she hedged.


“Okay, let me talk to Drax. I’ll call you back in a couple of minutes.”


“Thanks, Noble.”


“You got it,”
 Noble said, then added, “Hug the sweet thing for me.”


“As soon as I manage to pry her away from the pony Matt’s folks bought her, I will,” Allie promised.

She pretended she didn’t hear the snorting laughter from Noble. She needed him to get her a contact, not to wind her up.

This, after all, was about Rock. He and Grif had fought her corner for years, and they had insisted she had the right to be a member of the Ghost Team. Outside of her family they were among the only people who didn’t look at her and see just a woman. Nope, they saw that sometimes the female of the species was deadlier than the male. For that alone, they had her allegiance and much, much more.


Do not go there, Allie…





GRIF REASSEMBLED the rifle and started on the next one. The sound of running feet gave him a little warning that a mini tornado was heading his way.

Lexi ran into the room squealing, “Hide me, Unca Grif!”

She crawled under the table and pressed herself up against his knees.

“Who am I shooting, kiddo?” Grif purposely slid the bolt back into place on the Sig he had just cleared, the sound echoing around the room.

“Unca Zeke,” Lexi told him. “He’s dumb as a box of rocks.”

“Why?” Grif folded his lips together to stop from laughing out loud at the indignant tone in Lexi’s voice. She sounds just like her mother.


“Idiot says Barbie can’t play wif tanks,” Lexi grumbled. She climbed to her feet and peered in the direction of the door with her head cocked to one side, as if she was listening. “You hear him?”

“Nope.”

“You didn’t listen.” Lexi pouted. “You’s supposed to listen first, Unca Grif, then answers.” The four-year-old girl stumbled over her words.

“Oh, I am, am I?”

“Yes! Unca Hawk says two ears and one mouth means you listen,” Lexi informed him seriously.

“Your Uncle Hawk is a smarty pants.” Grif scanned the table to make sure everything was out of Lexi’s reach. “You want to help me get my go bag ready?”

“You’ll shoot Unca Zeke?” She sounded hopeful.

“Maybe…”

“You shoots him and you has a deal.”


Jeez, this kiddo—she’s fucking priceless.


Grif picked up the MREs and handed them to Lexi. “Can you count them for me?”

“Is there more than my fingers?” Lexi looked doubtfully at the pile of MREs. “You knows I can only count to ten.”

“Tell me if you get to ten,” Grif told her.

“‘Kay.”

Grif smiled down at the top of Lexi’s head as she started studiously counting off MREs.


Shoot Zeke for daring to say Barbies couldn’t play with tanks?
 He could get onboard with that.

He smirked. Maybe Micah would help him come up with glitter bullets for the Nerf gun Matt and Jonah had given her for Christmas.

After a couple of minutes watching Lexi, he glanced at his watch.


Shit, I gotta get my ass in gear.


Picking up the gun oil and a rag, he went back to cleaning weapons. Hopefully, Allie would have a way for them to get to Africa soon.





CHAPTER FOUR


ALLIE PACED the kitchen as she waited for Noble to call her back. The Ghost Team had been unofficially suspended and were on leave, pending an investigation into the events surrounding Lexi’s rescue and that woman’s death. It frick-fracking sucked. She hated ‘hurry up and wait’.

She checked the screen on the phone for the twelfth time, her impatience reaching critical levels.


Five more minutes and I am calling him back. Seriously, how long does it take to find out if someone local is going in the direction of bumfuck Africa?
 she bitched in her head as she paced.

It took everything she had to push the worry and panic that wanted to overwhelm her aside. She didn’t have time for any of that crap.

As soon as the lyrics to ‘Bad Things’ blared from her phone, Allie swiped the screen and put the handset to her ear.

“Do we have a flight?” she demanded immediately.


“Hi Noble. How are you doing Noble? Thanks for helping me out, Noble,”
 her cousin snarked at her. “You do realize that it’s after midnight here and I had to get out of my nice warm bed to find you the information?”


“Do we have a damn flight, or do I need to go looking elsewhere?”


“Jeez, okay,”
 Noble sighed. “The 36


th



 Engineering Brigade is deploying to Liberia to construct hospitals for Ebola patients. If your asses are at Killeen by twenty hundred hours, you can hitch a ride.”


Allie looked up at the clock on the wall. Crap, that didn’t give them much time, but they’d make it work. “Thank you. I’ll get Momma to send you all some goodies.”


“Be fucking safe, Allie. Watch your six—Grif’s too,”
 Noble ordered. “I might have some guys in that area in a couple of days, if you need back up.”


“We might take you up on that.”

As Allie spoke, she was already heading down to the basement levels to light a fire under Grif’s ass, not that she thought she would need to do much to get him moving. He was as keen as she was to find Rock.

“Thanks, Noble. I’ll keep you updated,” she promised.


“Roger that.”


Allie looked at the phone as the end call tone beeped at her. “He hung up? Goodbye to you too, cousin dearest.”

She pushed in the door to the war room. “Kalon, we have a flight out of Fort Hood in a couple of hours. Can you make sure we have comms gear?”

“You got it.” Kalon immediately pushed back from his desk. “Want me to call Betty to come get Lexi?”

“Lexi is here?” Allie was confused. How the heck did Lexi manage to sneak past her in the kitchen? “That little monkey! She’s supposed to be over at the main house with Pops and Betty.”

“She came in with Zeke about ten minutes ago. They’re in the cage with Grif getting the gear together.”

“Dammit,” Allie muttered. “That little sneak will try to hide in the go bags.”

“She’s a riot,” Kalon told her. “Keeps us on our toes.”

“Hmm, if you say so.” Allie turned to leave. “I’ll be back in a few minutes for the comms gear.”

“Yup.” Kalon stood and went to the shelving unit that stored all the team’s communication devices. “I’ll check these and have extra battery packs ready for when you leave.”

“Thanks, Kalon.”

Allie stepped through the door and let it close behind her. She knew she needed to hurry and gather her own gear, but she needed a second to push back the panic at the thought of leaving Lexi alone, even for a second.

If it was anyone else, she might have stayed behind, but this was Rock. To rescue his stupid ass, she would deal.

Besides, if Lexi was safe anywhere, it was here at the ranch with Betty and her shotgun, standing guard. Betty was like a momma bear with her only cub.




GRIF LOOKED up when the door opened.

“Thank fuck for that!” Zeke sagged back against the doorframe, relief evident on his face. “I thought I’d lost her.”

“I’m telling my momma you said a bad word,” Lexi told him.

Grif could feel her arm wrap around his knees as she leaned around his legs to see Zeke.

“Traitor,” Zeke muttered.

“It’s okay, Lex, your momma can wallop him with her skillet,” Grif said.

“Yay!” Lexi climbed to her feet and bounced up and down, her blond hair bopping as she did. “My momma’s good with skillets.”

“Yup, she sure is.” Grif tugged on one of Lexi’s curls. “How are you doing with packing those MREs?”

“I gots nine,” Lexi told him, holding up both hands with her fingers splayed.

Grif held back a laugh and folded down one thumb on her hands. “Nine?”

“Yes,” Lexi nodded. “Nine.”

“Good girl.” Grif handed her another stash of MREs. “Count another nine for me?”

“‘Kay.”

Grif eyed Zeke out of the corner of his eye and went back to reassembling weapons.


What the hell is he smirking at?


Grif clicked the last bolt on the M16 back into place and scanned the table.


What the fuck?
 He picked up the firing pin. Shit, which one had he missed? How the fuck did he put four M16s and a couple of Sigs back together and miss a damn firing pin?

Grif sighed and started breaking down the first rifle again.

A snicker behind him made him pause. What the hell? He looked from the firing pin on the table beside him to Zeke and back again.


That fucker… He didn’t… did he?


The confused look on his face was obviously too much for Zeke and he exploded with laughter.

“A-hole!” Grif threw the firing pin at him.

“You should have seen your face, man.” Zeke snorted. “Fucking hilarious.”

“Language, idiot.” Grif’s eyebrows drew together in a frown. Seriously how did the moron not consider the kiddo in the room?

“Ow!” Zeke stepped forward out of the doorway.

Grif smirked. Now the dumbass was in trouble. ‘Whirlwind Allie’ had arrived, aka the pint-sized combat angel’s momma, and she was pissed.

“Watch your mouth, Zeke.” Allie stood in the doorway with her hands on her hips. “That’s my kiddo you’re teaching to use sailor language!”

“Bah, the navy wouldn’t have him,” Grif muttered. “Word on the street is they have standards these days.”

Ignoring the banter, she said, “Get your behind in gear, G.” Allie blew out a breath. “We have to make Fort Hood by twenty hundred hours if we want to hitch a ride to Africa.”

Grif looked at his watch, “Fu… er… flip
 it. That doesn’t give us much time.”

“Nope,” Allie agreed. “It’s why we need to move it.”

“You could ask Pops if you can borrow his crop duster plane,” Zeke suggested. “He knows everyone in the state, so I’m sure he knows someone near Killeen where you can stash the plane ‘til you get back.”

Allie looked at Grif. “That’s not a bad idea.”

“Zeke, can you call Pops and see if it’s possible and also find out where we can store it?”

“Sure.” Zeke pulled out his phone. “What about Lexi?”

“Betty already said she would look after her for us,” Allie told him before turning to her daughter. “Lexi, get your go bag, sweetie.”

Grif bit back the laughter that always threatened when he saw the bag Lexi went to collect. No matter where they were based, Lex found the rest of the teams go bags and stashed her hot pink backpack right next to theirs. She was the smallest member of Ghost Team. They all adored her. That Rock was AWOL and captured, possibly because of issues surrounding her rescue at Christmas, didn’t surprise him much. It was always a risk when you went in the field solo. The only thing that did was the fact Cade, Angelo and the others hadn’t shown up at Casa Panther yet.

“Chop, chop!”

The swat on Grif’s ass made him jump.

“Dammit, Allie.”

“If you weren’t daydreaming, I wouldn’t be swatting you on the butt,” Allie shot back. Then, she clapped her hands. “Gimme some love, Lexi, then give your Uncle G a hug.”

Grif watched as Allie wrapped her kiddo in a huge hug before handing her over to Grif.

“You!” Allie pinned Zeke with a stern look. “You protect her as if she’s your own. Got it?”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Zeke’s voice was firm and strong.

Grif had no doubts that Zeke would look after the Ghost Team’s princess in their absence. He also knew that with a background in the Irish mob, Zeke was no stranger to using any means necessary to get the job done. And God help anyone who got past Zeke. They would have to face Betty. Grif shuddered. Matt’s momma was scary when she wanted to be.

As soon as Zeke and Lexi left to go over to the main ranch house, Allie turned to Grif. “What are you standing around waiting for? Move it!”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Grif bit his lip. Even when everything was shot to hell, he could always count on Allie to keep him on track.


You used to rely on Rock for that!
 his inner voice snarked at him.


Oh, shut the fuck up! We’re going to rescue his ass and then…


He ruthlessly shut down the rest of the thought before he could finish it.


Nope, I’m not ready for that…


He never would be ready to think about Rock giving up on them.




ROCK BRACED himself for the pain he knew would hit as soon as he got to his feet. His ankles and wrists bled freely and he quickly scanned the room for something to wrap his wounds with.


You don’t have time for this, dumbass. Get your ass out of here, pronto.



Weapon…



You need a damn weapon.


Another scan of the room had him coming up empty.


Fuck! Get your ass moving.


The stench in the room made his stomach churn. He checked his pants. They were dry, damp from sweat, but the smell of piss that was making his eyes water wasn’t coming from him.

Wrapping one hand around his ribs, he winced and bit back the yelp that threatened to escape his mouth at the flash of pain.


Fuck!


The four steps to the door hurt.


My goal is to succeed in my mission—and live to succeed again...



Please don’t be fucking locked
 .

He reached out and turned the knob, then blew out a relieved breath when it twisted in his hand.


Yes!


Somewhere in the dazed portion of his mind, he remembered his training. Countless hours spent going over and over Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape procedures were worth their weight in gold. It was because of situations like this they trained so hard. It was why SERE was high on the list of ‘important shit to know.’

As much as he wanted to rip the door open and burst through it, Rock forced himself to use a little restraint and opened it slowly.


Oh, who the hell are you kidding? You couldn’t slam through that door right now if someone fucking paid you.


When an inch or two of clearance between the door and the frame allowed it, he peered through, thankful for the view directly down the corridor.

Where the fuck was he?

He didn’t remember coming here. He didn’t remember much after the freaking bomb blast on a street market in Mogadishu, in fact. Was he even still in Somalia?

A shudder worked its way up his spine, but he ruthlessly shoved down any emotion that tried to sneak up on him. Now was not the time.

Slowly, Rock pulled the door open enough to let himself out of the room, and he made sure to close it behind him. It was better to avoid any sign from outside the room that the prisoner had escaped.

The desire to throw up was only diminished by the need to remain unnoticed. He wished he was in good enough shape to make these fuckers pay, but he had to be realistic. He couldn’t fight his way out of a paper bag right now, never mind take on an unknown number of assailants.

Even as these thoughts bounced around his aching head, he swallowed hard, making sure no sounds escaped. He refused to allow the bile sitting in the back of his throat to pass his lips.

He made his way down the hall.


Silent and deadly, my ass.


What few parts of him didn’t hurt before, did now, and he knew he was making noise. His breathing was labored and his feet were dragging. What he couldn’t figure out was why the scuffling noises he made as his bare feet moved along the tiled floor didn’t draw any attention. He would kick the asses of his entire team if they missed someone moving around as noisily as he was.

Shit… Ahead the corridor turned at a ninety-degree angle. Rock slid along the wall to the corner. This was a place he would station a guard if he was in charge.

He still had no freaking weapon, though, so getting into it with an unfriendly wouldn’t be smart.

He glanced back along the corridor, scanning. There was nothing, not even a fucking vase or flowerpot that he could bash someone over the head with. What kind of stupid house didn’t have knick-knacks and shit gathering dust everywhere?

With agonizing slowness, he turned back to the corner.

Rock stared down the barrel of the weapon pointed directly at his nose.


Fucking idiot.
 He was screwed, fucked, dead…


His gaze traveled along the barrel, over the hand and up the arm holding the weapon. It continued upward until he reached the face of the person holding the gun.


No fucking way…


Rock knew his eyes widened, knew his shock was showing on his face.


What the fuck is she doing here?


“How…?” For a second there when he first saw the blonde hair, his stupid brain thought Allie and Grif had come for him. Dumbass, they are in Texas. Safe.
 The last place Allie should be is running around freaking Somalia, if that’s where he still was.

The woman swiftly shook her head and brought her finger to her lips in the universal signal for silence. It took a couple of seconds for it to register in his brain, but he had nothing left to lose. If she was going to kill him, he would be dead already.

Rock nodded and gestured to her that he would follow. No way he was allowing her to stand on his six.

Noble’s momma taught him ‘ladies first’, so he would keep her right in front of him where he could see her every damn move.




GRIF JUMPED down from the tractor he had used to pull the small plane Pops kept for crop dusting out of the hangar. “Wow, you have been keeping this baby well under wraps.”

He didn't bother to hide the awe and admiration in his voice as he ran his hands along the wings of the fully restored Stearman Boeing Model 75.

“She's a beauty,” Grif added.

“When you have a bunch of idiots who all like to think they can fly running around the ranch, you hide your damn plane—if you want to keep it in one piece,” Pops told him, before pinning him with a stern look. “You'll look after my girl, won’t you?”

Shit, now he had to tell Pops that Allie was flying it, not him.

“Um, Allie is flying. I'm copilot on this one. Put me on a chopper and I can fly any damn one you want and land it on a rock sticking out of the Pacific if I have to. If it has rotors, it’s in my wheelhouse,” Grif told him. “But fixed wings? Nope, it’s better that Allie flies your girl.”

Pops paused in his walk around his plane. It was more than obvious to Grif that it was the old man’s pride and joy. Shit. Pops was a different generation, and he wondered if he might take issue with a female pilot. Grif hoped like hell Pops wasn't going to refuse to let Allie fly.

“She better than you?”

“Yup.”

“Better than your man Rock?”

“Yup.”

“Hmm, okay, that’s good enough for me.” Pops took his Stetson off his head and whacked it off his thigh, sending dust flying. “Then she needs to get her butt here, so I can go through my girls’ quirks with her.”

Well, color him fracking surprised. Other than checking that Allie could fly Pops wasn't protesting.

“Hey, what did you hit me for?” Grif rubbed the back of his head.


What the fuck?


“Plenty of women can fly! Just because I’m old doesn't mean I’m stupid,” Pops grumbled at him. “Go find your girl and tell her to hurry her ass up.”

“She's saying goodbye to Lexi,” Grif told him.

“You mean she's giving Betty instructions and free license to use her damn shotgun at the first sign of a threat.”

“That too.”

“My Betty doesn't need any encouragement to use that damn shotgun,” Pops muttered.

Grif hoped nobody told Pops and Betty they were in their late sixties and should be slowing down. Their antics kept both Team Panther and the ranch hands on their toes.

“Betty?”

Pops' voice dragged Grif out of his musings. Ah, he was calling Betty. For a second there Grif thought Betty had managed to sneak up on them and his spidey senses missed it.

“You send that little Allie over here, so I can tell her all about our Sweet Cheese’s quirks.”

Grif swallowed hard. He tried to keep it in, tried folding his lips together. He tried so hard his shoulders shook with the effort, but the laugh escaped as a snort first, then a chuckle, and finally he gave up and laughed out loud. Who the hell named their plane Sweet Cheese? Thank fuck he hadn't been drinking coffee. He would have spewed it everywhere for sure.

“What are you snickering about?”


Oh, damn!
 Pops was off the phone and he’d caught him freaking laughing. Oops.

Some Operator you are, St. Clare! You’re missing all kinds of stuff today.

Grif gave himself a mental boot in the ass. He may have spent the last four months in a funk, sulking and pouting worse than Lexi had when she was denied chocolate salami for breakfast, but all this feeling sorry for himself needed to stop right now. It was time he got his ducks in a row and found the fluffy fucker that had wandered off, aka Rock. Rock could play in their own pond from now on—where he could keep a freaking eye on him.

Grif wiped tears from the corners of his eyes. He'd needed that levity to take his mind off the gravity of the situation he was facing. This gruff old rancher calling his plane Sweet Cheese was just what the doctor ordered.

“Why...?” Grif cleared his throat and tried again. Don't laugh, don't freaking laugh,
 he reminded himself. “Why Sweet Cheese?”

“Because when we bought her, she was so full of holes Betty said she was like a rusted lump of that swiss cheese Matt loves.” Pops slightly amused and exasperated tone made Grif snicker again. He'd heard it a lot around the ranch since he had been here. “But I told her that this old girl would be sweet as sugar once we fixed her up, so Sweet Cheese she is.”

“Damn.” Grif felt the crack in the wall he had built around himself widen.

Damn, just damn.

That’s what Grif wanted—the laughing, the fun, the compromising and the shared stories. He was over wars and fighting right now. He wanted, no, he needed just a tiny slice of what Pops and Betty shared together. How the fuck could this old man show him what love was meant to be just by explaining how his plane got its name? He had no idea, but he had.

Grif was realizing one thing. It was time to drag his man's pretty ass back where it belonged and show him all over again why they did the jobs they did. It was time to show him why the fuck up that was Shar wasn’t worth them losing the one thing they had fought so hard to keep—each other.

“You doing okay, son?”


Shit
 . Grif jumped. He'd zoned out. “Yeah, I’m good.”

“If you say so.” Pops sounded like he believed it as much as Grif did.


Fuck, where the hell was Allie? What was taking her so long?


The thought barely entered his head when the sound of an engine had them both turning in time to see Betty's pink golf cart come into view. “Here are the girls.”

“Grandpop!” As soon as the golf cart pulled to a stop, Lexi was out and running to Pops.

“Apparently I’m invisible,” Grif grumbled, but he wasn’t really upset.

He loved how Lexi had claimed Matt's parents as hers. In her eyes, Pops was a legendary storyteller and the weaver of magic tales about princesses and faraway places. She adored all the attention both Pops and Betty showered her with.

“You're a Ghost. You are
 invincible,” Lexi told him.

“It's invisible, Lex,” Grif tried to explain. “Invincible is when nothing can hurt you. Invisible is when they can't see you.”

“You's both.”

Bah, how the fuck did he explain to a four-year-old that he was still human?

“Let it go, G,” Allie said softly behind him. “See how happy she is?”

“But—”

“Let it go for now.”

Shit, Allie had her ‘don't mess with the momma bear’ face on. He backed down.

“Okay.”

“Allie, you come over here and we’ll go through the checks. Then I'll tell you what Sweet Cheese likes and doesn't,” Pops called out.

Grif stepped aside to allow Allie to walk past him. He didn't dare look to see her reaction to the planes name. If he started laughing again Pops might refuse to let him fly.

“You ready?” Betty asked Grif.

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“You’re going to need these.”

Betty held out her hand and Grif's eyes widened. “Um… they’re pink. I'll take the brown ones.” There was no fucking way he was flying anywhere on any damn plane wearing a pink leather hat and pink fucking flying goggles. Nope. No. Not fucking happening.

“These are the copilot ones.” Betty turned the hat, so Grif could see the embroidered name tag on the hat.

Oh, sweet fucking baby Jesus… it was in purple glitter. Only Matt’s momma would try to make him fly in a pink leather hat.

“No thank you, Miss Betty. I'll just wear the brown ones.”

“Young man, if you’re going to fly in our Sweet Cheese you will wear the damn hat!” Betty said. “These brown ones have 'pilot' on them—see!” She turned over the leather, showing him the clear printed white font embroidered onto the side of what was clearly Pops' hat.

Time for another tactic. “My head is bigger than yours. I might stretch out the leather.”


That sounded good... right?


“Do I look like I came down in the last hailstorm?”

Oh shit
 . Betty had her hands on her hips and looked pretty annoyed… or exasperated. Grif wasn’t sure he wanted to know which. It didn’t bode well for him either way.

“Grif, get your behind moving and the gear loaded,” Allie yelled at him from under one of the wings of the plane.

Saved by the bell, or rather saved by the girl.

“Yeah, on it.”

Grif picked up his go bags and eyed the plane. Shit, where the fuck was he going to fit the gear?

Typically planes like this took about sixty pounds of luggage. He had a lot more than that.

“I customized a luggage space,” Pops told him, as if he knew exactly what Grif had been thinking. “After me and Betty started taking Sweet Cheese on trips, we needed more space. That woman packs everything but the damn sink.” Pops opened a compartment in the underside of the plane, quickly showing Grif the modifications he had made. Thank fuck! It would be tight, but the weapons box would just about fit.

“I heard that.”

Grif refused to let his amusement show as Betty and Pops bickered quietly in the background while he loaded the gear.

Pops had solved the lack of space issues by designing a sheet metal baggage compartment held together with Dzus fasteners and a piano hinge. An additional space for light articles was created by constructing a shelf resting on top of the upper longerons, aft of the stock baggage compartment. A small bulkhead that was hammer-formed over wooden form blocks prevented articles from migrating back to the tail.

“You got the hats and goggles from Betty?”

“Yeah.” Grif handed over the pink hat and goggles to Allie. His hope that she wouldn’t notice the name on the side crashed and burned in a heartbeat when Allie lifted her eyebrows at him.

“I am not wearing a pink freaking leather flying hat, Als.” Grif really freaking hoped their conversation wasn’t overheard, but that hope was in vain.

“You’s look pretty in pink, Unca G.”

That little turncoat... It was a good thing she was cute. “I do, huh?”

Lexi bobbed her head, her curls bouncing. “Yup. Your nails were pretty for a week when I painted them.” Lexi cocked her head to one side, as if a thought had just entered her devious little mind. “I can paint them again?”

“Sure.” Grif picked Lexi up. Wrapping his massive arms around her small frame, he hugged her close. He loved this kiddo like she was his own. Without her, these last few months would have been a thousand times worse. “When we get back you can paint them again.”

Hell, he had no problem promising Lexi that she could paint his nails. She could paint them freaking pink with purple damn daisies if she wanted and he would proudly wear them for her.

“Gimme my girl.” Allie nudged him in the back. “Come to momma, sweets.”

Allie tugged Lexi out of Grif’s hold, and he saw her breathing in the little girl smell from her hair.


Yup, that smell is like puppy breath or Dior aftershave when Rock wears it. It fixes things.


Even as he remembered he loved how Rock smelled, he could feel the anger rising in him at what he’d done to him, to them.

Grif ruthlessly shoved it down.

He and Rock would have a come-to-Jesus meeting—that was on the cards, no fortune teller required—he just had to get his wayward man back first. If Rock wanted out, he could tell him face to face, instead of just taking off asshole style.

“You don’t have to come, Allie. You can stay here with Lexi.”

He already knew she would decline, and if the black look she fired in his direction was any indication, she would have told him off for suggesting she stay behind—if she hadn’t been holding her daughter.

“I’m going,” she told him firmly.

Grif shrugged. He knew that would be her response.


Admit it, you’re relieved she’s coming. This way you don’t have to face Rock’s reaction to you alone.


He didn’t want to admit how much he feared it. Did Rock hate him now too? He was the one who brought Shar into their lives. Did Rock want to end things? How the hell would he deal if he did?

There were so many unanswered questions and he wasn’t entirely sure he was ready to hear the answers to any of them.

Even so, he needed to fucking know where they stood. He didn’t deal with uncertainty well. It made his skin crawl. He wanted cold hard facts and he deserved fucking answers. Twenty years of a relationship, of loving Rock, said he did.

“Load up, G.”

Grif dragged himself back to the present. Crap, when had Allie handed Lexi off to Betty?


You’re not going to be much help to Rock if you can’t keep your head in the here and now, dumbass.


“Yes, Ma’am.”

His seesawing emotions rioted inside him. One second he wanted to beat the crap out of Rock, the next he wanted to hug him tight.

Fight or Fuck—it was going to be one or the other for them… eventually.

Grif hitched up his combat pants to climb up on the lower wing of Sweet Cheese. He was always impressed by the sheer size of these planes. Even with his six-foot-three frame, the lower wing was nearly waist high.

As he lowered himself into the cockpit, he couldn't help but notice how much room there was available.


There probably isn't a person alive that can't fit into the rear pit of a Stearman like this. Thank fuck for that. It’s not as if you are exactly small.


Grif could see Pops standing by the left wheel right behind the propeller. Pops started to turn a big crank at the side of the engine. He knew this crank wound up a heavy flywheel on the inertial starter. When the starter was at screaming pitch, Pops pulled out a lever to engage the engine and spin the prop. As the engine came to life, it blew back a bit of exhaust smoke before it steadied to an idle.


Holy shit, that’s noisy.


The plane shuddered and shook as Allie advanced the throttle on the left side of the cockpit. The throttle in Grif’s cockpit moved along with hers. As Sweet Cheese was a former flight training plane, Grif didn’t need to try to catch Allie’s movements in the cockpit in front of him. He could see the throttle in his own cockpit move forward and hear the noise increase as the plane started to move.

Due to the low tail wheel, the biplane sat at a high angle, blocking Grif’s view ahead. He could see only sky through the whirling propeller.

As they moved along the runway, Allie made S-turns, both to allow Grif to look from each side as they turned and to familiarize herself with the handling of the plane. When they got to the end of the runway, the earpiece Grif wore crackled to life.

“I’m pressing the brakes and will run up the engine.”

“Roger,” Grif answered. He was more than ready to get this trip done and to be on a flight to Africa, STAT.

Sweet Cheese shook and shuddered as the engine ran up to full power for a few seconds. Allie switched from one magneto to the other to make sure they both worked before she throttled back to idle. “I think we’re ready to go. You want to put your feet on the rudder pedals and your hand lightly on the stick so you can feel what I’m doing?”

“Negative,” Grif answered. He trusted Allie in the air. He could pretty much fly anything with rotors, but she was better with wings, which was why Cade said she should be called ‘Angel’, rather than their Italian Ghost brother, Angelo.

“You ready?”

Grif nodded his head and answered, “Yes, Ma’am. Let’s fly.”





CHAPTER FIVE



MY GOAL IS
 to succeed in my mission—and live to succeed again.


Rock repeated the mantra in his head, forcing himself to stay somewhat coherent. He fucking needed to be.


Why the hell was she here? How?


He didn’t trust her. Why the fuck should he? And how the hell had she known to come for him? Had she come for him, or was there another reason and rescuing him was just a side benefit?

Rock figured there was no point in worrying about it just yet. Time would reveal what the fuck was going on.

He followed the woman along the hallway. This having no weapon shit was making him itchy. It went against everything inside of him to ask for help outside of his team, but he felt naked without even a knife. When he found the fucker who stripped his weapons from him, he was going to beat the shit out of him and take them back, starting with his damn knife.

As they approached an open door, Rock instinctively slowed. He expected the woman to do the same. When she moved past it, he stumbled to a stop. Fuck that
 . He didn’t give a shit that she was helping him escape, he was not passing an open doorway without fucking double-checking for tangos first. Stupidity and too much confidence got you fucking killed or captured.


Yup, and you are the classic example, dumbass.


Rock pressed his back against the wall next to the door frame. He had fought on the front lines of every battle since before 9/11 and the War on Terror. His body went into autopilot, despite the pain he was in, and his instincts insisted on clearing the room first.

Pivoting on his feet, he stepped into the room, as he would have if carrying a weapon. It didn’t matter a damn that he hurt and ached all over.

His mouth dropped open. He could feel it was hanging there. What the everliving fuck was going on? A slight chuckle behind him made him swing around with his hands raised. He wasn’t sure if he was going to choke her or hit her, but shit, she should know better than to sneak up behind a man like him.

“Close your mouth, Rockwell. You don’t want to catch any of the flies that are starting to gather in here.”

“I am assuming these dead bodies belong to you.”

“God no.” The woman looked slightly upset that he thought she had killed the three men seated at the table. “Do I look like I could take out three at once?”

“The female of the species is deadlier than the male.” Rock knew he was quoting a song, but he didn’t give a fuck. He also ignored the twinge of guilt that the words he used as a compliment for Allie were now being applied to this bitch. She shouldn’t even be considered in the same thought as Allie Kennedy.

Still, he wanted answers, and he was going to do what it took to get them.

He stepped closer to examine the bodies. Not a mark on them. How?


“Poison?” he queried.

“Yes,” she admitted without a hint of feeling.


Jeez, she really isn’t giving much away, is she?
 “And it wasn’t you?”

“No.”

“Then how…?” He allowed his question to trail off. She knew something, he was sure of it.

“I bribed the cook.” She shrugged. “Assholes really shouldn’t abuse the children of their staff.” The woman flicked some dust off her blouse. “It can be quite detrimental to an asshole’s health when the child you abuse belongs to the person who prepares your food.”

Rock nodded. Okay, as much as he didn’t trust this woman—and he really wanted to hate her—he was totally on board with that sentiment. The men would have died anyway for having captured and tortured him, but damn it all to hell, he still didn’t know why.

Had his questions ruffled the wrong feathers?

Had he somehow stepped on the wrong snake tail?

Back to the fucking drawing board it was then, because someone somewhere knew what the hell Shar had been up to when she took Lexi. And so far, all roads led to Mogadishu…


Where you were taken.



Oh, shut the fuck up! I know where I was taken.


But he couldn’t ignore that inner voice. This man was connected somehow, and he was going to have to call in back up. Research and all that shit was Cade’s specialty, not his.


You should just call Grif, tell him you were an idiot and ask him to come!


Nope, he wasn’t going there until he had the answers he needed.

Guilt slammed into him. It was always there. After a lifetime of fighting in wars he had a whole reel of nasty shit to feel guilty for. He just never expected to add ‘treating Grif like shit’ to that list.

He pushed it aside and buried it down near his churning stomach. He would make amends when he got out of this shit… If G would allow him to do so.

“After you.” Rock gestured to the woman, then followed on her six when she led the way out of the room.




GRIF AND ALLIE EXCHANGED GLANCES. Allie was pretty sure this guy was way too old to still have a license and be driving this rust bucket old truck through Killeen City to the base. Holy fudge cookies, she was grateful for the lift and all, but her kid only had one parent, thank you very much, and if that baling twine keeping the door shut didn’t hold, then Lexi would be down to orphan status.

“Please, keep hold of me,” she whispered out of the corner of her mouth.

She prayed the old man’s hearing aids weren’t turned up enough to pick up on her low tone. Okay, she was out right lying to herself at this stage. She didn’t give a shit. She just didn’t want to fall out of the damn truck.

“I got you,” Grif whispered back.

Allie could feel his fingers flexing against her back as he fisted the material of her shirt in his hands. She refused to acknowledge the light stroking of Grif’s thumb along her side.

Nope, acknowledging that—even to herself—would mean that she had to admit Grif’s touch affected her and was sending goose bumps rising along her skin. She so wasn’t going there. Grif was taken and he wasn’t hers.


You could have—



Do. Not. Go. There.


She stubbornly pushed that annoyingly persistent thought out of her head—shoved it down, booted it out. No way was she going to even start to think along those lines. It would freaking ruin everything she already had—her team, her family. Grif probably didn’t even realize he was doing it and that his hands on her skin were driving her crazy.

“Almost there.”

Allie nodded and leaned into Grif as the truck sped around a corner.



Shit, did we take that on two frick-fracking wheels? We are going to die. Sorry, Rock, you’ll have to get yourself out of the mess you’re in. G and I died at the hands of an old geezer who doesn’t realize he is meant to drive like Miss Daisy and not a stock car racer.


“Stop,” Grif grunted, his mouth almost so close to the shell of her ear, she could feel the heat as he exhaled. “You’re spinning in your head.”

“I fricking know,” Allie whispered back.

She knew she was spinning. Her momma didn’t raise an idiot.

She swallowed hard when the truck barely missed a mom mobile sedan full of kiddos.


Yes, lady, I would have screamed at him too, but I’m afraid to startle him. I don’t want to end up on the sidewalk.


“Bernie Beck Gate is coming up,” the old man told them. “Want me to drive you on through?”

“No.” Grif cleared his throat before lowering his voice. “Thank you, Sir. There’s someone meeting us at the gate.”

If Allie’s heart hadn’t been in her throat for the last twenty minutes, she might have had the energy to laugh at the twinge of panic in Grif’s tone, but she had to agree with him. She would freaking run across Fort Hood to the landing zone. This dude dodging Humvees and military personnel on PT after driving them through the Bernie Beck Gate entrance to the fort didn’t bear thinking about.

“All righty then.” The handbrake squealed as he hauled it up. “You tell Pop Garrett I was asking about his health, you hear me?”

“Yes, Sir,” Grif told him. “Thank you very much for the ride.” He reached across Allie and pulled the baling twine to release the door.

Lady-like manners be damned… Allie scrambled out of the truck as soon as her nose caught the first hint of air in the space between the frame and the door. She had never been so happy to see a stone gate in her life. Ever.

Still, like the good southern girl Momma Kennedy had raised her to be, she graciously thanked the driver. “Thank you, Sir, for your assistance.”

“You’re welcome, missy. Safe travels.”

Grif pushed the door closed and held it in place until Pops’ friend secured it with the baling twine once more. Then he tapped his hand on the roof of the cab and the truck took off again.

Allie blew out the breath she had been holding. “I kinda want to kneel and kiss the ground and say thank God we made it,” she told Grif.

“Yup.” Grif picked up the weapons case and his go bag and gestured for Allie to grab her bag too before leading her to the gate. “Me too.”


Oh shit,
 Allie cursed herself. She forgot to ask Noble to have Drax call ahead and warn Fort Hood they were coming.

Shit.

Considering all the hardware Grif had packed in that weapons case, this may not go down well.

“Good morning, Sir, Ma’am.”

“Good morning, Private,” Grif answered, and handed over his ID. “We’re to deploy with the 36

th


 Engineering Brigade to Liberia.”

The Private First Class scanned Grif’s ID before scrutinizing Allie’s when she handed it over to him.

“I’ll contact the Commanding Officer and confirm,” he told them, and disappeared into the gate booth once Grif nodded.

Allie wanted to tell him to hurry the heck up. After everything they couldn’t miss the flight. God knows when the next one to Africa would be.

She loved Rock, but he had a knack of getting into tight spots, and from the look of the video they had seen he needed back up, STAT.

Allie’s brain screeched to a halt.

Fuck… you don’t love him, love
 him. You love him like a boss, a teammate, like… oh, whatever. It doesn’t matter, though, Rock and G will never be yours. They won’t ever trust a woman again, not after what that wagon did.


Allie refused to listen to the snarky bitch in her head. No way was she going there. She wasn’t ready, they weren’t ready, and she wasn’t entirely sure that any of the three of them ever would be.

“Sir, Ma’am,” the Private First Class’ voice interrupted Allie’s thoughts, and she pushed all her disturbing feelings aside.


Rule number one: do not develop feelings for your bosses.


“Yes?”

Grif’s voice was rough. Allie knew he wasn’t sleeping much. Truthfully, neither of them were. She could hear the gruffness in Grif’s voice and it worried her. She knew him well enough, had fought at his side for years, and he’d been her partner in crime for shenanigans Kennedy-style in multiple bases across the globe. In fact, Allie was pretty damn sure they were still barred from Aviano Air Base in Italy after the last glitter war battle they had staged there with Nerf guns.

So, that gruffness told her Grif had almost reached his limit.

Maybe it was a good thing this happened now. Focusing on getting Rock back might just keep Grif from losing it.

That or there was one hell of a showdown coming their way.

Those two Neanderthals didn’t talk like regular people. Maybe she should double-check the med kit… When they “talked” there was usually action to go along with it.

“You are cleared to go to the airstrip,” the guard told them. “The MPs will be here shortly to drive you there. You can wait in that building.”

Allie picked up her go bag and turned in the direction of the small square building the Private pointed out to them.

“Roger that.” Grif confirmed they understood the orders. “Just tell the MPs to make it snappy. We’ve got to be on that flight.”

“The Commander knows you’re here. They’ll hold it for you.”

“Good.” Grif shouldered his weapons case and grabbed his go bag before stalking toward the holding building as directed.

Allie tossed what she hoped was a grateful, or maybe apologetic, smile over her shoulder at the Private First Class who had given the order. The last thing they needed was to end up in the brig because Grif was acting like an asshole.

“Tone it down, G,” she told Grif. “Your grump is showing.”

“More fucking waiting around. I am done waiting.”


Yeah, me too.


Allie sighed and followed after Grif. She could just ignore his grumpy ass for now, right?




GRIF WAITED for the flight to level out. As soon as it did, he unfastened the belts strapping him into the flight seats. Those suckers were rough on your ass if you had to sit in them for fourteen hours or more.

Nope, no freaking way was that happening.

“I think your eyes just turned the color of hemlock. What are you up to?”

“There is no fucking way we are sitting in these tiny seats all the way to Liberia, Als. It’s just not happening,” Grif said. “Move your ass. We’ll sit on the floor near the crates.”

“Nuh-uh.” Allie unclipped her belt and stood. “I brought an inflatable cushion. Your behind can sit on the floor. Mine is going to be somewhat comfortable, thank you very much.”


Why didn’t I think of that? All these freaking years traveling on C-130s and I never freaking thought to bring a cushion? Idiot.


Grif motioned for Allie to go ahead of him. He didn’t need to lead with her about. She was as adept as he was, and as a pilot and veteran of multiple missions she knew her way around the inside of a plane.

Allie took them to a relatively quiet spot, if you considered the sound of roaring jet engines and people chattering quiet. It was situated between two huge crates, which were strapped to the wall of the plane a couple of feet apart.

Grif considered the space. There was no way it was wide enough to fit him and Allie side by side, but space like this would be at a premium in about five seconds when the Fort Hood personnel on their first deployment figured out it was safe to move about. Grif snagged Allie’s arm, stopping her from moving on. “This will do.”

“There’s not enough room,” she protested.

“There’s plenty.”

Grif dumped his rucksack and pushed it into a corner. He sat against the wall and scooted down, pulling his feet up.

“You sit against me.” He ignored the strange look on Allie’s face. He figured it was a mix of either disbelief or amusement that he was telling her to sit and make herself comfy between his spread knees, but either way it didn’t matter. This was the best option they had to ensure either of them might be somewhat comfortable for the rest of the trip.

“Now, Allie.”

It had been years since either of them had flown across the Atlantic without either Panthers or Ghosts. Being among strangers was making his neck itch. The barriers those crates provided offered the illusion of privacy. It would do… for now.

Allie shrugged and started blowing up her cushion. Once it was filled with air, she dropped it on the floor and sat with her back to Grif.

For long moments neither of them moved. Allie sat stiffly upright.

Nope, that wouldn’t do. Why the fuck was she acting so freaking weird? Grif couldn’t figure it out. He just knew something seemed off. He had seen her sitting like this with Cade, Angelo and the others on Ghost team before—way too many times to count—so why was she acting so damn weird with him?


Shit, do I stink?


Grif lowered his chin to take a cautious sniff of his armpit, but instead of the smell of old sweat he was expecting, he got a lungful of vanilla shampoo as the hairs from Allie’s braid tickled his nose. Fuck,
 her sweet scent hit him like a punch to the groin.

Fuck me, don’t get hard, don’t get hard
 . What the everloving fuck is going on?


Grif took some shallow breaths and forced his body back under control.

“Lean back against me,” he ordered Allie.


Did she just shiver?


Allie’s breathing paused for a split second before resuming with a slightly louder than normal exhale. Grif felt her muscles bunch, as if she was going to get to her feet, but instead, after a couple of seconds, she slowly rested her back against his chest.

“Sleep a bit,” Grif said softly, absently stroking her shoulder. “We don’t know what we’ll face when we get there.”

“Um… yeah… okay.”

Whatever indecisions or reasons Allie had for being reluctant to sit against him were obviously not subconscious ones, as she fell asleep within minutes. Grif leaned his head back to rest against the side of the plane and let out a grimacing exhale. He was exhausted, exasperated, pissed and mostly hurt. He didn’t have time for messed up stupid thoughts sneaking up on him. He had to get Rock back, so he could kick his ass. Then, they could figure out where the fuck they went from there.


But what if Rock wants out? What if he doesn’t want you anymore?


The doubts and voices in his head slammed through his defenses with the force of a charging bull.


What if Rock is done and he left because he didn’t want to say it to your face?



Fuck off!


Grif refused to listen. Rock had told him once that he wasn’t to listen to stupid assed voices in his head when it came to their relationship, that Rock’s voice was the only one that counted.


Jeez, I was fucking Delta Force. Why the fuck have I been whining in the corner like a teenager all these months? I should have gone after his ass and either helped him fight the demons that are haunting him or dragged it back where it belonged.


Closing his eyes, he ignored the weight of Allie resting against his chest. He ignored the voices that were bombarding him with every insecurity and doubt they could throw at him. It would work out. It had to. The alternative didn’t bear thinking about.


Sleep goddammit.


Telling his brain to switch off, forced it to happen. Sleep that’s what he needed and had to have and somehow with the familiar lullaby of the shaking and shuddering of a transport plane, he finally managed to do just that.





CHAPTER SIX


LEAVING Guzuwamba’s compound had been surprisingly easy.


Of course it was, dumbass, everyone was fucking dead except the cook and her kiddos.


For a little while after leaving the compound, Rock had shared the bed of the pickup truck with the woman and her daughters before Sarah dropped them off at a village. Rock presumed they either lived there or had relatives there who would take them in. Those bruises on the youngest one nearly broke his heart. The dark raised welts pissed him off enough that he wanted to bring fucking Guzuwamba back to life, just so he could have the satisfaction of watching that same life fade behind his eyes again. Who the fuck raped a ten-year-old and thought he could get away with it?

When Rock scooted his ass along the metal of the truck bed, he thanked any God he could think of that Guzuwamba’s goons hadn’t taken his pants. The hot metal would have burned his skin for sure.

His eyes shifted from side to side as he tried to take in what he could about the location she had stopped at. No detail was too small, everything was cataloged for analysis later.

Rock noticed the clay pots next to the door of the building where someone had tried to pretty up the starkness of the hard-packed sand and dirt yard. It stretched all the way to the huge roller doors of what was obviously a warehouse or maybe a former Russian airport hangar in a former lifetime. The grid over the entrance way to the track led to the area that he also remembered and filed away in his ‘remember this shit’ section of his brain. He knew he had forgotten a load of stuff, but there wasn’t much he could do about that now.


Did anyone even know that this was where she was hiding out? Did Jonah? Did Grif?



Nope, do not go there.



Do. Not. Think. Of. Grif.



Oops, too late.


Rock knew that Grif and the Panthers were looking for her. She had information they wanted and she was somehow involved in the shit storms that kept haunting Panther, including the demons that started the show at COP Wild-Wolf, and the ones that had come for Jonah not so long ago. They were all connected somehow. They had to be.

Rock pushed down the rage he felt for this woman. He wanted to drag her back to the US and hold her accountable for her crimes. There had to be fucking crimes. She was involved with Bill Praxton aka Bollocksy Bill aka Jonah’s old handler with the NSA. There were definitely crimes, no matter what the fucking NSA or CIA, or whoever the fuck were involved in Creed’s capture in Pakistan said.

“Where are we, Sarah?” Rock sucked in a breath at the pain that lanced through him when his feet landed on the ground. Thank fuck he had a grip on the side of the truck, or he would have hit the deck for sure.

“Somalia.”


Jeez…


Rock clamped down on the inside of his cheek, making sure he didn’t allow his frustration and anger to show. It was hard. She was pissing him off.

“Where in Somalia?” She wasn’t giving much away, was she?

“Mogadishu is about one hundred miles that way.” Sarah pointed over her shoulder.

Rock thought that might be south west. Okay, that put them about halfway to Kismayo. He followed Sarah as she walked toward the doors. Was she here by herself? There were no other signs of life. What the hell was going on?

“Where is everyone?”

“There’s just me for now,” Sarah said.

Rock thanked every God there was that her back was toward him as she fiddled with the locks on the door. This meant she couldn’t see his eyes widen.

Holy shit, on her own?

Should he capture her here and call in Panthers?


Yeah, the shape you are in a stiff breeze would knock you over, dude. She could easily take you right now.


Rock shook off the doubts, even though the world was spinning around him and sounds seemed like they came from under water or through a tunnel. He didn’t need his inner shit head to remind him that he was injured. Yup, it was better to wait until they were inside and then he would figure out what the fuck he was going to do.

Rock peered over Sarah’s shoulder as the door pushed inward and he squeezed his eyes shut quickly.

He was seeing things. His concussion must be worse than he thought.


Fuck.


Yup, for sure the blows to his head had caused vision problems, as there was no freaking way there was a missile of some sort covered with canvas in front of him.

No. Fucking. Way.

Right?

“You see it, huh?”

Her voice jolted him. He wasn’t seeing things. What the hell was the NSA into now? Did she really think the CIA wouldn’t realize they were missing a fucking R-21 Sark Serb submarine-launched ballistic missile?

“You know you owe me one for rescuing you, right?” she said.


Was she insane?
 He was already free when she breezed in.
 “I was already on my way out of there.”

“Yeah, Rock, you’re looking really steady on your feet there.” Sarah closed the door behind them. “I could shoot you now and nobody would ever know what happened.”

“You could, I suppose, but you won’t.”

Rock forced some looseness into his limbs. He wanted to be ready for whatever she tried. Ever heard the phrase out of the frying pan into the fire? Rock was pretty damn sure that this was a classic case of it.


SNAFU then—Situation Normal: All Fucked Up.



Oh, shut up, you idiot.


“Why shouldn’t I?” Sarah pulled out her weapon and aimed it at him once again.

Rock felt the rumble of a growl building in his chest. He pushed it right back down again. It wouldn’t help here. A) it would fucking hurt his ribs, and B) she didn’t need the confirmation that he could almost taste his rage in the back of his throat.

He moved the barrel to one side with a finger. He was getting tired of this woman sticking a gun in his nose.

No matter which way he looked at it there was only one reason Sarah would have that missile in Somalia. She had to be brokering a weapon deal or sale or whatever the fuck you wanted to call it.

“How did you get your hands on the Serb?”

“How do you know that’s what it is?”

“The numbers K-129 on the tail kinda give it away,” Rock told her.

Seriously, how stupid did she think he was? The Soviet Union’s ballistic missile boomer K-129 went missing in nineteen sixty-eight. The Soviets didn’t recover it until the US handed it over to them in seventy-two. Rumor had it the US Navy worked on Project Azorian, a massive top-secret CIA mission to salvage the wreck. They recovered the submarine and claimed some of its missiles.

“I didn’t know the Army thought about CIA and Navy clandestine missions in bootcamp.”

Was she for real? The six-year effort to recover that submarine cost a half-billion dollars and involved some of the U.S. Navy’s most impressive tools—many of them still classified. It was arguably the single most impressive feat of naval engineering in history. Why the hell would he not be aware of it?

Rock was having a hard time buying the disbelief in Sarah’s tone. Maybe it was the concussion that made it sound weird, he couldn’t be sure, but he would play along for now and see where she went with it.

“You forget, I haven’t been a grunt in a long time, Sarah.”


Shit, dumbass, why did you go and remind her how trained you are?


“Oh, I know.” Sarah’s smile was thin.

Rock hoped like hell he wasn’t swaying back and forth. It kind of felt like he was. No matter how hard he tried to stand still, he could feel he was wavering. What he wouldn’t give for some fucking meds. He could do with popping some like Smarties right about now.

Sarah lowered the gun and tucked it into a holster at her back. “C’mon, you look like you should sit down before you fall over. If you land on the floor, I am not dragging your heavy ass to the couch.”

This was freaking surreal. Was he in the twilight zone? A different dimension maybe? What the hell was going on?

Rock followed behind her as she led the way to the stairs. He could already feel his ribs and legs protesting at the thought of climbing them, so much so that he blew out a breath of relief when Sarah led them around the corner of the metal steps to a door behind the staircase.

What he wouldn’t give to be able to take a coffee nap right now.

“Coffee nap,” Sarah questioned.


Fuck, I said that out loud, didn’t I? Well, shitballs.


Rock cleared his throat. “A coffee nap is when you slug back a strong coffee or two and sleep for less than fifteen to twenty minutes.” He silently hoped she wouldn’t ask him for any of the statistics or crap that was behind the idea. He knew it, but all he wanted was a handful of aspirin and preferably a couple of shots of something strong enough to take the edge off the pounding in the back of his skull. He didn’t want to remember some shit he read somewhere.

“I don’t think you’re going to be sleeping any time soon.”

Rock felt his muscles tense up at Sarah’s words. Fuck, what did she have planned for him? This could not be good.

“Oh, calm down!” Sarah’s laugh was tinged with what Rock thought was bitterness, although he couldn’t quite figure out what she had to be bitter about—unless it was the loss of her cushy number as Jonah Montgomery’s agent. “I’m not going to shoot you. Sit your ass on that couch. I’ll get you some meds.”

“Thanks.”

Rock scanned the room. It should have been tiny, but it looked as if someone had knocked out the wall to the offices behind, making the space huge. The double bar system lock on the inside of the door under the stairway showed it had obviously been an emergency exit at one point.

Rock took the whole room in with one fast glance, taking note of the bunk beds along one wall, and the doorway through which he could see a tiled floor. Bathroom, probably
 .

On the other side there was a small kitchen unit set up with a stove top, no oven that he could see and a microwave.


And bingo
 ! Thank fuck there was a coffee machine.

He eyed the small wood framed two-seater couch. If he sat his two hundred and fifty pound frame on that couch the legs would splinter for sure. It looked like it would only take the weight of Allie and Lexi at most.


Shit, don’t think of home and the girls. Focus, Rock.


“Here.” Sarah’s voice startled him, and he almost twitched with surprise that she’d managed to sneak up behind him. He needed to focus.


Special Forces ninja, my ass.


Rock forced himself not to react when Sarah held out the pills and a glass of water to him.

“Thanks.” He checked the pills before he tossed them into his mouth and followed it with a deep swallow of water. Nothing had ever tasted quite so amazing, even if it did have a slight metallic aftertaste to it.

“You want me to look at your injuries?”

“No.” Rock inwardly winced at the sharpness of his tone. He needed to keep her on his side for now. Tomorrow, he would be in better shape. His body would catch up to his training and he’d be able to deal with the pain.

He told himself it wasn’t lying if you believed it would happen. Who the fuck knew what tomorrow would bring? Whatever it was you could bet he was going to be ready for it, though. There had to be a way he could stop whatever shit Sarah had going on with the Serb missile.

“Suit yourself.” Sarah shrugged. “The bathroom is through there. Clean yourself up and crash out if you need to. The way you’re weaving back and forth you probably have a concussion. I’ll have to wake you a couple of times if you fall asleep.”


Yeah, no shit, lady. Repeated blows to the head tend to give you fucking concussions
 .

“I need a phone,” he ordered.

What he couldn’t figure out was why the hell she cared. Were they wrong about her? Was she still on their side of the line?

Creed and Hawk would have a shit fit if it turned out that she had been involved in the clusterfuck in Pakistan that led to Creed’s capture because she was undercover and not because she turned—although it might make Jonah feel marginally better.

“Nope.” Sarah shook her head. “There are no phones. There’re no calls in or out until my job is done.”

Fuckity fuck, fuck, fuck
 .

He should have expected that, but the urge to call Grif was riding him hard. His fingers itched to pick up Miss Frick-Fracking Jackie O look alike aka Sarah aka Miss NSA or whoever the fuck she was and shake her until he found her phone. He hoped like hell his annoyance didn’t show on his face as he nodded at her and headed in the direction of the bathroom.

Washing off the blood and indulging in a hot shower would go a long way to making him feel human again. Then, that coffee pot on the corner of the counter was calling his name.

“I’ll take that shower, thanks.” Rock didn’t wait for Sarah to answer. He stepped through the bathroom door and closed it behind him.





CHAPTER SEVEN


ALLIE STOOD on the bed of the truck and lifted her field glasses to her eyes. She had forgotten how much sand itched and burned. After almost twenty-four hours of driving across the middle of bumfuck Somalia, they were at the location Kalon had provided to them.

“You see anything?”

“Nope,” Grif grunted his answer.

He leaned his elbows on the roof of the pickup truck he had managed to buy from some dude yesterday.

“You think he escaped?”

“Kinda makes sense.” Grif kept his glasses to his face, constantly scanning the compound.

Allie knew he was looking for any signs of life. There wasn’t even a chicken scratching in the yard.

“If Rock managed to escape, there would have been payback for sure,” Grif added. “But burning the place to the ground is more his style.”

“Hmm.” Allie finally lowered her glasses and nudged Grif with her shoulder. “Should we go look?”

“I’ll call Kalon first and see if he can get eyes on it.”

Grif was itching to get in there. This was the place on the video—he recognized the steps. Part of him insisted they go in now, right this second and find out what the hell was going on, but the Delta Force Operator part of him advised caution. He knew he needed to wait for Kalon, who was effectively their remote Tactical Operations Center, to give clearance first.

Grif put his phone to his ear and was obviously waiting for Kalon to pick up. As good as Kalon was Allie couldn’t help but wish that Cade was the man on the other end of the phone. In situations like this having the team you worked with for years at your back counted. It made everything easier. Her team were able to read each other’s thoughts as if it was second nature. They did it without thinking. However, she supposed Grif had worked with Kalon often enough to have a good idea of how the other man worked too.

“Kalon, any chance you can restore visual on that compound?”


“Umm, lemme check.”


Allie could barely hear Kalon’s voice from where she was standing. Dang it, she wanted to know what was going on. It was weird not having the low buzz of a comms unit in her ear.

She nudged Grif and gestured to the phone. She ignored his sigh and smiled at him when he hit the speaker button.


“Damn, the signal is too weak,”
 Kalon muttered. “I need different access”
 There was a pause before he continued, “I’ll have to call Cade to get it.”


Allie nodded when Grif looked at her and lifted one shoulder in query.


Hell yes, call Cade. Get our team’s asses here, since it looks like we have to chase Rock’s ass all over freaking Africa.


They both knew that Cade and Kalon had been working on some systems Cade had developed. Their geek guys got a kick out of talking in a techie language that rivaled military code in its complexity. Still, as long as it didn’t affect everyday operations, Matt and Jonah had no issues with it, so who was she to say differently?

“Go ahead and call him,” Grif told Kalon.


“Yup,”
 Kalon answered immediately. “Gimme two minutes.”


Grif glanced at Allie and said in a low voice, “Cade is going to be pissed.” She watched as he scrubbed his hand over his head, his tension visible in the action.

“Yeah.” Allie knew he was right. Cade would
 be pissed they hadn’t called him, and the first thing Cade would do after he got off the phone to Kalon would be to call the rest of the team. “We should have called them, G.”

“Yeah.


“Hey, you there?”
 Kalon’s voice sounded over the speaker again.

“Yup, here.”


“I have Cade patched in.”



“G’day, G, Allie.”
 Cade’s Australian drawl sounded from the phone. “I heard a funny as fuck story about how you two morons decided to go on a rescue mission with only each other to watch your sixes. Only, it’s not a story. What the fuck, guys?”


“I… ah…”


“Shut it,”
 Cade snapped at them. “I have eyes on the compound. There are no heat signatures. It’s empty.”


“Fuck.” Grif’s stomach was a ball of swirling dread. Was Rock dead in there, or was he the cause of the lack of body heat signatures?


“Want me to activate his chip?”


How the hell had he forgotten that? Jesus fuck, he was a dumbass.

“Yes!” Grif closed his eyes and bit his lip. He hoped the locator chips all Ghosts had injected under their skin fucking worked. They had never had to activate one before. He remembered from the briefing prior to the chips being implanted in their arms that an alarm would flash somewhere in the Pentagon. He really didn’t give a shit. He wanted to know where his man was. They could deal with the fall out later.


“It’s activated,”
 Cade said. “I’m just loading the data into our handhelds.”


“You kept the tablets?” Grif’s eyebrows flew upward. He was freaking surprised that someone hadn’t frisked Cade when he left Oceana after their team was put on unpaid leave while the Department of Defense investigated the shit show that was his supposed ex-wife.


“Not my fault they didn’t ask to check my house.”


“Cade, I could kiss you right now.” Allie was almost vibrating with excitement beside him.

“Hey,” Grif growled.


Oh shit, what did you go and do that for?


“What?”

“We don’t have time for flirting with the pretty boy,” Grif muttered.


That sounded reasonable… right?


“We have to find Rock,” he added, sounding grumpy.

“Keep your pants on, G. I’m not taking him home with us.”


“He is right here and has no clue what the hell you two are bitching about,”
 Cade snarked down the phone, “but just to note, I don’t like to be ignored.”


Grif lowered his gaze and focused on his dusty combat boots.


You couldn’t have told me to shut the fuck up while you were in my mouth, could you?


His size fourteens should totally know when to tell him not to open his damn mouth.

“Ignore him, Cade. Lack of sex and his missing other half is clearly messing with his brain cells.” Allie snatched the phone out of Grif’s hand. “Tell us you’ve got something.”


“Yup, I got it.”


“Good boy.”


“His tracker is showing him to be about one hundred miles north east of Mogadishu. Probably about sixty klicks from your location,
 ” Cade told them. “You wait for us to back you up before you go in.”


“I am not fucking waiting for you to get your asses here from the US,” Grif ground out. “Not fucking happening.”

He was so close to Rock he could almost taste it. He wasn’t entirely sure what would happen when he finally did catch up to him, though. Would they kiss or fight? Make up all night, or would the chains of their love stand firm and refuse to snap under the strain? They were already stretched to the limit, but if his fucking idiot wanted out, he could damn well tell him to his face. Grif would not accept anything less.


“Then it’s a good thing I’m not in the US, isn’t it?”


“Where are you, Cade?” Allie shrugged her shoulders when Grif lifted an eyebrow. It was more than obvious that she had no clue what was going on either.


“Lemon.”


“What the hell are you doing at Camp Lemonnier?” Grif demanded. “You do mean Djibouti, right?


“Yup.”


“What are you doing in Africa, man?”

“It’s… um… personal…”

Grif was starting to get a twitch in his eyebrows, he was fucking sure of it. They had raised so many times during this conversation that it had to be a fucking twitch. “Start talking, Cade.”

“Steve?” Allie asked.


Who the hell was Steve?
 Oh, fuck, there went his eyebrows again. What the heck did Allie know that he didn’t?

“Steve?” he prompted.

Allie shrugged. “He left his phone on the kitchen table and Lex was trying to open that game she likes to play, you know the farm one?”

Yeah, Grif knew all about the farm game and harvesting Lexi’s crops on the phone. It still didn’t explain who this Steve dude was.

“So…?” Grif was going to start kicking them in a second. They were wasting daylight here.

“Anyway, I’m not sure who called who, but when I turned around Lexi was talking on the phone,” Allie explained. “It was a guy called Steve and he was looking for Cade.”

“Explain, now.” Grif was tired of fucking secrets. Secrets came back to bite them in the ass. Time after time it had been proven. Jonah and Matt, COP Wild-Wolf, Sharron, Bill Praxton, Jason and the super-duper fucking secret he and Fritz were hiding from them all. “No more fucking secrets.”


“G, you know the rules. We’re Ghosts. I can’t tell you.”


“I don’t give a fuck what we are or were.” Grif squeezed his eyes shut. Do not lose it, do not lose it.
 “Tell me what you are fucking hiding.”


“I’ll be at the location where the tracker says Rock is by midnight.”
 Cade ignored Grif’s order. “Your asses better be there waiting for us.”


“Who the hell is us?” When only silence answered, Grif lifted the phone up and cupped his hand around it, squinting against the bright sunshine to see the screen. “Asshole hung up on me.”

“G, get a grip, ‘kay?”

Grif dropped his head forward and struggled not to groan out loud. Allie’s hand massaging the back of his neck like that…? Fucking hell, that felt amazing.

“We will figure it out,” Allie whispered against his ear. “Priority number one is get Rock back. Then we can work out the rest of this shit show, got it?”

“Yeah.” Grif turned around and wrapped her in a bear hug, resting his chin on the top of her head. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Not hating me for what Sharron did.”

Allie smacked him. “That was not your fault, you idiot! We got Lexi back, so no harm, no foul. Shit happens.”

“But—”

“No!” Allie lifted her cheek off his chest and peered up at him. “No harm, no foul. Shit happens. What matters is we got Lexi back and we are going to find our wayward missing boss-stroke-partner-stroke-lover—in your case—and get his ass back where it belongs.”

“Yeah,” Grif agreed.

It was time to get their shit together. He’d never been such a mess going on a mission before. Steele and Matt would have benched his ass for sure. Fuck, he would have benched his ass for acting like a dumbass, but in his defense he’d been left unsupervised for way too long.

He hugged Allie close for another couple of heartbeats, soaking up all the support and comfort her hug offered, before pulling back.

“Let’s go find our missing guy,” she told him.

He jumped down from the bed of the truck and turned to lift Allie down too.

“Yeah.”

That Allie didn’t rip him a new asshole for lifting her down should have concerned him. Normally, she would insist on being treated like one of the guys. This time she didn’t, but he would figure out later if that was something he needed to be concerned about.

Grif opened the door of the truck for her. Once again, she said nothing and just slid into the seat allowing him to shut the door for her. There was that damn twitch again. Grif tried to force his eyebrows back down into their normal slight frown. Yup, something was seriously up. Allie didn’t require the manners his momma taught him while they were on a mission.

Rounding the hood of the pickup, Grif climbed in. Sixty klicks to the location of Rock’s tracker… That should give them plenty of time to get there and scope out the area before Cade and whoever he was bringing with him arrived at midnight.

Grif gave the compound one last look. If they were on an official mission they would have cleared it, but they weren’t and right now all he cared about was the fact Rock wasn’t there. Unless someone had chopped off his left arm, removing the tracker, then his guy was sixty klicks away. Therefore, this compound didn’t matter a shit in the grand scheme of things.

He started the engine.


I’m coming, baby. Your ass better be fucking alive when I get there.


He turned the truck south west “Ready?” he asked Allie.

“Yes, ready.”

“Then let’s go.”





CHAPTER EIGHT


“YOU THINK they waited for us to party?”

Cade smirked at Angelo. “This is G and Allie. You remember that, right?”

“Yup.” Even through the headset Angelo’s voice still held the faint rhythms and accent of his native Italy. “Our two hotheads.”

“So, no, I don’t think they waited.” Cade paused. “Although if Rock’s life is on the line, I can’t say I blame them. Considering we were also delayed by almost nine hours...”

“Has the tracker moved?”

“Nope.” Cade flicked open the hard case of the laptop he carried. He would thank Steve for it with a bottle of whiskey later. For now, he was just grateful he had it.

Bracing his back against the wall of the Chinook that was flying them from Djibouti to where they needed to go, he ignored the other men with him. They might be Grif’s family—and by extension Rock and Allie’s too—but that didn’t mean he had to trust them, or that he would
 trust them. He learned long ago to only put his faith in Ghosts.


And Steve… you trust Steve too
 .

He pushed all thoughts aside for now and focused on the screens in front of him. “He’s still showing in the same grid.”

“Good,” Angelo grunted back.

“What’s the matter with you?” Cade looked up from his laptop and had to bite back a laugh.

“Why is she laying on me?”

“Maybe she thinks you’re a tango.,” Cade told him.

He had no clue why the dog that followed Allie’s brother, Micah, like a shadow had decided to lay on Angelo, but it was funny as shit how much it freaked the Italian out.

“She likes him,” the huge dude next to Micah said into his headset. “If she didn’t, she’d have ripped his balls off already.”

“Or pissed on his boots.” The blond dude who had been introduced as ‘Viking’ snickered.

“Or pissed on his boots,” the other guy agreed.

It was more than obvious to Cade these two, along with Micah, were in a relationship of some sort—the small touches, the way they spoke without talking, and the fact the dog was loved on by all three and was called ‘our girl’ were a dead giveaway.

Yup, no doubt about it.

It didn’t matter a damn to him. He just had to fight back the ache in his heart at seeing them so close.


If only…



Shut up. Don’t fucking go there. Focus!


“Huh?” Cade said, coming back into the conversation with the two hulking men.

“Our girl tells us when she doesn’t like someone,” Viking informed him. “She likes your friend.”

“Why?” Cade slapped a mock horrified look on his face. “Doesn’t she realize he’s the angel of death?”

Viking looked at the other guy and patted Micah on the knee. “Not according to Delta.”

“Uh… guys… help?”

Cade turned to look at Angelo. Oh, holy fuck, where was a damn camera when you needed one? He rooted through his pockets for his phone.

Angelo was slouched back across the floor of the bird with Delta now laying on his chest, her long tongue washing his face.

“Damn, ‘Lo, the woofer thinks you forgot to clean up after breakfast, so she’s helping you out.”

“Fucker.” Angelo grunted.

Yeah, sixty pounds of Belgian Malinois sitting on your lungs would make it difficult to breathe for sure.

“She knows a dog person when she meets one,” Micah finally spoke, “but if she’s freaking you out, I can call her over here.”

“Not until I take this picture.” Cade aimed the phone at Angelo and Delta.

“Coglione!”

“Italian bastard,” Cade shot back. He was almost sure that Angelo had called him a ‘fucker’. He inwardly shrugged. He kind of was, so who was he to argue?

He was emailing this photograph to all the team.

“Delta, hier.”

Cade looked over at Micah. The German word for ‘here’ was a dead giveaway that this dog was either law enforcement or military trained. “She served?”

“Yeah.” Micah gestured around at the other men on the flight. “We all did or do.”

Okay, so some were still in. Shit, maybe he shouldn’t have brought these guys along with him. He was going to boot Steve in the ass for telling him that he had a team for him. The fact they were Grif’s former Delta Force team—and that he sort of knew them from Lexi’s rescue at Christmas—made it easy to accept the help, but fuck, if one of them was still active duty they could get in big shit for this.

“Stop freaking,” Steele Givens said. “We’re here because our brother needs us to get his dumbass back.”

Oh yeah, Cade remembered Steele. “You’re Kalon’s, right?”

The corners of Steele’s lips quirked upward into a slight smile. “Yup.”

“I thought so.” Cade pulled his feet out of the way as Delta trotted back to Micah and flopped down on his legs with a huff. “Are you all going to get in shit for being here?”

“Nope,” Matt Garrett answered for the rest of the team. “None of us are officially working for Uncle Sam anymore. Hawk and Creed do some contract work, but through the private sector.”

Hawk—that was the dude at Micah’s back. Cade could have kicked himself. He wasn’t normally so freaking absent minded, but Steve calling him to meet in Camp Lemonnier, Djibouti, had apparently scrambled his brain cells.


“Ten minutes to drop zone.”


Cade’s breathing accelerated as mental warning alerts blared in his head. He started checking things off his to do list before he double-checked Rock’s locator…

Yes, it was still in place.


He flicked through the screens, making sure he had access to the programs he needed. Then he moved one side of the headset he wore to behind his ear and pushed the small comms device into his ear canal.

“All Stations, this is TOC—comms check.” Cade was used to being in the Tactical Operations Center. That this one would be mobile didn’t matter. Anyone calling ‘TOC’ into their comms device would get his attention. Doing a simple communications check meant everyone on their makeshift team knew who was running the operation.

“Panther One, check.” Steele’s voice immediately sounded in the smaller device.

Why didn’t that surprise Cade? Steele Givens didn’t seem the type to follow anyone. From what he could see, and what he remembered from Lexi’s rescue, Givens was a born leader.

“Panther Two, check.” Matt’s confirmation immediately followed Steele’s.

Yeah, that wasn’t exactly a surprise either. Both Matt and Steele had shared command of Team Panther. The dynamic had followed them now they were all working in the private sector.

“Panther Three, check.” Yeah, there was no mistaking that voice. Cade looked up and met Jonah’s steady gaze. If he wasn’t attached and was available, he might have freaking blushed at the wink Jonah tossed his way. The man was seriously good-looking.

“Behave.” Matt’s low growl caused a rumble of low laughter from all the Panthers.

Ah, yup, even if Cade was on the lookout for a quick lay, there was no fucking way he would touch Jonah—not if someone paid him. He liked his balls, thank you very much, and Matt Garrett was the possessive type. Although considering the way Jonah was smirking at Matt, he figured the boot fit on the other foot too.

“Panther Four, check.” Micah’s voice was filled with laughter.

When there was a slight pause, Cade wondered if Micah would deliver a snarky comment, similar to his sister’s usual ones. He missed Allie. He was going to hug the crap out of her when he had a second.


Better be careful. Grif sounded mighty weird about Allie.



Don’t be an idiot,
 he told himself. Allie is family and Grif would never ever cheat.


“Panther Five, check.” Jason, the one Cade knew least about, gave his code name and comms check next.

Cade could see there was tension between Jason and Micah’s guys, although Micah himself didn’t appear to have an issue. There was a story there for sure. He made a mental note to ask Allie or G about it later.

“Panther Seven, check.”

Fritz Blackwell had never been a member of Team Panther, but had his own Delta Force Team. Since Grif was normally number six, he took seven.

Cade remembered him. He had run comms for the Major’s Delta team a time or two. He did wonder if the man would recognize his voice, but he figured it didn’t really matter right now. It was also obvious there was something going on between him and Jason. They had arrived in Djibouti together and had been pretty much welded to each other’s sides since.

“Viking, check.”

Cade had expected that one. The name Viking was well known in their circles. Creed Erikson, if he had remembered the name right, was one of the best snipers there was. Although from what G and Rock had said, his services were no longer on offer to the CIA after a fuck up in Pakistan the previous year.

“Hawk, check.”


Shit, wait, was Hawk not his real name?
 If it was why the fuck was he not using code?

He was McKinnon, right?

Cade searched his brain, flicking through the pages of his photographic memory. Yup, he was a legend in Special Forces. If there was a trouble hot spot in the last twenty-five years anywhere on the globe, Cade would bet money that Hawk McKinnon had been there kicking said trouble’s ass.

“Question,” Micah said, the laughter barely contained in his tone. “When stirring up shit, do you start from a clockwise direction, or is it counterclockwise?”

“Panther Four, this is One,” Steele’s voice rang with authority. “Shut the fuck up.”

“One, this is Four,” Micah responded, but before he could finish the sentence, Viking kissed him to keep him out of trouble.


“Five minutes to drop zone.”






CHAPTER NINE


GRIF LAY on his belly at the perimeter fence. Something about that stretch of ground was making every hair on the back of his neck stand up. He pulled his glasses out of the webbing on his vest and scanned the area again.

“You’re worried?”

“Yeah,” he whispered to Allie. He couldn’t explain why the fuck he was on edge. He just knew that he was.

“Rock?”

Allie’s question made him pause.

“No, I don’t think so.” He pulled his eyes away from the lenses. “Do you think I would feel it if something happened to him?”

Allie shrugged and whispered back, “I don’t know, but you guys have a connection like I have never seen before.” She smiled at him. “I want that for me someday.”

Grif pushed back the images that flashed in his head of him, her and Rock together.


Oh shit, don’t fucking think of her that way.
 Nope… no… seriously, what the fuck? What the fuck are you thinking, Dumbass!


“How do you mean?”

Grif put the glasses back to his eyes. Something about the spot in quadrant four A was really bothering him. He focused the glasses again, trying to get a better look.

“You finish each other’s sentences, he passes you salt, you take his green beans. When he makes you coffee, you hand him sugar for his. Neither of you speaks or asks for the items,” Allie told him. “It’s the same when you clean weapons. Your hands move in sync. You pass gun oil and cloths back and forth, like you know what the other needs before he does.”

“That comes from having worked with him for so long.”

“No,” Allie said, “I’ve seen similar, but it’s not like that with you two. With you and Rock it is instinct, not repetition of doing the same things over and over for years.”

“If you say so.” There you fucking are!
 Grif spotted it. “Allie?”

“Yeah?”

“Quadrant four A, next to the branch beside the stone that looks like a bullet.” Grif gave the details of where he wanted her to look. “What do you see?”

Allie was quiet for a long moment as she studied the area Grif had pointed out to her. Then she muttered, “Shit.”

“Yeah.”

“Do you see any more?”

Grif freaking loved that she didn’t assume he had been just sitting here on his ass looking pretty while she scrutinized the zone he had asked her to. “Yeah.”

“I was afraid of that.”

A cloud of dust to the south snagged Grif’s attention and he lifted his glasses back to his eyes.


Shit, were they trucks?


He fiddled with the dials and swore softly. “We have fucking incoming.”

“Cade?”

“I’d doubt it. Protocol says he should come in from the west.”

“Fudge buckets,” Allie muttered. She double-checked the weapons she was carrying. “Do we go in?”

Grif felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. He pulled it out and clicked through the screens until he got to the message section.



Panther Six, TOC. ETA 10 mikes W.



Ten mikes. They were ten minutes away. Could they afford to wait that long? Could they risk Rock’s life for ten minutes and backup?

“Cade?”

He nodded at her question. “ETA ten minutes. They’re coming in from the west.”

Grif glanced back to the south. He could now make out the trucks without the aid of glasses and flattened himself to the ground. Allie did the same.

“I think they have Panther with them.”

“Oh goodie! Micah and co,” Allie whispered. “I should have known my brother would show up.”

“Shh,” Grif nudged her. “We need all the help we can get.” He gestured toward the trucks. “There’s at least a dozen guys there.”

“I know, I know,” Allie grumbled, “but I swear if Micah tries to push me behind him, I am kicking his ass when we are done.”

“I’ll even hold him in place for you,” Grif promised.

He continued to watch the action as it unfolded on the redundant airfield in front of them. Men milled around the trucks, and he could see AK-47s and, shit! Were they M17s?

The massive hanger doors rolled back with a screech, giving the guys outside access to the building.


Where the hell is Rock?




TOC, Panther Six. We have tangos and no sign of our principle.



Grif sent a text message to Cade before he checked to make sure his phone was on vibrate. The last thing he wanted was to give the assholes down there a reason to be vigilant. The theme tune for ‘My Little Pony’ as a text alert tone would do that for sure. No matter what he did, he couldn’t seem to get the damn thing to stay off his phone.



Panther Six, TOC. Roger that. Hold position.



Grif and Allie exchanged glances when one of the trucks started to reverse into the hangar.

“What the hell?” Grif was confused. Okay, they obviously had something big in there. He hoped it wasn’t Rock they were loading on that damn truck.



TOC, Panther Six. Confirm our guy is still in place?





Panther Six, TOC. Confirmed.

 The text back from Cade was almost immediate.

Fuckballs, it could totally be Rock they were loading on the truck.

He focused his glasses on the activity. Shit, he couldn’t see fully what was going on, but it appeared as if they were hooking something up to the back of the truck.

It didn’t take them long to do whatever they were doing, and after a few minutes, the tangos were piling back onto the trucks.


Shit, should he follow? Did he check the building?


Before Grif could make a decision, a loud ‘crack’ filled the air.

It was followed less than a beat later by a second.

Gun fire.

Grif’s first instinct was to press his body as far into the dirt as possible.


Had they been seen?


He looked over at the spot where Allie should have been.

“Fuck!”

Grif didn’t hesitate. He was on his feet and racing after her across a fucking minefield! The strip of land separating them from the hangar was planted with IEDs.

“She is fucking insane!” Grif raced after Allie.

Holy shit, she was also fast. He was going to spank her fucking ass when he caught up with the crazy, small woman.

Grif watched where he put his feet while trying to keep an eye on Allie as she bolted for the hangar. He knew Rock’s chances were slim if those shots were aimed at him.

Two shots, a double tap.

His instincts warred with themselves, but he pumped his legs harder. If Allie stood on a damn mine, what the fuck was he going to tell Lexi?

“She is fucking insane,” he repeated. “Please be alive, Rock, because, fuck, it’s going to take both of us to keep our girls safe.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Grif could see the dust from the trucks as they pulled away from the hangars. Shit, was that a damn nuke? What he wouldn’t give for an invisibility shield right now. All he could do was keep running and hope nobody looked back. He hoped like hell those damn pickups didn’t have fucking rear-view mirrors.

Grif jumped over a patch of disturbed earth and had to assume there was an IED of some sort buried there. There was no time to be afraid, but it was a reality check.


Shit, this is real. This is definitely real
 .

Ahead of him, Grif could see Allie racing through the hangar doors.


Fuck, was she heading into a fight? Was Rock alive in there? Shit, had he even been there in the first place?


Grif forgot all about the damn tracker, forgot everything but getting to Rock and Allie. Fear coupled with desperation pushed him faster, forcing his muscles to propel his huge frame forward.

Skidding to a stop at the door of the hangar, he pressed his back to one side and automatically checked his weapon before taking a step to the left. He swung out from cover with his M16 at ready position. Usually, when he cleared a room, he had a team at his back—one to go right, while he went left. This time, he was alone and driven by urgency.

He quickly scanned the inside of the hangar. Thank fuck there didn’t appear to be too many hiding places. The building had obviously been abandoned prior to its use today. Everything, even the walls, had been stripped of any useful materials. It was most likely the locals looking to improve their homes with the leftovers. Frankly, he didn’t give a shit about the whos or the whys. All Grif cared about was he couldn’t see either Allie or Rock.

He cocked his head to one side and listened.


Nope, nothing. Can I risk it?


He briefly thought about shouting, but training refused to let him give away his position like that.

Keeping the wall to his right shoulder, Grif moved around the room counterclockwise. Spotting a door under the stairs, he paused. His gut told him to go through there, but training told him to finish clearing the building first. Tangos liked to hide and ambush.


Fuck!


Grif listened again. He could feel his phone vibrating in his pocket, but pulling it out to look would mean a loss of concentration he couldn’t afford.

He quickly scanned around the hanger’s upper level until the only area of the mezzanine walkway that made up the upper level he hadn’t checked was directly over his head. Allie had disappeared so fucking fast she had to be through this door under the stairs.

Grif cautiously tried the handle with one hand, his finger on the other flexing along the barrel of his weapon.


Yes!
 Grif gave himself an inward fist bump when the handle twisted and the door pushed inward. His elation didn’t last long. All he saw was blood.

Fuck. No. This could not be happening again.


“Move your ass,” Allie yelled at him, “G, dammit, move your ass! Rock needs you, STAT.”

Allie’s voice gave him the boot he needed. Two long strides took him across the room to the bunk Rock was stretched out across.


Shit, that’s too much blood.


Swinging his ruck off his back, Grif forced himself to forget this was Rock, the other half of his soul. His medic training kicked in as he ripped his ruck open and started pulling out supplies.

“What have we got?” he clipped, his tone all business now, although there was a hint of a tremor there.

“She’s dead.” Allie nodded over her shoulder. “I have a pulse on Rock. He took a bullet to the head. It looks like it skimmed him and took off part of his ear.”


Shit, shit, shit!


Time screeched to a halt. That slow motion thing they showed in the movies… Yeah, Grif could confirm it fucking happened in real life too.

He locked his knees to keep himself vertical.



Shot in the head? Oh, fuck me sideways, baby, you don’t do shit by half measures.



ABCDE. ABCDE.


Grif repeated the standard acronym used for rapid assessment of gunshot victims in his head.


No! Not a victim. It’s Rock.


His inner fears and worries would only screw with his concentration. Fuck that, it was not happening. He pushed it all aside; he needed to focus.

A: Airway—Grif worked around Allie and quickly checked Rock’s airway.

B: Breathing—yup, Rock was breathing… thank fuck.

C: Circulation—Grif pushed his hand in under Allie’s arm and pressed his finger to Rock’s pulse point to estimate his blood pressure. It wasn’t great, but it was good enough.

D: Disability/neurological—fuck, how the hell was he going to see if there was neurological damage when Rock was unconscious? That one would have to wait.

E: Expose—if the wound had been covered in clothing, Grif would be cutting right now to reveal it. He would do that in a sec, once he had his med kit out. For now, Allie keeping pressure on the wound was more important than him having a look before he was ready.

Having been a combat field medic with both Delta Force – Team Panther and Ghosts, Grif had at times performed surgery on the battlefield. This was different though. This was Rock.

“G?”


Fuck, Allie was yelling at him.


“Yup, I’m good.” Grif pulled out the tallboy configuration of his medic kit. He fucking loved this style. It fit into a double magazine pouch and held the vacuum sealed Tallboy ETA Trauma Kit. If he needed or wanted faster access to individual components, this set up was ideal. Usually, Grif would secure it to his gear vertically or horizontally with long or short molly stix or malice clips.


Dumbass idiot, it’s Rock. You should have known you would need the damn kit.


He cursed himself for having stuffed it into his ruck for this rescue mission. He should have fucking known better.

Grif grabbed QuikClot Combat Gauze and a pressure bandage. Allie was kneeling on the floor leaning over Rock. Rather than moving her, Grif planted a foot on either side of her legs and leaned over her back. He placed his hand over the one Allie was using to press a sheet into the side of Rock’s head. Giving her fingers a light squeeze, he let her know that he wanted to see. He wasn’t sure he trusted his voice to be steady enough to speak yet, but Allie had worked with him for a couple of years. She would know what the squeeze meant.

Together, they moved their hands, lifting the sheet. Grif swallowed down hard on the bile that rose in the back of his throat. Fucking hell, that was close, way too fucking close.


“Babe, you’re going to have one hell of a headache,” he muttered softly at Rock as he surveyed the damage. This wasn’t the first time he had patched up Rock—far from it—but somehow, this time, after all the crap they had been through… this time shook something loose inside him and scared him shitless.

“Grab me some water, sweets.”

“Umm—sure.” Allie wriggled her way out from between his body and the bed. “Your phone is buzzing,” she told him over her shoulder as she reached the sink and turned on the faucet.

“It can wait.” Grif concentrated on the furrow that ran along the side of Rock’s head. The nick to his ear would match the one on the other side. Rock had cursed up a storm when a Taliban bullet had come too close a couple of years ago. “It’s probably Cade.” He didn’t look up as he asked, “Are you sure she’s dead?”

He hadn’t given the other woman in the room a second thought in his panic to help Rock.

“Yeah.” Allie placed a bowl of water on the bed next to Rock. “Shouldn’t he be waking up already?”

“Better he doesn’t until I’ve stitched him up.” Grif concentrated on cleaning the blood from Rock’s hair. Head wounds bled like nobody’s business. “He’ll bitch and whine if he’s awake.” Grif glanced at Allie’s fingers as she pressed them against Rock’s wrist, checking his heart rate once again. “How’s his pulse?”

“Fast, but there.”

That made some of the panic seizing him retreat a little. Fast, but there he could work with.

“Hmm.” Grif ignored the vibrating of his phone, ignored everything around him and concentrated on Rock.

He half turned to reach for a needle to start sewing him up when one was pushed into his hand. This right there, this was why he loved having Allie working with him in the field. She knew what was needed almost before he knew it himself.

“Thanks.”

Flushing the wound with a saline solution, Grif watched for bullet and bone fragments along the furrow caused by the bullet’s forward movement. Any foreign objects could cause infection later.

“Hit him with a shot of antibiotics, Als.”

“Sure.” Allie immediately started filling a syringe with one of the broad-spectrum antibiotics Grif always carried. She flicked the syringe with her fingers a couple of times before plunging the needle into Rock’s thigh.

Placing stitches along the wound, Grif drew the ragged edges of skin together. Once completed, he pressed the QuikClot Combat Gauze to Rock’s head for a couple of seconds.

“Fuck!” Rock’s voice sounded pained, weak, but it was the best sound Grif had ever heard.

Slamming his eyes closed for a second before opening them again, he peered down to focus on Rock’s confused face. “Babe?”

“Ouch,” Rock mumbled, his voice slurred. “What the fuck are you doing?”


Shit
 , Grif struggled to understand the words Rock had muttered. He exchanged a worried glance with Allie. “Rock, are you with me?”

“G?”

“Yeah, it’s me. And Allie’s here too.” Grif carefully snagged a bandage from his kit. Holding it in place with one hand, he started to wrap it around Rock’s head.

“What the fuck were you thinking bringing Allie?” Rock chastised. “Lex has lost enough.”

Grif smirked when he heard Allie suck in a harsh breath.

“With an attitude like that we should leave you here,” Grif told Rock before Allie could lay into him.

“Shut up, dumbass. I don’t have an attitude, I have standards.”

“So does G,” Allie grumbled, but Grif could hear the relief in her voice. The same relief echoed in his chest.

Rock’s voice was pained, but no longer slurred, and if he was throwing them snark then the few braincells he had left were probably fine.


Good, it means I can shove my boot up his ass and tell him to stop fucking running without feeling guilty.






CHAPTER TEN



JEEZ,
 my fucking head. Please stop thumping and let me think.


Somewhere deep down in the darkness Rock was sure he heard voices. His head hadn’t hurt this fucking much when the assholes were punching and kicking him. What the everloving fuck was going on?

Pain blasted through him with the force of a nuclear bomb. Someone was stabbing the top of his ear with a hot poker.


“Fuck.”


“Babe?”

“Ouch, what the fuck are you doing?”


Why the fuckity fuck did this asshole sound like Grif?


After a couple of moments of conversing, Rock realized he was
 talking to Grif and Allie and he wasn’t dreaming. Okay, so he hadn’t fucking lost it then. Well, not totally…

What the fuck had happened? The last thing he remembered was sitting on the bunk after having a shower. Sarah had made coffee…

“That fucking bitch.”

“She’s dead.” Allie pointed to the floor behind her.

“Huh?” Rock tried to remember. It hurt like hell, but he did it anyway.

He could see boots and part of a body. The biggest indicator was the blood he could see pooled on the floor around her. Yup, that much blood meant dead for sure.


“Clear.”



“Clear.”


The barely audible voices from the main hangar almost covered the snarling growls of a canine on the hunt. Rock attempted to lift upward. He wasn’t meeting a fucking tango flat on his back.

“Stay still.” Grif planted a hand on the middle of his chest and pushed him back down. “You just got your brain rattled by a bullet and have stitches holding your skull in place.”

“Gimme a weapon.” Rock felt naked. He hated not having a gun or a knife when he didn’t know what or who was coming through that door.

“It’s Cade.”

From the worried look Grif was giving him, Rock was pretty damn sure his man thought he had lost it.


Hang on a second, did he say Cade? What the hell was that son of a bitch doing in this corner of hell?


“You called Cade?”

“The Panthers are out there too,” Allie supplied.

Fricking fabulous! No doubt they would give him hell for taking off after the shit show in Tehran at Christmas.

To quote his English teammate: bollocks
 .


Why can I remember that and not what happened in the last few hours?


“Rock?”

He slid his gaze back to Grif, who was peering down at him, his face a mask of concern. His concussion must have a concussion right now. Nothing made sense at all.

“You brought Cade and Panther?” he clarified.

“Well, they kind of followed us,” Allie told him. “It’s not as if we invited them.”

The door shattered as a well-placed boot kicked it in. Operators in full gear and a K-9 entered the room. Rock pushed aside the pain and was moving before he thought about it, his hands reaching for the Sig Grif had holstered at his side.

“Drop your weapons! Drop your weapons.”

Fuck, he recognized that voice, didn’t he?

“It’s me,” Grif said quickly.

“I know it’s you, dumbass.” Cade lowered the weapon he had pointed at Grif. “I told you to fucking wait, asshole.”

“Shots were fired.” Grif shrugged. “I wasn’t sitting out there with my thumb up my ass waiting for you to grace us with your presence.”

“Grif, you good?” Matt shouldered his way passed Cade, ignoring the scowl the Australian threw in his direction.

“I am now.”

Rock was confused. He knew the Delta Force version of Panthers traveled in packs, despite the animal’s tendency to be loners in the wild. He was also pretty sure he heard Delta, Micah’s K-9, growling before the door was kicked in. Hell, maybe he even saw her, so where the fuck were the rest of them. “Where—”

“Clearing the upper floors.” Cade cut off his question before he even finished it. Okay then, Cade was pissed. Roger fucking that.

“Fuck.” Matt had turned over the body on the floor and spoke into his comms unit. “Panther Three, this is Panther Two. Get your ass down here, STAT.”

Rock guessed from having worked with Panthers on a couple of missions that Matt was calling Jonah. Shit was going to fly when Jonah realized the full extent of what his ex-manager-slash-agent-slash-NSA agent had been up to.


Oh, fuck me sideways with a razor dick, did they know about the Serb missile?


He pointed to the hangar. “Is the nuke still out there?”

“Nope.” Cade popped the end of the word. “All that’s out there is a huge empty space, unless the others found some tangos to play with.”

“Nah, if they had, you would have heard by now.” Matt turned to the door just before Jonah appeared. It always amazed Rock how Matt could sense when the man was near.

“What’s going on?” Jonah scanned the room, nodding to Grif, Rock and Allie. His eyes widened when he spotted Sarah. “Is that—”

“Yeah, it is,” Grif said. He gestured to Rock’s bandaged head. “She was dead when we got here. We aren’t entirely sure of the how and the why Rock took a skim round to the head and is missing part of an ear.”

Rock watched Jonah press his fingers into the side of Sarah’s neck, obviously looking for a pulse. Rock got it. He would have done the same thing.


But you didn’t for Shar,
 he reminded himself. You left that to G and then walked away and didn’t look back.


Yeah, the massive hole in Sarah’s chest said she was dead. There was little chance of survival when a bullet ripped through your lungs.


There was even less chance of survival when you had Jonah send a bullet into Shar’s brain…


He tamped down hard on the guilt and the reminders. That fucking bitch got every damn thing she deserved. Nobody went after his family and fucking lived.

“What the fuck happened?” Jonah asked.

“I don’t know.” Rock hated to admit there was a gap the size of fucking Yellowstone in his memory. “The last thing I remember is having coffee.”

“Why were you with her?” Jonah straightened to his full height and stepped toward the bed almost menacingly. He tried to step around Grif and Allie, but they both closed ranks, providing a solid body wall and preventing him from coming any closer.

“Jonah—” Grif warned.

“He’s good,” Rock growled. He was getting off this damn bed now, no matter what his pair of mother hens thought. “I was captured—”

“We saw the footage.” Matt’s voice was low, but the authority that rang through it could clearly be heard.

Rock resisted the urge to roll his eyes. He was grateful that Panther had come for him, but he wasn’t stupid enough to believe they were here out of the goodness of their hearts. No, they had come for Grif because G needed them, not for his own sorry ass.

Rock didn’t want Grif to be torn between his old commanding officer and him, so he nudged Grif in the back. “Let me up, dammit.”

“Nope, when you play stupid games, you gotta deal with the stupid prizes you win. Keep your ass on that bed until we are ready to move,” Grif growled at him, then hissed in his face, “I almost fucking lost you! Stay put until I decide if I want to kick your ass or kiss you stupid.”

“Do as he says.” Steele Givens strode into the room. Oh, fucking fabulous, he was in full out commander mode, and from the looks of it pissed as hell. “I should kick your balls into the back of your throat, asshole. Going Lone Ranger on shit and leaving Grif to deal with the shit show? I thought you had more braincells and honor than that.”

Rock fought down the need to say ‘fuck you.’ What the fuck did Steele know about having to order the death of one of the few people you cared about?

“Shh.” Allie pushed behind Grif and sat on the edge of the bed.

Rock closed his eyes and counted backward from ten. Nope! Didn’t help one fucking bit. He reopened them. “You think I was an idiot too?” he asked Allie softly.

“Umm…”

“Sometimes, the things we do without thinking are the best things we can do at that time.” Rock wasn’t sure why he needed Allie to understand, but he did.

“Really?” Allie’s eyebrows rose far enough to disappear into her bangs.

Wait for it… wait for it…

Rock just knew that Kennedy wit that seemed to be bred into their DNA was going to make an appearance.

“I have a drawer full of sex toys that says differently.”

Rock could feel his eyes widening as he stared at Allie. She did not just tell him she had a drawer full of sex toys, did she?
 And why the fuck was his dick making a valiant effort to stand to attention?

“Umm…”

How the hell did he respond to that?

“Let him recover, Sweets, before you start hitting him with the fun stuff, ‘kay?” Grif, the bastard, was laughing at him.

Rock could hear it in his voice, and he wasn’t sure if he should be pissed or insulted. He was leaning more toward the former, but there was an undertone to Grif’s comment that made him want to sit up and take notice. Shit, has G moved on? Did I fuck up that badly?

“You fuckers want to move your asses?” Cade stuck his head in the door. “How are you doing, boss?”

“I’ll live.”

“Good.” Cade banged his fist off the frame of the door. “Then what the fuck are you lying in bed for? Get your ass moving.” He nodded to the body on the floor. “She dead?”

“Yup.” Matt’s stood slightly in front of Jonah.

Rock felt a pang in his chest. In the past, at the slightest sound of footsteps approaching, he would have stepped slightly in front of Grif. Not because he thought Grif couldn’t handle himself, but because he was Rock’s and anything that wanted to get to him would have to go through Rock first.


You are acting like an insecure bastard,
 he told himself. There is no fucking way G’s moved on that fast.
 Which left only one thought rattling in his brain… Was G looking to add Allie to their relationship? Absolutely fucking not… Right?
 Despite the strength of his internal objections, a small part of Rock still kicked himself for the length of time he was imbedded with the Taliban all those years ago. Maybe, just maybe, if he had been back sooner, he and Grif would have had their chance with Allie. Instead, Grif fell into the honey trap that traitorous bitch they had called a third had set. Yup, and you fell for the same fucking trap, dumbass,
 he reminded himself. Bah, enough
 .

“Then fucking bag her up and let’s roll,” Cade ordered.

He completely ignored Jonah’s harsh inhale of breath. Rock almost felt sorry for the guy. He had to feel a mix of guilt for bringing her into Panthers world, and maybe some regret for the friend she had been before all her extracurricular activities with the NSA came to light in Pakistan last year.

Who the hell put Cade in charge anyway? He normally directed things behind the scenes.

Rock didn’t have the energy to figure that shit out right now.

“Move,” he growled at Grif and Allie. “You heard the man, let’s roll.”






CHAPTER ELEVEN


ALLIE STUDIED ROCK AND GRIF. Their movements were jerky and stilted as Grif wrapped his hand around Rock’s forearms and pulled him to his feet. She could understand it, almost. Rock had been a colossal dick and left G to deal with the fallout from Shar. She had seen some massive disagreements between them over the years, not least when Rock insisted on flying Jonah’s damn plane to go rescue Steele in Afghanistan, but she had never seen them so…

She wasn’t sure how to describe it… Cold with each other, maybe. It worried her. Corny as it sounded, Rock and Grif went together like peanut butter and jelly. This shit? They had better sort it out and do it fast.

If she was honest with herself, she had never really liked Shar, despite numerous attempts by the other woman to befriend her. Allie refused to allow the jealousy she had kept a tight rein on over the years to surface. That had no place here, no place on her team.

Rock stumbled, breaking through her thoughts. Allie balled her fingers into fists to stop herself reaching out to steady him, although the urge to do so was overwhelming. Nope, let Grif do it. They are a matched pair. She wanted, no she needed them back on an even keel yesterday.


Better I step back and give my guys space for now.


Allie moved aside. It never occurred to her that she had called Grif and Rock hers, even if it was only in her head. It was the one place she never allowed her fantasies to take her.

Hands on her waist stopped her from falling flat on her face when her foot came down on a combat boot. “Sorry.”

“No need for sorry,” Steele told her as he steadied her. He had what Allie would class as a strange look on his face as he watched her.

Why was Steele staring at her like that? Did she have mud on her face? Allie ran a finger back and forth across her nose, checking. Her eyes widened when the giant ass that was Steele had the audacity to wink at her.

Matt and Jonah carefully fit Sarah’s body into the bag Grif had handed them from his pack.


God, that has to suck.


Allie was sure it wasn’t the first time they had pulled a zipper over the face of someone who used to be a friend. You didn’t go to war for a decade and not lose people you both knew and cared for. It was the unspoken price these men and women who joined the military paid—the reel of lost love ones scrolling through your dreams.

Cade waited until Matt heaved Sarah’s body over his shoulder before he spoke, “TOC to all Stations. Proceed to exfil.”

“Roger.”

“Yes, Sir.”

The chorus of affirmative answers was almost instant. Allie understood it. These guys were ready to go home. She was too. She missed Lexi and now they had found Rock, she wanted to get to her kiddo fast.

Grif turned from Rock and waved her into place between Rock and him. “Ready?”

“Yeah.” Rock had one hand pressed into his ribs. Crap, did they miss another bullet wound?

“Yes,” Allie answered Grif before turning to Rock. “Your ribs? They’re bothering you?”

“I’m good,” Rock muttered in response. “I just need a couple of days to get rid of the boot prints on my skin.”

The rumble of Grif’s growl sent a wave of relief through Allie. She had worried that Grif was reaching the end of his rope. He was closer to it than she would have liked, but now that they had Rock back maybe they could fix this shit.


Rock has to stay for that to happen, though.


She pushed that thought back. Maybe they could glue his ass to the bed. That would keep him in place until they figured out what they wanted. Her big dumbass idiot bosses shouldn’t be at war with each other.

Cade nodded in their direction, then headed for the door. Jonah and Matt followed him before Grif’s arm reached over Allie’s shoulder. He tapped Rock to indicate he was to move next. Allie waited a couple of heartbeats before she started walking. She glanced over her shoulder. Jeez, she could barely make out Steele following on Grif’s six. Being short sucked sometimes, especially when she was surrounded by giants. She snorted in her head. Anyone over five feet eight is a giant compared to your five-foot-two.


Allie heaved a sigh of relief when she stepped into the sunlight. Angelo stood with Micah, Hawk, Creed and the rest of Grif and Micah’s Panther brothers. They surrounded the trucks while they kept watch for any unfriendlies. Those beat up trucks were pretty frick-fracking beautiful too. She had not been looking forward to walking back to the location Grif and she had stashed their pickup earlier. That their truck was sitting here outside the hangar told her that the team had reconned the area while they were inside with Rock.

“Hey, boss.” Angelo smirked at Rock. “Your vacation is done, yes?”

“Yup, asshole, my vacation is done.”

Allie could tell that Rock’s instincts were to move immediately, probably the others too, but there was also the small issue of a nuke out there, and worse still they didn’t know who had it. They would worry about that once they had put some distance between this place and them.

“Load up,” Steele ordered.

“Whoa.” Rock’s face was pale. Allie was pretty sure he should probably still be sitting down. “What about the nuke?”

“What fucking nuke?”

“The Russian R-21 Serb that should be sitting at a classified site owned by the CIA. The one that was here yesterday morning.”

“I am guessing the ones that shot you and Sarah took it.” Steele looked to Grif and when he nodded in response, he closed his eyes in frustration. “Fucking sweep this place for prints and DNA. We are going to need every damn bit of luck and evidence we can get to help us not only find these assholes, but to prove it wasn’t us.”

“Fuck,” Rock muttered.

Allie could see how if there was someone after Team Panther this clusterfuck would give them a golden opportunity to take them out in one fell swoop. Pointing the finger at a team of ex-Special Forces would send shock waves not only throughout the Special Forces community, but throughout the entire military.


Nope, not on my fucking watch.


Allie’s stomach revolted, and she swallowed hard. She stared at Rock when he growled.

Oh shit, she knew that look.

Rock wanted to go after it.

“Get in the truck, Rock,” Allie ordered. “They are miles from here by now.”

“No.” Rock’s stubbornness didn’t surprise her, but it did annoy her. He was barely standing straight right now.

“Allie’s right, Rock.” Grif steered him toward their pickup. “Kalon and Cade may be able to pick up their path on satellites. It’s better we regroup and figure out what the fuck is going on.”

“But—”

“No.”

Rock searched Grif’s face for long seconds before he huffed and allowed Grif to help him into the truck.

Allie blew a breath out of the corner of her mouth and then tossed a smile in Micah’s direction. Her brother gave her a once over and then a nod before she got in the truck next to Rock. “Home?”

“Yup.” Grif’s door slammed as he settled himself behind the steering wheel on the opposite side of the bench seat. “Home. I hope.”





CHAPTER TWELVE


ON THE WAY back to the bird they decided to divert to Italy. Grif wasn’t the biggest fan of this safe house, but there was no freaking way he was traveling across the Atlantic only to have to fucking come back again. This high-rise building in downtown Rome gave him hives. Oh, the building was beautiful, complete with olde worlde furnishings, but what set his teeth on edge was all the tourists flocking on the streets outside. He preferred to be on a military base somewhere, but in this instance the logic Steele and Matt had dished out on the flight from Djibouti to Italy on Jonah’s private jet made sense. Sarah having a nuclear missile that should have been safe with the CIA was cause for concern, and they needed to figure out who the hell they could trust to pass the information onto.

It all went back to COP Wild-Wolf, he was fucking sure of it, but right now he didn’t have time to worry about it.

Right now, he had Rock to look after.

Grif took a cautious sniff of his own armpit. Okay, he needed to get them both clean. No matter which way you looked at it, they both stank like camel ass. The one thing this safe house had that he could get on board with was decent fucking showers.

Grif stuck his hand under the water to test the temperature before pushing Rock under it. His big fucking idiot… Jeez, he loved the man, but seriously, enough.

Normally, Rock led and he followed, but this time Rock had hit a wall, so it was Grif’s turn to lead.

“Lift.” Grif tugged on the hem of Rock’s shirt and pulled it up his arms. It worried him that Rock did as he was told and allowed him to manhandle him. Usually, Rock gave as good as he got. Kiss for kiss, they would strip off items of clothing together as they went. Rock seemed content to let Grif do all the work right now, and when he got a look at the bruises covering his body, Grif understood why. Rock had to be hurting like hell. His skin was marred purple and black across every inch Grif could see. There were a few marks he was sure were boot prints, and he had to push down the rage that made him feel.

“I’m sorry,” Rock said quietly.

“No!” Grif gritted his teeth. Rock would fucking get it once and for all. The shit show that had been their triad with Sharron was not Rock’s fault. “No apologies. The only thing you did wrong was fucking run.”

Rock’s shoulders tensed. “I let her into our lives.”

“And I introduced her to you.” Grif spun Rock around so he could see his face. “Should I say sorry too? Will that fix it? Make it better?”

“No.” Rock finally moved under his own steam and he took a step closer to Grif.


Fucking finally.


Warm water streamed down their heads, washing away grit and sand and dirt until the water pooling at their feet was muddy and brown as it swirled down the plug hole.

In the steam-filled shower stall, Grif could see the exhaustion on Rock’s face. He knew his man as well as he knew himself. Rock had been driving himself into the ground, looking for a reason or an explanation for why Sharron had betrayed them.


Damn idiot.


Grif sighed. As much as he wanted to thump him and knock some sense into his head, Rock’s injuries meant that probably wasn’t going to happen for at least another couple of days.

Instead, Grif wrapped an arm around Rock’s shoulders and tugged him close. He ignored the slight resistance from Rock, but couldn’t stop from closing his eyes in relief when Rock finally dropped his head onto Grif’s chest and pressed closer.


Thank fuck for that. I don’t know how much longer I could take him refusing to touch me.



And the top score for ‘needy asshole’ goes to yours truly...


For long minutes they stood in silence, the warm water soothing physical hurts. Their closeness was soothing the emotional ones somewhat as well.

Then Rock pressed a soft kiss to the skin over Grif’s heart and that weight in his chest lifted.

Taking the step needed to close the gap between them, Grif ghosted a kiss across the back of Rock’s neck, one of the few places he wasn’t grazed or bruised, and rested his cheek against his head, careful of his ear.

This… this was what he needed to fix the off balanced spinning feeling that had consumed him for months. Rock. Skin on skin. No words needed, just them.


Umm… are you forgetting he isn’t the only one who helps?


Grif ruthlessly pushed aside the internal voice that mocked him. Nope, he had fucked up before by bringing a third into their relationship. He was not making that mistake again.

Rock’s fingers flexed on his waist. “What’s going on in your head?”

Dammit, the man always could tell when something was off. That he could still do it now, even after all the hurt, told Grif that Rock was still as much a part of him as his hands and feet were. This right here was one of the reasons he would chase him to the end of the earth.


Possessive much?
 his internal voice snarked at him, but that fucker could just shut the hell up.


Damn straight!


“Nothing important.” Liar!

Grif reached for the shower gel someone had thoughtfully left for them.


Probably Allie…


He squeezed his eyes closed, grateful Rock’s head still rested against his chest, so he couldn’t see the war of emotions on Grif’s face. He would know for sure then something was up.

“I can feel the changes in your heartbeat, G.”

“I missed you,” Grif said. “I didn’t think you were coming back.”

“I was always coming back.” Rock winced when his ear rubbed off Grif’s arm. “That was never in doubt. I just needed to find out who was behind everything before I did.”

“We may never know.” Grif ran the sponge over Rock’s shoulders.

“We have got to figure it out.” Rock probably didn’t even realize that he was running his thumb up and down Grif’s side. It was something Rock did in his sleep too. “We still don’t know why Lexi was targeted. Someone other than Sharron was behind it. So far, what I have found led to Somalia. Either I got too close, or someone recognized me from a mission or something. I was targeted in Mogadishu for a reason.”

“We were Delta. There are prices on all our heads in at least Iraq, Afghanistan and probably half a dozen other countries,” Grif said. “How can you be sure it’s connected to Lexi?”

“I’m not, but I’ll keep looking until I find out,” Rock muttered. “Nothing is more important than keeping our kiddo safe.”

“Agreed.” Grif maneuvered Rock around until his head was under the water. If the bandage got wet so be it. He knew Rock needed to be clean more than he needed to worry about keeping that bandage dry. “Rinse.”

“Bossy,” Rock muttered, but he ducked his head and allowed the spray of water to pound on his shoulders for a couple of seconds before tipping his head back.

“Yup,” Grif pressed a kiss to Rock’s throat, “and don’t you forget it.”

“Mmm.”

Shit, that grumbly growl sent a shiver down his spine. Nope, Rock is hurt. Don’t you even think about it.


Grif opened his mouth to say no. The words were right there, but he lost them completely when Rock gripped his hips with both hands and pressed their lower bodies together. Dick sliding against dick, skin catching on skin made them both groan.

Gripping a handful of Grif’s hair, Rock pulled his head back and brought their mouths together in a rough kiss. Grif parted his lips, accepting Rock’s tongue as he thrust it deep inside. Grif fucking loved when Rock kissed him like this, completely in control, giving and taking everything.

Grif’s hands held onto Rock’s biceps and he widened his feet to give himself more traction as Rock nipped at his bottom lip before sucking it into his mouth, dragging a whimper from Grif.

Burying his fingers in Rock’s hair, he pushed against him, needing to be as close as possible, but at the same time not wanting to hurt him.

“Stop being so fucking careful,” Rock whispered against his lips.

Grif pressed his mouth to Rock’s neck and sucked at the skin, grazing his teeth along it. When he bit down lightly, it earned him a moan from Rock. The friction of skin on skin was so damn arousing, Grif rocked his hips, pressing harder against Rock.

“More...” His dick ached. He wanted everything Rock was willing to give. He had missed him so fucking much.

Rock’s fingers tweaked Grif’s nipples hard, before sliding down to wrap around both their dicks.

“Damn.”

Precum leaked from them both, coating Rock’s fingers and mixing with the soapy water. Grif pressed his face into Rock’s shoulder, breathing harshly as he struggled not to blow like he was a freaking teenager getting his first hand job. A couple of strokes and he would come. He could already feel how close he was. That’s what months of not even a five-knuckle shuffle for relief will do to you!

“Please.” He didn’t care that he was begging. He needed more from Rock. He needed to feel his guy, needed to know they still mattered to each other.

Rock dropped to his knees as soon as Grif uttered the plea.

“Wha—”

Grif’s question was cut off, and all concern that Rock was injured was also forgotten when he sucked the head of Grif’s dick into his mouth. Slamming one hand onto the tile, he fisted the other around Rock’s shoulder to stay on his feet.

Rock moaned around Grif’s dick, sending vibrations tingling through Grif’s balls. He could already feel them tightening, ready to blow. Rock’s hand on his ass, drawing him closer and pushing Grif’s dick further into his mouth, was driving him crazy. Grif’s hips flexed on instinct. The wet heat of Rock’s mouth and his hard sucks pulling at his dick was just too much to stay still and take it.

Pushing further down, Rock took him all the way to the root, his throat working at the head of Grif’s cock as he swallowed.

“Baby, fuck
 , mmmh.”

Rock slowly pulled up, licking and sucking as Grif’s dick leaked more precum into Rock’s mouth. His dick ached and pulsed with every suck. Every moan and grunt Rock made vibrated straight to Grif’s balls. He could feel them tighten.

Grif bit his lip and pumped his hips carefully, his hand cupping Rock’s cheek. With a strangled cry that might have been Rock’s name, he let go. He couldn’t help the jerk of his hips as cum spurted down Rock’s throat.

When the fireworks behind his eyelids finally dulled and his knees felt somewhat steady, Grif pulled Rock to his feet. The need to taste himself on his man’s mouth made him careless.

“Ow,” Rock grunted.

“Shit, sorry.” Grif winced. He carefully moved his fingers away from Rock’s ear and cupped his jaw instead.

Drawing Rock’s face down to his until their lips hovered a scant inch from each other, Grif breathed out, “I missed you.”

“I missed you too, G.”

Rock’s response was just as soft as Grif’s had been, but the words were no less heartfelt. They sent a wave of relief through him. Grif hadn’t realized how much he needed to hear them.

He pressed his back against the shower tiles to keep himself vertical for now then lifted onto his toes and kissed Rock. It started softly at first before he deepened it, allowing his tongue to swipe inside Rock’s mouth. This didn’t fix things by a long shot. Nope, but it helped reinforce that together they worked.

That didn’t mean everything was forgiven. Grif was still pissed at Rock and he wasn’t sure what would fix that. Talking wouldn’t help. Neither of them were big on working shit out that way. Punching the crap out of each other or taking their frustrations out on each other’s asses was also out while Rock was injured. So, Grif would wait. That’s all he could do… wait… For now.

“Hey, Grif, you done fucking?” Hammering on the bathroom door followed by Steele’s voice made them both jump. “Kalon and your guy, Cade, got something.”

“Fuck.” Rock buried his face into the crook of Grif’s neck. “I’m going to kill them.”

“I’ll hold them down.” Grif felt Rock’s lips curve into a smile against his throat. He silently thanked the gods who had been listening to him over the last few months for this boon. Rock was back. They might not be okay yet, but they would in time. Pissed as he was, Grif could feel the missing pieces of his heart slotting back into place.


There is just one other space… right there,
 his sub conscious reminded him.


Shut the fuck up, shit head.


He had enough guilt. He didn’t need his damn mind adding other stuff into the mix.

Nope, he had Rock back. He should just be fucking happy… right?

“We should get out there.” Rock pulled back and stood to his full height under the rainfall shower.

“But—”

Rock’s finger against his lips stopped what Grif was going to say.

“Later,” Rock told him. “We have a lifetime for you to suck me off, ‘kay?”

Grif nodded. “Yeah.”

He refused to acknowledge the fact that life was short and sometimes brutal in their line of work. Tomorrow was never guaranteed.

He pushed down the twinge of guilt. Nope, not going there right now. Maybe not ever.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN


ROCK TOSSED BACK SOME PAINKILLERS. Ugh, another notch in his ear. At this rate he was going to look like a bull, headed for the cattle market.


What are you bitching for? You’ve never been a pretty boy.


He followed Grif down the stairs. As he got to the bend, he braced himself, then looked around when nothing happened.


Lexi isn’t here to jump on your back, dumbass.



Fuck, I miss our kiddo.


He shook off the memory of the last time they had stayed in this safe house. There was work to be done and all that shit.


Yup, time to focus, man.


“You found something?” Grif pushed the door open to the living room.

A quick glance over his shoulder showed Rock that Cade and Kalon had set it up in a similar fashion to a tactical operating base. The white boards and projector screens stored under the stairs were placed along the interior wall. The screens showed different files and maps, and they had closed all the shutters.


Oh yes, someone had been busy for sure.


“Yeah, mate.” Only the slight drawl in Cade’s voice showed his Australian origins. Years of training and practice had given him a mostly neutral accent.

“We ran all the fingerprints we found through both our database and the one DFP has access to,” Cade continued. “We’ve come up with some possibilities. Meet Michail Tursynbekov.” An image of a man in his mid to late thirties popped up on the screen.

“He’s pretty distinctive with those tats.” Grif studied the image, making a note of all the shades of ink. “Is that spider webs with bullets and blood?”

Kalon moved the mouse and a little square highlighted the tattoo on Michail’s neck. “I can zoom it in a little, but the images are pretty distant, so the closer I get the more pixelated the images are going to be.”

“Just do what you can, babe.” Steele placed an energy drink on the table next to Kalon.

“Did you say Tursynbekov?” Creed asked.

Rock watched as Creed elbowed Hawk and raised his eyebrows.

“You know something?” Rock accused.

“It might be nothing,” Creed admitted.

Rock kept his eyes on the man. Right now, that silent conversation he had going on with Hawk was the most important thing in this room as far as he was concerned. They knew something for sure. He’d give them five minutes before he was turning one of them upside down and shaking the intel out of them. Finally, as Rock counted off seconds in his head, Hawk nodded.

“The surname Tursynbekov is typically a Kazakhstan one,” Creed explained. “Last year when I was captured, the people who were meant to purchase me were from Kazakhstan.” He shrugged. “It may be nothing. It’s slim at best, but Sarah was there too.” He jerked his head in Rock’s direction. “And now she was in Africa with you.”

“She fucking got around,” Jonah muttered so quietly Rock wouldn’t have heard it if he hadn’t been standing right next to him.

Poor bastard. What a kick in the balls it must be for him. Rock had gotten to know Jonah over the last couple of years and he knew how reserved the man was. He rarely let anyone in beyond the walls he had built up. That Sarah had managed to get around his defenses and turned out to be either a mole, or maybe a gun runner or at least had another agenda must fucking suck.

“Yup.” Jonah grimaced.

Matt’s hand was planted firmly on Jonah’s back. From where he stood, Rock could see Matt’s thumb stroking back and forth across the line of Jonah’s waistband. Rock was happy for them. Those two went through hell. They were separated for years and had come out the other side. They fucking deserved to know why Matt was taken and who the fuck was behind the shit that exploded their lives into smithereens at COP Wild-Wolf all those years ago. Was it the same person who was behind Lexi being taken at Christmas?

Rock vowed he would find out. He would get the answers.

“Focus,” Steele barked out.

Grif jumped and eyed Rock before looking around the room. Had anyone noticed him staring at the back of Allie’s head?

She sat in an armchair in front of where Rock and him stood, her legs curled under her as usual. Fuck.


Okay, good they are all still looking at Creed. Phew.


Rock leaned forward and rested his elbows on the back of Allie’s chair, his chin almost touching the top of her head. This was normally how Grif stood when they went through mission planning briefings. Holy hell, he could see why. This was comfy.


Mental note to self: G gets to stand with his ass at the front of the class from now on.


Maybe it was cliché or stupid, or whatever one wanted to call it, but Rock didn’t give a shit. He needed his own team close. He had come right up to the line in the sand of going off the rails. He needed the people closest to him to ground him, to remind him why he fought in every war the USA had been involved in for almost two decades. He knew there was a show down with Grif on the cards. He had no illusions that G was going to have something to say about his disappearance.

“So, this Michail whatshisface…” Micah studied the images on the screen. “Anyone ever heard of him?”

“INTERPOL have him on one of their most wanted lists.” Cade put a file on the screen next to the image. “Two million US dollars for any intel leading to his capture or death.”

“Two million reasons for him to go to ground,” Hawk said.

“All we can do is run that tattoo through the databases and see if we get a hit,” Kalon said. “Tattoos are hard to disguise. You can cover them with another tattoo, but that would be bigger, so we can shorten the list that way… maybe?”

“We can try…”

The buzzing in his pocket made Rock frown. What the fuck? Who the hell was calling him?

He pulled out his phone and glanced at the screen. He could feel his eyes growing large, and he nudged Grif, showing him the phone. If he had time to laugh at Grif’s eyes doing their own widening, he would have. Instead, he put the phone to his ear.

“Deputy Director, what can I do for you today?”


“You can tell me what the fuck you are doing in Italy and why the fuck your ass was in Somalia when it is meant to be grounded.”


“Uh…” Rock turned toward the door and stepped out into the hall—not that he had an issue with Panther knowing what was going on, but because he had a feeling he was about to get reamed a new asshole. Never a pleasant experience at the best of times, but he would rather not have Panther hear it happen.

When the door didn’t close behind him, he looked back to see Grif and Allie following him. Before the door closed behind Allie, Cade was next through it. He might as well have stayed in the damn room at this rate.


“Did you really think we wouldn’t notice that your tracker was activated?”


“Shit,” Grif whispered softly.

Rock squeezed his fingers into his eyes and silently inhaled. Shit was a mild description for this. Clusterfuck? FUBAR: Fucked Up Beyond All Recognition. SNAFU: Situation Normal: All Fucked Up? Yup, they all worked here in this situation. What the hell had they been thinking?

Shit, how to answer…

Rock drew in a deep breath. Fuck it, act like it was deliberate… maybe? He was well-known as an ask for forgiveness rather than permission kind of guy.

“Yes, Sir—”


“Get your damn asses stateside, STAT,” the Deputy Director cut across anything Rock may have said.


“Yes, Sir,” Rock answered in the only way he could. Fuck balls almighty. Suspended or not, he had to obey orders. FUCKKK!


“You have twenty-four hours to have your asses out of Italy and on US soil,”
 the Deputy Director growled. “Got it?”


“Yes, Sir.” Rock heard a bang come through the phone before the line went dead. Fuck, it sounded like the boss man had thrown yet another phone.

He looked at the others. “You activated my tracker?”

“Yeah,” Grif told him. “We activated your damn tracker, and I’d order Cade to do it again in a fucking heartbeat.” He took a step closer to Rock. “You know what the fuck we found at Guzuwamba’s compound?”

Oh yeah, Rock knew what they found—Sarah’s handiwork, or rather the cook’s handiwork on Sarah’s instructions—but activating that tracker put them back in the spotlight. If they were recalled to duty, he would never find the fucker who was behind Lexi’s kidnapping.

“Fucking dead bodies, babe.” Grif sounded pissed. “Dead fucking bodies in a place we watched your unconscious ass being dragged into less than a day before.”

No, Rock thought, he was wrong. Grif wasn’t pissed. He had been scared out of his mind. Rock could hear it in the barest hint of a hitch in his voice. Shit, the last thing he wanted to do was worry his guy. He just wanted his family safe and Lexi was as much his kiddo as if she had been born with his DNA flowing through her veins.

“No more Lone Ranger shit.” Allie spoke for the first time. “I get it, Rock, we all do.” She ignored the scowl on Rock’s face and stepped close to him, then hugged him. Rock stiffened for a second before allowing the familiar feel and smell of Allie’s shampoo to wrap around him like a blanket. “We’re stronger together.”

“I know,” Rock grumbled. He rested his chin on the top of Allie’s head and closed his eyes. Grif’s arms wrapped around both him and Allie.

It was the first time since Christmas Rock felt the world stop spinning off its axes. Everything screeched to a stop. In his head he could almost hear the brake pads as they connected with the rims on the wheels that drove the constant motion in his head.

Rock looked down at the top of Allie’s blond head. What was it about this small woman that made everything just stop? Why her? Why now? No matter how many times over the years he asked himself the questions, he didn’t have any answers as to why being close to Allie pressed the pause button while the world went spinning on by. The only other person who did that for him was G.


Your first clue that Shar wasn’t the right one should have been that
 , he silently chastised himself.

Even though he tried to shake it off his internal self refused to let it go.


Why the fuck does this feel like home?


He pushed his questions to one side.

He could dig them out and examine them later. Right now, he needed to feel them.

None of them paid attention to the door to the TOC room clicking closed behind Cade. The three of them just soaked each other in, drawing comfort and shoring up their defenses for what was to come.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN


“PROBLEMS?” Matt asked as soon as Cade walked back into the room.

“Nah.” Cade wasn’t saying a damn thing. His loyalty was to Grif, Rock, Allie and their other Ghost brothers.


If you have a team left by the time the Deputy Director gets done…


He shrugged aside the niggling worry that he would lose another team of brothers because of military rules and regs. No, it didn’t matter. If they disbanded Ghosts, Grif and the others would always be family.


Even in Leavenworth?


The internal voices were doing battle in his head, his biggest fears trying to get him to see worst case scenarios. They had no fucking place in his brain today, and he roughly pushed them back, because, hell yes, even if we all end up in prison.


“We need to figure this shit out.”

“Yup.” Hawk turned from where he had been studying the files on screen. “This guy never crossed my desk. I would remember the tat.”

“Kalon found a better view of it.” Micah gestured to the screen as a photo of Michail was displayed. This one showed him lounging on a luxury yacht, and based on the color of the sea, Cade guessed it was probably somewhere close to Thailand or maybe Indonesia.

“Where did you find that one?”

“Facebook.” Kalon gestured to a laptop in a hard-backed military case. “The facial recon program is still running. That photograph is from two thousand and nine. It looks like he dropped off public view then.”

“Just after Wild-Wolf,” Matt muttered. “How fucking coincidental.”

“Do we have anything to connect him to Sarah?” Jonah went back in his chair, balancing it on two legs as he leaned to look at Kalon. “Other than his prints at that old airbase in Somalia.”

“Yeah.” Hawk pointed to the other people in the photograph on screen. “This is her, isn’t it? She has dark hair, but it’s her… right?” Hawk’s hand smacked Micah’s out of the way when he reached to touch the screen. “Don’t, Mic. If you make Kalon’s screens explode in pink glitter he will shoot you.”

“Hey!” Micah pouted. “It was one time and it was totally Creed’s fault.”

“Behave.”

“Yup, behaving, got it.” Micah clicked his fingers at Delta and retreated to the other side of the room. “C’mon girl. We’re totally misunderstood.”

“Don’t you be lumping our girl in with your shenanigans.” Creed kissed the top of Mic’s head. “Delta is the best girl, aren’t you princess?”

Jeez, was Cade in the freaking twilight zone or something? Who the hell were these people?

“Are they always like this?” he asked Kalon.

“Pretty much. Most of then served under ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell’. They refuse to hide who they are now.”

“Fair enough.”

“It doesn’t bother you?”

“Should it?” Cade was confused. “Love is love, man. They’re happy. Who you love doesn’t affect your damn trigger finger, or your ability to tell which ones are the terrorists shooting at you and which ones aren’t.”

“Roger that.” Steele’s voice behind him made his heart rate speed up, and he resisted the urge to slam his elbow back into Steele’s abs to move him out of his personal space. Sneaky fucker.


“Where did Jase and Fritz go?” Micah asked. “It shouldn’t take this long to buy groceries?” He looked at his watch. “They’ve been gone two hours.”

“Either of them speak Italian?” Creed questioned.

“Um…” Micah was clearly thinking when he paused. “I don’t think Jase does, but I don’t know about Fritz. Matt?”

“Nope.” Matt knew Fritz best, having worked with him for a couple of years before he and Jonah took over Fritz’s security firm in Texas. “A little Spanish. Well, Texas Spanish anyway.”

“They got lost,” Micah said. “Bet you ten bucks they got lost.” He pulled out his phone and scrolled through until he found the number he wanted and hit dial. “Hey, dude, did you get lost?”


“No, asshole, I didn’t.”
 Jason’s voice came through the speakers on the phone. “If the Major here could make up his damn mind between chocolate salami and cannoli sometime before Christmas we might be back in about an hour or two.”


“Quit fucking around and get your asses back here,” Steele said loud enough that Jason could hear him. “Where the fuck are you?”


“Ah, at the Co-Op?”


Jason pronouncing the word like the shortened version of co-operative had Cade folding his lips together to prevent the laugh that wanted to escape. Shit, had Jason really never been in Italy before?

“It’s not a Co-Op, dumbass, it’s a Coop—like the chicken house,” Matt told him. “And it’s fucking five minutes down the road. You’ve been gone two hours. Do you need an exfil plan to find the damn door?”


“No.”
 Jason sounded offended, making the others snicker. “I do not need an exfil plan. I am the team tracker. I just need to figure out how to drag Fritz away from the cookie counter without shooting him.”


“Pick him up and carry his ass out of there if he refuses to move,” Micah advised.

Cade was seriously starting to worry about these guys. Were they all fucking insane? Seriously, what the everliving fuck was going on?

“Put him on the phone,” Matt ordered.

Cade could hear some muted conversation before a heavy sigh came through the speakers, followed by, “Blackwell?”


“Get your fucking ass back to base, Major,” Matt whisper-shouted into the phone, obviously aware Jason and Fritz may have an audience in the store.


“But—”


“Get your damn behind moving.” Matt cut off any protest that Fritz may have made. “You and lover boy can come back to Italy for sweet shopping when we are fucking done. How copy?”


“Solid copy.”


How the hell Cade kept from laughing at the sulky tone in Fritz’s voice, he would never know, but he managed it… barely.”

“If you laugh, I’ll laugh too,” Kalon whispered.

“Shh.” Cade folded his lips together. “How the hell were these guys Delta Force?”

Oh bollocks. He said that out loud, didn’t he?

“We’re in intel sourcing mode,” Steele told him. “When we start gathering weapons, then you’ll see the serious side. For now, we have been through so much shit together that we have learned to wind each other up, make each other laugh or act crazy, so we don’t actually flip the fuck out and do damage where we shouldn’t.”

“Okay.” Cade shrugged.

That made sense to him. He saw it sometimes in Grif especially, suggesting it was obviously a learned skill. Grif had been a member of Delta Force - Team Panther prior to becoming a Ghost. Before they got down to the serious business of planning a mission, Grif would pull pranks and drive Rock batshit, but he made them all laugh, breaking the rising tension.

Yup, it all made perfect sense now. Delta Force bred Panther-style crazy daisies.




GRIF LEANED over the sink in the bathroom, water dripping down his face. Nope, he would not fucking cry. Relief at having Rock back made him feel like he was Allie hitting PMS days with no chocolate or jellies.

Grif shuddered. Crap like that just shouldn’t happen.

Allie could be dangerous with a skillet at the best of times. Deprive her of chocolate and jellies when she needed them and she was straight up more lethal than Jonah with his Win Mag .300.

Grif turned off the water and scrubbed his face dry, checking in the mirror to make sure no evidence of emotion showed on his face before he headed to the temporary TOC.

He would only ever admit to Rock how much he had needed that hug, needed that time between them. He knew Rock had needed it too.

His emotions and feelings were all over the place, seesawing between wanting to beat Rock with a rock and wanting to tie him to the bed, so they could fuck each other senseless.

But that was something to worry about later.

He couldn’t leave all the leg work to Panther. His ass needed to be right there with them as they went through the intel.

Walking into the room, Grif stopped short when he caught sight of the rigid tension in Rock’s shoulders.


Shit, what now?


“What do you see?” Grif moved through the others until he stood shoulder to shoulder with his guy and studied the image on the screen in front of them. “That’s Sarah?”

“Yup.”

Grif studied the image. He also recognized the tattoo on the neck of the man they knew was Michail. “What am I missing?”

“Study it,” Rock told him. “Not just the two in the front.” Rock’s voice was snapping over every word. He was pissed. Grif didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to figure that shit out.

Stepping closer to the screen, Grif studied the back of the man standing at what looked to be a bar area behind their target guy. “Do we know him?”

“Looks familiar, doesn’t he?” Rock said mildly. “Keep looking.”

His stomach churning and rolling told Grif he really didn’t want to look at the bunch of women around the dude with his back to the camera. His internal warning system was already telling him what he would find. He shouldn’t have been surprised, but the gut-wrenching sense of betrayal sent a blast of frigidness through his veins that nearly brought him to his knees.

He locked them in place to stay vertical.

“Fucking bitch!
 ”

“Yup,” Rock whispered back. “How the fuck did we miss it for so long, G?”

“It’s not your fault.” Allie nudged Grif’s back.

He automatically stepped to one side to make room for her between him and Rock.

“She was vetted, had security clearance,” Allie continued trying to soothe them. “There was no reason for you to suspect she wasn’t who she said she was. Hell, I didn’t like the woman very much and I still never thought she was this far over the line.”

“Remind me to have Cade check who cleared her,” Rock ordered, his voice tight.

Grif wanted to know too.

“Of course,” Allie said. “Are you going to tell them?”

“Yeah.” Rock sighed and turned to address the rest of the room. “We found our connection between Michail and Sarah,” he paused for a second and added on, “and Shar.”

“What the hell?” Micah was out of his chair and across the room to peer at the screen. “Where?”

“The red bikini,” Rock told him.

“You sure?” Micah seemed confused.

Grif understood that. The woman in the picture looked nothing like the Shar his Panther brothers had met and gotten to know over the previous year, but this was the Shar Grif and Rock first met and fell in love with.

“Yup, I’m sure,” Grif told them.

“Okay, we have to assume there is a connection between the three of them. If we find it, we may get a lead.”

Rock shook his head. “We have to return to the US. We’ve been ordered by our direct boss.”

“Fuck.” Micah looked at Allie. “You too?”

“Yes.”

“Dammit, what about Lexi?”

“We’ve been ordered back to the US,” Allie told him. Fiddling with the weapon attached to the belt at her waist, she added, “I go where Rock and Grif go. Same as you do for your team, Mic.”

Grif raised his eyebrows at Micah’s scowl. He got why he was being pissy, he did, but it didn’t stop him wanting to thump him either.

“Then you come to the compound with us,” Matt told them. “It won’t be the first time we have had Ghosts on-site.”

“Agreed.” Jonah added, “Plus, Lexi is there.” His eyes slid to Rock, a questioning look in his eyes. “Unless you were ordered back to base, which I’m assuming you weren’t.”

“Nope,” Rock confirmed.

He would never admit he was relieved the Panthers were opening their doors to them, although he shouldn’t be surprised. These were Grif’s brothers. They had walked through firefights in the depths of hellish Iraq and Afghanistan together for years. They would always have his back—no matter what. That they were including him in the invitation humbled him more than he ever wanted to admit.

“Grab your gear.” Steele turned away from the screens. “The sooner our asses are back at home base and we can get Kalon set back up with all his equipment, the sooner we can start running this fucker to ground.”

“Yes, Sir.”

The collective affirmative answers made Grif smile. You could take the people out of the military, it was easily done, but taking the lessons and habits learned while enlisted out of the people?

That was a whole different ball game.

“Gather your shit,” Steele ordered. “Mic, call Jase and tell him and Fritz to meet us at the airport. We’re RTHB.”

“RTHB?” Allie whispered to Grif.

“Return to home base,” Grif explained. “We’re going home.”

Rock’s stomach clenched hard. Shit, did Grif and Allie see Texas as home?

His search for justice and answers had fucked everything up… hadn’t it?





CHAPTER FIFTEEN


“I DON’T LIVES with you, Unca Micah. I lives with Momma and Unca Rock and Unca G.”

Rock folded his lips together. He refused to smirk or laugh, but he wished he had a video camera. Lexi stood like a mini version of her momma about five seconds before she started swinging skillets. Her tiny hands were propped on her hips, an indignant ‘how could you be so stupid’ look on her face.

“Right now, you live with me and momma and uncles Hawk and Creed.” Micah reached for the hot pink backpack that lay at Lexi’s feet.

“Nope,” Lexi told him, her little pixie face a study in seriousness. “My Momma said we stay with Unca Rock when he come back.” She pointed to where Rock stood, leaning against the railing at the bottom of the porch steps. “He back. I lives with him.”

Rock swallowed down the lump in his throat. He loved her. Lexi totally rocked.

“She—”

“Shut up, Rock,” Micah growled out.

Rock shrugged. Okay then, he wouldn’t tell Micah that Lexi and her Momma were
 staying with him and Grif. He would figure it out soon enough.

It had been a few months since he had been at the compound, and from the looks of things, Matt and Jonah had been busy. Four large new cabins had been built in a semi-circle alongside Matt’s original house, and that massive building on the other side of the lake looked suspiciously like a firing range. It sounded like one too.

If he wasn’t mistaken there was an obstacle course under construction as well. He was looking forward to seeing how his times matched up to Panthers.

He hadn’t had a chance to take in all the changes yet. He’d been distracted by the pint-sized mini version of Allie jumping off Betty’s pink dune buggy and racing for him as soon as he stepped out of the truck.

“Unca Micah.” Lexi tipped her chin up, rolling her eyes. “I tells you I lives with Unca Rock. You gotta deals.”

“I have cookies.” Micah tried to bribe her.

Lexi cocked her head to one side, as if she was considering Micah’s offer. “Are they pink?”

“No…”

Lexi didn’t wait for Micah to tell her what kind of cookies he had. She threw her little arms up in the air and stomped her foot before she grabbed her backpack.


Don’t laugh… don’t laugh…
 Rock reminded himself.

Lexi twirled around and stomped down the steps toward Rock. “My Unca Micah forgots to bring his brains home, Unca Rock. We gots to get him new ones. We’s family, I lives wif you.” She marched passed Rock and headed toward the house Matt had assigned to them shortly after they arrived.

“Um…” Rock wasn’t quite sure what he could say to Micah. “I’ll go after her then.”

“Fucker,” Micah grumbled, but Rock could hear the smile in his voice. Mic got as much of a kick out of Lexi as he did.

“I heards that, Unca Micah. I’m telling Momma.”

“Of course you are,” Micah muttered in response. He turned back to the door and clicked his fingers. “C’mon Delta, we’ll go have those cookies ourselves.”

Rock gave up all pretense at seriousness and planted his hands on his thighs and doubled over laughing until tears streamed down his cheeks. Holy fuck, it was good to be home.


Since when did Pantherville become home?


Rock shrugged in response to his inner shit head asking stupid questions. G, Allie and Lexi were here—that made it home. Period.


Shut up, dumbass
 .




“WHAT DO you think that’s all about?” Allie spoke to Grif from her spot at the window.

Grif’s snort in her ear made her jump. How had she not noticed him moving from the couch to her back? Oh yeah, because she had been busy watching her daughter put Micah in his place.

“She’s happy Rock is back,” Grif said, his voice soft.

Grif’s breath against her ear sent shivers through her. She hoped the goose bumps rising on the back of her neck were covered by her hair.


Now is not the time to start fan girling.


No matter how much she reminded herself that Rock and Grif weren’t hers, it didn’t stop her belly from flip-flopping or her heart from racing every time one of them stepped close to her. Dang it, she thought she had shoved this stuff somewhere in a deep box and buried it in the desert years ago when they met Shar.


The bitch is gone. They can be yours now,
 her subconscious helpfully supplied.


Oh, bite your tongue, idiot. You are not helping.


“Did she put Mic in his place?”

Grif’s chin rubbed off her hair as he gestured to Lexi, who stomped across the circular drive around which the houses were built.


Frick-fracking hell, do not react.


“Looks like it.” Allie hoped her voice didn’t sound tight. “You know what she’s like about Rock. She missed him and isn’t about to let him out of her sight any time soon.”

“In that we are all in agreement,” Grif told her. “Puppy pile tonight?”


Fudge buckets almighty. I might have a chance of keeping my hands to myself while I’m awake, but I have no freaking control when I’m asleep
 .

“Sure.” Allie agreed. “I think he needs it. Lexi too.”

“What about you?” Grif asked. “Do you need to sleep with us too?”

Allie stubbornly kept her eyes on her daughter and Rock. There was no way she would be able to hide the riot of emotions that were blasting through her. Grif may not be able to read exactly what those emotions were, but he sure as hell would know that something was up.

“I think we all do.”


Oh my God, what did you say that for?


“We are stronger together,” she continued talking, even though she willed herself to shut her mouth. “We always have been.” Be quiet already!
 “I… um… I better start dinner.”

Allie barely waited for the kitchen door to slam shut behind her before she buried her face into both hands.

“What are you doing
 ?”


You should have punched that bitch in the face the first day they brought her home and we could have avoided all this mess.


Allie shook her head. “Okay, dinner. That’s what you are meant to be doing.”

She refused to listen to what she really wanted. She still hadn’t forgotten that last time she had attempted to tell Rock and Grif how she felt. One humiliation like that was quite enough, thank you very much.

So, why did everything inside her insist that this was their time, that maybe the disaster from before had happened so they could have the amazing pixie that was her daughter in their lives?

Somehow, she would make it through dinner and all of them piling like a litter of puppies to sleep. She had to. Screwing things up wasn’t an option.




ROCK KEPT HIS BREATHING EVEN, careful not to give off any ‘I am awake’ vibes.

Where the fuck was he?

He kept his eyes closed and strained his ears, listening to the sounds of the night. He could hear the inhales and exhales of breathing.


Shit, think, Rockwell! Where the fuck are you?


“I’m here, soldier. Settle.”

Inwardly, Rock flinched at the first murmur of a voice, but he knew anyone watching him would see no change. He had spent too long as an operator to give little details away, even details like the fact he was awake.

It took a couple of seconds for it to sink in the voice was Grif’s.

“Mmm ‘kay,” he answered just as softly.

Rock’s brain slowly adjusted and he remembered where he was. As reality snapped back into his awareness, he felt the tiny body snuggled up against him, and his lips curved upwards.

Lexi.

He was surprised to note she was still in the exact same spot she had been when she had fallen asleep a couple of hours before. Her tiny fingers were bunched into the material of his T-shirt, as if he might escape while she slept.

Opening his eyes, he was greeted by the soft glow from Lexi’s princess nightlight illuminating the room. In the semi darkness, he could make out Allie’s face where she was curled on her side, bracketing Lexi on the other side. Grif’s big frame completed the circle.

Rock sucked in a breath when a memory slammed into him. Him and Grif had been at a club—he wasn’t sure where, Germany, Switzerland maybe. They had been talking about adding a third to their relationship. Both had dismissed Allie Kennedy until she walked in the door of the club that night.

She was Grif’s teammates sister.

At that time, she was also in the files of suitable candidates for the team Rock was earmarked for. There had been a million reasons why they shouldn’t even have considered her as a third, but they had. Even now, all these years later, Rock could hear his voice swearing in his head as his pager went off later that night, before they had time to discuss it. That buzzing calling him back to base, canceling his leave, sending him into the Hindu Kush for months with no contact.

By the time he’d come back Grif had met Shar again, been half in love with her already, and they’d had a decision to make.

Now, watching Allie sleep with her daughter between him and Grif, he couldn’t help but wonder what might have been… What might have happened if his pager hadn’t gone off that night, if they’d had the time to figure out the woman they should have been looking at was right in front of them all along.

Rock inhaled sharply and jerked when he realized the direction his brain was running.


What the actual fuck are you thinking, dumbass? Don’t be an idiot.


He ran one hand softly over Lexi’s hair when he felt her hands tighten in his shirt. “Shh.”

“You good?” Grif’s whisper made Allie shift in her sleep. She pushed back against Grif, one hand gently stroking Lexi’s back before coming to rest on Rock’s stomach.

Rock slammed his eyes shut. “Yeah,” he said back just as softly.

He reached across both Lexi and Allie to tangle his fingers into Grif’s. He was seeing things that weren’t there, wishful thinking about what could have been if life had taken them in a different direction and all that shit.

“Night, G.”

“Night.”




GRIF LEANED his elbows on the timber railing surrounding the porch and sipped his coffee. He had managed to sneak out of bed without waking even Rock. Moving an inch at a time sucked when you really freaking needed coffee and a handful of painkillers to combat the thumping in your skull, but his need to let Rock, Allie and Lexi sleep was more important than a little pain.

Man, mother nature was putting on one hell of a display of vivid dawn colors and reflections in the lake this morning. Matt had been right to come home, to rebuild his life here. This compound he had built outside Victoria, Texas almost felt like home. Maybe if the US Government decided to disband their task force, maybe he would talk to Rock about moving here.


Yeah, good luck with that.


Movement across the yard caught his eye. He scanned the other houses, but they were all still dark. He checked his watch. Zero six hundred. Yup, that would be Micah moving around out there, no doubt.

He headed back into the house to refill his mug with coffee. Before the black liquid filled all the way to the top, the sound of a footstep on the porch outside had him stopping. He reached for another mug and filled it, adding a spoon of sugar and a dash of milk. It turned the coffee the color of hot chocolate.

Heading back outside, Grif gave the mug to Jason before wrapping his hands around his own and muttering, “Morning,” at him.

Jason sniffed the coffee. “You remember how I take it.”

“Of course I do, dumbass,” Grif spoke softly. “I remember you lugging tins of powdered milk in your gear. I thought you were going to shit kittens that time Steele tried to use it as a peace offering for killing that Iraqi villager’s damned goat.”

“Asshole knows I can’t drink coffee black.” Jason scowled at the memory. “It gives me gas.”

Grif felt the corner of his lips curve. It was good to have Jason back in the fold again, especially as they all knew his secrets now and he didn’t have to hate himself for keeping stuff from the people who were closer to him than brothers.

He eyed Jason speculatively.


What the fuck is the deal between him and Fritz?


“You good, man?”

“Yeah.” Jason moved away from Grif’s side and sat his ass on the steps. He took a sip of his coffee and shuddered as the caffeine hit his system. “You staying?”

“I don’t know. I guess it depends on Rock.”

“Will you guys be okay?”

“Fuck knows.” Grif ran his hand over his hair. He missed it being long. What the fuck possessed him to cut it again? Rock hadn’t mentioned it yet, but he had no doubt that conversation was coming at some stage. “Depends on the DIA, I guess.”

“That’s who you report to?”

The Defense Intelligence Agency was among a list of organizations and people his team was under.

“One of them,” he hedged.

“POTUS?”

Jason was looking at him strangely. Shit, what had he heard about Ghosts?

“It might not matter anymore,” Grif admitted. “We’re non-active until we hear otherwise.”

“You’re getting antsy,” Jason correctly guessed.

“Yup.”

“Want to tell me why?”

“Well hello Dr. Phil! I hadn’t realized I’d signed up for your show.” Grif knew chances were slim that Jason would let him blow him off. The only thing that surprised him really was that Steele hadn’t been all up in his business before now.

“Spill it, asshole.”

Grif took another sip of coffee. He wasn’t entirely sure how to explain it, but hell, if anyone would understand it would be another operator, especially one of his Panther brothers.

“Special Ops is the only life I’ve known—Rock too. I don’t know that there is anything else out there for us.”

“Matt, Jonah and Steele were talking about going after some mercenary contracts.”

“Mercs?” Grif knew his eyes widened, but then Jason knew him well enough that he could have read the shock, even without the visual cues. “That surprises me.”

“Me too.” Jason shrugged. “The mercs we sometimes had as backup weren’t always up to scratch. I guess if they still want to give back then providing assistance to other Delta teams is the way to do it.”

“Is Jonah giving up the music business?”

“I don’t know the ins and outs of it, dude.” Jason’s fingers traced the small handprints in the concrete of the step he sat on. Those handprints made Grif smile, even though Allie had freaked when she saw Lexi signing the porch steps.

The soft swish of the door opening behind them was loud when the only sounds to be heard were crickets and birds.

Grif closed his eyes and leaned into the hand that rested against his lower back. “There’s coffee.”

“I got it.” Rock raised his mug, showing Grif that he had indeed helped himself. He sighed and rested his forehead against the back of Grif’s neck for a couple of seconds. “Morning.”

Grif wanted to be pissed that Rock was acting like he had done countless other ‘mornings’ over the last God knows how many years, as if nothing was wrong, but his ‘thank fuck your home’ side wanted to soak up every inch of Rock he could get his hands on. It warred constantly with his ‘I can’t believe you fucking left me’ side, which wanted to kick his ass.

“I’ll… ugh.”

Jason’s words had Rock pulling back from Grif with a frown. “Does it bother you?” He gestured between himself and Grif with his mug, swearing to fuck he would kick the shit out of Jason if it did.

“No.” Jason sat his ass back on the step. “You just haven’t seen each other in a while and…”

“And we also have a four-year-old in the house,” Grif reminded him.

“There is no way our kiddo is only four,” Rock muttered. “She gives orders like Betty.” He completely missed the eyebrow Jason raised at Grif in query, and if he felt Grif’s answering shoulder shrug, he ignored it too.

“What did she do?” Grif lifted his mug to his lips. Damn. Empty. He snagged Rock’s and took a sip before handing it back.

“She told me I was snoring like a tank and to remove myself from her presence,” Rock muttered. “Apparently I was disturbing the peace.”

“You was.” Lexi pushed open the door behind them. All three men turned to smile at her. “Momma needs you to reach for her.”

Rock froze for a second. “Reach for her?”

“Yeah.” Lexi plopped her bottom on the step next to Jason and handed him her pink combat boots. “You puts them on me?”

“Sure.”

Rock couldn’t help himself. He smiled at the sight of Lexi’s tiny boots dwarfed in one of Jason’s hands as the fingers of the other tugged at the laces to loosen the boot enough to fit over her foot.

Grif snorted at the confusion he could see on Rock’s face. “Allie needs something off a high shelf.” he told Rock. “Want me to go?”

Ah, now that made more sense. Reach for her… He’d obviously been hit harder on the head than he thought, as his mind went somewhere it shouldn’t have for a second there.

He was not blushing. Nope. That was the heat from the Texas morning sun.

“Nah, I got it.” He drained the last of his mug. “I need about ten more mugs of coffee before I feel somewhat human.” He dropped a kiss on the side of Grif’s neck before heading inside to help Allie.

Grif watched Rock leave and rubbed his fingers over the side of his neck where Rock’s lips had touched. There he went with the normal shit again, acting like nothing had happened.

Did Rock honestly think everything was okay? He was back so the last four months was, what? Forgotten? Bah, Grif would show him that wasn’t the freaking case.

And if Rock thought he hadn’t noticed the twitch in the side of his cheek where Rock was clamping his teeth down to keep himself focused, then he was a damn fool.




“WHAT DO YOU NEED, SIS?”

Allie frowned at Rock. What was going on? He had never called her sister before. What the fudging heck had he been drinking?

“Why did you call me that?” She ignored the first part of his question and focused on the last. “I’m not your sister.”

“Ah…”

Rock busied himself, rinsing his mug out at the sink. Shit, he had used ‘sister’ to remind himself where Allie stood in their lives.

Last night he had expected nightmares, had been prepared for them. He hadn’t been ready to deal with the glimpses of the happy family dinner around a massive table. These were images that invaded his dreams and surprisingly helped him sleep better than they should have.


Nope,
 do not go there. You have enough shit to sort out with G before you even think of dragging anyone else into your shit show, especially Allie
 .

“How do you mean? We’re all family.”


That sounded reasonable… right?


“I’m not your sister.” Allie slammed the whisk she held in her hand onto the marble countertop. It bounced and hopped across the stone before coming to rest against the toaster. “Being attracted to your brother is just gross.”


Oh, now you have done it! You were not meant to say that out loud
 .

Allie refused to hide her face in her hands, but she could feel the heat growing, could feel her face getting red. Anyone who said they didn’t know they blushed were liars. Blushing heated everything it freaking touched. Period.


Whoa, shut the front door…



What did she just say?


“Attracted?” Rock stared at Allie. “Um…” His brain refused to work. It was still stuck on that word: attracted?


What the fuck? It was mutual? Did Grif know? Fuck, did Grif feel the same? And if that answer was yes, why the hell did the thought of Allie between them take his morning semi hard on and make it rock solid?


Sure, he and Grif had considered asking her to play with them way back before they brought Shar in, but having now worked with Allie for years, he hadn’t looked at her like that since—at least until the dreams last night had kicked him in the ass, and the stupid thoughts he was arguing with himself about in his head.

If Allie hadn’t been so mortified that she had more or less told Rock that she wanted him, she would have laughed at him. His open mouth more than betrayed his surprise. She much preferred it when he laughed. He didn’t do it often enough. When he let that iron grip he kept on his control slip and he truly laughed, it reached his eyes.

That’s what made her ache for what could have been.

It also didn’t hurt that both Rock and Grif had killer bodies, but it was them, who they were inside, not the hardened warriors they showed the world that she wanted. When they showed her, showed their team, and most especially showed Lexi their true self they were the men who made her want more.

It was the way Rock held the back of the saddle on Lexi’s bike and ran down the pavement, helping her balance as she learned to cycle with no stabilizers.

Or how Grif would pull Lexi onto his chest and let her sleep against his heart.

Those were just a handful of the many things that made her stomach flip-flop and her insides tingle.

Those where the glimpses of who Rock and Grif really were.

Those sneaky peeks made her hope.


It’s official, you are an idiot. Do not ever admit that out loud, or you will ruin everything.


“Pick your mouth up off the floor, Rock, and get the freaking bowl,” Allie muttered. “It’s too early in the morning to be thinking so hard.”

“I need more coffee for that conversation.” Rock finally pulled the heavy ceramic bowl off the shelf and placed it on the counter. “Maybe something stronger.” He refilled both his mug and Allie’s before leaving the kitchen.

His dismissal stung, but wasn’t surprising. Given how things ended with Shar, what did Allie expect? For her to confess her attraction and be welcomed into the fold?

It was never going to happen.

Rock and Grif would never trust another woman again.

Embarrassment flooded her. “Way to go Als. Open mouth, insert boots.” Allie dumped flour into the bowl before adding the melted butter. She whopped the egg off the side of it, while grumbling under her breath, “Frick-fracking fabulous! Of course you had to shatter and send shell into my pancakes!”

Ugh! She flexed her fingers a couple of times and leaned her palms against the counter, letting her shoulders sag.

Okay, she could play this off as ‘before coffee ramblings’. Rock was well aware of the Kennedy wit and tendency for snark and pulling legs. He’d put her comment about being attracted to him down to that… right?

She picked up the bowl, tucked it into her elbow and reached for the whisk.

“You okay, Allie?”

Allie jumped, and the bowl dropped onto the tile floor, shattering.

“Motherfu…” Allie clamped her teeth down onto her bottom lip to prevent the rest of the word slipping out, because there she was—her little parrot right beside her Uncle G.

Teaching a four-year-old to remember to say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ was a challenge at the best of times, but she would bet her best Dior perfume that one time of hearing the word ‘motherfucker’ and Lexi would be repeating it until Thanksgiving.

“You scared me,” Allie breathed out the words.

“Lex, you want to go see if Uncle Micah and Delta are up?” Grif asked her. He pointed a finger at Allie. “Don’t move an inch in those bare feet ‘til I get back or you’ll cut yourself,” he ordered. “Got it?”

Allie rolled her eyes. “Yes, Sir. I got it.”

When in doubt fall back on training, right?




ROCK LEANED against the bathroom sink. Maybe that concussion he brought back from Somalia was worse than he thought.

He splashed water on his face, swiping one hand across his mouth as he stared at his reflection in the mirror. That was it, right? The reason he was having these stupid inappropriate thoughts about Allie Kennedy? He couldn’t stop thinking about that phone call giving him orders to return to base all those years ago. If it hadn’t happened, then maybe Shar would have been the one they didn’t look twice at and they could have avoided this whole clusterfuck.


But then you wouldn’t have Lexi!
 he reminded himself, and yeah, his inner demon was right—having Lexi made it worth it.

Rock switched off the faucet and dried his face. He blew out a breath. There was a discussion in his and Grif’s future, for sure. He’d learned years ago keeping stuff from each other drove them crazy.

Sometimes, he trusted Grif more than he trusted his own instincts.

Plus, he wasn’t an idiot. He could see something had changed between Grif and Allie in the time he was away.

He just wasn’t sure that G or Allie saw it yet.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN


TWO WEEKS. Two freaking weeks. Grif was going to go insane. Every time he walked into a room, Rock walked out. If he did manage to corner him—and make no bones about it, it was cornering him—Rock found something else to do, or someone interrupted them. He was never going to get fucking answers at this rate.

Worse, other than those brief moments in the shower at the safe house in Italy, Rock hadn’t touched him. Grif was pretty sure he went out of his way to make certain there was never an opportunity for more.

He had invited Rock to run through the CQB (Close Quarters Battle) kill house. Delta Force and their own team of Ghosts used these mock sites to teach teams how to assault buildings that had been captured by terrorists. That Matt and Jonah had built one here at the ranch told Grif they were seriously considering going mercenary.

As soon as the others got wind he wanted to run the CQB with Rock, they all got involved and now there was a full-scale mock war going on, except instead of the paint normally used for selective firing freaking glitter was the ammo of choice. He was never going to get that itchy stuff out of his ass.

“Fuck,” Grif muttered tonelessly, his voice almost inaudible.

A sixth sense warned him they’d been spotted. The sensation he felt was like a red dot was lasered on the middle of his forehead. He reached out and tapped his hand on Malik’s shoulder before signaling to him that something was off.


Stay here, wait for my mark
 , he signed.

“FUCKER!” Malik roared.

He didn’t respond to G’s hand signal, just flopped over in place, purple glitter covering the side of his vest where the armhole met the front.

Rules of play meant kill shots took the player out of the game. In real-life conditions, a shot in that spot could easily be a kill shot.


Dammit!


“It’s just you and me now, G,” Rock’s voice yelled out of the darkness. “How are you doin’, baby?”


No fucking way… All Panthers are down? Fuck me
 . He had known Rock was good, but dayum!

Grif zeroed in on where the sound of Rock’s voice had come from and he shoved every inch of sarcasm he could muster into his response.

“I’m doing just fine, sweetheart.”

He fired off a shot, even though he knew Rock had probably moved as soon as he had spoken. Once the words were out of his mouth, he was moving too.

Sprinting the ten feet that separated him from his next piece of cover, he took a flying leap and rolled into cover, his ass barely making it before a blob of pink glitter paint splattered on the wooden wall behind him.

“Need to be faster to catch me, fucker,” he muttered under his breath.

“I caught you once, I’ll do it again,” Rock shouted back.

Fuck that
 .

Grif pointed the nose of his weapon around the wall, aiming in the direction of Rock’s voice. Fucker was behind him, he was sure. It sounded like it came from close to where Malik had gone down.

Rock wanted to win. He was focused on that above everything else, but he was forgetting an important factor—Grif knew the buttons to push to distract him.

“You’re just a chicken shit and still running,” he accused.

Footsteps overhead told Grif that the others from Panther were on the walkway above, watching the battle play out. They would have left their weapons where they fell to mark the locations.

“I’m not fucking running,” Rock said. “I’m still here, aren’t I?”


Shit, he was right behind the wall.


Grif once again fired around the corner and was moving before he responded, jumping over the rails the mock targets normally moved on. He ducked behind a metal unit on the far side of the room, but in his head he was already calculating the distance and maneuver needed to get to the next possible cover location.

“Just because your body is here doesn’t mean you are.” He chanced taking a swift glance to see if he could see Rock.

There, that was his boot. He aimed and took the shot. Pink exploded over the front of it before it disappeared from view.

“Your aim is as bad as your cooking,” Rock told him.

“I don’t need to cook. Allie is better than most of us. How you doin’, baby?” Grif threw Rock’s words back at him, taunting him. He could almost see Rock rolling his eyes.

“Just peachy.”

“I believe you mean pinky,” Micah called from above.

“Fuck you, asshole.”

“Not even if you could afford me, dude.” Micah snorted.

“Mic!” Hawk’s rumbling shut off the commentary from above and silence reigned once more.

Nope, not quite silent. Rock was muttering to himself as he moved. Ha! Grif should feel bad that he knew to listen for it, but he’d use whatever advantages he had.

Rock was injured and pinkified on his left foot. He would have to limp as he moved to make the hit realistic. Grif could work with that. He could hear from Rock’s grumbling that he was moving again. If he remembered the set up correctly, Rock would be making an appearance at his three o’clock any second now.

Grif dragged a wooden crate in front of him and propped the barrel of his paint gun on it, the business end pointed in the direction he was sure that Rock would emerge from.


Where the fuck is he?


Grif waited and slowed his breathing, careful not to make a sound.

The cold metal against his neck froze him in place. “The fuck…?”

“Bang, bang! You’re dead, G.” Rock’s hard voice came from slightly above and behind him.

Grif hoped like hell Rock didn’t pull the trigger. A blast from a paint gun to the neck at close range would hurt like a bitch.

Slowly, he got to his feet and swiveled around. Grif brushed the muzzle of the weapon to one side and quickly grabbed Rock, dragging him down from the metal unit he had somehow managed to magic himself up on without Grif hearing him.

“No paint. The game is still in play.”

Rock grunted when his body hit the floor at Grif’s feet, his paint gun spinning off to one side.

“Fucker.” He bounced back upright and shifted his weight, moving in a circle to flank and strike. “Hand to hand it is then.”

Grif moved in the opposite direction, mirroring Rock. He curved the fingers of one hand and beckoned to him, “Come and get me, fucker.”

“I’m waiting for you to get warmed up, princess.” Rock threw down the challenge.

Grif refused to rise to the bait. Rock could try to deflect all he wanted. Grif had him here in front of him, and he was not letting him leave until they sorted shit out.

“Clear the room.” He ignored the sharply indrawn breath Rock took when his shouted instruction rang out loud and clear in the CQB room.


Yeah, dude, no more fucking avoiding this mess.


Grif kept moving, kept his eyes on Rock. The look of panic on his guy’s face when the doors slammed shut behind the others was fucking priceless.

“We’re not doing this here,” Rock told him.

“Oh, yes we are.” Grif reached out and grabbed the top of Rock’s vest in his fist and dragged the other man closer until they were nose to nose. “We can do this the hard way, or you can just fucking talk.”

Rock shoved him back with both hands. “You really want to do this here?”

He turned to walk away.

Grif saw red. Sweeping out with his foot, he tripped Rock.

“Expect the unexpected,” he muttered in Rock’s ear as he pressed his weight into Rock’s back when he slammed out a hand to stop himself from falling.

He was throwing one of Rock’s infamous team rules back at him. He didn’t think Rock meant quite like this, but he wasn’t going to worry about that just now.

“What the fuck?” Rock bellowed at him and bucked. “Get off me.”

“That right there is why I am not.” Grif stepped closer and roared back at him. “Since when do you take shit like this from anyone, even me?”

He felt Rock inhale, felt his body tense, then felt him forcibly relax.

Nope, not happening. This cold closed off shit stopped right the fuck now. His lips touched Rock’s ear, the scar barely healed.

“You want out? Is that it? You afraid to tell me?”

Grif felt Rock’s body twitch a split second before he felt the force of an elbow slam into his stomach. The effect was somewhat muted by the vest he wore, but it still hurt. He moved one arm to block the follow up punch Rock aimed his way.

“What the fuck do you want from me?” Rock grunted, as he sidestepped the punch Grif threw at him, his knuckles just grazing off Rock’s chin.

“The truth!”

“About fucking what?”

“Everything!”

Rock circled to the left, his flying fist catching Grif in the eye, splitting it across the brow. “You fucking know everything.”

“Do I?” Grif swiped a hand across his face, clearing his vision of blood. He kicked out with one foot, catching Rock in the ribs. He didn’t feel one bit fucking sorry at the sucked in breath from his guy. “Do I really?”

“I have to find who is behind it or they will come again.”

Grif grunted in answer. He kept harassing Rock with jabs here and there, throwing in some kicks and flicks with his feet to keep his focus off the questions. “Behind what?”

“Fucking Shar
 .” Rock spat out the name. Poison tasted foul, even if it was just a name you were speaking. “She didn’t dream up this plan on her own.”

A hit sent Rock staggering backward. They were pretty evenly matched, they always had been, which is why they sparred together often—or they had before Christmas.

“True.” Grif blocked Rock’s foot, and the other man spun away to follow it up with another punch. “Wait!” He planted one hand solidly in Rock’s chest and eyeballed him, feeling for the first time a hint of disbelief mixed with his rage. “You fucking think I had something to do with it?”





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


“WHAT?”

“You do.” Grif wasn’t entirely sure if he was more pissed or offended, but that sinking stone that just slammed into the bottom of his stomach hurt. “You do, don’t you? It’s why you didn’t trust me to help you find them.”

Rock’s hand reached out. “Come… come here.”

Grif smacked him away. “You think I had something to do with that shit? With Lexi?”

“Don’t be a fucking idiot.” Rock moved into Grif’s personal space. “Fuck that. Don’t you get it?” He pulled on Grif’s shoulder until he turned him around and they were face to face. “It’s not you I don’t trust, it’s me.”

Rock found Grif’s stubbly cheek before sliding down toward his mouth, kissing and tasting. Fuck. He let out a strangled sound when Grif’s tongue finally chased his into his mouth. It didn’t last long before Grif pulled back.

“Nope.” He pulled away from Rock. “You don’t get to distract me with sex.”

“I’m not.” Rock rubbed his hand over his head. “Okay, maybe I am.” He shrugged. “I don’t do talking.”

“Yeah, me either,” Grif muttered. “This right here is one of the reasons we are in this mess.”

Grif’s hands practically itched to… to do something to wipe that defeated expression off Rock’s face. He was over the excuses and the running. Rock wasn’t a hothead. He didn’t rage, and yelling matches weren’t in his wheelhouse. When he was angry, he got dangerously quiet unless pushed beyond his freakishly cool calm exterior. Classic case—when he hammered the shit out of the truck when they found out Shar had taken Lexi.

Rock stared at Grif’s face for a long moment, as if he was either searching it for something or… fuck, he was memorizing it.


Was he planning on running again?


Bastard!


“Don’t you dare ignore me, asshole,” Grif hissed, his anger raging through his veins. If he was a dragon, he was sure he’d be spitting out flames right about now.

If he’s going to run again, maybe you should let him go.


Grif refused to listen to that fucker inside his head.


No, if he wants to fucking go, he can man the fuck up and tell me we’re done.


Rock knew he was being a dick. He knew he owed Grif an explanation. How the fuck did he tell him that he hadn’t listened to his own gut when they were screaming at him after G brought Shar home for the first time? No matter how you looked at it, he was the strong one. He should have fucking walked away. He could freaking do it now.

Maybe Grif could move on without him.


Stupid, stupid, stupid… walking away from G is stupid.


Nope, not going to listen. He studied Grif’s face, not that there was any chance in hell that he would ever forget it, but, just in case, he soaked in as many memories as he could in those long seconds.

Then he turned to walk away.

When his arm was hooked by a thick forearm, he looked back to curse at G, to tell him to let him go, that he wasn’t worth it, but he came eye to eye with Grif’s pissed off hemlock glare and froze. 

Rock tried to pull away, but Grif had an iron grip on him and he used it to pull Rock toward him.

“I said no more running,” Grif snarled at him.

Shit, he didn’t remember G ever being this pissed with him. Grif spun him, pushing him chest first into the wall. He could feel Grif’s flak jacket against his back as his cheek was pressed against the concrete.

He arched his back to push Grif off him, but he didn’t move.

“Give me your hands.”

Rock’s breathing was ragged and erratic. “No.”

“Fucking hell.”

Grif pressed his full weight against Rock’s back and reached for one hand. Snagging it by the wrist, he snapped one of the cuffs from his belt around it. That Rock wasn’t fighting him hard told its own story.

This part of the CQB doubled as their torture training area, so had plenty of hooks and chains he could use. If Rock’s brain didn’t stop spinning on the ‘what if’ merry-go-round it was on, he would fucking run again.

“You with me?” Grif held his breath as he waited for an answer.

All he could hear was the rasping inhales and exhales of Rock’s breath.

Grif kept hold of Rock’s cuffed wrist and reached for the opposite one with his free hand. Then he pressed his lips to Rock’s ear.

“I know when you need to fight or fuck. We tried the fighting and you didn’t knock me on my ass. Now, we try the fucking and maybe both your brain cells will start firing on all cylinders again.”

He could feel the shudder running through Rock’s body. It did amazing things to the bulge in his pants. He rubbed it against Rock’s ass, letting him feel his intentions. Yup, it was growing by the second.

“I said are you with me, Rock?”

“Ahhh, shit. Yeah.” Rock damn near growled. “I’m with you.”

“Good.” Grif pressed his dick against Rock’s ass harder, keeping it slow, letting tension build between them. He knew Rock needed this, whether he wanted to admit it or not.

Reaching for the pulley chains that conveniently hung from the roof near them, which Grif made a mental note to thank Steele for later, he threaded the chain through the cuff first on Rock’s left hand and then the right. Rock helpfully gripped the chains so he wouldn’t be hanging from his wrists.

Using the pulley, Grif worked the chains, pulling Rock upward until only the bare tip of his toes remained on the ground.

Breathing hard, his eyes wide, Rock tugged on the chains, twisting and pulling.

Fuck, Grif could almost smell the anger he saw in his guy’s eyes. Now he knew it wasn’t directed at him, it was time to show his man that it shouldn’t be directed internally either. That anger should be aimed at the fuckers who sent Shar to them, the ones who set them up.

Not each other.

“Damn you,” Rock hissed, pushing his hips back. The chains jangled as they swung from the beam.

Grif drew his Yarborough knife. “Stop that.”

He could freaking see what Rock was doing. He was going to fight him. He was swinging to build momentum, so he could kick out with his legs.

He smacked Rock’s thigh hard.

“Fucker!” Rock’s eye’s widened when he saw the knife. “What the fuck?”

Grif said nothing. A quick flash of his hand and the blade sliced through Rock’s belt just behind the buckle. Another flash and the top pinged across the concrete floor. He felt the exact instant Rock went deadly still. Seven inches of razor-sharp steel next to your dick had a way of freezing a man in place. The family jewels were not something to be put in jeopardy by being stupid.

He quickly flicked off the other buttons down Rock’s fly and growled.


Commando… of course he is fucking commando.


He kept the knife pressed to Rock’s dick when he leaned down to rip open the laces on his boots. He could cut his pants off, but Rock would still need to make it back to the house, so he made short work of dragging them down his legs instead.

“Asshole,” Rock grumbled as his pants hit the floor.

Grif kicked them out of the way as his hands fisted the chains tighter, making them clank and rattle, his body moving slightly as he shifted his grip.

Rock didn’t have to look down to know his dick was standing to attention. If G was near his exposed cock, it was hard. Period.


What the hell was he planning?


Rock couldn’t even take a SWAG at that one.


Swinging Wild Ass Guessing isn’t going to help. G will do what he wants, and you will let him, because your soul needs it and your body craves it.


Rock decided his inner self was actually the saner of the two sides of himself right about now, so he watched and waited.

Grif dropped to his knees in front of Rock, his hands already reaching for Rock’s full cock. Grif took it in his hand and stroked it a few times, listening to Rock curse and arch forward into his fist.


So damn sexy
 .

Licking all around the shaft, he added light, teasing strokes with the tip of his tongue that he knew wouldn’t be near enough satisfaction for Rock.

Then Grif opened his mouth wide enough to take in the swollen head, hollowed his cheeks and sucked him hard.

“Yes.” Rock groaned. “Like that.”

Grif went down half way, his fist closed tight over the bottom half as he sucked and jerked in tandem. Every few seconds he moved down as far as he could, his nose just brushing Rock’s prickly pubes. He slurped and licked, allowing Rock to feel the scrape of his teeth until he felt his dick jump in his mouth and knew it was time. He closed his eyes and moaned, then forced himself to pull back.

Rock’s dick jerked and slapped off his abdomen, precum leaving smears along his skin.

“Damn you.”

Half moaned, half growled, the tone sent a shudder down Grif’s spine. Fuck. His dick was hard and aching in his pants.

Rock jerked and pulled on the chains. “G, make me come.”

“No, you’ll wait.”

“Fucker!”

“That’s one of the reasons you love me.” Grif wiped the spit and drool off his chin. “Because I can be as big an asshole as you can.”

It fucking killed him to pull back. His balls ached.


Patience… Patience!
 he reminded himself.

Rock needed to explode, not just shoot his load and be done. Grif knew Rock as well as he knew himself. He could tell by the tautness in his body and the clenching in his jaw that they were nowhere near done.


He’s fucking beautiful, Jesus.


“G…?” Rock’s whole body jerked on the chains as he moved his hips. His dick was leaking.

Grif didn’t know he had started opening his own belt until he felt the metal of the buckle slap off his thighs. The calloused skin of his fingers pulled his own dick free on autopilot. The only thing that would feel better right now was if it was Rock’s hand on his dick instead of his own.

He could see Rock observing him, watching his hand stroke up and down. Grif worked his dick while he waited for Rock to calm. It wept and jerked in his hand, but he stroked down and squeeze back, pulling up and twisting around the head.

Dropping his head back, he moaned, while Rock groaned out, “You’re killin’ me, G.”

His voice was enough to remind Grif of his goal here. It was not to come himself, although that would happen, but to make Rock lose it.

Removing his hand from his dick fucking hurt and took effort, but he did it, and once more he dropped to his knees in front of Rock.

Twice, he brought Rock to the brink of coming, and twice he stopped at the last second.

Rock was a mess of pleading, begging and swearing.

“Damn it, G, pleeeaseee.” Rock’s words were slurred, his eyes heavy-lidded, his body wound so tight that Grif could see it, never mind feel it.

“I’ll drop the chains a bit,” Grif told him. “Legs around my hips.”

“Yesssss,” Rock hissed in answer.

Grif worked the pulley until Rock could stand on his feet and not his tippy toes. As soon as Grif stepped into Rock, his guy used his grip on the chains to lift his legs off the floor and wrap them around Grif’s hips. Grif took two steps forward until Rock’s back slammed against the wall.


Oh shit,
 the whole building shook from the force.

If they wrecked the CQB, Matt would murder them.

Grif worked a hand into the tight space between their stomachs. He freaking loved how their dicks lined up together when they were like this.

The first touch of his hands wrapping around their dicks made them both moan.

Rock’s spit wet flesh against Grif’s mostly dry dick created skin drag that sent sparks down Grif’s spine. He squeezed their dicks almost painfully, letting Rock feel his blunt nails as his fingers contracted. He knew the bite of pain would make him crazy, and Grif loved to remind him who was really in charge. He used his brawn to keep Rock pinned against the wall and let the scruff of his stubble scrape Rock’s cheek before he pulled back and looked him in the eye.

Once Rock finally focused on him, Grif began to move his hand. He knew every instinct Rock wanted to fight to free himself, but every stroke from tip to base of his dick reminded him why he shouldn’t.

Grif closed his eyes and shuddered as his orgasm got closer. He wanted to come so fucking badly, but he wouldn’t blow before Rock, even if it killed him.

Rock grunted when he twisted his fist around the heads of their dicks. Every time their balls slapped together when Grif ground his pelvis into Rock’s they both moaned. Grif buried his face into the crook of Rock’s neck, licking and biting at his throat as he worked both of their dicks.

“Easy,” Rock grunted when Grif’s nails dug in hard into Rock’s dick. “I’m so fucking close that hurts.”

“Yeah, me too.”

Three more strokes of Grif’s hand and Rock stiffened against him, grunting low in his ear. Grif felt his eyes rolling behind his lids, his mouth slackening as the friction of their skin and the heat of Rock’s cum made him lose it too.

“Fuckkk.” He pulled his hand free from between their bodies and slammed it onto the wall.

Rock’s legs wrapped around his hips kept him upright. Shit, could you go blind from coming so hard?

He was meant to make Rock lose it, not fall off the cliff himself.

Grif stiffened his knees to move. He had to let Rock down. His wrists probably ached like a motherfucker.

“Gimme a minute,” Rock muttered. “Don’t ruin my afterglow by moving.”

That shit you read in books was real after all.

The laugh bubbled up inside Grif. He could feel it rumbling in his chest before it escaped out of his mouth. There he was—Rock, the snarky shit, was back. Maybe he didn’t fuck it up after all.

Grif turned his face up, and leaned in close to Rock, their breaths mingling. He licked Rock’s bottom lip and felt it quiver against his mouth.

A soft sigh escaped Rock’s mouth before he pushed his tongue in.

Jesus, so fucking yum.

If powerful and crazy had a taste, then this was the flavor of Rock’s mouth for sure.

Grif moved his head for a better angle, licking, kissing and sucking, devouring Rock’s mouth, reminding him of where he belonged and to whom. Because as much as Rock was Grif’s, Grif was also Rock’s.

He still felt shaky from coming so hard, but now it was time to lay down the rules.

Rock was finally mellow enough to listen.

“You were not to blame,” Grif told him, his voice firm.

Rock swallowed hard. “I know.”


Wait… what now?


“Then why did you run?”

“Because I saw someone who shouldn’t be there,” Rock told him. “I chased that fucker for days.”

“And you didn’t fucking call me?” Rage blasted through him. Grif was struggling with this new information. “What the actual fuck, Rock?”

He needed a second to process what Rock was saying. This shit doesn’t make sense
 .

To give himself a minute to pull his instinct to punch Rock, he reached up with one hand and released the cuff on Rock’s right hand before repeating it with the other side. When Rock dropped his full weight onto him, he staggered.


Dammit.






CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


ROCK EYED GRIF WARILY. This was not going to be pretty. He scanned the room. “Where did you throw my pants?”

“Um…” Grif remembered kicking them to one side. Jeez, if anyone happened to get a look at them he could only imagine what they would think.

Rock was naked from the waist down. He was still wearing his T-shirt and vest. Grif’s pants were down around his knees. He didn’t remember when they had fallen passed his ass, but right now that didn’t really matter. He hitched them up and closed the top button. “Yours are there.” He pointed to the left.

Rock nodded and reached for them, shaking them out before shoving one foot and then the other into the legs.

“The others will probably need to hear this too,” he told Grif. He chewed on his bottom lip. “Do you trust me?” He hoped like hell G said yes, because if the answer was no then they were fucked.

“What kinda stupid question is that?” Grif growled at him.


And hello belly flip-flop
 .

Rock took a second to acknowledge his relief before he rubbed his wrists. He would have marks from the cuffs for hours. Good, they would help to keep him focused.

“Do you trust me?” he repeated.

“Of course I do, stupid.” Grif picked up the knife he had dropped after cutting Rock’s buttons off and slid it back into one of the scabbards on his vest. Thank fuck he hadn’t worn the ones on his wrists today. That would have been dangerous, given what he and Rock had just been up to. “Who did you see and what the fuck has my trusting you got to do with you running?”

“It does when the man I saw was Volkov,” Rock muttered.

Confusion blocked everything from Grif’s mind, everything but that name. “You saw Wolfe on the ship?”

“Yeah.” Rock nodded. “I think so.”

“As in the Fallen Eagles MC President? That Wolfe Volkov?” The same Wolfe Volkov who led the motorcycle club Grif just happen to be Sergeant-at-Arms of.

“Yeah.”

Red hot anger flared through Grif at Rock’s confirmation.

“I’ll fucking kill the bastard.” Grif zipped his pants up. “Get your ass moving, babe. We’re going to need Kalon to connect some fucking dots.”

“Just like that.” Rock’s fingers moved through the motions of lacing his boots. “No other questions?”

“Oh, I have plenty,” Grif growled out, “but they can fucking wait. You and I are going to Tampa.”

“Nope.” Rock came to his feet, his boots forgotten, and planted his palm in the middle of Grif’s chest, keeping him in place in front of him. “This is why I didn’t open my fucking mouth. This is why I kept moving and didn’t contact you.”

“Fuck you.” Grif pushed against Rock’s hand. “I had a right to know. I could have fucking taken Allie and Lexi to Tampa with me.”

“No, I knew you would come here.”

“How?” Grif clenched his jaw.


Do not hit him. No punching the dumbass.


“How could you be so fucking sure, Rock?” Realization dawned in Grif’s mind. “Oh fuck… you had someone watching us.”

It made sense. Rock wasn’t here, so of course he had someone giving him updates. If anyone in Panthers or Ghosts were double dealing, Grif would chop their dicks off and feed them to Betty’s damn hogs.

“Um—”

“Who the fuck did you have watching us, Rock?”

“Speaker gave me updates.” Rock somehow managed to look slightly guilty and like he also didn’t give a fuck at the same time. “He talks to the guys. You come up in conversation.”

“He was watching you too?”

“What?” Rock shook his head. “No. He was to let me know if you had plans to head to Tampa—nothing more.”

“He sent us the footage of you being dragged into Guzuwamba’s compound in Somalia.”

“What a dick,” Rock grumbled.

“It’s how we figured out where to look.” Grif ran his hand over his head. He didn’t want to be pissed with Rock, but he was. “We’ll go back to the main house and put in a call to Speaker. Let’s see what other shit that fucker is hiding.”

“Um…” Rock gestured to his waist. “Can I borrow your belt? Mine appears to be missing a buckle.”

“Shit.” Grif snickered and unbuckled his belt before handing it over. “Better not have your dick swinging in the breeze, or Allie will shoot you.”

“For sure.” Rock secured his pants closed with Grif’s belt, then waved toward the door. “Let’s go.”




ALLIE WATCHED as Grif and Rock rounded the corner of the training building and headed toward where she sat on Jonah and Matt’s porch.

“Do they look like they are still pissed?” she asked Micah, her fingers carding through Delta’s coat. The dog leaned against her, her nose on Allie’s lap.

“Yeah.” Micah’s eyes nearly disappeared into his hair as he took in the rumpled look of Rock and Grif. “Those two are a walking advertisement for the ‘I have just been fucked look,’ aren’t they? Especially as it seems Rock forgot to close his pants.”

Allie punched her brother on the arm, hard. “Momma was right,” she muttered. “There is something wrong with you.”

“Nope,” Micah said seriously., “Nothing wrong with me that isn’t inherited, and that means you probably have it too.” He stood and leaned against the railing, resting his elbows on the wood. Allie took the opportunity it provided to smack his ass.

“What the hell, Allie? Ow!”

“Hey, Als, Mic.” Grif stepped up onto the porch and tugged one of Allie’s braids. “Stop torturing Micah.”

“But I’m good at it.” Allie folded her arms and wriggled back into the chair, pouting.

“I know,” Grif smiled at her, “but Rock has some stuff we need to know, and Mic is good at putting puzzles together.”

“Good thing I smacked his brains out of the gutter and back into place, so they work properly then, isn’t it?”

Rock rested a hand on Grif’s back and reached for Allie’s hand. He tugged her until she rose to her feet, falling naturally into her place between them. With a wink to G, he led them both into the house. None of them noticed the raised eyebrows or the thoughtful look on Micah’s face as they left.

“What do you think, Delta?” Micah asked his bestie. “You think there is something we should know about?”

Delta huffed and moved to Micah’s side, leaning into him. He crouched to his haunches to scratch her ears and Delta helpfully washed his face with her tongue.

“Jeez, really? Right on my mouth? Thank you, Miss D.” Micah wiped his face with his sleeve. “C’mon, girl, let’s go see what Rock and G have to say. We can decide if we need to kick their asses later.”

Delta whined in response and Micah scratched her ears before muttering, “Deal.”




“WAIT.” Allie was confused. She was not stupid, but as she stared at the information on the screens in front of her she was drawing a blank. Okay, the two men looked kind of similar, but just because they looked alike didn’t mean they were associated. “Do you have hard evidence to connect Wolfe to this Michail character?”

“That’s our girl,” Rock whispered out of the corner of his mouth.

“Yeah.” Kalon flicked screens and brought up an old newspaper report.

“Is that Russian?” Jonah moved closer to the screen.

“Jonah, you don’t read Russian. Standing closer isn’t going to make it magically translate,” Jason told him.

“I know that, dumbass. I was trying to see the picture.” Jonah pointed to the screen. “Is that a missing kid report?”

“Yes.” Kalon nodded. “I managed to find an online version that I could use a translator on. Thirty years ago, the father took his two sons from Kazakhstan to Moscow to visit their grandparents. He fell asleep on the train and when he woke up the younger of the two boys had disappeared. No trace was ever found. The older of those boys is our friend Michail Tursynbekov.”

“No wonder the dude is batshit. His life was fucked up from an early age.” Steele rubbed Kalon’s shoulders. “Good work, babe.”

“Oh, I’m not done yet.” Kalon took a sip from the can at his elbow, and flicked the screens again. “Here is a newspaper report from Tampa a year later. It shows the Volkov family with their toddler, who they adopted from an orphanage in Belarus.”

“That’s some stretch, Kalon.” Rock was just throwing it out there. He knew Kalon wouldn’t have put these two together if there wasn’t a connection, but he just wasn’t seeing it.

“I agree,” Matt said. “Tell us, Kalon, because I know you’ve got more.”

“May I present yet another newspaper clipping,” Kalon announced as he flicked another foreign paper report onto the screen. “When I saw Volkov was adopted from Eastern Europe something started nagging at me. He was adopted from Belarus, so I did a search of the archives in the city library for around the time Yuri Tursynbekov went missing from the train to Moscow. I found that article about a male toddler being found at the train station.”

“Okay.” Allie was willing to admit that a lot of things lined up.

“It still doesn’t mean the kid found at Belarus train station is the same one that went missing off the train to Moscow. That’s a hell of a distance and at that time probably more than one or two train changes. How the fuck would a…” Micah paused and pointed at the screen. “How old was he?”

“Just under two,” Kalon answered.

“How the hell would a two-year-old make all those changes and not get killed?”

“Well, he did.” Kalon clicked his mouse again and swore. “You’ve logged me out! Of course you freaking have. Stupid website.” He typed in a username and password and the screen flashed up in front of them again. “It turns out that good old Wolfe was looking to find some of his birth family. He sent his DNA to one of those ancestry sites.” Kalon sipped his energy drink again. “I may have sneaked a look at Michail’s DNA profile from INTERPOL and cross-referenced them. They are brothers for sure.”

“Holy fuck.” Rock had to admit that was impressive. “Cade better watch out. He’ll be handing over his super geek crown. Good job, kid.”

“Do we know how they’re connected?” Grif studied the images on the main whiteboard. He could see the similarities, now Kalon had proved they were brothers. If he had been involved in Lexi’s kidnapping then Wolfe was a dead man walking.

“Yup.” Kalon pointed to the ancestry site. “When you set up an account they give you access to their message boards. It wasn’t difficult to hack into their system and find the messages. Whoever wrote their program should be fired.”

“Wait…” Matt, Jonah and Hawk all stepped closer to Kalon.

“Can you big lugs sit down?” Allie interrupted. “Y’all are blocking the screens.”

“Short ass.” Micah grinned at his sister.

“Shut it, or I’m telling Momma.” Allie stuck her tongue out at Micah.

“Behave, both of you,” Steele growled. “There’s more of this shit you need to hear.”

“Sorry,” Allie mumbled.


Fudge buckets, he’s got a stick up his butt.


“Listen up,” Steele ordered. “Here’s what we know about Michail. After his brother went missing, his parents were suspects in the boy’s murder.” He held out his mug to Malik for a coffee refill. “On the tenth anniversary of Yuri’s disappearance, Russian police did two things: first, they arrested Michail for shoplifting, and second, they had the parents take a lie detector test courtesy of the KGB.”

“Fuck,” Rock said. “That must have been rough. The KGB wouldn’t have gone easy on them.”

“What happened to Michail?” Grif asked. “You said he was arrested?”

“Michail spent three years in a cell at Lefortovo Prison in Moscow where he learned Krav Maga,” Steele said. “While he was in prison both his parents died.”

“The perfect storm.” Hawk reached for the file of papers Steele had placed on the table as he was reading off information. “An angry kid who has lost everything and was taught to fight by some of the toughest prisoners in Eastern Europe.”

“After his release, the two cops responsible for his arrest, along with their whole families, were murdered. All showed signs of Krav Maga being used to incapacitate them before they were electrocuted.”

“The KGB used electrocution as part of the lie detection tests on the parents?” Creed asked.

Steele nodded in response. “Yeah.”

“Fuck,” Malik said. “I take it he wasn’t caught?”

“Nope, he disappeared off the map until about ninety-nine.” Kalon put another image on the screens. “I know you can’t see much with the balaclavas and stuff, but this was taken in Afghanistan. It’s one of two known photos of him.”

“Okay.” Malik rubbed his hand over his jaw. “I can see the connection, but while the Russians were in Afghanistan a long time, they weren’t on the same side.”

“Nope, but that is the route we think Michail took. Someone had a contact he used as an ‘in’ to the terrorists,” Steele said.

“That makes a fucked up kinda sense.” Grif ran his hand down Allie’s shoulder.

Allie tried not to shiver at his touch, but it was a difficult task.


Oh fuck, stop that! What are you doing, G? Ignore, ignore, ignore.


“How did he get on INTERPOL’s shit list?” Grif continued.

“Less than twelve months after that picture was taken comes the next one,” Kalon said. “This one is on the boat with Shar and Sarah.” Kalon flicked back to the image they had been looking at days before.

“This was taken near Phuket, Thailand,” Steele told them. “The following morning the former head of the KGB, the man who had been in power when Michail was arrested and his family tortured, was found tortured and killed in his vacation home on the far side of the island—his wife and kids too.”

“Let me guess,” Matt drawled out, “Krav Maga bruises and electrocution?”

“Yup,” Steele said, “give the man a prize.”

“I don’t get it.” Allie couldn’t stay quiet any longer. “You’re saying that this dude has moved from a scraggly kid with his roots in Russia to the top of INTERPOL’s most wanted list, and
 that he’s the one after my daughter?”

She watched Matt and Steele have a silent conversation before Steele responded, “Pretty much.”

“Why?” Rock asked. “What put us and Lexi on their Radar?”

“See this dude here?” Steele pointed to the image of Michail in Afghanistan. “Do you recognize the man standing next to Michail?”

After a couple of seconds, Creed muttered, “Fuck me pink. Guzuwamba?”

Kalon nodded. “I only had a partial face to go on, but the facial recognition program the CIA has says it’s an eighty-five percent chance it’s Guzuwamba.”

Micah shifted on his seat. A whine from Delta had him dropping his hand onto her neck. “I’m just throwing this out there,” he said, “both the Russian and the Somali rose to power based on wars?”

“From what we can see, yes,” Steele said. “Although I don’t know if you would call what Michail has power. In the years after the murder of the KGB dude in Thailand there have been forty-six other hits attributed to Michail.”

“He’s pretty much a legend,” Creed gave his opinion. “I’ve been in a lot of places and half the people who mention his name fear him, the other half don’t believe he exists.”

“Irrelevant for now.” Mic waved him off. “What if the weapons deal or coup or whatever the fuck it was we interrupted with our presence at Wild-Wolf is what caused this backlash?”





CHAPTER NINETEEN


“FUCK!” Grif punched his fist into the wall behind him.

“Shit.” Rock grabbed Grif’s wrist. “No damage to the knuckles. Als, you hold his hand and stop him making holes in the walls. I haven’t mastered plastering yet.”

Allie dragged Grif’s hand over her shoulder and held it in place against her, while trying to ignore how good it felt to touch him.

“No fucking way…” Fritz paced back and forth, his hands on his hips. “My team were meant to be there, not yours. Orders changed at the last second.”

“That’s fucking screwed up, man.” Jason’s mug splintered into a million pieces as he shoved it off the table, his ire clear. “You think it was someone on your team?”

“Hey! Watch the gear!” Kalon leaned over his laptop, covering it from the spray of coffee.”

“Fritz?” Jonah pressed.

“We have to look at the possibility,” Fritz admitted. “We have too much at stake not to.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Matt yelled over the noise of everyone talking at once. When no one appeared to be listening to him, he slammed his fist down on the table so hard it jumped. “Hey, assholes, shut up and listen to Mic. You do have more, don’t you?”

Micah leaned back into Creed, who stood behind his chair. “A lot of what we have is dots and threads. We don’t know if everyone involved is on the board yet, or if we are missing some and still have dots to connect.”

“Mic, you’re talking in riddles,” Jason told him, sounding exasperated.

“Well, you can just supercalifuckilistickissmyassadocious.” Micah threw the shit right back.

He knew he was talking in riddles, but the answer was there, staring him in the face. He just couldn’t quite put his finger on it yet.

“If it’s about COP Wild-Wolf and the clusterfuck that was the Taliban attack,” Micah continued, “then there’s lots of people we pissed off.”

“Yup,” Rock agreed. “There was a lot of pissed off people after that date. It’s starting to look like the guy behind all the shit that is happening now was one of them.”

“Who has most reason to be pissed off?”

“If we are assuming it was a weapons cache the Taliban were after, or a deal that was supposed to take place,” Matt pulled out a chair and sat at the table next to Micah, “then we’re looking at the buyers or the sellers.”

“What if Michail was the seller and Guzuwamba the buyer?” Micah asked.

Matt flicked the pen he held in his hand through his fingers, over and back multiple times as he turned the possibility over in his mind. “I don’t know that it makes sense, Mic. What are you seeing that I’m not?”

“We’re assuming that Michail is the top dog,” Jonah interrupted.

He leaned over Matt’s shoulder and snagged the pen from his fingers, scribbling a chain of command diagram on the piece of paper. “You don’t send your general to do a captain’s work.” He filled in some names they had on the lower levels. Bill Praxton, Tom Blackwell, Sarah, Shar, Michail were all put down on the sellers’ line.

“Let’s just assume Tom, Sarah and Shar are the grunts gathering intel,” Jonah explained. “Bollocksy Bill aka Praxton was next up the chain of command. Then above him Michail. You know what that leaves wide open?”

“Where they got the weapons…” Micah said. “Yeah, this is what bothers me.”

“Most of the serial numbers from the cache Noble and Zenko found were from military bases around the Middle East.” Jonah looked over at Kalon. “Kal, can you pull up the photos of those serial numbers?”

Kalon raised his eyebrows and his eyes went huge. “You’re giving me permission to hack into the DIA’s servers?”

“You can hack any damn thing you want if you can get me the pictures,” Jonah answered.

“Just don’t get caught,” Matt added on.

“You got it,” Kalon told them.

Grif moved around the room, snagging two mugs of coffee as he did. He handed one to Jonah over his shoulder. The man lived by the motto ‘Coffee, because killing people is frowned upon’. Better to keep him topped up, so he could keep figuring stuff out.

“I’m waiting for them to go outside and start drawing in the dust with a stick, laying it out for us like they would on a live mission,” Steele said softly in Grif’s ear.

“I know, right?” Grif said. “I gotta admit, man, I missed this.”

“Me too.”

“You know I’m going after Wolfe, right?”

“All in good time,” Rock interrupted. “Babe, he hasn’t come near you in months. We flew in here on Jonah’s plane. Nobody outside of the people on the ranch know I’m here. The second we have solid confirmation that he was working with Michail we’ll go hunting,” he promised.

“Deal.” Grif kissed the side of Rock’s jaw.

He ignored the snickers from the Muppet crew, aka Hawk and Creed, in the corner. They couldn’t talk. Their hands were all over each other and Micah any chance they got.

“Steele, when you were taken you said you heard an American voice, right?” Matt questioned.

“I was pretty out of it, man, but yeah, I think so.”

“Okay.” Jonah scribbled something on his paper.

“Jase, Fritz—did you find anything in Chechnya?” Jonah took a sip of his coffee.

“Other than the fact Tom was involved with Lang for sure? Not much,” Jason admitted. “According to some of our sources at the U.S. State Department, the Islamic International Peacekeeping Brigade is the primary channel for Islamic funding of the Chechen guerillas. This is in part through links to Al-Qaeda-related financiers on the Arabian Peninsula.”

“Wait,” Rock said. “Are any of those financiers based out of Oman?”

“Yup,” Fritz told him. “Oil is huge in Oman.”

“There were rumors of an Oman and Russian collaboration that was causing problems in Afghanistan a few years back,” Rock mused. “I was imbedded with some of the tribes in Northern Afghanistan. The fear was real that bringing the Russians back was the Taliban’s way of forcing them under their rule because of an oil deal done in Oman.”

“Do you remember the company?” Matt asked.

“No.” Rock pulled out his phone and started scrolling through the numbers. “I can have someone look it up, though. It’ll be in one of my mission reports.”

“That would be a connection,” Fritz said. “The Taliban were also known for their affiliation with Chechnyan rebel groups.”

“Okay, we have a tentative connection between the countries.” Allie couldn’t see where they were going with this. “That doesn’t mean this Michail dude is connected.”

“True,” Grif told her, “but we all know that if the big players are involved it’s easier for the smaller guys to slip in under the radar and take a piece of the funding or weapons for themselves.”

“I think it’s too all over the place,” she said. “If you want to see the connection, then you have to catch the money—in this case that’s Michail Tursynbekov.” She picked up the photo from the pile of papers Steele had dropped on the table. “So far, what you have comes back to him. If he is the next cog in the wheel to get to the top, then it’s him that we have to locate.”

“INTERPOL have been searching for him since two thousand and nine.” Rock jerked his finger at the screen. “Do we have any evidence he is even still alive?”

“We have his signature Krav Maga bruising and electrocution wounds on sixteen other individuals across the globe,” Kalon told them. “None of which I can connect to his time in prison. They’re all major players in either the weapons or the oil industry.”

“Then we can assume he’s still alive.” Jonah’s paper was starting to fill with a list of short-hand notes and symbols. “Kalon, can we do anything with a search for him? Facial rec, or any ideas that you might have up your sleeve?”

Kalon thought about it for a couple of seconds. “I was hoping I could do a search using his tattoo, as it’s pretty distinctive and I’ve never seen anything similar,” Kalon told them, “but all the databases and recognition programs we use are coming up empty.”

“So, either he’s covering it up or he’s had it removed,” Rock muttered. “Fabulous.”

“You are a freaking genius!” Kalon immediately turned to his desk and started typing.

“Babe…?” Steele looked at Kalon’s back.

Kalon didn’t turn around. “I have an idea, but I’m going to be a while. I may have a way to locate him if he has used any commercial flight or public space where there is security footage over the last year or so, but it’s gonna take me some time.”

“O-kay then.” Steele shrugged when he noticed Rock’s questioning look. “When he is like this with a computer issue to solve, we keep him hydrated and supplied with jellies and leave him to it.”




FOR HOURS and hours they went back and forth over every little piece of information they could remember or pull up from the file they had access to. They called everyone from ex-Seals in the private sector of the black ops world to Speaker, who was still off-grid. Every clue or tidbit of information uncovered went into the file they were slowly putting together.

“Fuck me,” Creed grumbled, “between us there are so many missions and jobs we have done, so many times we could have been right next to this dude on the street and not known it.”

“It sucks as much as looking for a firing pin in a box of them,” Micah agreed.

“I’m gonna go get Lexi and start dinner.” Allie wasn’t sitting here while they tried to figure stuff out. “Unless you all have more intel that I need to hear?”

“Nope, you’re good,” Matt told her.

“Okay then.” She stood. “I’m making Katsudon, if you all want to come over when you are done.”

“Will there be pie?” Jonah asked hopefully, then ducked his head to avoid the swat Rock sent his way. “Ow.”

“No, I don’t have pie.” Allie braced her hands on her hips. “I’m not a restaurant.”

“Then we’ll go to Betty’s.” Jonah looked at Matt who nodded in agreement. “Betty always has pie.”

“Okay.” Allie shrugged. “I’ll warn her the hordes are descending, shall I?”

“That would be great, Allie. Thank you,” Matt answered.

“No need.” Jonah grabbed his phone. “I’m gonna call her and ask what pie there is today.”

“Today is Monday, so it’s cherry,” Malik piped up. “I’m coming with you. Zeke is already there.”

“Mic?” Allie asked. “Asian or Pie?”

“We’re going to Houston,” Micah said. “Hawk has to pick up his truck from the shop. Jase, do you and Fritz want to come with us? We can hit the range?”

“What do you think?” Jason asked Fritz.

“Sure, I am always up for kicking their asses.”

“He obviously can’t count as it’s three against two, if we’re going couple against couple.” Allie snickered at Micah’s whisper-shouted response, even as his words caused bickering, name calling and snark to be thrown between all five of them.

Allie threw her hands up in the air. “You all are a bunch of old hens, pecking to see who is top of the flock. Steele, do you and Kalon want Asian?”

“Nah.” Steele gestured to where Kalon was hunched over his computer screens. “I’ll grab a pizza and feed him here. When his fingers are flying at ninety miles per hour like that there is no hope of dragging him away from whatever has snagged his attention.”

“Okay then.” She looked at Rock and Grif. “Dinner will be about an hour and a half. Don’t be late.” She smiled at the others and left.

“Notice we didn’t get the option of going somewhere else for dinner,” Grif said to Rock.

“I noticed that,” he agreed. “Katsudon for dinner it is then.”

Grif nudged him with his shoulder. “Good thing it’s your favorite then, isn’t it?”

“Yup.” Rock nodded to the table. “Shall we wrap it up?”

“Roger that.”





CHAPTER TWENTY


“MOMMA, I CAN HELP?”

Allie paused with the wooden mallet she had been using to flatten the pork in the air and looked at Lexi, her eyes widening when she spotted the camo paint smeared across Lexi’s eyes.


War paint, seriously?


She had learned that what the guys did, Lexi wanted to do it too. Today Rock and Grif had left the house all geared up to train in the close quarter combat house. Her warrior princess was now wearing a smudged-up version of the same design Rock had been sporting this morning.

“Sure. You want to measure out some rice for me?”

“I can do that.” Lexi raced into the pantry.

“Lex, you need to wash your hands first, baby,” Allie called after her.

“I not a baby. I’m four.”

“You—”

CRACK!

The sound of breaking glass and the thump of a high velocity object punching into the marble beside Allie sent instant horror through her veins.

“Lexi, drop and roll!” she shrieked.

Even as she dropped behind the island in the middle of the kitchen floor, Allie pulled the P238 Lady Sig Sauer she had strapped to her ankle free. She prayed her kiddo remembered the lessons they had taught her after Josh was killed.

The sound of repetitive thumps over her head was followed by a line of holes appearing in the worktop, sending splinters of marble flying. The lack of gunfire noises told her whoever the attacker was, he was using a suppressor. Dammit, her guys wouldn’t hear she and Lexi were being attacked.

She reached for her phone. Backup would be so awesome right now.


Where is it?


The hand in her pocket came up empty. Fuck!

THUMP.

Her phone suddenly landed on the floor across from her, the screen smashed, the case mangled where it had been hit by the bullets still peppering the house.

“Stay there, Lexi. Momma’s coming.” Allie guessed Lexi had her hand stuffed in her mouth, since the sounds from the pantry were muffled.

She eyed the seven or so feet that separated the end of the island from the pantry door.

She had to fucking make it there.

“Me scared momma,” she heard a little voice say through tears.

THUMP. Another smack of a bullet.

“I know, baby, me too.” Allie crept along the floor.

Who was this fucker and how did he know they were here?

“You are fucking dead, asshole, when I get my hands on you,” Allie muttered, ignoring the splinters of marble and broken phone littering the floor of the kitchen.

She made it to the end of the island, but there was no time to feel relief. She wouldn’t feel that until she had her baby in her arms.

“You stay at the back of the pantry, Lexi. I’m coming through that door in a minute and I don’t want to hit you with it, ‘kay?”

“‘Kay,” Lexi’s tear-filled voice answered.

Allie wasn’t sure if she should be worried or proud that her kiddo wasn’t screaming her head off.

Rising into a crouch, she balanced on the balls of her feet.

Three.

Two.

One.

Allie launched herself toward the pantry door like an athlete off the starter blocks at the Olympics.

She almost made it unscathed, then she felt the heat of a bullet skim past her as her body made it through the doorway.




“WHAT’S THE MATTER, DELTA?” The dog jumped up from her place next to Micah, her lips lifting, canines showing, and she snarled in response while staring at the door.

“What the fuck?” Rock straightened from where he had been leaning against the wall. “What’s wrong with her?”

Delta raced to the war room door, snarling and scratching at it. She raised onto her hind legs and slapped the handle with her teeth, attempting to open the door.

Rock had seen this behavior before. They all had.

“Gear up.”

Rock pulled out his cell. He wasn’t sure what the fuck was causing Delta to act like this, but when a military dog alerted then every soldier in the room should take fucking notice.

He hit speed dial three and waited…

Speed dial one was reserved for command at base. Two had always been Grif, as their team protocol didn’t allow him to have the number one spot. It had never occurred to Rock to wonder why Allie had always had the number three spot on his phone and not Shar.


“Hey, it’s Allie. Leave a message…”


Matt picked up the remote and pointed it at the screens. Immediately, images flickered to life, showing views of the compound.

“Pops, we may have a breach.” Jonah held his phone to his ear. “Delta is going nuts. Secure Betty and the main house until we give the all clear.”

“Ask him if Lexi and Allie are still there.” The ice slithering through his veins and pooling in his guts told Rock they weren’t, but he still had to check.

Jonah nodded in response to Rock. “Are the girls still with Betty?” Jonah’s expression told Rock he was not going to like his next words. “The girls aren’t there,” he confirmed Rock’s fears.

Jason dropped Jonah’s sniper rifle case next to him. “Anyone hear or see anything?”

The chorus of negatives from around the room was given as they checked weapons and pulled on vests, their hands and bodies moving by rote. This, they had done a million times before.

“Fuck.” Grif eyed the TV screen. “Zoom in on the French doors. Is that a bullet hole?”

“Jesus.” Micah stared at the screen, horror and fury etched all over his face.

Hawk pushed a couple of magazines for his M16 into his hand.

“We’ll get them out,” Hawk told him.

The five minutes it took to check the camera and grab their weapons felt like hours to Rock. The confirmation of bullet holes in the glass on the French doors leading to their kitchen sent fear racing through him.


They can’t be dead… They just can’t be.


“Lock down all the houses,” Matt ordered.

Kalon hit the button that brought the metal shutters down over all the windows.

“There’s no evidence of anyone getting in the house and I can’t find anything on the internal cameras.”

“Allie and Lexi?” Grif asked before anyone else could.

Rock could see the operator mask was firmly in place on his face. He knew he, like the others, had shut down their panic, stuffed it into whatever box they used inside themselves, so they could do what they needed to.

“We can’t see them,” Kalon said. “They could be in the bedrooms, or I’m guessing based on those bullet holes in the glass, they were in the kitchen when the shots were fired. My guess is they’re holed up in the pantry.”

Jonah twisted his head to one side and then the other, watching the screen. Sparks flew when another bullet hit the metal shutter. “That came from the east,” he told them, his sniper brain already calculating approximate directions and bullet trajectories. “I’m going to the roof. Jase, you’re with me.”

“Roger.”

Micah knelt on the floor next to Delta, quickly strapping the spare vest they kept in Matt and Jonah’s weapons cage on her. His hands worked from memory, more than anything, and he knew the second that door opened, Delta was going hunting. It was debatable if she would wait for orders or not.




GRIF CHECKED the batteries on his comms unit. The last thing he wanted was to fuck things up by skipping a step. They both flashed green, telling him the batteries were fully charged. Having no comms was as bad as running out of ammo. You couldn’t do shit if you couldn’t communicate with your team.

“Ready?” Matt asked, his hand on the door handle.

“Yes, Sir.”

“Fucking hell, move! Come on!” Rock snapped, worry making him impatient.

A split second later his back was slammed against the wall, Grif’s fists wrapped in his vest.

“Fucking cool it,” Grif growled into his face, his nose so close to Rock’s he had to cross his eyes to see the green in Grif’s. “If your shit isn’t together, then your ass can fucking sit here until we’re done.” He jerked Rock forward then pushed him back into the wall to emphasize his point. “You will not put our girls in danger because you can’t think straight, got it?”

Dammit, G was right. Rock squeezed his eyes shut.


Ten, nine, eight…



One.


Nope counting backward wasn’t working.

“His ass stays here,” Micah yelled. “We don’t have time for him to soldier up.”

And that was enough to snap Rock out of it. Grif might say he would leave him behind, but he wouldn’t order Rock to stay. Micah, on the other hand, was a different story. If he thought Rock would lose it and endanger his family, Rock would find himself hogtied and cuffed to the wall.

Rock breathed in deeply and used the fear and anger inside him to shut down every and any emotion he had.

“I’m good.”

Grif studied Rock’s face for a couple of seconds before he nodded. “He’s good,” he told the others. “He goes.”

“Jo, can you call a location for us?” Matt asked.

“On it.”

Less than seven minutes after Delta went batshit, they had assessed the situation, and were ready to go hunting.





“PANTHER SIX, THIS IS PANTHER THREE.”
 Jonah’s voice in his comms had Grif raising a fist.

Both he and Rock dropped to their knees, taking cover by a tree.

“Panther Three, go ahead,” Grif answered quietly.


“Rifle flash on the ridge. Your ten o’clock.”


“Roger.” Grif and Rock stood to a crouch then they were running in the direction Jonah had ordered.

Behind them they heard the boom of Jonah’s .300 Win Mag blast through the air. Rock was torn. He wasn’t sure which he wanted more: Jonah to have killed the motherfucker taking pot shots at the house Allie and Lexi were in, or for the shooter to still be alive so he could rip the fucker apart with his bare hands.

No one came after Rock’s family and lived to brag about it.

These fuckers had started a battle when they had Shar take Lexi. As far as Rock was concerned, coming back for another round meant war, and he didn’t give a flying fuck who got burned in the process. His family was off fucking limits.


I’m coming for you assholes.


“Panther Three and Five, this is Ghost One. Any update on our Skillet and Baby Unicorn?” He figured Jonah and Jason would know he was talking about the girls, considering Allie was a master at the skillet swing and had caught every panther more than once on the ass with it.


“Ghost One, Panther Five,”
 Jason responded. “Panther Four and his crew are breaching in three… two… one...”


Rock held his breath. It didn’t matter a fuck until he heard those magic words, “Panther Six and Ghost One. Skillet and Baby Unicorn are secured.”


“Roger that.” Rock allowed the relief to sink in. Micah, Hawk and Creed had the girls. They were as safe as they could be—for now. “Our target?”

“Thank fuck,” Grif whispered beside him.

Rock nodded once in acknowledgement.


“Panther One and co. are almost on him.”


“Acknowledged,” he told Jason. “Move it, G.” Rock wanted that fucker.

He and Grif didn’t go directly at the shooters position, though. They were close enough now to hear the pfft of suppressed fire. They angled to the right, hoping to flank the shooter without being seen.

Another boom from Jonah’s Win Mag echoed, followed by screaming from their target.


Good. Screaming ain’t dead, and it means we might get some damn answers.


Rock flopped down onto his stomach and crawled the last couple of feet to peer over the ridge.


Shit, is that spurting blood?


Rock was on his feet and racing toward the man. He skidded to a stop next to the shooter. Half his arm and shoulder had been blown off.


Yup, a .300 caliber round will do that.


Rock dropped his knees onto the man’s injured shoulder and pressed his full two hundred and fifty pounds on him. If they wanted answers, they needed this fucker alive.

“Wolfe?” Grif was already opening the med kit he carried strapped to his vest.

“Doesn’t matter who the fuck he is if we can’t stop that bleeding.” Rock grunted.

He knew Grif would struggle to get a tourniquet in place as he was positioned, but he couldn’t release the pressure in case the fucker bled out.

He ignored the pained screams from Wolfe. Fucking asshole deserved every scrap of agony he got. “Shut the fuck up and stop moving. We’re trying to help you, asshole.”

“I don’t wanna die. I don’t wanna die.” Wolfe was chanting the words over and over.

“MC President, my ass.” Grif worked around Rock. “Lift,” he ordered him. When Rock lifted his knees, he stuffed a pressure bandage in underneath them. “Drop.”

Rock dropped back down onto Wolfe with his full weight. The scream of pain it dragged from the other man did little to appease the fury inside him. He allowed himself a brief second to relish in the satisfaction of causing this asshole pain before he got down to business.

“Who sent you?”

“He’ll kill me,” Wolfe whined.

“I stand my ass up and you are dead anyway,” Rock told him. “Who the fuck sent you, and maybe I’ll call 911?” He pressed a little harder into the wound.

“Go easy, babe,” Grif warned. “His pulse is dropping.”

“Fuck that.” Steele dropped to his knees beside Grif, rooting through the med kit. He handed Grif epi pens of adrenaline. “Answer him,” he told Wolfe and nodded to Rock, “and I’ll hit you with painkillers.”

“Fuck you.” Wolfe’s eyes were starting to roll back in his head.

“Why were you shooting at Allie?” Rock asked.

“Wasn’t.” Wolfe tried to shake his head, then whimpered in pain. “Was shooting at the kid.”

“The FUCK
 ?” Rock bounced to his feet. “You shot at my kid? What kinda fucking asshole shoots at a four-year-old?”

Rage blasted through him. His hands opened and closed into fists. One shot, I don’t even need the fucking mile for this one kill. Hell, I don’t even need the luck or skill.


“Fucking put pressure on that arm, Steele,” Grif yelled. He knew better than to ask Rock right now. Rock wanted to rip him apart. Grif did too, but fuck, they needed answers.

“She saw him.” Pain had a way of making a man ramble. Wolfe probably didn’t even realize he was doing it.

“Saw who?” Steele asked. His eyes widened. Out of his peripheral vision, he could see Rock punch the shit out of a tree. His knuckles would be the next thing Grif was doctoring.

“She wasn’t supposed to see him,” Wolfe muttered.

Grif slapped his face a couple of times as his eyes started to close. “Don’t go to sleep, man.”

“M’not.”

“Who did the kid see?”

“The Bossman.” Wolfe opened his eyes, and finally Grif saw the man he had grown up with in the club staring back at him. “She knows who he is. He’s gonna keep coming for her.” His breathing was erratic and each breath labored. “If she’s yours…?”

Grif glanced over his shoulder at Rock. “She’s ours.”

“Then you gotta let them know she is and that she’s off limits, or he’ll keep sending people after her.”

“Who?” Rock growled. “Who the fuck is ‘he’?”

“Is not he… it’s they.” Wolfe was clearly struggling to stay awake. Funny how dying has a way of making a man want to confess his sins before he took his trip to hell. “My brothers.”

“Who?” Rock demanded.

“Shit… he’s gone.” Grif elbowed Steele out of the way and started compressions.

“Fuck.” Rock put his hand on Grif’s shoulder. “What are you doing?”

“What the fuck’s it look like?”

“Bringing the fucker back to life so I can kill him?” Rock knew sarcasm was dripping from every word, but G’s first ‘do no harm’ oath was going to get his ass kicked.

“He might have more intel.”

“He’s dead.” Rock grabbed Grif’s hands and pulled them from Wolfe’s chest. “He doesn’t deserve your efforts.”

“No, he doesn’t,” Grif agreed, “but Allie and Lexi deserve every chance we can give them.”

“They’re ours,” Rock said. “We are keeping them. Agreed?”

“Ah, caveman much?” Steele supplied helpfully when Grif just stared at Rock.

“Agreed, babe?” Rock asked again.

“Yeah,” Grif said. “Ours.”

“Good.” Rock looked at Steele. “You’ll take out the trash?”

“Yeah. Matt is calling the sheriff,” Steele said. “He’ll want to talk to you both.”

Rock waved him off. He wasn’t waiting a second longer. He needed to check with his own eyes that his family was safe.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


ALLIE ROLLED through the pantry door, her eyes frantically seeking Lexi. “You okay, baby?”

“No, momma,” Lexi whispered back. “I’s scared.”


You and me both, baby.


“It’ll be just fine.” She crawled the couple of feet to her daughter and swept her into her arms, feeling relief finally hit her. “Your uncles will be out there, kicking ass just as soon as they know we’re in trouble.”


They freaking better be, or I am going to kick their asses.


“‘Kay,” Lexi told her. “You calls them?”

“Yeah,” she lied. The sound of another thump of a bullet hitting the kitchen had her pushing Lexi behind her. “You stay put, got it?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”


Oh, for heaven’s sake, she even sounds like them when they are humoring me. Bah. Maybe it’s time to leave Texas and go stay with Momma for a bit.


Allie strained her ears. What the hell was that strange sound? She checked her Sig and that Lexi was firmly behind her.

“Momma, why is it darker? Is the sun going to sleep?”

Shit, is it getting darker in here?

It took a couple of seconds before she remembered the shutters. Thank you, boys. You have finally noticed we are in trouble then?

“Just stay still a little longer, sweetie. G and Rock are coming.”

“How you know?” Lexi asked. “They turn off the sun?”

“Probably,” Allie told her. She really freaking hoped it was the guys and not the asshole taking pot shots at her kid.

“I knew it,” Lexi whispered.

“What did you know, baby?” Allie cocked her head to one side.


Was that growling? Delta?


“That they was magic.”

“Who is magic?”


Oh my God, my child has lost her mind.


Now was not the time to realize her daughter had problems. Allie normally didn’t have an issue keeping up with how fast Lexi’s mind worked.


Maybe I should take her back to the therapist
 .

“Unca G and Unca Rock.” Lexi sighed as if her mother was the biggest idiot on the block. “Really, momma, keep up.”

Allie started to agree with her daughter when another noise brought her finger to her lips.

“Shh,” she whispered.

“M‘kay,” Lexi whispered back.


“Clear.”



“Clear.”



“Clear.”


“Is the wrong uncles, momma,” Lexi whisper-shouted.

“Shh.” Allie pressed one finger to Lexi’s lips. “It’s Micah and—”

“Delta!” Lexi squealed as the dog raced into the pantry, followed by Micah. His back was guarded by both Hawk and Creed.

Micah took her in with a heavy sigh and a look of pure relief.

“Panther Three, this is Panther Four.”


“Go Ahead, Panther Four.”
 Jonah’s voice sounded over the comms. Allie stepped closer to Micah.

“Skillet and Baby Unicorn are secured,” Micah told him. “I repeat, Skillet and Baby Unicorn are secured.” He turned off his unit. “Are you both okay?”

“Yeah,” Allie told him. “What’s happening?”

“We had a sniper taking shots at you and Lexi.”


Oh, he did not just treat me like I am some blonde bimbo and tell me the obvious, did he?


She stared at her brother. I will freaking beat his ass. Where is my damn skillet when I need one?


“Really? I didn’t notice,” she muttered. “Me and Lexi were just in here looking for the rice.”

“Delta, you comes live with us.” Lexi pressed kisses to the dog’s snout. “Unca Micah is an idiot. He forgots to put on his brain cells with his socks today.”

Creed snorted trying to stifle a laugh. “Oh my God, Lexi, you are a riot.”

“Nope.” Lexi peered out from under her curls. “Not a riot, but I can causes them, right, Momma?”

“Yes, Lex, you totally do cause riots.”

“Unca Rock and Unca G taught me well.” Lexi’s tone was serious.

Micah rolled his eyes. The damn kid was a riot and she really didn’t realize it.

“Where are my guys?” Allie asked Micah.

His brow cocked. “Your
 guys?”

“You know what I mean.” Fuck, keep your mouth shut, girl. You don’t need Micah having a big brother shit fit.
 “Where are Rock and Grif?”

“They went after the sniper,” Creed told her. “We know Jonah took him down and that he was still alive when they got there. They’re trying to keep him that way so we get some answers.”

“Okay, then we wait.”

“Pretty much.” Creed turned back toward the door, guarding the opening between the people who meant the most to him and Hawk.

If the sniper wasn’t alone, anyone coming through that door would have to get through him first—if they made it past Hawk in the kitchen, that is.




GRIF PUSHED the branch back with his arm and held it until Rock’s hand replaced his. He was covered in blood, not for the first time, and it wouldn’t be the last either. His thoughts, however, were not on the man who had tried to kill Lexi, but on the agreement he and Rock had just made.


Do I ask him what he meant? Does he really want Allie and Lexi to be ours?


Grif slowed his pace. He needed answers. Actually, he only needed a one-word answer, but without asking he wouldn’t freaking know.

Since dumbass behind him wasn’t talking, he figured he’d have to take the initiative. “Ro—”

“G?” Rock spoke at the same time as Grif. He continued when G stopped and turned toward him.

“Yeah?”

“We made the wrong choice,” Rock told him.

“What?”

“Back then. We made the wrong choice,” he repeated. “We decided not to cause problems in Panther by going after Allie and making her ours. We allowed ourselves to be taken in by Shar.” Rock leaned his ass against a tree. “You think we fucked up any chance with Allie?”


Holy fuck, wow… Where was his stoic-keep-his-mouth-shut-on-pain-of-death Rock, and who was this alien that had landed in his place?


Grif raised his eyebrow and said nothing. Rock was the one who had been running. Rock needed to be the one to lay it on the line.

“I want Allie. No, I need Allie and Lexi to be ours.” Rock scrubbed his hand over his hair and heaved out a sigh. “I mean, they are already in a way, but we fucked up when we backed away from Allie when we figured out she was Micah’s sister.”

“She’s still Mic’s sister, Rock,” Grif pointed out.

“I know,” he muttered. “I just don’t care about that so much anymore. Jeez, G, seeing those bullets going through that window and not being able to do a damn thing, I have never been so torn between wanting to go kill the bastard responsible and checking our girls were okay.”

“Yeah, me too.” A jumbled mix of emotions roiled inside of his stomach.

He got what Rock was saying, he did. He also didn’t want to start something with Allie and then have Rock not give it everything he had. It would kill him to have to walk away, and for the first time he couldn’t say who he would choose. With Shar it had been easy—Rock always came first for Grif. Shar had known it.

With Allie…

It was more than possible she was as essential to his soul as Rock was.

Grif rubbed his hand over his mouth, his beard stubble scratching his palm.

“If we do this there is no going back. I can’t give my heart and have you rip it out if you can’t handle it and you walk away.”

“I’m not talking or thinking about walking away.” Rock reached out and tucked his fingers into the belt loops of Grif’s combat pants. He pulled Grif to stand between his spread legs. “If you tell me that just us is enough, that you don’t need or want Allie as much, then we keep things as they are. If you want her as much as I think you do, as much as I know I do, then we talk to her and see.”

Grif rested his face against Rock’s shoulder, just breathing in the smell that was uniquely Rock. He was sure after all these years he would be able to pick him out blindfolded. “Okay,” he said softly. “I do want her, but I don’t want to lose you either.”

“It’s not losing me to have Allie too.” The thought of adding a third to their relationship again might have filled Rock with fear and made him want to run ten miles in the opposite direction, but what kept his boots planted firmly in place was the fact that third was Allie. She would never ever let them down. He knew it deep down to his soul.

Fuck, he may be an idiot and he may be fucking slow on the uptake, but this shit with Allie and their kiddo—because make no mistake Lexi was theirs—had every protective instinct he had come roaring out of him. Neanderthal is what Allie would call him, but fuck yes, when it came to her, that’s exactly what he was.

“Then we have to convince her to give us a chance.”

“Yup,” Rock answered. “Do you trust me?”

“You know I do.”

“Then let’s get our asses back and get our girl.” Rock kissed Grif’s chin and pushed until Grif was standing upright again. “I have an idea.”

“Fabulous.” Grif followed behind Rock. “We’re fucked.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


GRIF HAD no freaking clue what Rock was planning. No doubt he would cause a freaking riot, though. His man was an expert at those.

As they walked, Grif noticed the shutters were still down on every window in the compound.

“Thank fuck for Matt Garrett and his anal attention to security details,” Rock muttered as if reading his thoughts.

There were numerous dents in the metal from the shots that had been aimed at Lexi and Allie. No doubt they would be finding bullets for days, if the local law enforcement officers didn’t collect them for evidence. That was going to be a pain in the ass to deal with.

“Your truck got hit too, man,” he told Grif.

“Fucker.” Grif ran his finger along the paint as he walked past the vehicle. “I just had it resprayed after the last paint ball war.” When Rock didn’t respond, he looked around to see where his guy was.


SHIT! This is his plan?


Grif blinked a couple of times, then rubbed his eyes with his fists.


Nope, it’s still happening
 .

Grif’s dick went granite-hard at the sight of Allie pressed up against the wall while Rock kissed her senseless.


Well, that will do it.


“What the fuck?” Micah’s angry yelling had Grif’s feet moving.

He placed his body in between Rock and Allie and the threat against them. He didn’t give a shit if that threat was Allie’s brother.

“Not now, Mic,” Grif warned.

“Fuck!” Micah was pissed.

“Not in front of Lexi,” Grif growled and pointed behind Micah. “Don’t make me beat the shit out of you in front of her.”

“She’s my sister! I trusted you assholes!”

“And we can discuss it later.” Grif kept his voice even, level and low. No fucking way was he going to scare Lexi.

Rock finally pulled back from kissing Allie, feeling a thrill run through him at the contented moan she made when she lost his mouth.

“You good?” he asked her, keeping his voice soft.

“Um… Yes.” Allie cleared her throat, but she still sounded a little breathless when she said, “Why yes, I am.”

“Allie? What the hell—?”

“Not in front of Lexi,” she cut her brother off.

Micah slammed his fist off the door frame. “This,” he twirled his finger around to take in the three of them. “This is not happening.”

“Fuck off, Kennedy,” Rock grumbled. He stepped back and maneuvered around Grif. “C’mere Lexi.”

Rock crouched down in time to catch his little rocket as she launched herself at him.

As soon as Rock moved out of the way, Allie’s fingers tangled into Grif’s vest and she tugged him down to her. Just before their lips met, she paused. “It took you long enough.”

“Yeah.” Grif wasn’t waiting anymore.

He took her mouth in a deep, possessive kiss that seemed to last a lifetime. When he eased up on Allie’s mouth to sink his teeth into her lower lip, she leaned against his hard frame with a moan of eager surrender. That noise… fuck, it went right to his dick.

Buoyed by it, one hand tangled into her hair while the other gripped her hip, pulling her closer.

His insides heated with each stroke over her tongue. The leisurely drawn out kiss, along with the smooth glide of their damp lips pressed together, had his already hard dick aching until the press of Rock’s ass against his reminded him they had an audience.

Shit.

He gentled the kiss before pulling back.

Everything clicked into place in that moment: Allie smiling up at him, Rock holding Lexi in his arms, and a feeling of pure joy ran through Grif. This was what was missing. Fuck, they had been such idiots.

“Where did Micah go?” Allie peered around Grif, trying to see where her brother was after causing a shit show a few minutes before.

“Creed and Hawk kinda dragged him off,” Rock told them. “There was mumbling and growling, so Lexi and I blocked our ears, didn’t we, Lexi?”

“Yassy.” Lexi bounced in place in Rock’s arms. “Momma, you was kissing.”

“Shh.” Allie pressed both hands to her cheeks. God, was she blushing? “It’s dinner then bedtime for little girls,” she told Lexi. “You’ve had enough excitement for one day.”

“Truth,” Rock agreed. He herded Grif and Allie ahead of him, toward the kitchen.

“Grilled cheese?” Allie asked as she looked at the mess the sniper’s bullets had caused. “I’m not up to making anything fancy.”

“I’ll make it,” Grif told her. “You take a few minutes.”

“Thank you.” She kissed his cheek softly. “I’ll do that.”

“Wait!” Rock reached out with one hand and pushed a finger through the hole in Allie’s sleeve. “Were you shot?”

“No.” Allie pulled on the material to show him. “See, no blood.”

“That was too fuc… er… freaking close,” Rock muttered.

“Yeah,” Allie agreed, “but I’m okay. Promise.”

“Good.” Rock watched Allie and Lexi head toward the stairs. He waited until they were out of earshot before he said to Grif, “Happy?”

“Yeah.”

“Me too.”




LEXI’S HAND gripped the railing as she carefully went down the stairs one step at a time, her bunny gripped in the opposite hand. The stuffed toy’s feet thumped off the oak with a soft scuff each time she moved down to the next step.

Her nap was disturbed by shouting and it had pulled her from her bed. Why was her Unca Micah mad with Unca Rock and Unca Grif? She shook her head.


Grownups are weird.


“This is insane,” Micah’s voice growled. “What the hell are you thinking, you silly girl?”

“Flopsie, that was Unca Micah,” Lexi told the stuffed rabbit.

She remembered to use her inside whisper voice, so they didn’t hear her. If they did, they would stop talking for sure.

Lexi sat on the bottom step and cocked her head to one side. “I think he was talking about momma, right?”

“Keep your voice down! You’ll wake Lexi!”

“Uh oh, Momma sounds mad.” Lexi tucked her feet under her. If someone looked out of the kitchen they might see her pretty purple kitty slippers.

She was good at hiding.

“It is none of your business, Mic.”

“What are you going to tell Lex?” Micah asked. “Jeez, Allie! What the hell are you doing replacing her father with two?”

“Don’t fucking go there.”

Unca Rock was mad too.

Lexi hugged Flopsie tight to her chest. She didn’t understand what was happening. Two daddies? Huh? Why was everyone angry?

Her little mind got busy and started moving pieces around until they made sense to her. Okay, her Dada had gone to heaven with Grandpa Joe. Unca Micah said she had two fathers.

“That means daddies, right Flopsie?”

The clacking of nails on the wood floors made her peek around the corner. Her nose met Delta’s and she giggled when her dog-cousin licked her nose. “Shh, we listening.”

Delta studied her for a few seconds before she rounded the corner and sat on the step next to Lexi.




ALLIE WAS SO FUCKING PISSED. If her brother didn’t get his ass out of this house right now, she would kick his butt from here to frick-fracking Christmas, and then she was calling their Momma. God knows that woman was a saint for dealing with Micah’s shit all these years.

“So, it’s okay for you to have a triad, but not me, is that it?” Her fingers flexed on the skillet handle.

“That is not it and you know it.” Micah reached out and snagged her wrist, pulling her across the kitchen closer to him and further from Rock and Grif.

“Enough,” Rock growled and stepped between them. Well, bless his heart if he stopped her bashing some sense into Micah’s head. Her brother had crossed a line with this shit and she was seriously considering thumping him.

Hawk cleared his throat and stepped up next to Micah. What the hell were they? The Hatfields and the McCoys? Her brother-in-law was going the right way to end up on her list too.

“This is none of your business,” Grif said. He held up his hand when Micah’s mouth opened and kept talking. “It’s new and we’re still figuring stuff out.”

“You mean if my sister is a good enough lay to keep you two entertained?”

“Oh shit.” Creed barely had the words out of his mouth before Rock went for Micah.

Rock swore the saying seeing red applied to him in that moment, because there were some pretty shades of it flashing before his eyes.

“I fucking tried to be polite and reasonable.” He fisted his hands into Micah’s shirt and slammed him against the wall. “But you can’t seem to get it into your fucking thick head that when we said it’s none of your business, we fucking meant you don’t get a fucking say.”

Micah punched into Rock’s ribcage and he suppressed the groan that wanted to escape. There was no way he was letting Micah know that fucking hurt.

“She is my sister!”

“You are not her fucking keeper, Kennedy.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Rock could see Grif had pushed Allie behind him. Good, she couldn’t get hurt now if he needed to fucking thump their resident dumbass.

He pressed his elbows closer to his sides protecting his ribs as much as he could from the blows Micah kept trying to land.

There were two things keeping Rock from letting the tight reins holding his temper back slacken: Allie and Lexi.

Allie, because Micah was her brother, and as much of an asshole as he was being, she’d probably prefer he was kept alive. Lexi, because he didn’t want to wake her. She was sleeping in the room above this one.

“I don’t think he is being an intentional asshole, babe,” Grif said.

“Bah!” Rock just wanted one good thump.

He kept his senses on alert. He was surprised neither Hawk nor Creed had stepped in yet. He hoped that meant they could see the bigger picture.

Rock twisted his fists into Micah’s shirt and pushed hard to keep him in place. A low grumble reminded him Delta was here. If she got involved it was going to get loud and bloody fast.

“C’mere, girl,” Hawk called softly.

“Traitors,” Micah muttered at both Hawk and Delta before he slammed his fist into Rock’s side again.

“Stop, Unca Micah! Stop hitting my papa!”

“Stop.” Hawk spun around. He knew Micah would never intentionally hurt Lexi, but when fists were flying and tempers were up sometimes shit happened.

Rock grabbed Lexi and pulled her into his chest, surrounding her with his body.

“What did you call me?” Rock breathed out the question at Lexi.

“I wouldn’t hurt her for anything, dumbass,” Micah snapped out from behind him.

“I said you my papa.” Lexi placed a hand on either side of Rock’s face and peered into his eyes. “Fathers means daddies, right?”

“It sure does,” Rock told her. He ignored the stunned silence in the room around him.

“Then you my papa,” Lexi told him, and twisted in his arms to point at Grif, “and he’s Daddy.” She heaved a sigh when Rock raised his eyebrows at Allie. “Daddy one and two, no works. And Dora the Explorer calls her daddy Papa, so it means same, yeah?”

“Yes, it means the same,” Allie told her, swiping at her eyes. “You’re meant to be in bed. Your uncles Micah, Hawk, and Creed are just leaving.” She pointed at Micah when he opened his mouth as if to protest. “No, you have no say in this. Either be happy for me or get out.”

Micah stared at her a beat. She could see his mind working overtime before he finally said, “I’m sorry.”

Relief filled Allie’s chest. While nothing was going to stop her being with Rock and Grif, it would feel better doing this with the support of her family.

“Kiss your uncles goodnight, Lexi.”

“Nope.” Lexi wriggled until Rock placed her on her feet. “I kiss Delta. She not an idiot.” Lexi marched passed Micah and his guys, threw her arms around the dog’s neck and kissed her head. “Night, Delta. Love you.” She giggled when the dog responded with a lick across her nose.

“Okay, come on, Lexi—bedtime.” Allie picked her up. “Kiss your…” She stumbled to a stop. Damn, she didn’t know if she should say Papa and Daddy, or Uncles.

“Daddy is just fine,” Grif told her.


Holy shit, Daddy? Wow, just fucking wow
 .

Grif thought everything had slotted into place before while he was kissing Allie, but he was wrong, so freaking wrong. Lexi calling him Daddy and Rock Papa… Fuck, he wasn’t going to cry. Nope, not happening.

“Give me some love, baby girl, and go to bed like momma says.”

“‘Kay.” Lexi hugged Grif hard before she was passed off to Rock.

“If you hurt them, we will kill you,” Micah muttered.

“If we hurt them we’ll sit still while you take it out of our asses,” Grif promised.

He understood where Micah was coming from, he did, but it still fucking hurt that one of his best friends, his Panther brother, didn’t think he was good enough for his sister.

He watched Allie leave the room with Lexi before returning his attention to Micah, Hawk, and Creed.

“They’re ours to protect.” Rock rested his hand on Grif’s lower back for a split-second, letting Grif know he stood at his back while they faced the other three. “We will protect them always.”

“You fucking better,” Micah growled then blew out a breath. “Because the second either of them gets so much as a hangnail, I am kicking your fucking asses.”

“Deal,” Grif agreed. “Man, she loves you. Don’t ask her to choose. We would walk away before we asked her to do that.”

“Fucker, walking away now would hurt her,” Micah grumbled.

“C’mon, babe.” Hawk drew Micah back against him. Creed crowded in next to Micah, sandwiching him between them. “She deserves what you have—happiness.”

“I know,” Micah said, “I just didn’t think it would be with dumb and dumber.”

“You love them really,” Creed told him. “You had your punches.”

“Yup.” Micah cocked his head to one side as he listened to something Hawk whispered into his ear. Oh shit, he was smirking. When Micah said, “I knew there was a reason I loved you two. I fucking love that plan,” Grif felt a slither of unease.

“What?” That smirk and a plan? Oh fuck, Micah was plotting. “We are so screwed,” he told Rock.

Micah and the others didn’t even wave goodbye or say goodnight. They just left the house, Delta following behind.

“Yeah.” Rock sighed. “I think we are, but it went better than I thought.”

“Yeah,” Grif agreed. “Wanna go see if our princess is asleep?”

“Oh yeah.” Rock was heading for the stairs by the time Grif had finished asking his question, Grif following hot on his heels.

Holy freaking shit, they had a daughter.

Damn, watch out world. Two over protective Papas with a license to shoot were coming in hot.






CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


“ARE YOU SURE ABOUT THIS?”

Allie couldn’t help it. The grumbling growl in Rock’s voice made her shiver. Coupled with his thumb tracing along the skin above the waistband of her skinny jeans… Damn, he was making her crazy.

“Yeah.” She knew her own voice was low.

“You have to be sure, Allie,” Grif said

She raised her eyelids just enough to see him leaning against the door. Oh God, when his eyes went that olive-green hemlock color it made her want to jump him and wrap her legs around his waist. She just couldn’t seem to get her limbs to move yet.

“I’m sure.”

“Once we make you ours, we’ll never let you go,” Rock’s voice rumbled against her ear a split-second before she felt his nose run up the side of her neck and nuzzle into that spot behind her lobe. “You will be ours, and Lexi our kiddo.”

“Yours.” Allie knew her words had come out in a breathless rush; she just didn’t care.

She had never been the damsel in distress type, but for these men, for Grif, for Rock, she was willing to let go of her tight control. She wanted to trust them, she wanted them to see her vulnerable side—the one she hid from everyone, even herself at times.

Allie glanced through the open bedroom door to where Lexi lay sleeping in her princess bed.

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” Grif asked.

She pushed the nerves away. Yes, she knew what she was doing. These two men she wanted—no, she needed—more than she wanted to breathe tomorrow.

“Both of us will be yours,” Rock said.

“Wait one second,” Allie spun around to face them. “Either you are going to get off your asses and decide that I am good enough or I am not.”


What are you doing girl? The two hottest guys you have ever seen want you and you are yapping?



Shut up.


But Allie pushed aside the internal voices. “If this isn’t real? This isn’t something that is going to last a lifetime for either of you. Then I am done.”

“What?” Rock stepped forward but stopped in his tracks when Allie planted a hand in the middle of his chest. “You think this is a one time and we’re done thing for us?”

“That’s what I am saying.” Allie looked from one to the other. They were going to learn that she wasn’t willing to just be an afterthought. She had waited long enough she wanted it all. Wanted the fairytale, the happily ever after, the full works. She just wanted two warriors instead of one prince. “If this is not a new beginning for all of us, then I am done,” she repeated. “Done with Ghosts. Done with the military. Everything, and I am going home to momma to raise Lexi, somewhere she isn’t getting kidnapped or shot at.”

“This,” Rock circled his finger to take in the three of them. “This is more important than I ever dreamed was possible.” He stepped forward and crowded Allie up against the wall. “When I asked if you were sure, I wasn’t asking if you were sure about tonight and sex.” He bent down so his ears brushed her ear. “If you say yes, there is no going back. We were idiots for a long time. Blinded to what we should have seen through the smoke and mirrors.” He sniffed in the smell of her shampoo. “Smoke’s cleared, baby, We…” He cleared his throat. “Both of us want you, but the ball is in your court. You decide.”

“No more running?” she asked.

“Nope.”

“I know he won’t run, Allie.” Grif leaned his shoulder against the wall next to both Rock and Allie. “He’s ours—if you want him.”

“Yeah, I do want him.” The words rushed out of Allie, all running together. “I want both of you.”

“Okay then.” Grif reached out his hand and caught Allie’s.

For long seconds they stared at each other before his eyes flicked to the side of Allie’s head and a soft smile curved on his lips. She knew it was for Rock. It was the only time Grif smiled like that.

Jesus, they were really doing this… Oh my God.


Allie pushed her nerves aside and allowed Grif to lead her down the hall to the bedroom door. She could feel the heat pouring off Rock behind her. He wasn’t even touching her yet and she could feel him.

Grif put his hand on the door handle and turned, his eyes searching Allie’s, as if he was looking for confirmation this was what she really wanted.

“Last chance to back out.”

Who was he kidding? If she said stop at any time, Allie had no doubt in her mind that Rock and Grif would stop immediately.

“I trust you.” Allie stroked her fingers down the side of Grif’s face and cupped his jaw, drawing him down to hers. She softly pressed her lips to his before pulling back and repeating, “I trust you.”

She looked over her shoulder at Rock. Allie damn well knew desire when she saw it, and that smoldering look Rock was giving her and Grif made her panties damp.

“I trust you both.”

Rock bent his head forward and touched her ear with his lips. Wrapping his arms around her, he drew her back against his chest. “You have no idea how beautiful you are to us.”

Allie closed her eyes, pulled her lower lip between her teeth and bit down hard.


Get a grip, girl.


It was impossible, though, with Rock’s scent wrapped around her. His breath against her ear had her fighting the need to moan.

She opened her eyes and time froze. The desire darkening Grif’s eyes made her pussy clench.


Oh shit, am I ready for this?


Allie could have sworn she stopped breathing when Grif and Rock maneuvered her between them, drawing her into their room.

To their bed.

The rapid rise and fall of her chest told her she hadn’t, but the hitch in her breathing told her, and probably them, that it was a close call.

Rock’s hands on her back as Grif pressed a kiss to the corner of her mouth was driving her crazy. This, them, the three of them… it had been inevitable. She knew that now.

She arched her head to one side, giving Rock more room at her neck while she buried her hands in under Grif’s T-shirt.

“You’re wearing too many clothes.” Damn, was that husky voice really hers?

Allie gulped. Shit, this slow and easy thing wasn’t going to work. She craved, no, she needed them, and she didn’t want them holding back. She wanted all of them, everything they were willing to give.

“Strip.”





WHOA
 …

Grif tore his eyes away from Allie and glanced at Rock. He fucking loved that she wasn’t going to be all submissive and soft. He knew Rock did too.

He watched as Rock took her face in his big hand and leaned in close, his lips hovering over Allie’s mouth. When Allie closed the gap between them, Rock let her lead for a couple of heartbeats. Grif counted off the seconds in his head. He knew that wouldn’t last.

Allie’s groan told him Rock had taken over the kiss. It was all the encouragement Grif needed. He pressed himself flush against Allie’s back. Wrapping his arms around both Rock and her, his hands pulled first Rock’s T-shirt out of the waistband of his jeans, then hers.

Somehow, with minimal loss of contact, Grif managed to get their shirts off. His dick hardened at the contrast of Allie’s paler skin plastered against Rock’s sunburned bronzed chest.

Rock was breathing hard when he pulled back. “Kiss Grif for me, baby. I want to see.” He buried his hand in Allie’s hair and turned her to Grif.

Fuck, Grif wasn’t going to hide a damn thing. He knew his dick was hard. He knew Rock’s was too, because he could see the outline pressed against his jeans. Before kissing Allie, he leaned over her shoulder to plant a kiss on Rock’s lips.

Wrapping her arms around his waist, Allie pressed her whole body flush against his. Grif leaned down and sucked her bottom lip into his mouth. The sexy noises she made as he licked and sucked were driving him crazy, as was the fact he could feel Rock’s hands sliding between them to cup Allie’s tits.

When she arched her back, pushing her chest forward and her ass into Rock’s groin, a “Fuck!” was dragged from Rock.

“Yeah,” Grif breathed out. He totally fucking agreed. It had never been like this before. Ever. Jesus, they were only kissing and already he hungered for more.

Somehow, they made it to the bed. Grif didn’t remember who stripped who, or how they got there, but it didn’t matter—not with Allie naked and straddling his lap.

Her head rested back against Grif’s shoulder as Rock sucked and bit at one of her nipples, dragging more of those sexy as fuck sounds from her.

Nope, it didn’t matter one damn bit.




ROCK LICKED AND SUCKED, tugging and biting with his teeth. Fuck, his dick ached.

One of Grif’s fingers stroked through the stubble of his beard as he released Allie’s nipple with a pop.

Sucking Grif’s finger into his mouth, he wrapped his tongue around it, reminding Grif that he was important too. When Grif’s shudder pressed Allie’s pussy against his cock, Rock bit back a groan.

“Oh God.” Allie moved her hips, coating his cock with her dampness.


Fuck! Damp my ass. She is dripping.


“It’s just us, darlin’,” Grif told her.

Rock could hear the smile in Grif’s voice. Damn, he loved him.

Slamming his lips onto Allie’s, this time Rock didn’t hold back. He ground his cock against her pussy, knowing Grif would feel it too as her ass rubbed against his dick.

“You’re making me crazy,” Allie muttered, her nails digging into his shoulders. He fucking loved that she wanted to mark him.

Out of the corner of his eye, he could see her other hand pressing deep into Grif’s thigh.


Correct that, dumbass. Mark us—not just you.


“Tell us you want this, baby,” Rock ground out. He pulled back enough to see Allie’s eyes. “Tell us you want us to fuck you. Want us to make you ours.”

“I’m already yours.” Her voice was low and damn, it made his cock pulse. “Fuck me.” She glanced over her shoulder at Grif. “Both of you.”

Rock closed his eyes. Thank fuck for that, but before he would allow himself to move, he looked at Grif, exchanging silent messages.


“This is what you want too?”


He could read the response in Grif’s eyes. He didn’t need the words from him. They said, “Fuck, yes.”





ALLIE’S SKIN was on fire. She could feel every inch of Grif as her ass pressed against him. Rock’s fingers teased her swollen pussy lips, sending shudders through her entire body.

Holy cow, she couldn’t think when he did that.

“Mmm…”

Rock moved until he was eye level with her pussy. “Jesus, that’s a fucking beautiful sight—your pussy and G’s dick.”

He licked, making sure to taste both his lovers. Their combined flavor burst over his taste buds. Fuck
 . Oh, fucking hell! How had he not known they would taste so fucking amazing?

He looked up along Allie’s body. Her head was turned slightly as Grif kissed her, making her back arch. Rock pinched a nipple, making her gasp and jerk, which in turn made Grif groan.

Yes… that a movement from him could drive them both insane worked so fucking well for Rock. He grinned and turned his attention back to his new favorite snack.

Rock mouthed the base of Grif’s dick, the head he couldn’t reach as it was covered by Allie’s ass, and pushed one finger into her pussy.

“Ohhh, shit!
 ”

Holding her hips in place with both hands, Rock licked and sucked, tasting everywhere but the one place he knew Allie wanted him. Driving them crazy and hearing the sounds they were making wasn’t enough. Rock wanted them begging.

“Please…” Allie tried to squirm, but his hands held her in place. “I need....”

“I know.” Rock blew on her clit. From this close he could see her muscles clenching and releasing, he could feel it around his finger. Damn, that was a fucking gorgeous sight. She would feel amazing wrapped around his cock.

But nope, he would look after them first.

Rock fucking loved the groan Grif made when he moved Allie up a little, so Grif’s dick popped free. Rock licked the head twice, gathering up the precum pearling there.

“Jesus, babe,” Grif muttered, his hips lifting, which caused his dick to slide through Allie’s pussy lips to nudge against her clit.

“That was hot,” Rock whispered. “Do it again.”

He reached down and squeezed his own cock hard. Fucking hell, he was supposed to have some control, not be ready to blow like a teenager, but watching Grif driving Allie crazy was too much.

Allie knew she was a moaning, needy mess, she just didn’t care. Grif and Rock’s combined assaults on her senses was just that amazing.

“More,” she begged.

“Babe?” The pleading in Grif’s tone was more than obvious as well. His hips rocked harder.

Allie could feel the head of his dick sliding across her opening, catching and pulling before moving forward to rub all along her swollen flesh. She could feel Rock’s fingers as they guided it.

God, she needed them so much.

Allie heard the crinkling of a wrapper. “Wait.”

That both of them froze immediately wasn’t a surprise to her. She knew they would.

She nodded to the condom in Rock’s hand. “I’m on birth control shots and I know we’re all clean from the health tests last week. Do we need that?”

Rock and Grif exchanged a fast look before Rock tossed the condom over his shoulder, their silent communication confirming they needed to feel her without anything between them as much as she did.

Allie lifted her hips, moving, feeling. Dammit, she needed more. Grif’s fingers rolling and pinching her nipples made them ache so freaking good, and his dick at her opening made her squirm.

“Do not push in until I tell you to,” Rock ordered Grif.

“Yeah.”

She felt the word rumbling in Grif’s chest under her back and heard it on the rush of breath at her ear.

Allie whimpered. She wanted one of them inside her now.

Rock’s mouth closed over her clit and bit down making her jerk. All three of them moaned in tandem. She reached her hand down, passing Rock’s mouth, and somehow managed to stroke one finger along Grif’s dick before bringing it back to her mouth to suck.


“Fuck…”
 Rock’s tongue licked and his mouth sucked her pussy and Grif’s dick together.

“That’s so damn hot,” Grif breathed in her ear, his fingers flicking her nipples hard. “Make her come, Rock.”

At Grif’s request, Rock sucked harder on her clit, flicking it with his tongue. She didn’t know if she wanted to push up into Grif’s hands or down onto Rock’s mouth.

Pinned between them, all she could do was take everything they were giving her.

She knew she was gasping and moaning and begging, but she loved the groans and curses coming from both her guys.

Allie could feel her thighs shaking. “Oh God, I’m close.” Her words ran together as Rock sucked harder and Grif rolled and tugged at her nipple.

“Come, baby girl,” Grif whispered in her ear as Rock’s teeth clamped down on her clit… hard.

Allie’s pussy clenched and sparks exploded behind her eyes.

“Push in now, G,” Rock growled, before his lips went back to licking and sucking. “Fuck her through it.”

Allie’s muscles ached and clamped down hard on the head of Grif’s dick as he pushed into her pussy.

“Yesssss.”

“Shit.” Grif rocked his hips, pushing in hard past the clenching muscles until his dick was buried as deep as it could go. “She’s so fucking tight, she’s milking me.” Grif pumped his hips, letting her feel all of him.

Allie shook and moaned.

Rock finally pulled his mouth off her clit and crawled up along her body to claim her mouth, letting her taste the flavors of Grif and her on his tongue. “My turn.”

Grif pushed his dick in deep twice more before pulling out. He spread his legs wider, parting Allie’s thighs along with his, making more room for Rock to settle between them.

“Shit.” Watching Rock fist his dick made Grif groan. He bit down lightly on Allie’s shoulder, even as his fingers still pulled and tugged on her nipples.

“Mmmh, please...”

Rock leaned down and kissed Allie. Grif knew from the groans she was making that Rock was pushing into her. He could feel Rock’s cock sliding past the head of his own dick and he watched Rock’s face, loving how in this moment Rock couldn’t keep his usual blank expressions. Grif could clearly read the lust, the hope, the bliss, and there was something else, but he didn’t have the brain function to figure it out right now.

Allie bit her lip, the sensations almost too much, but also not enough. “More.”

Rock pushed in harder. Feeling her muscles clamp down around his cock had him struggling to hold back. His balls were heavy and aching.

Leaning over her body, he brushed his lips over her mouth and then Grif’s before sitting back on his heels.

Jesus, watching his cock sink into Allie should be illegal.

Rock ran his thumbs up the crease of Allie’s thighs and circled her clit, pressing down once before gripping her hips to pull her back onto his cock as he pushed forward. The sounds of her gasps and the slapping skin combined with the smell of sex in the room drove him faster, harder.

When Rock knew he couldn’t hold back much more, he forced himself to pull back. Immediately, Grif’s dick took his place.

“Fuck.” Rock fisted his cock and squeezed.


That’s so fucking hot.


Cupping and rolling Grif’s balls with one hand, he ran the fingers of the other along Allie’s pussy to her clit, plucking, rolling and pinching.

“Oh, God!
 ” Allie’s eyes slammed shut, her body quivering.

“Oh, shit! Come with me, Allie.” Grif lifted Allie’s hips, pushing hard into her from below.

“I’m so close,” she moaned. “Yessss.”


Jesus, they are fucking beautiful.
 Rock heard the hitch in Grif’s breathing and he knew he was close. His own cock leaked.

“Come now.”

His growl set off a chain reaction. Allie gasped and shuddered, Grif buried himself deep, biting his lip, his head thrown back into the pillow. Rock could feel the pulsing of his dick as Grif shot his load inside their girl.

Now they both had come at least once, Rock could let himself go. Grif’s dick slipped out of Allie’s pussy followed by a rush of semen and fluids.

Rock placed his cock at Allie’s entrance, using hers and Grif’s combined juices to ease his way and pushed in hard. He could still feel Allie’s muscles spasming around him. He pushed in fast. Slow wasn’t going to happen this time. His balls slammed off Grif’s dick as he bottomed out inside Allie.

All three of them groaned. Rock knew their hands were touching him, but he didn’t know whose hands were where. He licked around one of Allie’s nipples before sucking it into his mouth. Push in, pull back until the head of his cock only remained inside, then drive forward again.

Rock set up a fast rhythm.

Moaning, Allie clenched around Rock’s cock, making him see stars. He could feel his balls drawing up tight, could feel his cock pulsing. A tingling raced down his spine as his orgasm hit him, and he filled Allie too.

Rock just barely managed to get his hands under him to prevent crushing Allie between Grif and him. “Shit.”

“Mmmh.” Allie stroked her hand down Rock’s side. She winced slightly at the tug on her muscles as Rock’s cock slipped free when he moved to one side.

“Damn, did we hurt you?” Grif lifted Allie off him and placed her between Rock and him.

“Huh?”

“Did we hurt you, baby?” Rock repeated Grif’s question.

“What?” Allie struggled to figure out what the heck they were on about. She was busy savoring the delicious aftershocks.


Holy crap, why had they waited so long to do this?


“Focus, Als.” Grif gripped her chin and turned her face to his. “You winced. Did we hurt you?”


Oh my God, could he get any sweeter?


“You didn’t hurt me,” she told them, “I swear, but you are coming close to ruining my after bliss by expecting me to answer questions.”

Allie pressed a kiss to each of their cheeks and stretched. Sitting up between them, she ignored the silent conversation they appeared to be having over her head. Eventually, they would figure out that if she said she was good, then she was good. If she told them she was ‘fine’ then they better start ducking from her skillets.

Allie moved to get out of the bed, but Grif’s hand on her wrist stopped her progress before she made it to the end of the mattress.

“Where are you going?”

“To check on Lexi and find some jammies. I would rather our kiddo didn’t get an eyeful of my behind first thing in the morning.”

She would have laughed herself stupid at the identical looks of horror that crossed Rock and Grif’s faces, if she had the energy to do so. She made a mental note to laugh about it in the morning and to ask if it was the thought of Lexi catching them naked or the fact they should wear jammies that caused the horrified faces.


I wish I had a camera.


“I’ll check her.” Rock was out of bed before Allie could move another inch. “You snuggle in with G.” Rock swiftly pulled on a pair of sweats. “What?”


Shit, caught ogling his pretty ass, oops.


“Nothing,” Allie struggled to hold back the giggles. Damn, when was the last time she had been this freaking happy?


“I don’t own jammies,” Rock said. “Sweats will have to do.”

“I never thought I’d see the day we’d be wearing jammies.” Grif pressed a kiss to the top of Allie’s head and reached for a T-shirt. “This okay?” He tossed it to Allie. “Should cover you… right?”

Aww, he looked so freaking uncertain that Allie wanted to kiss him until he forgot that this was new between them. “This—” Allie circled a finger to indicate all three of them, “—this is special. This between us is right. It is how it should be. So be the men I know and love. The ones who make me crazy daisy a dozen times a day… ‘kay?”


Oh crap… cat’s out of the bag.
 She didn’t mean to tell them she loved them, but she wasn’t taking the word back either. She did love them. Maybe she always had.

“Ummm.”

“Huh?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Allie muttered, “I didn’t mean to say that.”

“I’ll just… um… go check on Lex.” Rock turned to the door. He paused before he stepped through it and looked over his shoulder at both Grif and Allie.

Allie watched as Rock scrubbed his hand over his head. It was more than obvious he wanted to say something. The sigh he made sounded as if it was ripped out of his chest.

“You’re both mine. Don’t doubt it, don’t forget it, got it?”

“Yeah,” Grif answered immediately.

“Yes.” Allie nodded her head.


Way to go, idiot! talk about screwing up and putting them on the spot.


She watched Rock bang his hand off the door frame before he disappeared through it.

“He’ll come around.” Grif wrapped his arms around her and drew her back against his chest again. “We’ve always loved you, Allie. Sure, the kind of love we feel is changing, but it’s still love.” He sighed and nodded in the direction of the door. “For a man like Rock, who was born to be a hard ass and bred to be tough, admitting you have feelings takes working up to.”

“I know.” Allie did know. She got it, understood it even, but it didn’t help the swirling bite of disappointment in her stomach.

“C’mon.” Grif turned onto his side. “Settle in against me. Rock will be back in a few minutes.”

Allie spooned into Grif, her back against his chest. He pushed his arm in under her head, Allie’s cheek cushioned by his bicep. Allie felt the soft kiss he pressed into her hair. She was stupid to try to make this work. Maybe Rock wasn’t ready for this.

“Sleep, sweetie. He’ll be back. I promise.”

Shoving back all the doubts that tried to push into her brain, Allie bashed the horrid voices in her head that told her she might not be enough to keep them both happy with her virtual skillet. She closed her eyes. Maybe tonight would be the night the horrors wouldn’t dare invade. Maybe they would stay away. One could only hope… right?

She heard Grif’s breathing even out. Seriously, was he asleep already? Was he not freaked out?


Oh shush
 , she told herself. If Rock isn’t back by the time you wake up, then you can worry about it.

Finally, she didn’t hear her internal voices anymore. Her eyes closed and she slept.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


ROCK LEANED his shoulder against the frame of the door, watching Grif and Allie curled up in bed together. It made his heart ache. He was a dumb fuck to think of letting anyone else in again.


Grif is already in
 .

He closed his eyes. He had loved Grif most of his life. Loving Grif was a given. He was as much a part of him as breathing.

Allie… she was his too, no doubt about it. Love? He was still figuring that bit out. If that made him a selfish bastard, then so be it. If being selfish meant Grif, Allie, Lexi, and he belonged together then he’d take it, thank you very much.

Rock briefly considered grabbing a glass of Jack and sipping it in the living room. There had to be something on the idiot box, right?


When did you become a fucking coward? If you didn’t want Allie, then you shouldn’t have had her between Grif and you ten minutes ago, dumbass.


The bitchy snark from his internal voice was the boot up the ass he needed. He fucking did want Allie. Just let anyone try and tell him that she wasn’t important to him, or that he didn’t give a flying shit about her. He would enjoy beating the shit out of the fucker who was stupid enough to try.

Rock cocked his head to the side and listened. Nope, all was quiet from the direction of Lexi’s room. He crossed the space, and even though his footsteps were silent, it was no surprise to see Grif’s green eyes watching him. His lips lifted in a smile as he carefully got into bed and shuffled up beside Allie.

Rock pressed a kiss to the top of her head. Even though he had tried to be careful, Allie shifted slightly so her nose was buried against his throat. Rock put his arm over her head and reached out to cup Grif’s cheek. “You good, G?”

Grif gently nipped at Rock’s thumb. Rock could feel the smile on his man’s lips. Yeah, G was good. His fingers acted on instinct. He twisted a lock of Grif’s hair around his fingers. Maybe it was to keep him close, maybe it was so he would know if Grif moved during the night. Rock didn’t remember how it started. He didn’t give a shit either. He just knew that wrapping his fingers into Grif’s hair was the trigger he needed for his brain to shut down enough to sleep. He had worried that having Allie in their bed would affect that, as it had with Shar, but no, for some reason having this woman sleeping peacefully between them felt so right that it couldn’t be wrong.

Rock didn’t expect to sleep. He didn’t remember his eyes closing. He only knew he opened them at the soft sound of the bedroom door squeaking. He listened to the scuffing noises of tiny feet creeping into the room.


That little minx.


He kept his eyes closed and clamped his teeth down on the inside of his cheek to keep his lips from smiling.

“Shhh, Flopsie, don’t wakes momma.” Lexi’s attempt at a whisper was loud.

Rock listened as the footsteps came closer to the bed. He wondered if Lexi would be freaked or upset to see her momma in his and Grif’s bed. He made a mental note to talk to Allie and G about it later. They needed to figure out how the heck they explained it to a four-year-old.


Shit, pants, fuck
 .

Rock moved the fingers on his free hand, and when he touched the soft well-worn fabric of his sweats, he silently thanked Allie for her foresight in making him wear damn clothes to bed.

“Flopsie, you thinks my momma hads horrors?”

Rock could picture her little face scrunched up as she tried to work out the puzzle in front of her. He wondered if Lexi’s tongue was sticking out the corner of her mouth, like it did when she was counting. He heard the slightest sound of an indrawn breath.


Grif’s awake too. Well, duh, yes, of course he is awake too.


His fingers tightened in warning to Grif to pretend to be asleep. Rock wanted to see what Lexi did. He felt the slight movement of Grif’s hand and hoped he understood. He wanted to figure out a way to communicate with Allie as he did with Grif. That would come with time, but for right now he hoped that Allie stayed sleeping. There hadn’t been enough of it in her life recently.

Listening carefully, Rock followed Lexi’s progress as she went around to Grif’s side of the bed. The soft sound of her breathing and the scrape of her feet made tracking her easy. He bit down on the inside of his cheek harder when he heard giggling.


Bet you five dollars and a bottle of Jack that her nose is almost touching Grif’s.


He snorted silently in his head. He knew better than to take that bet. Lexi loved making Grif jump by staring at him.

“Daddy?” Lexi whispered. “I sleeps with you?”

Well, dammit it, that made his heart ache. Why didn’t she ask him? Shit, had he stayed away too long?

Rock couldn’t help the twisting in his guts at even a hint that Lexi didn’t trust him. He locked his muscles in place when Allie’s hand moved on his chest and her lips skimmed lightly over his heart.

Shit, did she somehow know what he was thinking?

Grif felt Allie’s arm move and knew she was awake too. He figured it was time to let Lexi know she could climb up.

“Mmmh?”

“You wakes, Daddy?”

“You okay, baby girl?”

“I sleeps with you?”

Grif opened his eyes. Ah, there she was—their princess in her pink bunny jammies. Her huge eyes were staring at him. If he hadn’t gotten used to waking up and crossing his eyes to get a look at his little sidekick’s face, he might have jumped at how close she had her nose to his.

Grif felt Rock’s fingers release the grip they had on his hair. He rolled onto his side. “Don’t wake your momma, ‘kay?” he whispered softly.

“‘Kay.”

Grif smiled at her, letting Lexi know that she was welcome to sleep with them. The pigtails she had insisted Rock put in her hair yesterday were still in place, although one was now higher than the other.


Aww, damn, she is breaking my heart.


Lexi reached out with both arms, telling him she wanted Grif to lift her onto the bed. He wrapped an arm around her and lifted her in, settling her next to Allie.

Just like she had done almost every night after she and Allie moved to Texas, Lexi relaxed into the pillows, her little face calm and her eyes heavy. He knew it wouldn’t take long for her to fall back to sleep.

Grif watched Lexi for a few seconds before he looked at Rock over the heads of the two most precious things in their world. Between them their girls could sleep safe. He and Rock had a family and they would do whatever it took to protect it.

Rock’s smile softened the lines that had been on his face. Here, in this instant, was the first time Grif had seen him at peace since they had rescued his ass from Somalia.

He reached his hand out toward Rock, careful as he allowed its weight to settle across Allie and Lexi and felt ease roll through him as Rock’s fingers linked with his.

Now, he could sleep.

The ones he needed most were here.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


“YOU’RE MEANT to color inside the lines.”


Color inside the lines? What the hell?


Grif raised his eyebrows at Lexi. “I thought I was painting your nails.”

“But you gots paint on my fingers.”

“Um…” Grif’s hand dwarfed the plastic on the nail polish brush. Dipping it into the pot of florescent pink took concentration. His tongue poked out the side of his mouth as he swirled it around in the liquid before he pulled it back out.

PLOP.

A dollop of pink polish dropped on his knee.

“You’s supposed to swipe.”

“Yup,” he told Lexi. “You’re right. I knew that.”

Lexi rolled her eyes at him, “Hmm… ‘kay.”

Dayum, if that wasn’t a ‘Yeah, right, idiot’ then he was a dance hall floozie.

Just like that he went from the penthouse to the outhouse. Lexi had been thrilled he’d agreed to paint her nails. Now, she was disgusted that he wasn’t doing a stellar job.


I’d rather dismantle a bomb at thirty thousand feet than paint inside the lines of Lexi’s pinky fingernails. That I at least know I can do.


“Whatcha doin?”

Rock’s voice in his ear made Grif jump. Sneaky fucker. “Make a little noise, will you?” Grif muttered.

“Hey! Papa yous made Daddy spill my nails.” Lexi pouted.

“Aw, I’m sorry, doll face.” Rock tugged on her braid. “You want to come stalk some Panthers with me?” he asked Lexi, and then said to Grif, “In our line of work being silent is kinda why they call us Ghosts.”

Okay, Grif had to admit he had a point. Being silent and in the shadows meant they had stayed alive this long.

“You have glitter bullets?” Lexi asked.

Rock put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a bunch of purple Nerf bullets. “I sure do.”

“Deal.” Lexi blew frantically on her nails. How the heck did a four-year-old know what to do with polish?

Grif stared at the purple shiny bullets. Holy crap, they were glittered. “How?”

“I borrowed some of Lexi’s nail polish.” Rock snorted. “Kennedy isn’t going to know what hit him when we blast him between the eyes with these.”

Grif was in the twilight zone, wasn’t he? Rock was grinning and plotting a glitter war. Plus, he’d painted Nerf bullets with glitter nail polish. “Who are you and where is Rock?”

Rock didn’t answer. What could he say? Everything he hadn’t known he wanted was now in place.

Nope, that was sappy shit. How about he was happy and didn’t give a fuck who knew it?

That was kinda the same, so instead he asked, “Is Allie still flying Pops’ crop duster?”

“Yeah.” Grif looked at his watch. “She will be another couple of hours, I think.”

“Okay.” Rock looked around the room. He spotted Lexi’s mini combat boots by the door. Grabbing them, he adjusted the twisted sock on her left foot before putting the boots on. “You still going to the war room, G?”

“Yup.” Grif nodded. “Kalon is finding loads of intel. I wanna see how Wolfe is connected. I want to know who else in the club is involved before I go down there and start ripping heads off.”

Rock nodded to the Sergeant-at-Arms tattoo on Grif’s arm. “What are you going to do about the club?”

G had grown up in the club. He had taken over the role from his father when his old man skidded off his bike en route to Sturgis about six years before. His position was more honorary. The club had a lot of veterans in their ranks. They had voted to allow him the freedom to continue to serve his country on the understanding that once he’d put in his retirement papers he would return to Tampa and take over the role.

“I don’t know,” Grif answered. “My mind is racing with the possibilities, going over and over the members, seeing their details, trying to figure out who knew what Wolfe was up to. Why haven’t they mentioned he wasn’t in Tampa when I called? Shi…” Grif cut himself off and looked down at Lexi. “Stuff like that.” He gave the kiddo friendly version instead.

“Yeah, I get it.” Rock had been trying to spare Grif this. It’s one of the main reasons he had kept moving.


Idiot, you made things worse.



Shut up!


He knew he made a mess of things by being a dumbass.

“You tell me what you need, G, and I’ll help you carry it out.”

“Yeah.” Grif kissed the top of Lexi’s head before stroking his hand down Rock’s side. “I promise.”

“You got everything, Lex?” Rock asked.

She nodded. “We just need guns.”

“I got them lined up outside the door.”

“Yay!” She bounced in place. “We go now?”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Rock winked at Grif and allowed Lexi to lead the way to the door. “Later, G.”

“Have fun.” Grif watched them go.

He leaned his forearm over his head against the frame of the door. Holy fuck, how the hell had he and Rock become fathers? That was some scary shit. The Taliban at COP Wild-Wolf had nothing on the fear he felt at the prospect of fucking things up with his family.

He watched Rock and Lexi until they disappeared into the woods.

“Ass in gear, St. Clare. You have assholes to track.” He double-checked the lights were off and headed toward Matt and Jonah’s house and the war room. Yes, he did have assholes to track. Twice now they had come for their kiddo. It was going to suck to be them when karma came calling.




KALON LEANED BACK in his chair and stretched his arms over his head. “You think it will work?”

“It’s worth a shot.” Malik looked at the notes Kalon had written. “If that tattoo is not in any of the databases INTERPOL or any of the alphabet agencies have then it’s been changed.” He took a swig from the mug on the desk by his keyboard, then grimaced. “Damn, how long ago did I make that?”

Kalon glanced at the clock on the bottom right of his screen. “About two hours ago.”

“No wonder it’s freaking cold.” Malik stood to make another mug.

“Hey, make one for me too.” Grif spotted Malik at the coffee machine as soon as he entered the room. If he could avoid that contraption he would, but he also wasn’t averse to asking for someone to help a brother out. He was happy Malik was back from the dead.

“Sure.” Malik stuck his fingers into the top of the machine when the first pod got stuck and pried it free before adding the next one to make Grif a coffee too. “Where’s your sidekick?”

“Playing sniper with her Papa.” Grif grinned. “Holy shit—Rock is a Papa.”

“Steele wanted to know when are you gonna be handing out cigars?” Kalon asked. “He doesn’t want to miss the opportunity to give you and Rock a ton of shit about having a kiddo—and a girl at that.”

“Shut it,” Grif muttered. He really didn’t need anyone to tell him he was totally going to be the dad sitting on the front porch cleaning weapons on prom night.

He snorted out a laugh. “I’m just picturing how Rock is gonna be on prom night.”

“I’ll bring popcorn that day,” Malik told Kalon. “You are on jellies and the others can bring the beer.”

“That’s a deal.” Kalon gave Malik a high five as soon as he placed his mug on the desk, freeing up one hand.

“Thanks, man.” Grif took the mug of coffee Malik held out to him. “Did you find anything?”

“We checked all the tattoo databases that we know of,” Malik said, “and came up with nothing like that five-finger tattoo on his neck. So Kalon did a thing.”

“I don’t know if it will work yet,” Kalon said, “but it’s running through the databases again.”

“What’s it looking for?”

“There are only three ways that we could think of to get rid of a tattoo. Well, four if you are going to wear turtlenecks to cover it up for the rest of your life,” Malik said. “Cover it with a bigger tat, laser it off, or cut it off.”

Okay, that made sense to Grif. “How does that help you find Michail?”

“We made our best guess at the size of that tattoo based on his height, which we figured out in relation to how tall we know Shar and Sarah were,” Kalon told him. “We have set it to search the databases for tattoos of that size and bigger. We decided to run it through INTERPOL’s scar database too.”

“There is a database for scars?”

“Yeah,” Malik said. “That was my reaction too. I didn’t know they had one.”

“Me neither,” Kalon admitted. “I kinda stumbled on it when I was looking for something for Cade last week.” He bit his lip. “Shit, you didn’t hear that.”

“Motherfucker.” Grif stood and dug his cell out of his ass pocket. “I’ll shoot the fucker myself.” Dammit, they were suspended. If the higher ups at JSOC or the Department of Defense got wind that Cade was ‘working’ it could jeopardize all of Ghost Team.

“This was sanctioned.” Kalon put his hand over Grif’s before he could unlock the phone to call Rock. “It came through a security firm down in Tampa.”

“Private sector of the black ops world?” Grif asked.

“I don’t know,” Kalon said. “The request came through Matt.”

Shit, what the hell could he say to that? Matt wouldn’t put something on the books that wasn’t legal, but why the hell hadn’t Cade contacted him or Rock? Grif would boot his ass from here to Christmas the first chance he got.

Okay, he would let it go for now, but as soon as Rock was back, they were having a discussion about Florida.

“How long has that been running?” he asked Kalon.

“About twelve hours or so.” Kalon glanced at the clock again. Grif wondered why people did that—answered with the time, then looked at the clock or their watch to make sure they were right.

“But that means nothing,” Kalon continued. “Every man it discards as outside the parameters we have set up is one less we have to investigate. So, better we wait while it does its thing.”




ROCK LAY ON HIS STOMACH. A blanket under him when he was in a sniper’s nest was a freaking luxury he’d never had. His spotter for the day, a pint-sized pixie in a pink tutu, purple leggings and pink combat boots, lay next to him. His binos almost covered the whole of her face as she stared through them.

He had tried to help her adjust the focus, but she had smacked his hand away with an ‘I do it.’ Who was he to object when the Royal Highness that was his new daughter had spoken?

“You got me a location, baby girl?”

“Unca Creed is by the goat tree.”

“Um…” Rock pulled his eye off the scope of his rifle to see if he could figure out which direction Lexi was pointing the glasses. “Okay.”


Goat tree? What the actual fuck is a goat tree?


Maybe he needed to talk to Allie about taking Lexi to get her eyes tested.

“You gonna shoots him with glitter bullets, Papa?”

Rock closed his eyes at the thrill that ran through him at the word ‘Papa’. WOW.

“Yup, just as soon as I find the goat tree.”

“It’s right next to the frog rock,” Lexi told him helpfully.


Goat trees and frog rocks? Can I have that in a grid or a quadrant, kid?


“Roger that.” Rock put his eye back to the scope and scanned in the direction Lexi was looking. He studied each and every tree, trying to figure out if something could make it a goat tree in the little girl’s mind.


Nope, I’m not seeing it
 . Hang on a second… is that a frog? Maybe if he was really drunk it could be a frog… maybe.

He squinted down the scope. It looked close enough. Scrutinizing every tree near it, he watched for anything out of place.

“Do you not see him?” Lexi pulled the glasses from her face and rolled over onto her side so she could look at Rock. “He right there.”

“I’m just making sure I have my aim right.” Rock told her. No way was he saying he didn’t see the goat tree, never mind freaking Viking.


Where are you, asshole?


“Come out, come out wherever you are,” he muttered under his breath.

Finally, a flash of movement caught his eye.

Bastard… he fucking knew he wouldn’t have found Creed if the other man hadn’t moved.


And how convenient… he was right under that surprise Lexi had insisted they needed.


If anyone in his Ghost life saw him lying in a makeshift sniper’s nest with a mini-spotter they would laugh themselves stupid. Especially when they caught sight of the Sig Sauer TANGO6T 1-6x24 Riflescope mounted on his modified Nerf-slash-paint gun.

Rock aimed at the wrapped package over Viking’s head and took the shot. He smirked down the scope at the result.

“We got him! We got him!” Lexi bounced to her feet laughing. She put the binos back to her eyes. “He all pink and sparkly. Yay!”

Damn, do the security cameras work this far out? Because, seriously, Creed Erickson on his ass, wiping pink glitter powder off his face while his fingers made drag marks like war paint under his eyes was hilarious.

Rock folded his lips together. Nope, that was not going to work. He laughed out loud.


I should be moving, really, I should, but damn
 .

Rock’s stomach hurt. Tears rolled down his face from laughing so hard. Fuck, that was so totally worth it.

“Good job, baby girl,” he told Lexi and held up his palm so she could smack him with a high five.

“I dids good?”

“You did amazing.” He waved to the spot next to him. “We still have two more tangos out there.”

“Tangos are bad word wipes? Lexi asked.

Rock froze for a second. Bad word wipes? He looked sideways at Lexi. Oh shit, ‘Asswipes?’


“Who did you hear say that word?”

They were so getting a swear jar and emptying it weekly until Lexi was old enough. Her college fees would be covered for sure.

“You,” Lexi said.


Okay, mental note to self: watch your mouth around your kid. Moving right on then.


Rock put his eye back to the scope. “Let’s go, spotter. Find me another target.”

“Copy,” Lexi whisper-shouted and flopped down beside him before putting the binos back to her face again, her little hands twisting the dials.

“You sure you don’t want me to help?” Rock asked.

“I gots it.”

“Okay then. Let’s get them.”

“More sparkles?”

“Yup,” Rock agreed. “More sparkles.”

“There.” Lexi pointed with her finger. “Delta is by the pretty flowers.”

“By the pretty flowers?” Rock repeated.

“Yes, the pretty ones,” Lexi told him.

“Which pretty flowers?”

“The white ones with the sun in the middle.”

Rock pulled back from the scope and dug out his cell.



G, which flowers have a sun in the middle?

 he shot off the text message.



What the fuck are you doing?

 Grif sent back almost immediately.



Just answer me, dammit.



Seriously, did he not know that Rock wouldn’t be texting him stupid questions if it wasn’t important?

There was a slight delay before Grif responded. Rock just knew he was asking Malik and Kalon for their opinion on flowers with suns in the middle.



Daisies?





Thanks.





Rock, what are you doing?





Glitter war, and my spotter has her own quadrant codes.





Bahahahahaha. Good luck with that.





Fucker.



“Papa, you not shooting,” Lexi grumbled.

“I am.” Rock dutifully put his eye back to the scope and started scanning for daisies. “Daisies are the white ones with yellow in the middle, right?”

“Yeah,” Lexi said. “They have suns in the middle.”

A flash of brown had him twisting the dials on his scope. “Ah, there you are, Miss Delta.”

“You sees her?”

“Yup, I sure do.” Rock scanned to the right of Delta. Micah was right-handed, which meant his dog was used to working on his left side to ensure his gun hand was free at all times.

There he was, crouched in the undergrowth. They had planted something, there, hadn’t they? Rock scanned the trees. Ah, yes, they did. He patted himself on the back for forward planning and sent a sparkle bullet toward Micah.

Careful not to hit Delta, he aimed for the ground in front of Mic.

“You missed,” Lexi informed him.

“I know.” Rock noted that Micah had moved backward, so he adjusted his aim and fired again. This one landed right between Micah’s legs and had him sit back on his ass to avoid being hit.

BOOM.

Micah’s ass landed on the trap, setting off the glitter bomb Rock and Lexi had planted earlier.

“Woooow.” Lexi kept the glasses pressed to her face. “It’s a pretty yellow, Papa. Unca Micah looks like the sun.”

Rock was sure he looked more like a glitterfied Minion, but who was he to contradict the boss?

Rock watched through his scope as Delta approached Micah and cautiously sniffed at him. He laughed and Lexi giggled when the dog sneezed and backed away from her owner.

“You think she is saying stupid human. You got yourself into this mess, you are on your own?”

“She telling him he pretty,” Lexi said. “Isn’t he pretty, Papa?”

“He is,” Rock agreed. “We still need to color your Uncle Hawk.”

“Unca Hawk brings me jellies,” Lexi whispered. “I’s not saposed to tells momma, but I think she knows.”

“Mommas know everything, kid.”

“Yeah.” Lexi nodded. “She knows when I don’t brush my teeth for two minutes.”

“I’ll bet.” From the last few days of living in the same house, Rock knew Allie supervised Lexi from the stairway. Oh hell, he was domesticated, wasn’t he? Yup, he totally was, and days like this made the rest of the shit in his world worth it. “Find me a target, Commander Sparkles.”

“Com’der Sparkles?”

“Yup,”

“‘Kay. I like it,” Lexi decided. “I founds Unca Hawk,” she announced a second later.

“You did? Well, where is he?”

“He kissing Unca Creed near the frog rock,” she said. “Does that mean Unca Creed will turn into a prince?”

“Nah,” Rock told her. “More like into a frog. It is a frog rock, right?”

“Yeah,” Lexi said. “Do you gots green bullets?” she asked Rock. “Frogs are green.”


Shit, what color did I put in that last bomb?


Rock shoved his hand into the pocket on his vest. “I have green with purple dots, will those do?” He held up one of the bullets to show Lexi.

“Yeah.” She nodded. “You gots to be fast. They not kissing now.”

“What they doin’?”

“They’s laughing at Unca Micah.”

Rock quickly swapped out the purple bullets for the green and looked through his scope. Yup, they were laughing for sure, and he could confirm, Micah Kennedy looked like a glitterfied Minion.

He dialed in his scope, making a mental note to tell the requisition guys he wanted one of these for the field, and took the first shot. The tiny green missile bounced off the back of Hawk’s left leg, so he took another shot and hit the right.

Hawk exploded into motion, running flat out in seconds. Rock tracked him, keeping bullets hitting his ass. He fired one shot to the right of Hawk and the massive man swung to the left. “Come on, come on,” Rock whispered.

“He’s getting away,” Lexi complained.

“Just you wait and see, baby girl,” Rock told her, not taking his eyes off his target. “We have him just where we want him.”

“Looks like he’s getting away to me.”

Rock sent another green bullet to the right side of Hawk, making him turn left once again. The view down his scope meant he didn’t have to be close to see the action. Hawk’s arms windmilled.

“Is Unca Hawk trying to fly?” Lexi asked, excitement clear in her high-pitched squeal.

“Nope, trying not to trip over the wire,” Rock told her. He sent another bullet flying Hawk’s way, it hit him directly in the chest and the big man went flying through the wire Rock had placed on that path earlier. The hose he had ‘borrowed’ from Betty earlier sprang into action.

Lexi’s excited shouts and yells echoed all around Rock as they watched the hose do a cobra dance, spraying Hawk with green glittered slime. It swung dramatically to the left and a slash of green caught both Creed and Micah in the faces. Delta escaped by the skin of her teeth by jumping behind Creed. She barked madly, adding to the chaos.

By the time the hose had come to a stop, all three of Lexi’s uncles were covered in colors, sparkles, slime and gunk. Jonah would turn the power hose on them for sure before he would allow them in the big house. Kalon would have a shit fit if any of that glitter got near his computers

“Well done, Lexi. You make an amazing spotter.”

“I loves glitter wars, Papa.” Lexi dropped the binos. “Theys kissing again.” She threw herself down into Rock’s lap.

Rock inhaled deeply, getting a lungful of strawberry shampoo and his kiddo.

Lexi… she had stolen his heart from the day Allie first brought her to the compound. He had been freaked at having a kid around, but one gummy smile and a burp later and he had been hooked. Now, she was his… any fucker with her in his sights better be able to put him and G down first. If the fucker they were after managed that then he would be met with momma bear Allie Kennedy. That would be a riot.

His phone vibrated in his ass pocket, reminding him that they weren’t done. Play time was over, but if he wanted a safe world for his kid, then he had an asshole to catch.

Rock’s phone buzzed again. He sighed and pulled it out to check the message.



We found Michail

 , Grif wrote. 
This one is way above our pay grade, so I need you to call the DIA or another alphabet.



Fuck! Rock hit speed dial two on his phone. The only reason Panther wouldn’t go after this dude themselves was if A) he was a US Citizen or B) he was a high profile enough public figure that it would make it impossible. Thank fuck Matt Garrett had thought to cover Panthers asses and had taken their search to a contact of Pops’ in The Pentagon.

“Is this not something Matt can take up his chain?” he asked as soon as Grif answered.


“No,”
 G replied. “The person who gave Panther clearance was taken out last night. Wanna guess how he died?”


“Krav Maga and electrocution?”


“Yup.”


“Be there soon.”


“Okay, later.”


Rock looked at the phone. Grif had hung up already. “C’mon, kiddo.” He set Lexi on her feet and started gathering their gear. “We better get cleaned up before your momma sees us.”

“Wait till Gramma Betty sees the uncas,” Lexi said wisely. “I’m bringing sweeties as you gots to bring sweeties when you go to see a show.”

He was screwed, so fucking screwed. And wasn’t it fucking fabulous?





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



A MONTH LATER


Washington D.C.

AFTER WEEKS of chasing dead ends and leads that led them everywhere but where they needed to be, they finally had intelligence that Michail was going to be at a huge state dinner in D.C.

Delta Force - Team Panther had officially taken their first government contract. Their objective—to get the co-ordinates of where that Serb nuclear warhead Sarah had in Somalia was located, preferably before the codes needed to activate it were sold to the highest bidder.

Rock kept his eyes on Allie. Damn, she was good. He tamped down the jealousy that swirled in his stomach and muttered, “Touch her again, dude. I fucking dare you.”


“You say something, Rock?”
 Creed’s voice in his ear was laced with laughter.


Dammit, I said that out loud. Fuck
 .

Rock really didn’t give a shit, though. See how Creed would fucking like it if a dirty old fucker had his hands all over one of his guys’ asses.


“Who knew Allie could be such a social butterfly?”
 Micah’s voice said through the comms device.


“Focus.”
 Hawk’s order was soft, but everyone took it for what it was. “She needs to get him to leave this fucking party. If that means he grabs her ass again, then he fucking grabs her ass again, got it?”


“Fucking asswipe,” Rock muttered.


“We can kill him later, babe,”
 Grif said in his earpiece.

If he had known when Kalon’s coded program spat out this dude (among ten others) last month that their girl would be getting her ass groped by the asshole, he and Grif would never have allowed it.

“Promise?”


“Yup.”


“‘Kay, he can live another few minutes,” Rock grumbled. “I still say we are taking a massive gamble that he doesn’t know who she is.”


“If there was another way, don’t you think we would have taken it?”
 Micah growled in his ear. “The last fucking thing I want is my baby sister in danger.”


“Me too, Kennedy, me too,” Rock answered.




ALLIE RESISTED the urge to roll her eyes, barely. Seriously, dumbass, have you never heard of a toothbrush? Jeez, your breath stinks.


“I’ll not walk out of here with you, Ambassador,” she whispered softly, knowing that every word was being picked up by the bug in her button. “You will have to leave first, and I’ll follow you shortly.”

“You do not want to be seen with me?”

“It’s not that.” Allie stroked her fingers through the hairs on the back of Varoslav Demetri’s—aka Michail Tursynbekov’s—neck. “My role with the embassy requires discretion. Your position...” She allowed her voice to trail off, letting him draw his own conclusions.

She hoped he would assume she didn’t want to cause an international incident by leaving a state function with the UN Ambassador to Kazakhstan. The freaking press would have a field day, even if she wasn’t really working for the Embassy.

“I agree, little one.” Demetri’s breath brushed hotly against her neck.


Eww, just fucking eww.


Allie lowered her eyes, using her lashes to cover her disgust.


Can I just stab him and get it over with?


She covertly glanced around, hoping Demetri would assume she was checking to see who was watching.


If only he fucking knew.


She resisted the urge to snort out loud.

“I am in room six-twenty-three,” Demetri whispered in her ear. “You will follow me in ten minutes, yes?”

Thank you, sweet baby Jesus. “Yes. Ten minutes,” Allie promised. She stepped away, allowing her fingers to trail across the asshole’s back before finally her hand dropped from his body.


Someone pass the bleach! Germs! He had fucking cooties or something.


Allie watched Demetri leaving, and stealthily tossed a glance toward the security camera and gave a discreet nod. She knew Rock, Grif, Micah and the others had been watching every move the asshole made. Now, it was time to implement the rest of the plan.

Digging around in her purse, she pulled out a perfume bottle. Dior would have a freaking stroke if he knew his classic J’dore bottle with its long neck covered in gold spirals was to be utilized in this way. As long as the liquid didn’t get on her skin, she was good. Allie shoved it back into her clutch.


Small talk for a few minutes. Yes, that old dear will do.


She crossed the room to speak to an older lady who would give her the appearance of acting normal.

Allie sipped her glass of wine, counting off seconds in her head as she mingled and idly chatted with the Countess of somewhere or other.


Really? Who the hell cared which freaking rose was blooming and looked pretty this week?


“Excuse me, please,” Allie indicated that she needed to use the ladies’ room and prayed this this airhead wasn’t one of those people who assumed that potty breaks needed multiple people per trip.

“Of course.”

Allie walked toward the entrance way and the huge double doors. As soon as the doors swished closed behind her, she heaved out a breath of relief. She reached up and unclasped the necklace. Wrapping it around the handles of the doors, she clicked it closed and sprayed the perfume on the metal. Damn, the CIA had good toys. The spray would act as an acid upon contact with the skin, preventing anyone from opening the door. Hopefully this would keep the guests out of the line of fire.

“TOC, this is Skillet. I’ve passed Cygnus.” She knew Malik or Kalon would be marking off each constellation check point from their list, ensuring no steps were missed and all areas covered.

Allie’s heels clicked across the hotel foyer to the reception desk. She smiled at Micah as he led her into a back room where Rock, Hawk, and Creed were waiting.


Remember to tease him about looking pretty as a receptionist,
 she reminded herself.

Slipping out of her heels, she flexed her toes. Damn six-inch heals made her legs look amazing, but those babies were hell on her feet.

“Gimme.” Allie took the black combat boots Micah held out to her. Holding her gown up she pushed each foot into the boots. “Wow, that’s better.”

“Only you, sister of mine,” Micah whispered softly. “Designer dress and combat boots!”

“Don’t forget the weapons,” Grif appeared through the door to the staff quarters and handed over Allie’s Sig and an M16. “You okay?”

“I need a shower,” Allie muttered, “to get his stench off me.” She checked the M16 and chambered a round.

“I’ll get your laces.” Grif knelt at Allie’s feet to tie the laces on her boots. “Keep your dress clean.”

“She’s about to shimmy up a tree to provide cover for our guys while they grab the asshole,” Micah told him. “I hardly think the clean floors in here are going to damage the silk.”

“Doesn’t mean I can’t treat her like the lady she is,” Grif replied.

He’s going to be expecting me at the door,” Allie said. “I should totally be up there.”

“Nope,” Grif growled, “not fucking happening. Ass in the nest with Jonah.”

“I’m going, I’m going,” Allie muttered. “Jeez. You two are Neanderthals, you know that, right?

“Yup.” Grif planted a kiss on the top of her head and Rock swatted her on the ass. “Go.”

“Be safe.” Allie pointed her finger at both Rock and Grif. “No boo-boos. I’m not kissing them better if you do get them, got it?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“‘K, good hunting.” Allie slipped out the back door and disappeared into the darkness outside.

“TOC, this is Ghost One,” Rock called through to Kalon and Malik. “Skillet is en route to Panther Three.”


“That’s a good copy, Ghost One,”
 Malik replied.

A couple of minutes later, Grif blew out a breath of relief when he heard, “TOC, Skillet is in position.”


Now, they were just waiting for Malik to confirm he was happy with what he and Kalon were seeing on the camera displays. They had set up a mobile Tactical Operations Center in the back of a massive semi-truck. “All Stations, TOC here. Move into position.”


“Copy, TOC,” Micah said as he, Hawk and Creed stepped into the elevator.

Creed and Micah took up positions at the back, with Hawk standing slightly in front of his guys—protecting them as always. Delta stood to Micah’s right, her leash attached to his belt with a quick release clip.

Hawk gave Grif and Rock a smart salute as the doors closed, cutting off their view. Hawk would stop the lift halfway between floor five and six. Once Rock confirmed they were in position, Hawk would hit restart, and they would land on the private floor.

“We’re passing Lyra,” Hawk sent through to Malik, as the doors swished closed.

Jonah and Allie had over watch in the sniper’s nest on the rooftop opposite from Demetri’s room. Steele and Matt were going up the main staircase, while Jason and Fritz were already in position on floor seven, ensuring Demetri, or Michail, didn’t escape via that route.

Grif slid back the bolt on his M16 and nodded to Rock, their hands moving in sync as they patted their vests and carried out a final check of their gear, even as they moved toward the service staircase. Thank fuck the CIA had been in a position to shut down the rest of the hotel.


“Ghost One, TOC. We're standing by.”


“TOC, this is Ghost One.” Rock clicked his comms unit as they approached the fire door at the top of the stairway leading to floor six. “We’re passing Aquila.”


“That's a good copy, Ghost One,”
 Malik responded immediately.

“All Stations, Ghost one. Set.” Rock was listening to the confirmations come in from the others, and as soon as he had them, he gave the order. “All stations, execute, execute, execute!”

“Burn in! Ghost One, clearing sixth floor.”


“Panther One, clearing main stairway.”



“Hawk One, clearing fifth floor.”


Rock and Grif listened to all the clearances, then they switched their comms to the lowest settings. The last thing they freaking wanted was this dude to hear something that tipped him off. Kalon had determined there was no jammers or radio equipment in the hotel. If Michail had any of the tools an assassin might have with him, they were switched off.

Weapons at the ready, they approached the door of room six-twenty-three. Rock pressed his back to the right-hand side of the door and Grif ducked, so he wouldn’t be seen through the peep hole, and pressed his back against the left.

Grif nodded across at Rock.

“Ready?” he mouthed.

Rock nodded in response. “Yes.”

Neither told TOC they had passed Scorpius. Their body cameras would show the footage on Kalon’s screens.

Now, came the tricky bit. Grif reached out and slipped the master keycard into the slot. As soon as the light flashed green he pulled it out, and the door made a loud ‘click’ as the locking mechanism released. They nodded to each other and turned to breach the door.


“Ghost One, your target is on his feet,”
 Jonah warned through their earpiece. “Fuck, stand clear!”


Grif and Rock immediately swung back next to either side of the door, as two bullets punched through the timber.


“Fuck, target is down,”
 Jonah swore. “Who the fuck took that shot?”



“Panther Three, TOC here,”
 Malik broke through the chatter. “Explain.”



“Someone took out our target, TOC,”
 Jonah said. “We just watched the bullet slam through the window, and thermal imaging shows he is flat on the floor.”



“Fuck, Ghost One, breach,”
 Malik ordered.

“Ghost One, copy.” Rock nodded to Grif to open the door, and they were moving in.


“TOC, Panther Three,”
 Jonah said. “Permission to locate who took that shot?”



“Negative, Panther Three.”
 Matt’s voice answered before Malik could. “Stay in position. That’s an order.”



“Fine.”



“Panther Three,”
 Malik said. “Give me your best guess on the position of our rogue sniper. Our alphabet friends are going after him.”



“Best guess is top of the apartment block behind us.”



“You’re covered?”



“Yes, Sir.”



“Keep it that way. TOC out.”


Grif held his weapon on the body lying on the floor while Rock quickly checked the room.

“Clear,” Rock confirmed. He felt for a pulse on the man’s neck. “Nothing, he’s gone.”

“He’s missing most of his head, dude, of course he’s gone.” Grif rolled the body over. “Damn, how the fuck are we going to ID him when the exit wound destroyed his face?” He made sure the camera on his vest got a good view of the man’s face, or what was left of it.

Rock fiddled with the camera on his gear.

“DNA,” he signed to Grif, who was already pulling out swabs. “Gather it before the locals and the alphabets get here.”

“Are we looking for intel?” Grif signed back as he too switched off his body camera too.

Rock did a quick search of the man’s pockets and stuffed a cell phone he found into a pocket on his vest. At this stage, they had to hope Kalon could get some intel off the phones. There had to be something that would lead them to the nuke. He pointed at his comms unit with one finger. “Nope.”


“Ghost One, TOC here,”
 Kalon called over comms. “I’m getting some interference with your body camera footage.”


“TOC, this is Ghost One,” Rock answered. “I have no idea why that is. Have the locals and alphabets check for jammers again.” He hoped that by telling Kalon to ‘have the locals do it’, he would figure out that Rock was the one who switched off the equipment.

There was a slight pause before Kalon responded with, “Roger, Ghost One. TOC copies.”

Grif and Rock did a quick search of the room. Behind the sink in the bathroom they found another phone. Kalon could work on that one too. Surely, one of them would have the information they were after. Grif had just stuffed it into his med kit when a sound had them both turning with their weapons raised.

“Drop your weapons!” They both recognized the men in suits who came through the door as CIA. “Drop your weapons.”

Grif shrugged at Rock and they both lowered their guns as requested.

“You and you,” the man who appeared to be in charge snapped, “out! Your part is done.”

“Hey!” Grif stepped forward, but Rock’s hand looped into his belt, and a sharp tug kept him in place.

“We’re going,” Rock muttered, “and you’re welcome.” He gestured to the body on the floor. “Next time the CIA wants a favor, don’t come looking to me.”

Rock had kept his disgust in check, up until now.

“You tell your bosses that our family, our teams are not cannon fodder to use in place of your people.” Rock stepped wide around the men in suits and the body on the floor. He herded Grif in front of him as he went.

“Yeah, we still have Panther,” one man snorted. “We can use them.”

Fury blasted through Grif. “The fuck you will,” he growled. “Panther will listen to Ghosts. You’re done.”

They stepped out of the room. Rock shook his head when Grif opened his mouth to speak again and Grif shut it.

Rage rolling through them both, they walked side by side to the stairwell.

“What the fuck?” Grif’s hand was already raising his weapon.

“Stand down.” Steele did not look fucking happy to be kept in the stairwell by two goons who wouldn’t be out of place in a Goodfellas movie. They might be CIA, but seriously, they needed a fucking makeover. “These asses… I mean ‘guys’ were just telling us we aren’t allowed on scene.”

“Fuck ‘em.” Rock winked at Steele. “We got what we came for. Our target is dead, even if we didn’t do it. I say we are RTB.” He hoped like hell Steele was reading between the lines. He couldn’t exactly say we have the electronics in the room now, could he?

Steele studied Rock for a few long seconds before he nodded. “Panther One to All Stations. Load up we are Returning to Base.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



TWO WEEKS LATER


Texas

GRIF’S EYES widened as he set Lexi on her feet. Matt and Jonah’s back yard had been converted into a drive-in movie theater.

“Wow, Daddy.” Lexi pointed to the streamers and balloons. “What’s happening?”

“I don’t know,” Grif told her, “but it looks like we’re going to the movies.”

“Is there popcorn?” Lexi bounced on her feet. “We can’t have movies with no popcorn.”

“Why don’t you go and look?” Grif pointed her in the direction of the picnic table, which was weighed down with goodies. “I’m just gonna talk to Papa and Momma, ‘kay?”

“Yup.” Lexi shot off across the grass as fast as her legs would go.

Grif stared after her. These last few weeks had been quiet. Kalon was still working on the phones they had found, but the encryption on those things rivaled the best they had ever seen. As most of them were former military, that was a hell of a thing to say. They still had no freaking location on that nuke. Even the dark web was coming up empty. The higher ups at the Pentagon were taking the absolute silence to mean Michail had been the head tango, but something wasn’t adding up for Grif. He just couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was.

It would come to him eventually, but he pushed it aside. Now wasn’t the time for work. Now was the time for family.

“Wanna beer?” Matt held out a bottle.

“Thanks.” Grif twisted off the top and took a long drink. “Whose idea was this?”

“Lexi was talking to Jonah last week about that new version of the lion movie that was out. She told him that her momma had only said ‘we’ll see’ when she asked to go see it.”

“So, Jonah did what exactly?” Grif didn’t believe for one second that Jonah wasn’t behind this.”

Matt leaned against the bed of his truck. “He may have made a few calls and got an advance copy for Lexi.”

“What did she bribe him with?” Grif wasn’t an idiot. His daughter went a mile a minute, and if she wanted something, she checked every uncle until she found one that caved.

“Um, she promised to give Rock a Barbie makeover while he sleeps.”

“Fuck.” Grif spit out his beer. That explained the pile of pink shit on the bedside table. He made a mental note to sleep with one eye open for the next month or so. “Any updates?” Grif gestured toward the war room.

“Nope,” Matt said. “It’s been two weeks and we’ve got nothing, not even a hint there may be someone out there waiting to make their next move.”

“You think Michail was the one behind it?” Grif wondered about this himself.

“No.” Matt picked at the label on his bottle of beer. “I think that would be too easy.” He sighed and lifted the bottle, sipping his beer. “Plus, I think someone had to take him out.”

“Yeah.” Grif could see where Matt was going with this. He smiled at Allie, and laid an arm over her shoulder dragging her back to rest against him. He knew it wouldn’t be long before Rock was there to bracket her on the other side. “I want to know who and why someone took him out too.”

“I think someone didn’t want him talking.” Rock said, as he appeared. “We were too close for comfort.”

“Hey,” Jonah shouted. “Work can wait. Sit your asses down. The movie is about to start.”

“I hope you brought popcorn.” Lexi bounced up to Jonah. “The deal was pops and
 a movie.”

“Wait.” Jonah paused and slapped his hand against his chest for dramatic effect. “You didn’t mean Pops?” He pointed at Pops and Betty. “You meant popcorn?”

“Duh.” Lexi put her hands on her hips. “Yeah, I meant popcorn. Grandpop wouldn’t miss the movies.” Her tone was clearly meant to display ‘are you stupid?’

“Then it’s a good thing I brought popcorn too.” Jonah reached inside the door and snagged the bowl of popcorn he had made earlier. “This enough?” he asked Lexi.

She looked doubtfully around the yard. “I don’t know,” she said. “My momma can eat a lot of popcorn.”

“Brat.” Allie swooped Lexi up. “Let’s get settled.” She carried Lexi to one of the picnic blankets laid out on the grass. “I guess this one is ours.”

“It’s got a princess on it.” Lexi wriggled to get down. “It’s ours now.”

Grif and Rock followed behind their girls and settled in around them.


Dayum, this is what we should have had all along.


Grif pushed the snark aside. The time for regrets was over. He wanted to spend the future loving his family, not kicking himself for what he had missed.

“Okay, listen up,” Jonah yelled. “Rule number one: it’s Lexi’s movie, no bitching. Rule number two: no making out, we have a kiddo on board here. Rule number three: no silent but deadlies… Your farting is not allowed to ruin the smell of popcorn…”

Yeah, it was good to be here, watching his brothers and his family laughing at Jonah’s orders. Maybe he could persuade Rock and Allie that their permanent base should be here in Texas.

Grif sighed and let his lips curve into a happy smile when Rock’s head landed in his lap. Allie and Lexi were settled in the ‘V’ Rock and his body created.


Yup, perfect family, perfect life…


Grif refused to let himself finish that thought.


You don’t want to fuck it up. This is your happily ever after. They are your salvation. Be happy, dumbass.









Thank you for reading Grif’s Salvation. I hope you enjoyed the story. Read on for an excerpt from Jason’s Justice.





JASON LOUNGED on the bed of Fritz’s truck. Yeah, the movie might be a silly bit of fun, but they needed this—all of them.

Grif, Rock, and Micah’s baby sister. Wow…
 he didn’t see that coming, but somehow it worked. He watched them laughing and playing, tossing popcorn into each other’s mouths.

Jason had worried about Grif when Rock was gone. He had come close to going searching for Rock a few times, but Fritz had persuaded him not to.

The buzzing in his pocket made Fritz frown at him. “That is meant to be turned off.”

“Sorry.” Jason pulled out his phone. He meant to switch it off, he really did, but his finger slipped and the call answered.

“Wait a sec,” he whispered into the phone, and jumped down from the truck.


“Sure,”
 the voice said on the other side.

Jason walked into the house and opened the fridge. “Okay, who are you and how did you get this number?”


“You don’t know me.”
 The voice was mechanical, as if it had been changed or disguised somehow. “The one you seek is close to you.”


“What?” Jason pulled the phone away from his ear and looked at it.


“I am sending a file to your email. It will tell you what you need to know.”


“Wait?” What the fuck was this dude talking about? “Fuck.”

He’d hung up already.

Jason sighed and looked out the window. He held up the beer bottle to Fritz when his guy turned around. Fritz nodded and Jason went to pull him another bottle from the fridge.

Pulling up his email app, he checked for new emails. He clicked on the mail address he didn’t recognize.


Yeah, Kalon will shoot you for that, idiot
 .

When the email opened, Jason read through it. Once…


Nope, this can’t be right
 .

Twice…


I’m seeing things
 .

A third time…

“You are fucking shitting me.”


Jason’s Justice is coming soon on Amazon. Preorder it here:
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