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    For Montgomery Sparrow, leading his own team of men was an honor. Sure, he’d put in the work—every SEAL did. But the day his commander pulled him aside and told him about a new platoon being formed, one deep cover, Sparrow jumped at the chance to be part of an elite special unit. 
 
    The only requirement? Members of SEAL Team Blackout no longer existed.  
 
    The few who knew about Blackout called them dead men walking. As soon as they joined, they were handed death certificates and began new lives devoted to defending their country. 
 
    He knew what he was giving up for Blackout. He couldn’t have a wife, kids or anything beyond the partnership of his team. It was his choice, and most days he was okay with it. Some days it was pretty fucking lonely being dead. 
 
    Exactly two minutes ago he’d been the recipient of another honor—to monitor another Blackout platoon as they invaded a bunker.  
 
    Sparrow stared at the massive monitors that displayed the entire Blackout Charlie team’s whereabouts on the wall. The war room was dead silent as everyone held their breath. 
 
    SEAL 2 broke through the bunker door. SEAL 3 ran in from the side. He jerked his arm with enough force to drive the grenade in his hand deep into the building. 
 
    Both men took cover just as the blast hit. The noise of walls crumbling punctuated by screaming echoed through the war room. The sound was of lives lost, sure, but the lives of enemies. 
 
    The people in the Pentagon’s war room got to watch safely from several states away, and they were glued to the monitors as the events unfolded. 
 
    SEAL Team Blackout Charlie had located and hit their target. After three long months of searching in the darkest corners of not only the country but the world, they’d finally found the son of a bitch responsible for an act of terrorism that left two hundred civilians dead. 
 
    And counting, Sparrow reminded himself. They’re still pulling bodies from the rubble. 
 
    The militia holing up in this bunker was responsible for a bombing that wiped out all those civilians in a Vegas casino—and a handful of smaller, but no less deadly, attacks. What Blackout Charlie was hunting for, and everyone in this room couldn’t wait to see, was the man behind it all. 
 
    His mugshot hung at the very top of the “crazy wall.” The wall bore photo after photo of people, the homegrown militia group had targeted over two long years. All of them dead. All of them leaving behind loved ones and lives. 
 
    No one wanted this bastard dead as much as Sparrow. The government brought Blackout into the fight only three months ago, and they were the reason Mashara Abubakar was about to be captured. 
 
    More screams rang through the room. Six agents seated at computers kept contact while Sparrow and a few of his superior officers looked on. In the corner of the room a lone woman leaned into the corner with her back against the wall. When things got hairy for their SEALs, she’d raise a pen to her lips and tapped them. 
 
    What was her story? She wouldn’t be in this room without some serious security clearances, so that meant she wasn’t somebody’s secretary. 
 
    Sparrow pulled his attention back to what was happening onscreen. Grenades and firepower flashed as Blackout Charlie secured the bunker. Team leader Charlie 1, who went by the nickname Apollo, threw himself flat on the ground. Bullets peppered the wall behind him. He soldier-crawled through the hailstorm. 
 
    All of a sudden, a grenade exploded in front of the drone camera. Dust billowed upward in a cloud, blocking Apollo from their vision , and then the camera blacked out. 
 
    A roar built in Sparrow’s chest. He planted his hands on the desk and leaned close to the monitor. “Get him back! Does anybody have eyes on Charlie 1?” he bellowed into the earpiece that connected him. 
 
    Shouts of “Apollo! Charlie 1!” still echoed through the bunker. Sparrow had a bad fucking feeling about the operator’s radio silence. He might be a dead man walking too, but this didn’t look good. 
 
    “Charlie 2 to base. The wall’s collapsed. We can’t get eyes on Charlie 1!” 
 
    Sparrow felt his jaw creak as he clenched it. “Charlie 2, stay calm. You’re in charge. Stay on target. Finish the mission. Worry about him later!” He gave the order even as his stomach twisted. He fucking hated losing peers. But if that bastard Abubakar escaped the bunker because they were more concerned with recovering their operator, shit would go south in a hurry. 
 
    The gunfire and explosions ramped up as the op came to its pinnacle. They were all fighting for their lives and their great country. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Sparrow caught the woman lifting her pen again. Tap, tap, tap. 
 
    She’d tapped the pen three times. What did that mean? 
 
    Outwardly, her expression didn’t give away anything. 
 
    Bodies fell with heavy thuds, Sparrow’s only clue for what was going on as Blackout Charlie leveled the place of the enemy. Then one of the screens blinked to life, showing two SEALs standing at a closed door. The chief of defense, who stood on the opposite side of the room from Sparrow, swung his head and looked at him. 
 
    At the same time, they nodded. 
 
    “Get in there!” Sparrow gave the order on behalf of the chief. 
 
    They blasted in the door. Calmly sitting on a metal folding chair as if he’d been waiting for them to come for some Southern hospitality was a man dressed in the native clothes of Nigeria. 
 
    “Get me closer. I need to see his face,” Sparrow bit out. 
 
    “Oh shit. Apollo! Fuck, there’s fucking chunks of flesh and bone all around this fucking room. Fuck, man!” came a warbling shout from another operator. 
 
    Sparrow wanted to look, to see if his friend was really blown to bits, but he needed to focus on the man in the chair. 
 
    A woman at the computer tapped some keys and the man’s face came into sharp, close focus. 
 
    Sparrow shoved off the desk he’d been leaning over. “That’s not Abubakar!” 
 
    Chief of Defense Jennings whipped his head toward him. “It has to be him.” 
 
    “Look at his face. Different mouth. Take out the target, Charlie.” 
 
    Seconds later, the body slumped in the chair. 
 
    The operator who’d managed to get past the collapsed wall in the other part of the bunker was still freaking out. Two others were simultaneously trying to find any survivors and giving their own view of the horror they weren’t able to see firsthand in the war room. 
 
    “Apollo’s dead. Repeat, Apollo is dead.” 
 
    Chief of Defense Jennings punched his fist off the desk, making the person manning the computer next to him jump. “Goddammit! We’re going to get justice for our operator!” 
 
    Sparrow’s heart gave a hard throb. He turned from the screens and headed for the door. He threw it open and strode down the hall, away from the death and destruction still haunting those screens. 
 
    His feet pounded on the tile floor leading to the break station. In a few steps, he reached the coffeepot and yanked a paper cup off the stack. He tipped the pot and thrust the cup under the stream as he poured. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” he muttered. 
 
    The footsteps behind him were meant to be silent, but he was trained to hear a mouse pop off a fart from a room away. 
 
    With his cup in hand, he pivoted to face the woman who’d been in the room with him. 
 
    He held up his cup. “Coffee?” 
 
    “Yes.” She didn’t wait for him to serve her but stepped up and poured her own, adding two sweetener packets. 
 
    “That stuff’s bad for you.” He took a sip of his own black brew. 
 
    “Well, if the stress of this job doesn’t kill me, something’s gotta.” She sipped. 
 
    They stared at each other. She was one of those women who appeared taller than they were because of how she carried herself. The confidence oozing off her five-foot-six-inch lean frame competed with what he saw on SEALs. 
 
    What transpired in that bunker shouldn’t have happened. Mistakes were made. Men died. But he couldn’t help but think Apollo shouldn’t have been in that room alone. Where was his backup? Was he trying to be a goddamn hero? Information he’d be getting at the debriefing, Sparrow supposed. Shame it was too late. 
 
    “How are you holding up? It was rough in there.” He eyed her. 
 
    She met his gaze with so much directness that he felt the sting of her icy blue eyes. 
 
    She tapped her short, manicured nail against her lips again. Why did she do that? Was she trapping secrets? His psychological training would tell him she was full of fear or uncertainty back in that room. 
 
    But after seeing her here with him, that didn’t seem likely to be the case. He got a feeling she was trying not to speak her mind. 
 
    Sparrow faced her fully. “I know who you are now. Homeland Security Agent Gia Watson. Your list of credentials fills up half a hard drive.” 
 
    She arched a brow at that. 
 
    He grunted. “A small one. What do you think about what happened? I know you’re holding back.” 
 
    Agent Watson gave him another of her direct looks, the kind that had grown men shaking if they were on the wrong end of her investigation. 
 
    She tapped her lips again. 
 
    “I want to hear what you have to say, Watson.” 
 
    She dropped her hand, giving him a clear view of her lips—full and well-shaped even if she downplayed them by using not even a trace of lipstick. 
 
    What she said, he already knew. Something they all knew but no one said back in that room. 
 
    “It’s not over.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Gia recognized the skepticism on Sparrow’s face. She was used to seeing looks like that from men who believed that because they had something hanging between their legs, their brains were wired better than women’s. 
 
    Oh, they threw in talk about hormones and biological differences as a way to back their misogynistic views of a workplace like this. Gia was sick and tired of it, like every other woman who ever worked hard to climb the ranks of any government agency. But she was good at setting all that aside. 
 
    She eyed him. “Montgomery Sparrow in the flesh. Funny…you don’t look dead to me.” 
 
    He choked on a mouthful of coffee, swallowed it before he did the nose trick and narrowed his eyes at her. “Not many know that detail about me.” 
 
    She lifted a shoulder in a casual shrug and sipped her cheap coffee with the disgusting sweeteners she despised but drank to keep the pounds off her hips. The minute she gained a few pounds, rumors would be flying about her. 
 
    She could hear them now. Watson’s gaining weight. Think she’s got a bun in the oven? Nah, she’s just letting herself go. Too much Ben & Jerry’s on those lonely Friday nights. 
 
    When she chose this career, she was naïve enough to believe she could find someone who would value her intelligence and treat her as an equal. Someone who saw her as capable. But after a few years in the trenches, she was more than certain that would never happen. 
 
    As a result, she was a hundred percent about the job, all of the time. That didn’t mean she stopped wanting to be more than the robotic Agent Watson. 
 
    Inwardly, she groaned and batted away the insults she’d unfortunately heard before to make room for the real problem—what happened back there. 
 
    “Tell me what you mean by ‘it’s not over,’” Sparrow demanded. The man looked the part, she’d give him that. He was huge, towering over her at six-five and two hundred fifty pounds of muscle that was put there by intense conditioning, not by some trainer in the gym. When he settled his gaze on her, the dark intensity of his eyes would send women either running for the hills or cozying up to him with offers to join them in their beds. 
 
    Gia did neither. 
 
    She lowered her paper cup. “You saw what happened back there as well as I did. They put an imposter in Abubakar’s place to try to fool us. Which means they saw us coming a mile away. So why did they allow an entire bunker full of their men to be shot down?” 
 
    He forced a breath through his nose that made his nostrils flare. “The same exact thing went through my head when I saw that Abubakar’s mouth was different.” 
 
    She nodded. “Wider,” they said at the same time. 
 
    So, Sparrow was smarter and more detail-oriented than most men she dealt with. She could appreciate that. But would he accept what she had to say next? 
 
    Glancing toward the door of the break room, she said, “Do you have a minute to see something?” 
 
    He swallowed the rest of his coffee in a gulp and tossed the paper cup in the wastebasket. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Sparrow followed her down the corridors to a space she’d claimed as her personal office. She threw open the door and the lights came on automatically. 
 
    On the way in, he said, “Was this a broom closet?” 
 
    “Just about. I’m pretty sure I saw them carting janitors’ mop buckets out of here on the day I moved into it. I made some demands that included an office, and this is what I got. I’m not complaining.” She breezed the few steps across the tiny space only big enough to fit a desk, chair and a lamp. 
 
    “Close the door,” she told him. 
 
    Sparrow reached behind him, doing so without looking away from the three walls in front of him bearing every tidbit of information about the militia group she’d gathered over three years’ time. 
 
    She watched his face as he took in the wall directly in front of him. Then he pivoted to the one on his left. 
 
    After she made a small noise, he shifted his gaze to her. “What?” 
 
    “Interesting.” She leaned against her desk. “When you walk you lead with your right foot, so I pegged you as being righthanded. But just now you turned to the left first, which would indicate that you strongly favor your left.” 
 
    A spark of interest flashed in his eyes but was quickly gone. “I’m ambidextrous.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    He grunted and continued to peruse the left wall, then the right. When he trailed one of the tangents she’d gone on with photos, string and pushpins, he pivoted to the door. She’d more than halfway covered the wall with similar connections drawn between the terrorist group’s attacks. 
 
    He didn’t look away from the place her research stopped. “You’ve done your homework.” 
 
    “I like to be thorough.” 
 
    “You mean cover your ass.” His gaze landed on her. 
 
    Why did she feel like he was analyzing her? 
 
    “I have to. The US government doesn’t accept mistakes. There’s an entire group of puppies coming out of the military academies right now hungry for my job.” 
 
    The corner of his lips twitched but it was hardly a smile. 
 
    Finally, he turned to her fully. “I see you’re interested in Abubakar’s militia. But I’m still going to need you to explain more of your thoughts to me.” 
 
    She pushed off her desk and crossed the room to stand in front of a cluster of photos surrounding their real man—Mashara Abubakar. Using the pen she pulled out of her blazer pocket, she pointed to another photo. 
 
    “See this man?” 
 
    “Looks like the guy our team just took out in the bunker.” 
 
    “Abubakar’s brother.” 
 
    Sparrow’s eyes widened. 
 
    “I’m surprised they didn’t tell you this bit of information. Of course, it could only be found with some major digging. Ancestral records, family trees…” She pointed at a few more notes tacked to the board. “His name was Rami Omar.” 
 
    “Omar.” 
 
    She nodded. “They shared a father, but the father failed to claim him. Luckily, Rami’s mother managed to avoid being stoned to death in her native country of Nigeria and passed the bastard off as her new husband’s child.” 
 
    “So that’s the man we just took out? The one with the—” 
 
    “Wider mouth?” she cut in. “Yes.” 
 
    “The entire bunker was meant to die.” Sparrow’s hard jaw flexed. 
 
    Gia nodded. “Exactly. Which leads me to the other big loss we had today. Apollo.” 
 
    Though he didn’t give any indication that the name affected him, she knew it did. Losing one of the men he’d led in combat years ago couldn’t be easy on him. 
 
    “Say what’s on your mind, Watson.” His voice came out with a grittier edge. 
 
    “The militia in that bunker was trained to fight. But they didn’t. Because they were prepared for the slaughter, to go down at the command of their leader. And that leads me to the fact that—” 
 
    “Omar didn’t fight back.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That wall that took out Apollo could have fallen from one of our own grenades.” 
 
    She gave a reluctant nod. “That could be true. I’d like to have another look at the footage before making that conclusion. Our men were being fired upon.” 
 
    Sparrow’s dark eyes fixed on her with such weight that she had to take a deep breath to ease the feeling of claustrophobia. “You don’t think that’s the case, though, do you? What are you suggesting, Watson? That it was friendly fire?” 
 
    “Well, we didn’t see where those bullets were coming from, did we? Or who pulled the pin on the grenade that took down the wall and blew up Apollo.” 
 
    He flinched at her graphic words. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said more softly. 
 
    “Go on,” he bit off. 
 
    Thrusting her shoulders back, she tipped her head to meet his eyes. “I think there’s someone on Blackout Charlie who’s on the take.” 
 
    He cocked his head, eyes creasing. “A mercenary on our team?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be outside the realm of possibility. You saw the numbers from the Gulf War. Money missing. Guys being dishonorably discharged.” 
 
    He let out a grunt. “This is good, but not enough.” 
 
    “At least you’re listening. It’s more than most do.” 
 
    Eyeing him for a long minute, she took in more details about Sparrow than his size and the power he radiated, the fact he had no preference for his right or left hand and the utter confidence behind his every move. 
 
    Which was very sexy. 
 
    She worked with a lot of men. Mostly men, in fact. Hot guys were a dime a dozen. But Sparrow oozed a prowess she just knew would extend into the bedroom. 
 
    Getting tangled up in the sheets with him would end in a very satisfying evening. That man had a lot to lick. 
 
    He dipped his gaze from her eyes to her mouth. 
 
    Awareness stung her like the quick jab of a bee and was gone just as quick when he pulled his stare away. 
 
    “There’s a guy I can talk to.” 
 
    For the first time, she smiled up at him. “We. We can talk to him.” 
 
    He directed his gaze to the ceiling. She thought he might be praying for patience, because God forbid a woman might want to tag along on a case that she knew more about than even the chief of SEAL Team Blackout Alpha did. 
 
    When he fixed his stare on her again, all he said was, “Grab your coat, Watson. It’s raining.” 
 
    “You know that how?” 
 
    “I can hear it. Can’t you?” He offered the challenge with a tilt of those hard, perfectly shaped lips. 
 
    Gia grabbed her trench coat off the back of her chair. If this meeting turned out to be unhelpful, at least she wouldn’t be bored by the company. 
 
  
 
  
   
    TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Seated in Sparrow’s SUV, Gia leaned forward to peer at the building. “This looks like an abandoned warehouse. Is your friend a vagrant?” 
 
    He cut the engine. “It’s his personal residence. He’s remodeling it himself.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    He didn’t ask what she saw. She’d tell him in her own time, he was certain of that. 
 
    They climbed out of the vehicle and Sparrow jerked his head for her to follow, which she did in long strides. 
 
    “It’s kind of a bad part of town, isn’t it?” she asked. 
 
    He slanted a look at her. “The neighborhood is home to squatters and drug dealers, but Ramsey can handle himself. He bought the property to save it from demolition.” 
 
    “I love a good renovation story. I watch them all the time on HGTV,” she piped up from beside him. 
 
    He stopped walking to stare in surprise. “Really?” 
 
    She widened her blue eyes. “No, not really. I don’t have time for TV.” 
 
    “After seeing the walls of your office, I can see why.” He crossed some uneven sidewalk with weeds sprouting from the cracks and rang the buzzer. 
 
    Agent Watson stopped and touched a thick weed climbing the old brick. “Charming.” She wiped the dampness left by the recent rain on her trousers. 
 
    Long seconds passed, yet Ramsey didn’t answer the door. Birdsong filled the air. 
 
    Gia pivoted to him. “Did you call ahead and let your friend know we’re coming?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Don’t you think that would have been wise? He might not be home.” 
 
    “He’s home.” He jabbed the button again. 
 
    Seconds later, they heard the metallic clink of a lock sliding. Then Ramsey’s green eye appeared in the crack of the metal door. 
 
    Sparrow grinned. “Didn’t mean to catch you off guard, old friend.” 
 
    “No one catches me off guard.” He stuck out his hand and pointed at the security camera aimed directly at the door. “Saw your stupid ass coming.” He opened the door wider, and a leggy blonde slipped past his big body. 
 
    “Call me later, John.” She gave him a coy smile and a wave of her hand. 
 
    He caught her hand, tugging her back. He planted a kiss on her mouth that had Watson shifting from foot to foot and Sparrow tactfully aiming his gaze at his boots. When they broke the kiss, Ramsey patted her on the ass. 
 
    She tossed a smile at Sparrow on the way by. He watched her a moment, noting the sway of her hips. 
 
    “Come in.” Ramsey held the door for him and Agent Watson. 
 
    Sparrow allowed her to enter the space first. Not because he was a gentleman, but because he wanted to see her reaction to Ramsey’s handiwork on the interior of the place she’d assumed was fit for only vagrants. 
 
    She tipped her head back to stare at the steel beams. 
 
    “Polished the rust off them by hand,” Ramsey told her. 
 
    Nodding, she directed her attention to the open floor plan. High-end furnishings and the industrial setting made for something that would be at home in architecture magazines. 
 
    Sparrow noted the small shake of Watson’s head. “You’ve made some improvements since I last visited,” he said to his friend. 
 
    Ramsey closed the door and bolted it again. Walking past them, he exuded nonchalant vibes. “Done a bit here and there.” 
 
    She was gaping at the floor now, taking in the intricate mosaic Ramsey had created in a sunburst pattern out of black and white tile. “Did you special order this tile? Or recover it from another building?” 
 
    He swaggered past her to the open kitchen with black cabinets and a sleek copper countertop. “The tile’s recovered from some of the rooms upstairs. I cut and pieced them together to create the mosaic.” 
 
    “I see…” Her voice reflected the awe anybody would feel. 
 
    “My friend’s a craftsman, for sure.” Sparrow eyed Ramsey. “So, John…” 
 
    Ramsey sliced a grin his way. “Can’t exactly give a girl like that my name, now can I? Not when we don’t exist and she’ll never see me again.” He opened the fridge and yanked out a bunch of celery. He laid it on a wood cutting board and lopped off the tops and bottoms using a cleaver. 
 
    The hard thunk of the knife spoke of the violence Sparrow had seen firsthand from his buddy. Men didn’t come out of war any other way. 
 
    Agent Watson stepped up to the long kitchen island that would seat at least eight people and watched Ramsey feed the celery stalks into a juicer. She opened her mouth to speak, but he looked straight at her and flipped the switch. 
 
    The grinding noise of the vegetable being crushed up filled the space. 
 
    Sparrow had to bite back a smile. She wasn’t going to like being cut off like that at all. 
 
    When the juicer stopped, she opened her mouth again, but Ramsey pulsed it a few more times. 
 
    Sparrow twisted away to hide his grin. When Ramsey had the disgusting green juice in hand, he looked to Watson. 
 
    “Who’s this?” 
 
    Her entire body bristled from not being addressed directly. “This is Homeland Security Agent Gia Watson.” 
 
    Ramsey leaned on the counter and took a sip of his green baby shit in a glass. 
 
    “Never pegged you for a health nut, Ramsey.” Sparrow walked to the fridge and helped himself to two bottles of water. He returned to Gia and held one out to her. 
 
    She snatched it from his hand but set it on the surface. 
 
    Ramsey pushed off the counter and slid a coaster across the island top to her. “Don’t want to leave a water ring on the copper.” 
 
    She picked up the bottle and slammed it over the coaster. “Look, I’m not here for a tour of your home. I’m here because an op went sideways today, and Sparrow said we need to talk to you.” 
 
    When Ramsey’s gaze lit on Sparrow’s, unspoken words passed between them. 
 
    “What is this?” Gia demanded, gesturing between them. “You two can’t just stand there not saying anything and not include me in whatever it is you’re…not saying!” 
 
    Ramsey came as close to rolling his eyes as a bad-ass special operator could. 
 
    Sparrow jumped in. “Let me tell you what happened.” 
 
    In as few words as possible, he related what took place on that op and all that had gone wrong. “Watson here thinks there’s more at risk,” he finished, giving her a pointed look. 
 
    She wasn’t a bit rattled by his gesture. She smoothed a hand over her dark brown hair despite not having a strand out of place from the ponytail she’d constrained it in. 
 
    Ramsey gave a bored look. “I don’t work with Homeland.” 
 
    “Is this about the rumors of my disgraced op?” Two red patches swiped over Watson’s high cheekbones—the only indication she was rattled. 
 
    “No.” Ramsey set down his empty glass. “It’s because you’re a woman. You talk too much.” 
 
    “That’s a bold claim for someone who barely talks to women, other than his mother. Up until you got the plumbing going in this place, you lived in her basement.” 
 
    Sparrow barked a laugh. 
 
    Ramsey’s glare told him he really didn’t appreciate Sparrow not backing him up on this, but what could he say? Watson was right. Ramsey had been living in his momma’s basement before getting the plumbing straightened out in the warehouse so he could have a flushing toilet and a functional shower while he worked on the rest. 
 
    Agent Watson faced off against the man across the kitchen island. She was a hell of a lot smaller than him, but Sparrow had to admire her spunk. She wasn’t backing down and couldn’t be shaken. 
 
    “The other question is how a man who’s supposed to be dead got through that red tape? Maybe I should launch another investigation on rule-breakers in elite units,” she said. 
 
    Ramsey sighed. “She was sick. I got special permission to take care of her before she passed.” 
 
    Watson didn’t look away from him. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    Finally, Ramsey broke off the staring contest. He twitched his head. “Let’s discuss this in my study.” 
 
    He walked away. Watson stared after him for a heartbeat. Sparrow swept out an arm for her to go first. In brisk strides she hurried after Ramsey. 
 
    That gave Sparrow a chance to study her more. She walked with purpose, and those big steps she took to keep up with longer-legged men weren’t at all natural for her. But he could tell that under that tailored suit was an athletic body. Judging by her tight ass, she was a runner too. 
 
    She probably ran to burn off excess frustration after being boxed in every day of her life in her job. After all, there was only so much pen-tapping against her lips she could do before she blew a gasket. 
 
    The rich scent of pine filled Sparrow’s nose as he entered what was a walled-off area Ramsey was turning into his study. So far, it had a reclaimed wood floor, four walls and a desk. The window was still boarded up and two bare wires poked from the ceiling where the light should be. 
 
    He waved for Watson to take the desk chair, but she folded her arms and backed against the wall. “It’s all right—I’ll stand.” 
 
    Tap, tap on her lips. 
 
    “Sorry about the mess. It’s a work in progress.” Ramsey leaned against his desk. “I guess you’re interested in my findings on Abubakar’s operation.” 
 
    Sparrow hadn’t told her how Ramsey could help, but now she saw it clearly. She nodded. 
 
    Ramsey wore jeans and a T-shirt, probably thrown on haphazardly when he saw Sparrow at his front door. But he was barefoot, and he drew attention to his big feet by swinging the leg he had hitched on the desktop. 
 
    “What I’ve found are some more members of Abubakar’s family.” 
 
    “And just how did you do that?” she asked. 
 
    Ramsey gave a sad shake of his head. “I thought a high-powered suit like yourself would already know he had more than that half-brother. There are a few bastard cousins as well, but of course no one mentions them. Recruiting family means the most loyal backers he can get. And in turn, those people rally the troops and work others up about how terrible Americans are and how we all need to be wiped off the Earth.” 
 
    Watson nodded. “Text me those names so I can do some investigating myself.” 
 
    “I only text women who aren’t with any agency and are wearing far less clothing,” Ramsey drawled. 
 
    She looked him over, from his too-long hair to his bare toes. “You’re the reason women are still fighting for equality.” 
 
    Amusement creased the corners of his eyes. 
 
    Watson shook it off. “I’ve got two dead men in front of me. Which one of you is going to give me the truth about what might really have happened with Apollo?” 
 
    Neither of them spoke for a moment. 
 
    She huffed out a breath. “Do you want me to list what I’ve memorized about each of you? Sparrow, you were recruited into Blackout right after your buddy, Whitlock, who you served two tours with, died in a bomb blast.” 
 
    He winced. 
 
    “You’ve led Blackout Alpha on three successful missions so far, and that’s not including all the input you’ve had on Bravo and Charlie teams.” Her ice-blue eyes glittered like a lawyer’s in a courtroom right after giving the clincher in a closing statement. 
 
    She whirled to Ramsey. “You—you’ve been in Blackout almost as long. Not only are you excellent with tactical skills, but you’ve got a way of digging up dirt on people, which”—she paused for dramatic effect—“has put you on the hunt for Abubakar’s allies.” 
 
    Ramsey shifted his gaze to Sparrow. “She’s good.” 
 
    He gave a nod. 
 
    She tossed her head. “You were both on the Maverick case in San Francisco and were sent to Guatemala for the O’Harra project—” 
 
    Sparrow leveled her with a look. “No one is supposed to know that. It was completely off the books.” 
 
    With an equally direct look, she squared up with him. “I have really a high security clearance. Oh, and by the way, Ramsey—your fly is down.” 
 
    Damn, Gia Watson was a ball buster. And Sparrow wanted her to bust his balls in the worst way. 
 
    He was a sucker for sexy women in power suits. Listening to her talk made him want to rip out the elastic holding her ponytail and muss up her hair. 
 
    Quickly, talk took a more serious turn and they threw it all out on the table. 
 
    They started with Apollo. The man was solid, they all agreed. No way could he be a turncoat. 
 
    That led to wondering who could be backing Abubakar. What terrorist group, political figure or even nation. The discussion hadn’t been more than ideas being tossed into a pot along with the odd conspiracy theory that Abubakar was really operating on a larger scale, and he could possibly be on North Korea’s payroll. 
 
    In the end, Ramsey agreed to do some of his famous digging, and since Watson refused another offer of his green sludge in a glass, she’d looked at Sparrow and ordered him to take her back to the office. 
 
    When they left Ramsey’s, Sparrow asked himself why he was taking orders from a woman with no rank. He’d also seen the look Ramsey gave him—he’d be bustin’ Sparrow’s balls for it the next time they were together. 
 
    He slanted a glance at Watson’s legs in those black suit pants, wondering just what was under the summer-weight Italian wool. Neither spoke the entire ride back to her office. 
 
    He parked the SUV and Agent Watson reached for the door handle. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    She paused, casting him a look. 
 
    “How did you know Ramsey lived in his mom’s basement?” 
 
    “I told you—I have high security clearance.” She threw him a smile that took him by surprise, thanks to how sparkling and genuine it was. 
 
    And how it completely transformed features that he thought pretty in an average way to bombshell status. Ohhh yeahhh, he’d like to wrap his fingers around that ponytail, yank her head back and tell her all the dirty things he’d like to do to her just to see the outrage in her eyes. 
 
    She moved to hop out of the vehicle. 
 
    “Where are you going?” he asked. 
 
    “I have leads to follow up on.” 
 
    He reached out and caught her sleeve. “We have leads. We. Remember?” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    So he could turn her words back on her and keep her guessing. Big deal. 
 
    But at least Sparrow was a little less of a dick than Ramsey. That man might be gorgeous, tall and scary as hell in a way that would draw women to him like flies to honey, but Sparrow was actually giving her some credit. 
 
    Which took her by surprise. 
 
    And he’s not bad to look at either. It was impossible not to notice every single detail about the SEAL. His physical presence commanded attention. His background—all the things he’d seen and achieved—demanded respect. 
 
    Not to mention the way she caught him eyeing her up after her line about Ramsey’s fly being down had made Gia a little breathless and sweaty. 
 
    She must be imagining that she felt the heat of his hand all the way through the fibers, because he hadn’t even touched her. She pulled her arm free of his grip on the cloth of her coat. 
 
    Blowing out a breath, she said, “Fine, but make yourself useful.” 
 
    He cocked a brow, and when he did, her stomach dipped fast and bounced back up like a yo-yo on a string. “What do you need?” he asked. 
 
    She jumped out and looked at him across the seats. “Lunch. Subs okay?” 
 
    His dark brown eyebrows shot up toward his buzzed hairline. “Did you just ask me to get you a sandwich?” 
 
    “Yes. Do you have a problem with that?” 
 
    “No. What kind of meat?” The smile he tossed her way was like a fish hook. And she was more than eager to swim up and grab hold of it. Except they both had work to do, and the last time she’d fallen into bed with someone she worked with, things didn’t end too well. 
 
    Her stomach dipped a little bit lower. “Turkey. Meet me at my office.” 
 
    He slid on a pair of shades. “You call that cramped hole an office?” 
 
    She slammed the door on his grinning face and hurried away. She heard him drive off to pick up lunch, and she walked inside. 
 
    After she got to her desk, she plopped down and stared at the walls covered in every single detail connected to Abubakar. Everything except the few new developments today, like the relations Ramsey had mentioned. And twenty or so more men to move to her list of deceased, including Abubakar’s own brother. 
 
    And Apollo… 
 
    She was still brooding over that not-so-small detail when Sparrow burst into the office with a takeout bag and two bottles of iced tea in hand. 
 
    From behind her desk, she eyed him. “How do you know I like tea?” 
 
    The crooked smile he gave her in return sent awareness skittering through her body. 
 
    “You’re not the only person who notices details.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
    He flicked his head toward the wastebasket. “Saw the empty bottles in your trash.” 
 
    “Very observant of you, Montgomery.” She drew out his name, hoping to torment him a little. 
 
    “You think you can get a rise outta me by calling me by my first name?” 
 
    “Maybe. Is it working?” She reached for the takeout bag to drag it across the desk to her, but he gave her hand a light slap. 
 
    She pulled it back and laughed. Then he shoved the bag toward her and dropped into the small, stiff-backed chair. 
 
    “I got over bullies taunting me for my name back in the third grade. Beat a few of them up. Ended up in the principal’s office. After that, it didn’t seem like such a big deal that they didn’t like my name.” 
 
    She opened the bag and peeked inside at several subs, not just a couple. “Why didn’t it bother you after that?” 
 
    “Because I realized there would always be someone gunning for me. And that I’m strong enough to handle it.” 
 
    She dumped the sandwiches out on her desk. “Well, do you plan on eating all these or are we working late?” 
 
    The way he cocked his brow at her… Sweet Jesus, there ought to be a law against a man looking at a woman with so much innuendo in his deep chocolate brown eyes. 
 
    They unwrapped their subs and settled in to share lunch. He’d just started bringing his sandwich to his lips when a knock on the door interrupted. 
 
    She jumped up, calling, “Come in!” 
 
    Chief of Defense Jennings entered. 
 
    “Chief Jenn—” she began. 
 
    He swept a hand out to cut her off and pinned Sparrow in his gaze. “I need to speak with you.” 
 
    Sparrow set down the sub. His stare met hers for a split second before he stood and followed the superior into the hallway. She internally fumed at being dismissed that way, but when she saw Sparrow had left the door cracked so she could hear what was being said, all her anger fled, chased by a rush of warmth for that man. 
 
    Finally someone realized she wasn’t an imbecile.  
 
    At first, she couldn’t make out their words. But then the chief’s voice lifted a notch so she could hear. 
 
    “What are you doing holed up with Watson? Anything you have to report comes to me.” 
 
    She was on her feet again in a flash, hands shaking, prepared to storm out there and— 
 
    What? Call out the chief of defense? 
 
    She started to drop to her seat again, when Sparrow’s voice came very clearly through the crack in the door. 
 
    “She’s got some good theories about the militia. Have you seen her office? That’s the most in-depth analysis I’ve ever seen. I think what she has to say is valid, and I’m going to listen to every last detail so we can nail this son of a bitch.” 
 
    Her insides jittered. Her nipples actually hardened. 
 
    Fuck, was she getting horny for a man just because he was supporting what she held in high regard—her brain? 
 
    She didn’t know what to think, knowing only that it was sexy as hell having a man like Sparrow actually hold her in high esteem after all these years of fighting to be seen and heard. 
 
    Seconds ticked by. Either their voices had dropped lower or she’d stopped listening. 
 
    She sank to her chair again and picked up her sandwich. When Sparrow entered, she didn’t know whether she should acknowledge what he’d said or pretend she didn’t hear it. 
 
    But Gia Watson never backed down. 
 
    He closed the door. 
 
    “Thank you for that,” she said. 
 
    He gave her a nod, sat and bit off some of his sub like he was a shark after a small fish. Or a wolf tearing flesh off a bone. They ate in silence, but she was far too aware of the huge, muscled, capable and smart SEAL. 
 
    He polished off the first sub and unwrapped the second while she stopped at three-quarters of hers, stuffed. She sat back in her chair to sip her iced tea. 
 
    Nodding toward the wall behind her, he said between bites, “Tell me about that pie chart you have up there.” 
 
    Swinging her chair around, she pointed. “The red represents the number of followers we know Abubakar had in his militia in year one. The blue represents year two. And the yellow, year three.” 
 
    He chewed thoughtfully and swallowed. Just as he reached for his tea, she reached for hers. Their fingers brushed. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. 
 
    Using his knuckles, he nudged her tea toward her. She took it with a smile. Their gazes locked for a heartbeat too long. First hard nipples, and now what? Was she going to bat her eyelashes at him like the shy dog in Lady and the Tramp after their noses bumped in the spaghetti noodle scene? 
 
    She shook herself and threw her energy into sharing every bit of evidence she’d compiled over the course of three years. Sparrow listened while he ate, only interrupting with a question or two. 
 
    She hopped up to jab her finger at a point on the map. “See these red dots? Those are the places he’s attacked before. To most people, they look random. But I don’t think so.” 
 
    He peered at the map. 
 
    Excitedly she drew a circular pattern that encompassed every single red dot. “Abubakar doesn’t go outside of this circle.” 
 
    “Why?” He wiped his mouth on a napkin with a very manly, very distracting swipe. 
 
    “Uhh…I’m not sure yet. Others in the agency have noted it too, but we’re still working on it.” 
 
    “You may be on to something—” 
 
    A low grumble sounded. She and Sparrow looked at each other. 
 
    Then the noise increased, and the floor began to shake under her feet. 
 
    “What’s happ—” She pitched forward. Dust and debris rained down over her. She got a mouthful of plaster and coughed violently. 
 
    Hard fingers banded around her upper arm and yanked her to her feet. Sparrow started dragging her to the door, but another explosion shook them both. They were tossed together. She grabbed at his shirt, and he grappled to stay on his feet. 
 
    “We gotta get outta here!” he yelled. 
 
    She glanced back through the haze of dust and the smoke now filling the tiny office. All her hard work—three years and three and a half walls’ worth of it—was probably destroyed. 
 
    She still had her computer. 
 
    “I’m not leaving without my hard drive!” She stumbled toward the desk, falling against it when another boom rocked the building. 
 
    She squelched a cry. Was this a repeat of the 9/11 attacks? That was before her time at the Pentagon, but she’d seen footage like everyone else. 
 
    She needed to leave with Sparrow or risk being buried alive. 
 
    But she needed that information. Information this sensitive didn’t get backed up to some government storage cloud. It was all right here in this room. 
 
    She yanked at computer cords to free her hard drive. 
 
    “Fuck the computer, Watson!” The dark scowl on his face warned that she had only seconds to get her way before he tossed her over his shoulder and ran out with her like the hero he was. 
 
    He reached over and plucked a flash drive from the computer. “This has to be enough! Let’s go!” 
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    Screams reverberated down the smoke-filled corridors. Sirens wailed in Gia’s ears, disorienting her more. 
 
    Sparrow gripped her around the waist, hauling her faster. “This way!” 
 
    “No!” she cried with a shake of her head. “There’s no exit that way!” 
 
    Two people ran by. One stumbled. Gia lurched forward to make a grab for the woman, but not fast enough. She hit her knees. 
 
    “Help her, Sparrow!” 
 
    He was already in motion, lifting the woman to her feet as if she weighed as much as a feather. The woman kicked off her heels and ran after her coworker. 
 
    Sparrow gripped Gia’s forearm again. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “This isn’t the right way, Sparrow. I know this part of the building. We’ll never get out going this direction!” Through the smoke, his face seemed to waver before her eyes. She realized she was getting a bit dizzy from the fumes. 
 
    He thrust his face close to hers. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    She stared into his eyes. Dark brown and framed by darker lashes. “I’m thinking.” 
 
    He let out a growl. “There’s no time to think. What does your gut say?” 
 
    “I trust you,” she said at once. 
 
    Without another word about their crazy trust exercise at the worst possible time, he led her to the end of the hallway. A giant eagle sculpture with the carved marble American flag wrapped around its wings stood on a pedestal at the dead end. 
 
    She dug in her heels. “This can’t be right, Sparrow!” 
 
    “It is.” He pressed the heel of his hand against the wall behind the statue. 
 
    The wall sank inward. She gasped out at the outline of a hidden doorway, but there was no time to process where it might lead or that there really were hidden bunkers running beneath the Pentagon. She’d always assumed they existed, but had never seen them herself. 
 
    Sparrow shoved on the wall, pushing it inward. 
 
    He threw her into a hidden tunnel. Darkness surrounded them on all sides. She fumbled for her phone and hit the flashlight while he dealt with the doorway. 
 
    “Wait! Shouldn’t you leave that open as an exit for others trying to escape?” 
 
    In the dim light, his face could have been carved stone just like that eagle. He shook his head and sealed the opening again. Then, clasping her by the hand, he took off at a fast pace down the tunnel, steps ringing hollowly. 
 
    The light of her phone guided them along the metal-lined walls. “What is this place?” The quiver in her voice revealed just how rattled she really was. 
 
    He dragged her fast behind him. 
 
    “How did you know this tunnel exists?” she asked when he didn’t respond. 
 
    “You have your skills and knowledge, I have mine.” 
 
    It was dead silent in the tunnel. She felt cut off from the world and what was happening in the building they’d just escaped. 
 
    A horrific thought struck her. She gripped Sparrow’s hand hard. He stopped and turned to her, a question in his eyes. 
 
    “What if the building collapses and traps us down here?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Can’t happen. Our forefathers knew what they were doing when they built this underground system. But I don’t relish the thought of sticking around in here longer than necessary. Do you need me to carry you, Gia?” 
 
    She blinked at his use of her first name rather than what he’d been calling her up till now. 
 
    “Do you?” he pressed. 
 
    Her wits returned. The thought of the hot SEAL carrying her out over his shoulder was not one she wanted to mull on for long. “No.” 
 
    “Come on.” They walked for what felt like an hour. 
 
    “I don’t like this. Up ahead where the light of my phone doesn’t reach is a black hole. Anything could be lurking there.” She acknowledged to herself how wimpy she sounded. 
 
    “Like what, Gia? Ghosts and bats?” 
 
    She shuddered. “No, thank you. I was thinking more like hidden vaults storing government secrets.” 
 
    “Footage of who actually killed Kennedy?” Amusement tinged his deep voice. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Nothing so interesting.” 
 
    “How do you know about this place?” 
 
    His only answer was a tip of his lips. 
 
    “Well, where does this lead to? How do we get out of here?” 
 
    He grunted. “Ramsey was right—women talk too much.” 
 
    She groaned in disgust. “I thought you were different from that misogynistic man.” 
 
    “Nope. We’re all the same, sweetheart. Hate to break it to you.” 
 
    She was breathing fast, whether from the fast pace or the way her heart was pumping with adrenaline. 
 
    He swung his head to look at her. She felt his assessing eyes probing deep, as if trying to see if the stony exterior she portrayed was real. And the answer to that was yes, it was. 
 
    She trained for marathons and ran miles after work for fun. She could sure as hell keep up with a man who had tree trunks for legs. 
 
    They reached an intersecting corridor. Without hesitation, Sparrow took one path. 
 
    She twisted to look back over her shoulder. “You’re sure this is right?” 
 
    “Positive, Watson.” 
 
    So she’d gone from Gia back to Watson in just over a mile of tunnel. 
 
    No—he’d called her sweetheart too, but that was laced with sarcasm. And teasing? 
 
    What did it matter what he called her, anyway? She wasn’t working to meet men—her job was to unearth everything about Abubakar’s militia and deliver it to the people who would tear the group down brick by brick. 
 
    He slowed his steps. “Hold up your light over here.” 
 
    She did, letting the white glow wash over the metal wall. It reflected back at them, old paint indicating a street name above. “What are you looking for?” 
 
    “The way out. It’s here somewhere.” He cocked his head. 
 
    Panic swept through her. “What do you hear? Voices? Is somebody coming?” 
 
    “No. It’s outside.” He found what he was looking for and opened a small trap door leading to a world in chaos. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Sirens, smoke. Flames shot out of the West Wing. He couldn’t be sure without seeing a floorplan, but he’d lay money down that Gia’s office was engulfed in flames right now. 
 
    “Oh my god.” Her whisper was ragged. 
 
    How much smoke had she inhaled before they escaped? 
 
    Rescue units and firetrucks lined the streets. There were cops everywhere. 
 
    He glanced down at Gia. She wasn’t paying attention to him. She was staring at her leg. 
 
    Fuck, she was bleeding. 
 
    He dropped to a crouch to examine the slice in her pants and the bloody gash beneath. 
 
    “It’s fine,” she said. 
 
    “It isn’t deep. You must have scraped it crawling over that lip in the foundation where we crawled out just now.” 
 
    “I’ll be all right.” 
 
    He started to respond that he had a first aid kit in the SUV, but his phone vibrated in his pocket. He whipped it out to see a text notification. The text was an order to report to HQ. 
 
    He wasn’t leaving Gia behind to deal with whatever the hell was happening, though. Besides, he needed her knowledge. 
 
    “What actually happened here, Sparrow?” She gaped at the aftermath. 
 
    He looked her in the eyes. “A water main ruptured.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “That was no water main.” 
 
    “Watch the news tonight. You’ll see.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “We need to get to my vehicle.” 
 
    She waved at the vehicles lining the street. “How? It’ll be blocked in, and we’re a long way from mine.” 
 
    He stabbed at his phone screen again, shooting a text back to his superior officer. We’re stuck. Request evac. 
 
    Immediately, the response came: WE? Drop a pin. 
 
    With a click, Sparrow gave his coordinates on the map for his guys to find him. Now they just had to wait. 
 
    Firefighters ran by with a length of hose. Sparrow grabbed Gia’s shoulder and led her away from the bustle of crews as they rescued victims and put out fires. He wasn’t willing to discuss it in the open, but he guessed this was a terrorist attack. He’d been in war. He knew the way a building felt when a bomb hit. 
 
    Question was, did the attack relate directly back to what Blackout Charlie had done today in that Texas bunker? A bit of revenge for Abubakar’s losses? 
 
    The throb of chopper blades hit his ears. He scanned the sky and spotted the helicopter coming in, preparing to land on the nearby lawn, the closest point to the pin he’d dropped. 
 
    “C’mon!” He grabbed Gia’s hand and led her farther away from the madness toward the lawn. The noise of the chopper blades drowned out the shriek of sirens. They watched the unit set down. 
 
    Sparrow started jogging toward it. He only got a few steps before realizing Gia wasn’t following him. 
 
    He stopped and waved at her. “What are you waiting for? Come on!” 
 
    She ran forward, ducking under the blades, then hesitated at the open door. He boosted her in from behind and her toned ass hit the seat. 
 
    The pilot twisted around. “You know what needs to happen, Sparrow.” 
 
    He grabbed the helmet strapped against the wall. Headgear wasn’t required for flying, but times like these required special measures. He thrust it into Gia’s hands. “Put it on.” 
 
    “What? Really? Why do I need a helmet?” 
 
    “Just do it.” His voice had more of a bite than he’d used with her before, but time was wasting. He needed to get to headquarters. 
 
    With a resigned expression, she settled the helmet over her head. The messy strands of hair that had escaped her sleek ponytail vanished from his sight. And so did her face. 
 
    He put on a set of headphones so she had the ability to hear him through the helmet and over the noise of the chopper. 
 
    She slapped a hand at him. “I can’t see out of this thing, Sparrow!” 
 
     “That’s how we like it.” 
 
    “You…you like this? Where are you taking me? Superman’s lair or something?” 
 
    He chuckled. “That’s called the Fortress of Solitude, and we aren’t headed there today. Just calm down, Gia. Sit back and enjoy your flight.” 
 
    “Enjoy your flight,” she muttered, mocking him. 
 
    Despite everything that had happened today—Blackout Charlie’s op, the loss of Apollo, what they’d learned from Ramsey about the terrorist group expanding, then the explosion and narrowly escaping with their lives—Sparrow couldn’t stop a grin from spreading across his face at the sound of Agent Watson’s annoyed mutterings. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Gia felt the chopper dropping altitude. Then the light bump of the landing gear touching down. She opened her mouth to ask if she could take the helmet off yet, but before she uttered a word, Sparrow plucked it off her head. 
 
    She met his gaze. Why was the man smiling? She couldn’t see why this was a smiling moment. 
 
    He reached up to guide a lock of her messy hair off her forehead, dragging it away from her sweaty face. 
 
    Great, she must look like a wreck. Sweaty from the hot inside of that stupid helmet that didn’t let enough air flow in or allow her to see out. She’d run through clouds of smoke back in the building. And she was bleeding. 
 
    But she should only care that she was alive, and that boiled down to Sparrow’s quick thinking and skill. If not for him knowing about that tunnel, she would still be back in the Pentagon, trapped in the wing she was certain she’d seen the biggest flames rising from. 
 
    The pilot cut the engine, and the blades slowed. Sparrow helped her out, and they ran a short distance on a rooftop. 
 
    “Fantastic,” she muttered. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” He straightened to his full, towering height. 
 
    “I don’t like high places.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we won’t be here much longer.” 
 
    The pilot was already loping in long strides across the rooftop. He vanished from sight, and she dragged in a gasp of fright. Then she realized he’d gone down some stairs. 
 
    “Secret back stairs that lead into the Blackout headquarters. Or lair, as you seemed to prefer.” Sparrow’s rugged features were expressing far too much amusement at her expense. 
 
    “I’m with Homeland Security, Sparrow. That means I’ve seen some shit. But I’ve never escaped a bombing—or whatever that was—through a secret underground tunnel, only to be stuffed into a chopper, all my vision cut off, and land on a rooftop.” 
 
    He eyed her. “Fair enough. Come on.” 
 
    He led the way across the roof. She tried not to look out at the view of treetops or the clouds that dizzied her ever since she was a little girl lying on her back staring up at the sky. Her sisters had liked the activity of guessing shapes in the puffy white things, but the view always left Gia feeling dizzy and nauseated. 
 
    She kept her stare riveted on the SEAL in front of her. Now that was a much better view. Those wide shoulders and the pull of black cotton over muscle she just knew would be like warm, hard velvet under her fingertips… 
 
    He stopped so fast, she nearly ran smack into him. He started down the stairs leading from a square opening in the roof. A few steps in, he reached back for her hand. 
 
    When his fingers enveloped hers, she took note of things she hadn’t before when they were running for their lives. Things like the rough skin of his fingers, callused from years of duty. 
 
    And the way he enfolded her hand so snugly within his own, creating a feeling of safety she couldn’t deny was welcome after all that happened. 
 
    They reached the bottom of the flight of stairs. The white walls gave nothing away about their location. SEAL Team Blackout didn’t exist on paper or in any system. Nor did their ranks. She’d been made to wear that blacked-out helmet to keep the location of their headquarters secret. Of course the inside was as nondescript as possible. 
 
    She sucked in a deep breath and slowly released it, prepared for whatever would come next. At this point, nothing would surprise her. 
 
    Sparrow walked to the closest door and pushed it open. The interior was dark, and she could see why the minute she stepped foot inside. 
 
    The entire place was filled with tech. 
 
    Not any old computer setups. Not anything like what she’d seen in that war room back in the Pentagon. 
 
    This was high-tech James Bond or Batman level. 
 
    To her inner nerd who loved getting new technology in her hands, it was Christmas morning. Gaping, she turned in a slow circle, just taking everything in. 
 
    “I felt the same way the first time I entered this room.” A male voice had her jerking to a halt. 
 
    She snapped her gaze around, landing on a wall of a man. She tipped her head back, continuing to follow the expanse of muscled pecs up to beefy shoulders, a thick neck and a rugged jawline. 
 
    He smiled, which dragged her stare away from his straight white teeth and hunky, panty-melting grin to his eyes—forest green in this light. 
 
    “She looks stunned, Monty. What’d you do to her?” the man asked. 
 
    “It’s Sparrow,” he ground out without a trace of humor. “And she’s had a long day.” 
 
    “The commander’s not gonna be happy with you bringing someone here.” 
 
    “She was blacked out in the chopper. It’s fine.” Sparrow obviously had command over this man, whatever his name was. He hadn’t introduced himself to her, and she was sure there was a reason he failed to do so. 
 
    Beyond the door, voices sounded. Sparrow grabbed Gia by the arm and pulled her out of the way just as it opened and two more guys entered. One carried a massive pizza box in one hand. 
 
    They saw her and stopped. “Hey there, sugar. What’s your name?” one asked. 
 
    Sparrow practically shoved her behind him. “Her name sure as hell ain’t ‘sugar.’ She’s a Homeland Security agent. Treat her with respect.” 
 
    That deep, manly snarl layered her brain in a haze of thick frosting on the yumminess that was Montgomery Sparrow. 
 
    But she didn’t need him defending her honor. She could do that herself. 
 
    She ducked out from around his huge body and stuck out a hand toward the men. “Agent Gia Watson, Homeland Security.” 
 
    Both men’s smiles told her they weren’t as afraid of Sparrow as he’d have her believe. 
 
    “Just put down the damn pizza, guys,” he bit off. 
 
    She looked at him. 
 
    He grunted. “What? Pizza’s the tradition around here.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean the pizza and you know it.” 
 
    He offered a shrug that looked like he really had something under his skin that was making him uncomfortable. Like needles or splinters. Her imagination carried her off on that tangent for a long moment, wondering just what things he’d done that she couldn’t find out about. 
 
    The men cleared a spot away from the tech and set down the pizza. One flipped open the lid, and they shoved forward to grab slices. 
 
    Sparrow shouldered his way into the group. “Leave a piece for the lady.” 
 
    After he grabbed a couple, he stared at the men. “Get your food and clear out.” 
 
    His insulting tone rolled off them as if they were kindergarteners who didn’t bother listening to their teacher. The two men who’d brought the pizza left with hands full of pepperoni and gooey cheese slices. 
 
    Sparrow said, “Not you, Gunny. We need your brain for a few.” 
 
    Gia blinked, looking over the man who’d spoken to her when they first entered the room. “Gunny…” she said slowly. “As in Gunnison?” 
 
    His cocky grin stretched to reveal that row of perfect teeth again. She swore she saw them sparkle like in a toothpaste ad. Damn, were all the members of SEAL Team Blackout Alpha hot as hell? Between Sparrow, Ramsey and Gunnison, her hormones were peaking and her ovaries on fire. 
 
    “In the flesh,” Gunnison said with a slight bow of his head. 
 
    “There are legends about you.” She didn’t mean for her voice to hush with awe. 
 
    His smile widened. “Probably all lies.” 
 
    Sparrow stepped in front of her, blocking her view of the man. “That’s enough praise. His head’s already big enough. Sit down and eat your pizza and we’ll discuss everything.” 
 
    She cocked her head back to shoot Sparrow a glare. One thing she didn’t put up with was controlling men. His ordering her around was not acceptable—but she’d refrain from giving him a good dressing down in front of his fellow SEAL and give him a piece of her mind later. 
 
    She walked over to the long desk where he’d placed the pizza slices on a paper towel and sank to a chair. Immediately, the seat hugged her entire body like two supportive arms. She gave it a little spin. “What kind of chair is this?” 
 
    The men exchanged a look. 
 
    “Uh…a desk chair,” Sparrow finally said. 
 
    “Funny. I mean…it’s good quality. Much better than anything in that small office they gave me to operate out of at the Pentagon.” 
 
    The office that was now probably burnt to ash. 
 
    She waved a hand. “Oh, never mind. We have a lot more to worry about than the funding Blackout receives to get all this.” 
 
    Sparrow leaned over her. Purposely getting too close? 
 
    He nabbed a slice of pizza and hitched a hip onto the corner of the desk. “How about we start with Apollo?” 
 
    She did a double take. And she’d thought Ramsey sitting on the corner of his desk looked hot. Compared to the powerhouse that was Sparrow, the man was a flea. 
 
    “Uh, excuse me.” Gunnison was more polite about getting his pizza. After grabbing a slice, he moved to a chair a short distance away. 
 
    “What about Apollo?” Gia asked. 
 
    Gunnison chewed and swallowed. “How about we start with the Pentagon instead?” 
 
    She nodded. “Everyone’s got to be scrambling. What do you know, Gunnison?” 
 
    “Initial reports coming in are that there was a water main break and possible sewer gas explosion in the pipes under the building.” 
 
    Her gaze shot to Sparrow’s. He shrugged in an I-told-you-so way. 
 
    She whirled back to Gunnison, the pizza in her hand forgotten and growing cold. She wasn’t even hungry and dropped the slice back to the paper towel, but these men seemed like they could eat under any condition—and probably had. She could easily picture them slinging bullets while munching on military rations in the Saudi Desert. 
 
    “There’s no way that explosion—those fires—were caused by pipes bursting. I think there was an attack.” 
 
    Sparrow nodded slowly and continued to chew. The way his jaw worked and how he swiped the grease off his hard lower lip was like food porn. She had to look away before she got too keyed up to focus. 
 
    “Gunny, do you have any thoughts about what might have happened? I’m assuming you have access to all reports and video footage,” Sparrow said. 
 
    He swallowed his bite of pizza and tossed the crust at the wastebasket across the room. It hit the rim and went in. Then Gunnison turned to them both. “What do you know about soundwaves?” 
 
    His question so nonchalant that Gia’s mind scrambled to keep up. 
 
    “Soundwaves?” 
 
    “Yeah… Soundwaves can cause bubbles to form. They implode rapidly and release a massive shock wave, which produces heat and energy…and can therefore destroy material,” Gunnison absently spouted off. “Well, that’s the dumbed-down version.” 
 
    Thank goodness for it, too. Gia had the mind of an investigator and psychological profiler, not a scientific one. 
 
    Sparrow’s expression was a mask. “So, you’re saying you believe soundwaves hit that building.” 
 
    “It’s possible. Actually, it’s probable. Look at this.” Gunnison spun his expensive ergonomic chair to the computer in front of him and typed rapidly on the keyboard. Footage of the Pentagon came onto the screen. He slowed it so it moved frame by frame. 
 
    Pointing at the corner of the foundation, he said, “See that? If we slow it down even more…” He tapped the keys again. “And add sound frequency…” 
 
    The sound levels scribbled along at the bottom of the images, like needles recording an earthquake. 
 
    He closed in on one section. “This is regular sound. You can see where it jumps as a door closes or a bird chirps. But there’s definitely a low level of sound coming from somewhere in the building.” 
 
    “Or under it.” Sparrow leaned over the monitor to have a closer look. 
 
    “Then who ordered the attack? Abubakar, for what happened in that bunker?” Gia wondered. 
 
    Gunnison raised a shoulder and let it drop. Clearly stuff like this was petty crime to a couple of SEALS in an underground, off-the-books unit. But to her, it was much bigger. 
 
    “Abubakar doesn’t care that he lost twenty men and his half-brother today,” Gunnison said. 
 
    Her brows shot up. “You knew about Rami Omar?” 
 
    “Word just came in.” 
 
    She held out a hand to Sparrow. “The flash drive.” 
 
    He reached into his pocket. She didn’t want to see those long fingers gliding in his tight pants so very close to his man parts and simply stared at the screen until he dropped the drive into her palm. 
 
    Out of the blue, Gunnison and Sparrow leaped toward the pizza box. There was a scuffle of shoulders and muscled arms slapping at the empty box. 
 
    When Gunnison came away with the last slice, beating out Sparrow, she just shook her head and turned back to the computer. She fit the drive into the USB of the computer Gunnison was using. 
 
    “You need to see this.” 
 
    Both men stared at the big monitor. 
 
    “Tell us what we’re looking at here.” Sparrow’s voice was inches from her ear. 
 
    She pivoted her head and found her lips far too close to his. So close she detected the hint of basil-spiced breath washing over her. 
 
    Swallowing hard, she aimed her attention to the screen once again. She opened her mouth to start explaining the information and charts on the screen but stopped. 
 
    This time, she really was in charge. She had the attention of two of the biggest badasses in the history of their military listening to her and taking what she said into account. She drew in a breath and began to talk. 
 
    After she finished laying out what she believed to be Abubakar’s next move, Gunnison gave a single nod. “She’s right. There’s some chatter.” 
 
    “What sort of chatter?” Sparrow asked. 
 
    “I think something big is brewing. In the past three days, Nigerians have been spotted pouring into these cities.” She pointed to the screen. 
 
    Gunnison pointed to her. “That.” 
 
    Total relief that someone was listening to her—finally—brought a smile to her face. She’d been tasked with compiling all she could on Abubakar, but she got the feeling she was seen as a glorified secretary among Homeland. She held no power to order counterstrikes. 
 
    Gunnison returned her smile, but once more, Sparrow stepped between them, blocking her off. “Give us a minute, Gunny.” 
 
    Without a word, the SEAL strolled to the door and walked out. 
 
    Gia tipped her head back to meet Sparrow’s gaze. “What was that about?” 
 
    “That was nothing.” His gritty tone and the deep intensity of his eyes shot out waves of their own to disrupt her thoughts and shake up every cell in her body. 
 
    He took a step closer. Her feet were rooted to the floor, and her breaths came hard and fast. 
 
    When he reached behind her head and tugged the elastic band from her hair, her mind was spinning with awareness. 
 
    “I’m…uh…sorry you didn’t get the last slice of pizza.” Her stupid words were the first thing to come to mind. 
 
    His eyes narrowed the slightest bit, flattening at the corners as he leaned close to her. “Don’t be.”  
 
    He kissed her. 
 
    Those firm lips weren’t as hard as she’d first guessed they’d be. And the pressure he applied to hers… Oh god, she could feel the promise behind the caress, building slowly to a simmer. 
 
    He reached up and threaded his fingers through her hair, extending the long digits along her scalp and tugging the strands in a way that told her what she already knew—that Sparrow was a man who took what he wanted from his lovers and made them crave more. 
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    The soft moan Gia emitted was everything he’d been hoping for when he kissed her. Now Sparrow wanted more. 
 
    Angling his head, he deepened the kiss, swiping his tongue through her sweet mouth. When he lightly scraped his fingers down her scalp to curl around her nape, holding her where he wanted her, she let out another moan. 
 
    Louder this time. 
 
    Getting a woman to react to him was always high on his list when it came to his lovers. Usually, he wanted them to go from panting to screaming whatever false name he gave them in minutes. 
 
    With Gia, he wanted to take his time. Fan his fingers through her thick, soft hair. Taste and nibble on her every inch until she was arching in his arms, begging for him to take her higher. Make her focus that incredible mind on him and only him. 
 
    He detected the footsteps before the door cracked open. He broke away from her, and she took a step back, a dazed expression on her face. 
 
    His lips twisted as he turned to see who’d entered.  
 
    It wasn’t Gunny again, like he expected. One of the men he’d recruited himself and persuaded to finally accept a position on Blackout stood in the open doorway. Rob Bishop had given up on the call to arms after their mutual buddy, Whitlock, had taken a hit in battle. Now he was an integral part of Blackout Alpha. 
 
    Bishop’s gaze shifted from Sparrow to Gia. 
 
    “What is it?” Sparrow kept his voice even, as if he hadn’t just had his tongue in Gia’s mouth. 
 
    Before Bishop could respond, the sound of the chopper on the roof cut across him. 
 
    “Commander just landed.” 
 
    Sparrow fixed Gia in his stare. “Stay here. I’ll be back.” 
 
    He rushed out behind Bishop, taking long strides to the stairs running to the roof and the chopper pad. He hadn’t even heard the chopper, which wasn’t good. He’d gotten too wrapped up in kissing Gia. 
 
    Commander Barrett’s form was silhouetted by the daylight behind him as he ran the steps like a true Navy man. 
 
    Sparrow and Bishop gave sharp salutes. “Commander Barrett,” Sparrow said. 
 
    “At ease. Something big is happening. Time to rally. The chopper will take you to a waiting jet.” Barrett was a quick-talking, no-nonsense commander, one they all respected for more than his rank. 
 
    “What is the assignment, sir?” Sparrow clenched his hands at his sides. His mind was already moving ahead on what to do with Gia. Sending her home in a car would be the best idea, but fact was, she knew a lot. They needed her. 
 
    “You’ll be debriefed in the plane. There’s no time. Call your men, Sparrow.” 
 
    He hesitated. “Request permission for Homeland Security Agent Gia Watson to join us, sir.” 
 
    He eyed Sparrow. “For what purpose?” 
 
    “She’s been working the Abubakar case and found things everyone else missed. If our mission has anything to do with the terrorist group, and I think it does, she could be of use to us.” 
 
    Barrett paused only a moment to think before giving him a nod of agreement. “Ready your team, Sparrow! You’ve got two minutes.” With that, he turned and headed back up the stairs to the waiting chopper. 
 
    Sparrow looked to Bishop, the command unspoken. 
 
    “On it!” Bishop said. 
 
    Sparrow watched his friend’s back quickly vanish from sight, and he ran back into the tech room. When he entered, Gia whirled to him. 
 
    He extended a hand to her. “Let’s go.” 
 
    She hurried across the room and slipped her hand into his palm without even the flutter of an eyelash. “What’s going on?” The urgency in her voice reflected his own. 
 
    Good—she needed to understand the gravity of the situation. 
 
    “There’s a jet waiting. We’ll be debriefed there.” 
 
    Outside the door, the thump of boots as the team ran toward the stairs and the chopper above sounded. He only had a minute left to gear up and get on that transport with them. 
 
    “Do you want me to leave? Or stay here?” Gia asked. 
 
    He towed her toward the door. Bridger and Ramsey jogged by. Ramsey spotted them and gave Gia a salute. 
 
    “When did he get here?” she cried out. 
 
    “There’s no time to discuss it. I cleared it with my commander, and you’re coming with us, Gia.” 
 
    She dug in her heels, forcing him to spin toward her. “Going where? I’m not equipped for battle. I’m—” 
 
    “You’re quitting on me now? What happened to we?” 
 
    “I just thought—” 
 
    “There’s no time, Gia. We need you. But if you’d rather stay—” 
 
    She shook her head. He grabbed her hand and hauled her into the hall. 
 
    “Do you really need me, Sparrow?” 
 
    “We really do. I love how your mind works. You’ve studied these guys. We’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    Finally, and without a second to spare, she nodded. 
 
    “Stay right there! Wait for me!” He took off at a dead run for the locker room and his gear. Years of practice had him locked and loaded in seconds. When he ran down the hall toward Gia again, her jaw dropped. 
 
    “Get up the stairs!” he called. “I’m right behind you.” 
 
    She whirled and raced up the flight. Her tight ass in those pants had his gut clenching. Then he realized he’d never tended to the cut on her leg. Hopefully it wouldn’t get infected under his watch. Their team’s medic, Frost, could patch her up on the flight. 
 
    She reached the top and he popped into the open air a second behind her. Wind off the chopper blades rushed at his face and whipped at Gia’s hair. 
 
    He waved for her to follow. When she reached the unit, one of the guys stuck out a hand to help her up. She took it and was yanked inside. There were two seats open along the perimeter, and they weren’t next to each other. 
 
    Throwing her a pointed look to take a seat, he took the one Commander Barrett had kept open for him. Gia would be fine on her own for the duration of the ride and then he’d make sure she was filled in on everything like the rest of the team. 
 
    The chopper lifted off, and he directed his entire focus to Commander Barrett. The man pointed to his ear. Sparrow stuffed the comms device in his ear and the commander leaned forward in his seat as he started conveying everything to Sparrow. 
 
    They were headed to another compound, and this time they believed Abubakar was actually there, not a decoy. Sparrow took in every word, his eyes never leaving the commander’s face. Even though the chopper noise drowned his words and Sparrow could only see his mouth move, they flooded into his ear. 
 
    Danger. More militia reported. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Gunnison lean over and speak to Gia. She nodded and looked Sparrow’s direction. Sparrow didn’t outwardly acknowledge her, continuing to listen to every word. 
 
    The mission? Get in using Blackout stealth and take as many prisoners as possible. The conditions? If Bhindi’s militia opened fire, then Blackout would put an end to it. No heroics that would get them killed like Apollo. And if Abubakar stuck his neck on the line, put a damn bullet in it. 
 
    “Copy that.” Sparrow gave a hard nod. 
 
    Commander Barrett sat back in his seat. “Now tell me about this Agent Watson.” 
 
    “She was with me when the Pentagon was attacked, sir. Before the event, she was sharing the information she has about Abubakar. That was cut short, so I brought her back to HQ to find out more. I think her knowledge will help us find him. If he’s not at this bunker, Watson might have other ideas about where he is.” 
 
    Barrett nodded. “She has a lot of clearance. But you know what happened to her before, right?” 
 
    Sparrow nodded. In all honesty, he didn’t know, though now he recalled what she’d said to Ramsey about a disgraced op. So she held a high enough position to be given a case of this importance, but some people didn’t trust her to get the job done right. Which meant she probably had people double-checking everything she did. 
 
    That was the name of the game, but Gia would see it as a stain and distrust. Hence her reason for tapping her lips. She was keeping things to herself for fear of ridicule. 
 
    Now that he’d solved that puzzle, he felt as if he understood the woman a lot better. Also, why she’d asked him if he really needed her to come along on this op became clear. 
 
    When he turned his head, he was able to study her under the guise of looking off into space. 
 
    “Watson has a shady past when it comes to fucked-up missions, but if you say she can lead us to Abubakar, then I’ll trust your judgment, Sparrow.” Commander Barrett’s eyes pierced through him. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. A lot of the information she compiled was probably lost in that fire in the Pentagon. But it’s still in her head.” He swung his attention from the commander and back to Gia. 
 
    She appeared to be deep in thought. Her lips were compressed and her stare fixed on her sensible boots. Using his better-than-perfect vision, he took note of the small crinkle at the corner of her brow and the way she moved one hand to her spine. 
 
    Feeling for her weapon? He’d done the same when he’d worn his for a while, just to check he still had it. 
 
    Sparrow could have told her she was packing heat, though. When he kissed her, he’d settled one hand on her spine and he’d felt the steel underneath her blazer. 
 
    Gunnison spoke to her, and she lifted her head. Sparrow couldn’t hear what she was saying in reply, but the men around her were listening closely, and Gia got that same sharp look in her eyes as she did when she’d explained her research to Sparrow. 
 
    The woman got off on sharing her knowledge, on people listening to her and taking her seriously. 
 
    Sparrow found that very sexy. 
 
    He couldn’t believe the way he was reacting to her. He’d never met anyone quite like Gia before. Now he had to fulfill his promise to keep her safe…so he could pick up where they’d left off with that kiss before he had to walk away. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Gia had never personally sprinted across an airport runway before. She’d only seen it in movies. Ducking under chopper blades, the wind whipping her hair and clothes, and rushing to the waiting jet was surreal. 
 
    Being surrounded on every side by huge SEALS would take even longer to process. 
 
    That morning had begun like any ordinary day—slap her alarm clock, brush her teeth. Even watching the events of the attack on the bunker in Texas hadn’t been completely out of the norm. 
 
    This, however, was all new to her. 
 
    And that kiss back at the Blackout headquarters—what the hell was that? It was hot and thorough and curled her toes, and oh god, she wanted more of it. 
 
    Focus, Gia. Hot SEALs are not for you. You’re here to help, and it’s not by kissing a gorgeous man who doesn’t even exist. 
 
    The military transport plane was different from commercial flights. For one, the seats were roomier in order to accommodate the bulky special operators and their gear. And she didn’t see a barf bag in sight. Because Blackout was immune to human frailties such as getting airsick, right? Glancing around at them, she thought they looked like they could survive a plane crash into a volcano. 
 
    The seats lined both walls of the plane, and she was settled between Gunnison and another operator she didn’t know. After she was buckled in, she found herself searching for Sparrow. 
 
    When her gaze landed on him, she felt her lungs expand into a full breath. Relief trickled down her spine. Why was she having a physical reaction to him knowing he was near? 
 
    It made sense that her body knew Sparrow could protect her. After all, he’d gotten her out of that burning building alive… Was that just hours ago? It felt like a week. 
 
    As if sensing her gaze on him, he turned his head and looked straight at her. Damn, his rugged features did things to her insides that no one else ever had before. Her heartbeat quickened, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from his face. 
 
    The angular planes of his cheekbones and jaw appeared to have been chiseled into stone. His eyes were set wider apart, piercingly dark and intense. His nose looked to have been broken more than once, but the small bend at the bridge only added to his manly appearance. 
 
    And dressed in camo tactical gear… 
 
    Her stomach gave a small quiver, echoing the sensation she’d experienced from that kiss. 
 
    His brows raised in a slight question, as if to ask if she was okay. 
 
    She gave him a small nod in answer. 
 
    As the plane taxied down the runway and took off, she turned her attention to the others around her. She was grateful for it— that she and Sparrow weren’t the only two people on this plane. She got the feeling that she’d end up wrapped around him up against one of the walls with him fucking her brains out otherwise. 
 
    God, what was up with her? She wasn’t like this. Sparrow was bringing out some crazy hormonal response with his lingering looks and protective—almost possessive—acts. The way he’d shouldered his way in front of his fellow teammates when they looked at her for too long told her that her attraction to him wasn’t so one-sided. 
 
    They gained altitude and the plane leveled out. To her surprise, Sparrow unclipped his seatbelt and got to his feet. He positioned himself in the middle of the wide-open aisle. She and the fifteen other men who made up Blackout Alpha fixed their eyes on him. Just then, she realized that Commander Barrett hadn’t joined them on the plane. 
 
    That left Sparrow in charge of the op. 
 
    A shiver teased down her spine at the allure of his raw power. 
 
    When he began to speak, he commanded attention. Not one man twitched as they listened to the orders. 
 
    “You already know what happened in Texas this morning during Team Charlie’s raid on the bunker.” 
 
    The men nodded. 
 
    “There’s word that Abubakar is really hiding in Utah, and we’re headed there. Blackout Alpha is the most prepared right this minute. Charlie’s dealing with what went down in Texas and Bravo’s off the chart on another op. We’ll HALO jump in. Hit the ground around nineteen hundred. That means it’s still light on the West Coast. We’re going to lay low and use darkness to our advantage when we strike.” 
 
    Gia’s stomach pitched. She was going into battle with them? She didn’t have anything but her gun and her credentials. And HALO jump in? She couldn’t jump out of a plane with her fear of heights! She got dizzy looking up at the sky with her feet on solid ground. 
 
    Wait.  
 
    Of course they’d never drag along an untrained person into a fight with them. That meant she’d be sitting someplace safe, feeding them whatever information she could dredge up from her brain about the terrorist group. Which was a lot. Each photo, chart and clipping she’d hung on her office walls was branded on her brain. 
 
    Sparrow’s directives were short and succinct, without any elaboration about what they’d be getting into. Gia tapped her finger against her lips. She was a planner, but Blackout flew by the seat of their pants. No one could guess what would come, and plans had to change in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Sparrow’s gaze swung to her. His eyes dropped to her finger against her mouth. 
 
    She dropped her hand. 
 
    “Now it’s time to introduce our guest. Agent Gia Watson has been working on the Abubakar case for three years.” 
 
    All eyes snapped to her, and suddenly she felt like squirming. She donned the cloak of confidence that got her through meetings with superior officers who had far more experience than her—and it’d gotten her through that horrible day when the op she’d been in charge of went south. 
 
    “What do you know about Abubakar’s ties with the state of Utah?” Sparrow prompted. 
 
    She took a moment to gather her information from the vaults of her brain. Filling the team in on all she knew took up a good portion of the flight. Sometime during her speech, Sparrow handed her a bottled water. The brush of his fingers against hers startled her, and she met his gaze. 
 
    He gave her a nod. She regained her wits and continued. 
 
    By the time she was finished, she was drained. The entire day had sapped her energy. 
 
    Sparrow stared at Gunnison. A twitch of his head had the special operator vacating his seat. Sparrow dropped down next to her. 
 
    “That was exceptional, Watson. Your knowledge gave us a lot of insights into Abubakar’s mind, stuff we can definitely use against him.” 
 
    His praise was a slow-handed stroke over her senses. What Sparrow probably didn’t know was that someone appreciating her brain got her off. 
 
    Her pulse quickened. “I’m glad all my late nights of research help.” 
 
     In one sweep of those dark eyes, he assessed her slumped position. “You look beat, Gia.” 
 
    She lifted her nearly empty bottle of water. “I’ve been moving since five this morning. Water’s not going to keep me going for long. You wouldn’t happen to have a double shot of espresso hidden in one of those pockets, would you?” She eyed the big expanse of his chest with more pockets than she could count. 
 
    She tilted her head in thought. “You know, it’s hardly fair that men’s clothing comes with so many pockets. Women don’t have that luxury. We have to carry around a heavy purse with all our crap.” 
 
    His lips curled up in a crooked grin that threatened to incinerate her panties if she looked at him for long. 
 
    His gaze washed over her face and breasts. When he dropped it lower and saw the ripped knee of her pants, his smile vanished and a dark scowl drew his brows together. 
 
    “Frost!” he barked out. 
 
    The man seated toward the tail of the plane jerked his head up. 
 
    “Watson has an injury that needs attention.” 
 
    Frost jumped up and unzipped his backpack. He came out with a very small bundle and approached her. When he sank to his knees before her, he offered her a boyish smile that would calm any patient. With a stunning smile like that turned on her, she felt ready to undergo a lobotomy without anesthesia. 
 
    When he gently lifted her foot and propped it on his knee, he was able to see the slice in her pants and the bloody gash there. 
 
    He threw Sparrow a dirty look. “This happened a while ago. It needed cleaned out much sooner.” 
 
    Sparrow’s lips formed a thin line. “Yeah, my bad. I wasn’t thinking about her not being one of us.” 
 
    She pivoted her head so fast that her loose hair swished over her shoulders. “Meaning you’re impervious to injury?” 
 
    He shrugged. “We don’t bother with cuts and scrapes.” 
 
    She shuddered at the thought of what did stop men like Sparrow. Visions of Apollo—or what they believed to be left of Apollo—ran through her head. 
 
    Frost’s voice drew her attention back to his task. “I need to pull your pant leg up so I can get to the cut. Is that okay with you?” 
 
    She nodded. At her side, Sparrow shifted. 
 
    When Frost edged the cloth up over her calf and knee and bunched it at her thigh, she sighed heavily at the clear view of her cut. 
 
    “Boy, am I glad I keep up with shaving,” she quipped. 
 
    Both men looked at her, and so did the ones within earshot. Having all this attention made her run at the mouth. 
 
    “I have a fear of ending up in the hospital and having very hairy legs.” 
 
    Sparrow made a noise in his throat that might have been a laugh and Frost outright grinned. 
 
    How horrifying. She couldn’t believe she’d just said that. Now Sparrow was surely envisioning her with tarantula legs and was completely turned off. He’d never try to kiss her again. 
 
    With quick, economical movements, Frost cleaned her wound with antiseptic, applied a smear of antibiotic ointment and bandaged it. 
 
    When he lowered her pant leg again, she issued a breath of relief. But her relief would soon be over, because they were on their way to a compound where Abubakar had gathered his militia and was, at this very moment, plotting. 
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    “You’re strapped to me, Gia. I won’t let you go.” 
 
    Gia’s nerves, already kicked into high gear, were not going to accept any comforting words from Sparrow about making this jump. 
 
    Her body was literally strapped to his. She wore one of the smaller team member’s jackets and a spare Kevlar vest. Both were swimming on her, but the snug straps held everything in place. 
 
    “You’re shaking. Calm down.” His voice filtered through the comms in the helmets they both wore. 
 
    “Easy for you to say. You’ve done this a thousand times. And you’re not afraid of heights.” 
 
    “Would it have changed anything? We have to get out of this plane and to the ground.” She forced in deep breaths. “I’ll just keep my eyes closed. You’ll keep me safe.” 
 
    A beat of silence followed. Then he said, “I will. Okay, on three.” 
 
    She didn’t want to think about the wind roaring by the plane. Or how it would suck her out like a ragdoll right before they free-fell. 
 
    Please let me live through this! 
 
    “Alpha 1, ready!” he called out to his team. 
 
    Suddenly, she was falling. Eyes squeezed shut tight, she tried to focus on Sparrow’s voice in her ear. Coaching her to keep breathing, to try to relax. Soothing her. 
 
    Long seconds passed, and then he pulled his chute without warning. It jerked them upward. She cried out even though she knew she was one hundred percent safe with him. 
 
    They slowed as the chute caught the air. She chanced a peek up at the giant balloon hovering over them. Her head immediately spun, and she slammed them shut again. 
 
    “Remember, soft knees when we touch down. I’ll tell you when. Get ready.” 
 
    He counted it down for her. Her mind pictured them dropping toward the ground rapidly, but she refused to look for herself. She was literally flying blind. 
 
    “Three, two, one.” 
 
    He set them down with a small jolt. The sound of the chute crumpling around them had her eyes snapping open. 
 
    “You good, Watson?” 
 
    “I never want to do another trust exercise like that. Ever. Get me out of this thing. I’m getting claustrophobic,” she shot back. 
 
    His huff of laughter filled her helmet. Seconds later, another man dropped out of the sky. Then another and another. She stood in awe as men rained out of the sky onto the drop zone. The sight was more beautiful than she would have expected. 
 
    She didn’t have time to be impressed for long, though. Sparrow had her unstrapped from his chest and gathered his chute up faster than she thought humanly possible. 
 
    Within moments, they were all running. The scent of green growing things and damp earth filled Gia’s senses. She’d never been to Utah before and when she’d gotten dressed that morning—back in DC—the most she planned on being outdoors was for the walk from her car to her office, not running in thick mud. 
 
    Sparrow switched something in the comms device in her helmet so she could hear all the men, whispering back and forth to each other. 
 
    “I’ve got eyes on the structure,” Sparrow said. He raised a fist, and everyone came to a halt. More orders were given as they readied to infiltrate the big old house Abubakar and thirty of his top militia were holed up in. A row of trees separated them from the house, with an expanse of high, uncut grass between them. 
 
    “We’re ready to roll, Gia,” Sparrow said from behind her. 
 
    She turned, found him too close and started to back up a step. But he caught her by the shoulders and held her in place. Up close, she could make out the creases of concern bracketing his eyes. Face paint streaked his cheeks and forehead, making him blend into the landscape. 
 
    She was nervous for him—for all of them. 
 
    “Tell me where you want me.” She palmed the weapon along her spine. 
 
    He lightly squeezed her upper arms. “I want you to stay right here.” 
 
    “Wait—you didn’t just tell me to wait in the car, did you?” 
 
    He huffed out a low chuckle. “I guess I did. But you can play with the radio.” 
 
    The flash of his white teeth against his paint-streaked face had her stomach fluttering. 
 
    She gripped the radio he handed her. “Gee, thanks.” 
 
    She barely had time to grasp the device before the skim of his thumb over her lips shocked her senses. 
 
    “Henner and Cobra will be with you.” 
 
    She searched his face. “You need all your men, Sparrow. You can’t put guards on me—” 
 
    His eyes crinkled at the corners and warmed to a rich espresso brown visible even in this low light she could see him. “They’re guarding the perimeter.” 
 
    “Of course. How silly of me. They’re not only guarding me.” 
 
    He squeezed her arms one more time. “If shit goes sideways and Henner and Cobra are drawn into a fight, or called into the bunker to back us up, I want you to make a call to Barrett using that.” He nodded toward the radio in her hand. “Channel ninety-nine. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it,” she responded. 
 
    “And Gia…if that happens, you hide. You understand me?” 
 
    That sent her stomach tumbling for another reason. She quickly nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    He released her and walked away. After only a few steps, she lost him in the darkness. 
 
    She let out a shaky breath and faced the cover of trees again. A SEAL moved in on her right. 
 
    He gave her a nod. “Henner.” 
 
    “Watson,” she whispered back. 
 
    He pointed out Cobra’s position to her. Even after scanning the underbrush and foliage several times, she couldn’t pick him out and gave up. 
 
    Sparrow’s voice filtered into her ear, jolting her. She gripped the radio like a lifeline. Through the branches, she couldn’t make out a single thing. But next thing she knew, shouts rang from the building, followed by the popping noises of gunfire. 
 
    Her insides twisted. All she could see was the replay of that morning’s raid in Texas and the anguish of the men after they found Apollo’s exploded remains.  
 
    She still wasn’t convinced that someone on Blackout Charlie hadn’t been bought off. 
 
    Rough voices filled her ears. “Clear! All clear!” Then more bullets zinged over the comms. She flinched, but next to her, Henner was unmoving stone. 
 
    What felt like long minutes passed as she waited, but in reality was only seconds. Blackout was fast. 
 
    Suddenly, something caught Gia’s eye. She stared hard at a spot in the grass. 
 
    She nudged Henner and pointed. He whipped his night vision binoculars to his eyes. 
 
    “Fuck, we’ve got a trap door in the yard. Probably leads to a tunnel!” 
 
    Into her ear came another voice as Cobra emerged from the bushes like a sea creature from the depths of the ocean. “Three on the run!” 
 
    He lifted a fist and gestured to Henner. The SEAL raised his rifle and Cobra shoved her down as they both fired on the runaways. 
 
    She quashed a scream and threw her arms over her head out of reflex as the perimeter guards struck the three men who’d escaped the compound. By now she’d lost track of what was happening inside. Shouts and gunfire erupted. All she could do was pray that Blackout got out safe. 
 
    She didn’t know any of them well, but she was invested in SEAL Team Blackout. She cared about every man fighting right now. And she hadn’t had nearly enough time with Sparrow. She wanted to get to know him, feel his intense gaze tracking her…and those hard lips blissfully moving over hers. 
 
    “You okay, Watson?” Henner’s painted face popped up in front of hers. She nodded. 
 
    He pulled her up to her feet. She peered around but couldn’t make out anything different than it was before. 
 
    Cobra gave her a nod. “You good?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She swiped her hands down her body. 
 
    “Good job spotting that door in the ground. We got a jump on them.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could help.” Her voice wobbled a little. No one told her to move from her position yet, so she stood there regaining her wits. Slowly, she tuned in to the chatter in her ear. She didn’t realize she was listening hard for Sparrow’s voice until it sounded right behind her. 
 
    She spun, breath catching at the sight of him standing safely in front of her. “You’re okay.” 
 
    His eyes burned over her face. “Are you?” 
 
    “Everyone keeps asking me that.” 
 
    “It’s not every day that you see something like this.” 
 
    “You got the runaways?” 
 
    “Yes, thanks to you.” He reached out and squeezed her shoulder. 
 
    Through the darkness, she couldn’t see anything but the glitter of his eyes. That was good—it meant he couldn’t see how much she longed to throw herself into his arms. 
 
    “I’ve been downgraded to a shoulder squeeze?” she teased. 
 
    He chuckled. “I’ll make it up to you later.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    He started away from her. “After you buy me a pizza,” he threw back. 
 
    She laughed. Relief and the banter she’d grown to expect from Sparrow made her feel more centered, and she listened for long minutes as they cleared the bunker. 
 
    “Watson.” 
 
    Her name jerked her head up. 
 
    “Watson here.” 
 
    “You can come in now. We need you to take a look at the place.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Sparrow met Gia at the front door hanging off its hinges. “Welcome to Chateau Fuckery.” 
 
    Her lips twitched. “I hope wine will be served.” She stepped over the threshold, barely glancing at the blood splattered on the wall. 
 
    For a minute, he’d forgotten what a hard-ass Gia was. His need to get to her after their invasion had been a pull too strong to deny, so he’d gone with his gut and checked on her. Damn, when he’d set eyes on her, he’d wanted to yank her into his arms, dig his fingers into her firm ass and bury his cock in her. But he’d settled for a sporting shoulder squeeze instead, which she’d called him out on immediately. 
 
    She wandered through the first few rooms of the house. The place had been crawling with militia caught unawares, and Blackout hit them hard. Unfortunately, only a handful gave themselves up and were now secured and under guard, awaiting transport. 
 
    Gia moved toward a couple dead bodies. Sparrow found himself holding his breath, waiting for her to react to seeing dead men. But she’d seen them before and was tougher than even he first thought. 
 
    With total confidence in her own skills, Gia examined the faces of two guys who lay crumpled on the floor. “I’m guessing their photos are already being run through the system?” 
 
    He nodded and twitched his head toward a room to the left. “This way. There’s something you need to see.” 
 
    She stepped over another body lying sideways in the doorway to the dining room. Sparrow noticed the thick mud clinging to her boots and the hems of her pants. Even though her clothing was torn and muddy, and her face stayed slightly pale in the incandescent light, she was a professional and carried herself as such. 
 
    She stopped and looked around. 
 
    “The place is cleared of explosives or tripwires. It’s safe,” he told her. 
 
    With a nod, she approached the table with papers littered over its surface. Two dead men lay in the corner with a third sprawled face-down beside the table. 
 
    Gia sidestepped him without a second glance. She unzipped the outer coat she wore in order to reach into her blazer pocket. When she extracted some latex gloves, Sparrow was impressed with how prepared she was. 
 
    “Do you always carry gloves on you?” 
 
    She snapped them into place over her palms. “Yes. Got into the habit after getting called out once too often on crime scenes where I needed to preserve the scene.” She went straight for her phone, snapping pictures of the papers strewn over the wood table. Then she slipped the device into her pocket and started going through the evidence. 
 
    She read a few lines and jerked her head up to pierce Sparrow in her ice-blue stare. “These are wire transfers.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “You read them?” 
 
    “Glanced at ’em.” 
 
    Special Operator Bishop filled the doorway. “Team will be here in an hour to clear the place.” 
 
    Sparrow looked up and nodded. 
 
    Bishop came forward with more to report. He and Sparrow spoke for a few minutes, but he kept his attention on Gia. She was totally focused on the papers. If she was taking in what Bishop had to report on to the number of casualties and the few minor injuries sustained by the Blackout team, she didn’t let on. 
 
    She took out her phone and snapped more photos as she read through the papers. Finished with one pile, she walked around the table. Her foot struck the dead man’s leg. “Shit!” 
 
    The action jostled the table, knocking over a mug. Coffee dripped off the corner onto the floor. The trickle streamed toward the wall. 
 
    Sparrow and Gia watched the flow reach the inner wall of the dining room. Instead of pooling there, the small puddle dispelled as the liquid vanished. 
 
    She snapped around, excitement on her face. 
 
    He took a step toward the wall. “You thinking what I’m thinking?” 
 
    She nodded decisively. “Secret room.” 
 
    “We know there’s some sort of basement already. Those three men escaped from it into the tunnel leading into the yard. We cleared it out.” 
 
    Eagerness lit her pretty face. “You got a flashlight? Let’s take a look.” 
 
    He led the way through the first floor, opening every door he came upon. Furnace rooms and more dead men that his team had taken out. But no sign of a secret room. 
 
    Gia paced down the hallway and back to him. “Maybe the only way in is from outside.” 
 
    Bishop, who was watching her too, said, “I’ll scope it out.” 
 
    “Take backup with you,” Sparrow ordered. 
 
    “Will do. But Frost and Gunny were already in the tunnel. They cleared it.” Bishop left them, and Gia walked back to the dining room. “This isn’t on the same side of the house as the tunnel.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I feel like we’re missing something obvious.” 
 
    “Or not so obvious.” More intrigued by the second with how her mind worked, Sparrow followed her into the dining room again. She squatted in front of the coffee spill, which was now completely gone, with only a trace of dampness left on the hardwood floor. 
 
    She pressed her fingers against the wood. When she twisted her face toward him, he saw the light of excitement in the depths of her eyes. “I feel air coming out. A draft.” 
 
    “Not unusual in an old house like this.” 
 
    She cocked a shapely brow. “On an outside wall, sure. But an inner one?” She pushed out of her crouched position and circled the room again, careful not to kick any more dead men. When she reached the doorway, she flipped the light switch. The ugly old brass chandelier over the dining table went out. She flipped the other switch, and nothing happened. 
 
    “Sparrow! You gotta see this!” The call came from the corridor. 
 
    Watson sailed through the door first. When she rushed toward the opening that appeared in the floor, Sparrow grabbed her back. 
 
    “Wait here.” 
 
    She gave him a look that told him she didn’t like the order but would obey it. He waved toward Frost to come with him. After scanning the area with a small camera, he gave a nod of go-ahead. 
 
    Together, they squeezed through the hole in the floor. He dropped down first, expecting a fall, but his boots hit the rungs of a ladder. 
 
    As he lowered himself further into the hole, he panned his flashlight into the darkness. 
 
    He dropped to the floor. Frost landed next to him and let out a low whistle. “Ho-lyyy shit.” 
 
    “Watson!” Sparrow called out. 
 
    Her face appeared haloed by the cutout square in the floor. Light filtered around her face, and her loose hair fell forward. 
 
    “There’s a ladder. I’ll shine the light on it while you come down.” 
 
    Her leather boots, crusted with mud, appeared first. Bit by bit his light panned over her body until she landed beside him. 
 
    “Jesus Christ! Look at this place.” 
 
    “I’m lookin’.” He took in the room. It was wall-to-wall tech equipment. Small lights of electronics lit one entire side of the room. The monitors were black. 
 
    Gia snatched the flashlight from his hand. “Find an overhead light!” 
 
    Frost located a cord dangling from a bare bulb on the low ceiling and pulled it. White light washed over the space. 
 
    “Oh. My. God,” Gia said slowly. “It’s set up like one of your op rooms.” She breathed out a long breath. “Someone knows.” 
 
    Sparrow was shaking his head, shocked by how closely the setup resembled what they had in Blackout HQ. “You’re right. Any idea who?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, just moved to one of the laptops. She didn’t touch it, but she did follow the bundle of wires from equipment to equipment. “It’s all tied in similarly to the way Homeland tech teams do things. That might be how things are normally done, but maybe not.” 
 
    “Frost, start getting photos of everything.” Sparrow watched Gia. As each minute ticked by, her focus deepened until she was utterly lost in what she was doing. 
 
    He didn’t like that. It was dangerous to be so dialed in that she didn’t have a clue what was going on around her. That was where he could step in. There might not be any threat to her right now, but he had her six while she worked. 
 
    And after this was over too. He wasn’t finished with Gia. She was far too interesting to him, and all they’d done so far was work together. Those moments when he felt the urge to touch her, that undeniable burn of attraction, had awakened a part of him he’d forgotten existed.  
 
    Too long in the trenches of war and bogged down with duty and missions, it had been a while since he considered himself a man. 
 
    He had sex, sure. Took women to bed, gave them a false name and never saw them again. But since the day he accepted his Blackout papers—and the certificate that wiped his identity off the face of the Earth—he’d let go of his dream of having a woman. 
 
    The woman. 
 
    Being around Gia for a mere fourteen hours now had that feeling flooding back in. 
 
    What good was a dead man to someone like her? What could he offer? Of course he couldn’t have her. 
 
    But goddammit, he wanted her. 
 
    She’d been going hard for hours now, and he didn’t know many people who could do that. The ones he did know fought alongside him. 
 
    Still going through the equipment, Gia asked, “How long did you say it’ll be before the team comes to clear out the house?” 
 
    “An hour. But that was ten minutes ago.” 
 
    She straightened. “We don’t know if there are wires rigged to erase the hard drive if it’s moved. We can’t take that risk. We need to act fast—get all the info we can.” 
 
    “Tell me what you need.” 
 
    She met his stare. Something moved within the depths of her eyes. Before he could interpret its meaning, she reached up and smoothed her hand through his hair, distracting him. “Caffeine, for starters. I’m flagging, Sparrow.” 
 
    “A woman who admits when she needs backup. I like that.” He cut a grin her way. “Frost! Two coffees, one with artificial sweetener.” 
 
    “What the fuck am I, your personal barista?” His grumble made Gia smile. 
 
    He stared down into her eyes. The way she squared up like his equal was very fucking sexy. But he did take note of the fatigue etched around her eyes. She was tough, but she wasn’t Blackout. 
 
    “Why don’t you sit down?” 
 
    “Why don’t you help me tap into this system and upload the information to the cloud?” 
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    She nodded. After she sank into the closest chair, she let her fingertips hover over the keyboard. Then she withdrew her hands and rubbed them over her thighs as though they were damp from stress. 
 
    “Get Gunny,” she said. “I want a second opinion before I touch anything.” 
 
    He barked the order for Gunnison to join them in the underground secret room. As soon as the man dropped into the space with them, he shook his head. “Goddamn. Look at this setup.” 
 
    She turned to him excitedly. “It’s got too many similarities not to be one of ours, don’t you think? I mean…Blackout’s.” 
 
    It wasn’t lost on him that she was starting to see Blackout as her team, was offering loyalty to those who gave her the respect she deserved. 
 
    He nodded and leaned over her to stare at the system. 
 
    Irritation burrowed under Sparrow’s thick skin. He didn’t need a degree in psychology like Gia’s to know he was feeling super possessive of the woman. Classic signs—he didn’t want to let her out of his sight. He disliked her even smiling at one of his teammates for longer than she smiled at him. 
 
    From the ladder, someone called out to him. Sparrow moved to the base and looked up. Frost held up a can of Coke. “All I can find. Catch!” 
 
    Sparrow held out his hands and fielded one can and then a second. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said and returned to Gia. He set a can next to her on the desk. “Don’t open it quite yet.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said distractedly. 
 
    Beside her, Gunnison was sharing what he knew about the system, which was a hell of a lot considering he assisted in setting up the one at their headquarters. 
 
    “Who do you think did this?” Sparrow leaned on the desk beside her. 
 
    She pivoted her head and her gaze fell over his crotch. A light flush kissed her cheekbones before she turned her face away. “Can you lean somewhere else? You’re a little distracting.” 
 
    “No.” He tapped the top of his Coke can to dispel bubbles and cracked it open. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and returned her attention to the system. “Okay. Wish me luck. I could hit one button and everything can disappear, erased. Or I could manage to crack the passcode and get into the system so we can transfer the files.” 
 
    Without hesitating another second, she tapped the keys. She gasped, and Gunnison gave a short whoop of victory. The screen filled with information. 
 
    “Is that code?” Sparrow asked. 
 
    “It’s scrambled. We’ll send it to the FBI to crack. I just want to make sure we transfer everything before that team comes in to move the equipment.” She worked for long minutes while he watched her. 
 
    When she waved one hand around, he realized she was searching for her drink. He popped the top and slid it toward her hand. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said without looking away from the screen. 
 
    Suddenly, she let out a loud groan. “No! No, no, no!” 
 
    Sparrow pushed off the desk to look over her shoulder. Gunnison stood on her other side. “What happened?” Sparrow asked. 
 
    “I can’t get through this firewall. Something’s blocking me, and I can’t figure out what it is.” 
 
    “Gunny, can you?” he asked. 
 
    “No better than her. She’s doing everything right. Someone definitely doesn’t want the information in those files to be seen.” 
 
    Another few minutes passed. Gia grew tenser by the second. Sparrow wanted to massage her shoulders to calm her down. 
 
    She leaned back in her chair and scrubbed her hands over her face. 
 
    “You’re doing great, Gia. You wouldn’t be this far if it weren’t for your sharp mind.” 
 
    She dropped her hands and stared at him. “Usually I get accused of having a sharp tongue.” 
 
    His lips hitched upward at the corner. “I like that, too. Now, tell me what you see. Let’s figure this out.” 
 
    She leaned forward again and set her fingers to the keys. “There are multiple places pinned on this map.” 
 
    “The digits are coordinates,” Gunnison said suddenly. 
 
    He stared at the screen. “The numbers are embedded in the digit string?” 
 
    “Ex-aaa-ctly.” Gia drew out the word and then bit down on her lip. “I believe these numbers here”—she pointed at the screen—“hold some importance. They’re not just placeholders to scramble the code further.” 
 
    He stared at the numbers. Gunnison was busy punching things into his phone rapid-fire. 
 
    “Oh!” Gia’s exclamation had both men staring at her. “I think we’re grouping them together wrong. Look!” She grabbed a pen and scribbled on the only thing she had nearby—the back of her hand. 
 
    Gunnison punched the numbers in and went still as the dead. “Fuck.” 
 
    Sparrow narrowed his eyes on the screen he held up. His mind jumped ahead. “What’s happening in DC and Quantico, Virginia?” 
 
    Gia swung her entire body toward Sparrow. “The obvious. Look at these numbers. It’s a date—Memorial Day Weekend. Parades. Festivals. Fairs.” 
 
    “And another of my favorite F words,” he drawled in a low voice. 
 
    Her brows shot up high. “Seriously?” 
 
    He cocked his head at her. “Fireworks. What were you thinking?” 
 
    She spun back to the screen. “Fireworks. Definitely fireworks.” 
 
    Gunnison grunted to stifle a laugh, earning a glare from Sparrow. 
 
    Boots hit the floor behind them. Sparrow whipped around to see Bishop standing there. The expression on his face told him something was very wrong. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    Bishop crossed the room, phone in hand. “I think I saw a ghost.” 
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    Gia’s nerves were humming. First, Sparrow woke her body up with that line about his favorite F word. Then Bishop butted in with something about a ghost. 
 
    She shot to her feet and joined the men staring at Bishop’s phone. “One thing’s for sure; you guys aren’t dull.” 
 
    “Gunny, can you load this image on the big screen?” Sparrow pointed at one on the wall. 
 
    Gunnison took the phone from Bishop’s hand. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    Gia stood close to Sparrow. “Who do you think it is?” 
 
    Flattening his lips in a gesture she was quickly recognizing as his thinking face, he gave his head a small shake. “I’ll reserve my opinion until we see it blown up.” 
 
    “This place is fucking insane.” Bishop’s statement drew her focus to the SEAL. She took a moment to study him. 
 
    The man stood as tall as Sparrow. Both were blessed with chiseled muscle, and Bishop’s shoulders bulged in his camo gear. He’d removed his helmet, revealing brown hair that brushed his collar, longer than regulation. Special forces got a little more leeway when it came to appearances, and clearly Blackout was even less concerned with things like that.  She supposed it made it easier to claim they didn’t exist. It seemed freeing, to Gia, and she wished her own job could be less strict when it came to regulations.  If she wanted any measure of respect, she had to be by the book, twenty-four seven. 
 
    A noise drew her attention back to Bishop. He was handsome in a more rugged way, and his brown eyes gleamed with worry when he looked at her. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Bishop?” she asked. 
 
    Before he answered, Gunnison cut over them. “Got it.” 
 
    They all looked to the screen mounted front and center, where he’d projected the photograph. 
 
    “Can you clean it up any? It’s too blurry.” Sparrow sliced his fingers through his hair. 
 
    Gunnison’s tapping on the keys didn’t do nearly enough to distract her from how close Sparrow stood to her or how each part of her he’d touched still tingled. 
 
    A caffeinated beverage wasn’t going to do anything for this maddening awareness of the man she was working with. She needed something much stiffer to ease her nerves— 
 
    Oh, god. Not something stiffer. 
 
    “There!” Sparrow’s barked exclamation tamped down the crazy desire running rampant through her body, and she stared at the screen. 
 
    “It’s still a little pixelated, but you can make out his face,” Gunnison said. 
 
    She gaped at the image. Bishop, Gunnison and Sparrow all went dead silent. 
 
    “Is that…Charlie 1? Apollo?” Her voice rasped with the shock. 
 
    “Yes,” Sparrow said shortly. 
 
    “So we didn’t lose him back in Texas.” 
 
    Sparrow whipped around. “Bishop, where did you get this photo?” 
 
    “When I plugged in the face of the dead guys upstairs, this came up.” Bishop leveled his stare on Sparrow. 
 
    Gia stared at the photo from a facial recognition search again. The man in Muslim dress leaned against a building next to another man. 
 
    Bishop pointed to the man in his cultural attire. “This is the man we just took out. And this…” 
 
    Gia and Sparrow leaned over the device to stare at the photo. At first glance, he appeared to be Apollo. 
 
    “When was this taken?” she asked. “Do we know?” 
 
    “It was pulled from the guy’s phone. Taken earlier today,” Bishop said. 
 
    “Today?” It was clear from the image that Apollo had sustained cuts and scrapes on track with the ones he might have gotten back in that compound in Utah. 
 
    Gia’s brain went straight to the core of Blackout. “The government faked his death again?” She didn’t glance away from the screen. 
 
    “No,” Sparrow said. “I guess he did.” 
 
    Gia mulled that over, and judging by the silence in the room, so were the others. “He took the opportunity to fake his own death and what? Turned to the dark side? None of that makes sense.” 
 
    “Bishop, pull up records on anyone connected to Apollo—when he was officially alive, that is. See what you can find.” 
 
    “On it, Monty.” 
 
    Bishop was through the door before Sparrow ground out, “You know how I feel about that name.” 
 
    The SEAL tossed him a grin and set one foot on the bottom rung of the ladder. Without an apology, he climbed the ladder and vanished from sight. 
 
    Gia’s lips twisted. “So…Monty, huh?” 
 
    “You won’t be calling me that.” His voice was hard, yet it made her smile widen all the more. 
 
    She pulled out the chair and sank to it, setting her fingers to the keys. “No. I’ve got work to do. I don’t have time to tease you about your name.” 
 
    “It’s a family name, goddammit. My great-grandfather’s name.” 
 
    “I thought you said you don’t rise to bullying about your name.” 
 
    He gave her a flat look. 
 
    “Whatever you say,” she breezed out. 
 
    His low growl edged a laugh up her throat, but she swallowed it. For long minutes, she threw herself into the work. Between her and Gunnison, they managed to transfer most of the files. At least they wouldn’t risk losing them once the team came to tear down all this equipment and haul it away to be examined later. 
 
    Every bloodstain in this house was now evidence in an investigation. If she was back in her office, she’d be frantically pinning things up—filling that entire fourth wall, in fact. 
 
    But her office was probably ash now. That fire surely consumed it before the firefighters managed to get the flames under control. She felt a little sad at the idea of all her hard work disappearing in seconds, but at least she had more to uncover ahead of her. And that hard drive Sparrow managed to snatch from her computer contained most of what she had on Abubakar and his militia anyway. 
 
    She took the last swallow of Coke and finally looked up. 
 
    Sparrow was staring at her, and they were the only people in the secret room. 
 
    “Uh…” She massaged the back of her neck. “I must have been really focused.” 
 
    “You were.” 
 
    “The team hasn’t arrived for cleanup yet?” Her nerves were snapping at being alone in here with Sparrow. 
 
    “No. There’s something you need to look at upstairs.” His dark eyes seemed to caress her face and hair. God, she must look awful. Her eyes regularly got so bloodshot from staring at screens that she kept eyedrops in her desk drawer, but she didn’t have any right now. 
 
    And she had a habit of running her hands through her hair when it was loose. Which was why she kept it in a tight ponytail for work. Walking into a late meeting with the Joint Chiefs of Staff looking like she’d just woken from a nap wasn’t acceptable. 
 
    She pushed back from the desk and stretched. Her back popped between her shoulder blades. 
 
    “You good, Watson? Just a little longer here before we fly out.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re leaving tonight? I had hopes of falling into a hotel room bed and waking up to a continental breakfast buffet.” 
 
    Sparrow’s hard lips quirked upward at one corner. “Sorry, not this time. We’ll be heading back to DC tonight.” He took off toward the ladder. “But first, I need you to see this.” 
 
    After climbing the ladder to the first floor, she felt like she’d been down in that secret room much longer than an hour. In the dining room, nothing had been moved, but Bishop was standing near the pile of papers containing wire transfers with his phone in hand. 
 
    Her mind perked up and some of her disoriented stupor fled. She circled to his side. “What do you have, Bishop?” 
 
    “Sparrow had me pull up Apollo’s records from before he was ‘killed in the line of duty.’ That led me to a few who fought alongside Apollo at one point during the Gulf War. And two of those live in Atlanta.” 
 
    “Nothing unusual,” she said. 
 
    “No, except look at this.” He pointed to the paper on top of the stack. “Seven of these wire transfers came from Atlanta.” 
 
    Sparrow touched Gia’s elbow, adding yet another spot to her list of things that tingled. “Looks like we need to find you some new office walls, Watson.” 
 
    Her last name rolled off his tongue with a deep rumble that left her throbbing. 
 
    She tipped her head to meet his eyes. “And push pins. Lots and lots of push pins.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “Well, this is a little more like it.” When Gia boarded the jet, she’d expected to see the same military transport, but this had a lot more luxury. In fact, it looked a lot like a private jet, one that carried politicians. 
 
    Gia collapsed into the plush tan plane seat and dropped her head against the rest. Around her, the Blackout team was mostly quiet, with only a few conversations going on, and they were spread out over the length of the craft like a bunch of kids on a bus trip. 
 
    She looked out the window at the dark runway. The lights of the airstrip sent gold streaks over the pavement, but other than that, she had no sense of how late it was. 
 
    Hours before dawn still. She’d been awake what felt like forever, but her mind was far from shutdown. 
 
    Sparrow landed in the seat beside her. By some unspoken agreement, none of the other guys had taken it. She had to wonder if they had an innate knowledge that their leader would want to be near her, or if he’d given them a warning. 
 
    He studied her. “Comfy?” 
 
    She let out a sigh. “Yes. I don’t know why I’m so physically exhausted. I haven’t done anything today.” 
 
    His dark brow cocked upward. “Haven’t done anything? Gia, you escaped that bombing back at the Pentagon. I dragged you to see Ramsey”—he glanced back at the SEAL who had his legs extended into the aisle and his eyes closed—“and into Blackout headquarters. Then you flew across the freakin’ country. That alone would exhaust someone—” 
 
    “Someone like me?” she cut across him, straightening in her seat. “A woman?” 
 
    He gave a small shake of his head. “I wasn’t gonna say that.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    The engines geared up for takeoff. Neither of them spoke as they got into the air. 
 
    Sparrow’s eyes traveled over her face. “You can rest, Gia.” 
 
    “I have no idea how to sleep at a time like this. So much is going on. So much has gone on. Did you get any more word about the attack? Or what happened with Apollo? What about DNA records for him?” 
 
    He glanced around, and she suddenly realized she was talking when nobody else was. Most of the men looked to be sleeping or on the verge of it. 
 
    “Sorry,” she whispered. 
 
    He reached over and clicked the buckle on her seatbelt, releasing it. When the warmth of his arm seeped through her clothes, she sucked in a breath. 
 
    Sparrow’s eyes burned as he leaned over her. “I know a place where we can talk.” He got to his feet. For a moment, she thought he might bump his head on the ceiling, but the clearance accommodated his height. 
 
    She quickly followed him down the aisle. At the back of the plane, he opened a door. She stopped walking. 
 
    “If you think I’m going into some tiny, cramped bathroom with you—” 
 
    He groaned softly and yanked her through the door. He slammed it but not before a chuckle followed them. 
 
    Gia glanced at her surroundings, which was not a small plane toilet but a conference room decked out with table and chairs all bolted to the floor. “Oh.” 
 
    “‘Oh’ is right.” Sparrow snaked an arm around her waist, yanking her flush against his very hard, rigid form. His mouth crushed to hers. 
 
    She gasped under his lips, and he thrust his tongue inside, sweeping over hers. He tasted of man and mint, and she moaned at the bald desire burning inside her. 
 
    Each tip of his fingers pressing into her spine felt ten times hotter than a human should be. They scorched through her clothes into her skin and branded her. God, if a simple touch through clothes could do this, what would it be like to have Sparrow naked against her? 
 
    She encircled his neck with her arms, digging her fingertips into his scalp. As soon as she tugged him down closer, he growled low, the sound rumbling through her from brain stem to pussy. Her panties were growing damp with desire, and her nipples bunched into points. 
 
    Was it wrong that she wanted to rub against him? And beg for him to strip off all her clothes, spread her out on that table and— 
 
    Pulling away from the kiss, she drew in ragged breaths. “Sparrow, we shouldn’t.” 
 
    “I’ve been aching and fucking hard for you half the day, Gia.” 
 
    She blinked at his admission. “You…have?” Knowing she wasn’t alone made it all the harder to resist his allure. 
 
    His eyes hooded. She tried to step back, but he tightened his hold on her, banding her to him with his steely arm. 
 
    “You want me too, angel. Don’t even try to deny it.” 
 
    “I…” Pressing her palms to his chiseled chest, she tried to ignore the warm muscle under her hands. She flicked her gaze up to his. “I do want you. It’s just that I must look as grubby as I feel…” 
 
    “We’ll grab a shower later.” He swooped in again, capturing her lips. The frantic need in that caress sent her shooting out of the clouds they flew among into the stars. 
 
    Grappling with the layers he wore, she threw herself into the kiss. Scorching hot lips blazed across hers. She managed to delve her hand underneath the layers just to feel the velvet steel of his flesh. 
 
    “Oh god, you’re so damn hot,” she moaned out. 
 
    He issued a rumble and locked her earlobe between his lips, worrying it back and forth and slipping his hand underneath her top. When he located her nipple, he bit down on her ear at the same moment he pinched it. 
 
    Her pussy flooded. She cried out and melted against him. 
 
    Sparrow lifted her and set her on the table. She scraped her fingers over his shoulders as he pressed her onto her back. His muscled hips arrowed between her knees, spreading her to him, and that bulge against her pussy was all Sparrow. 
 
    “Oh my god!” She tore at his hair. His mouth burned up and down her neck, nipped at her ear and dropped lower to her cleavage. She trapped him against her chest, wholly aware of how far gone she was. She was actually going to give up all her good sense and let the SEAL take her right here on the airplane conference table. 
 
    “So much for not wanting to join the mile-high club,” she rasped. 
 
    His gritty laugh skittered over her breasts, which he’d somehow exposed. “I definitely want to join it—with you.” He nuzzled a path to her breast, the rough stubble of his jaw scorching her skin. 
 
    Her breath hitched. “You mean…you’ve never had sex in the air before?” 
 
    “Never.” He opened his mouth and sucked in her taut nipple. Her stomach turned inside out. She was soaking wet and aching to have the man’s cock sinking into her, to ride every single rigid inch. 
 
    His dark eyes pinned her as he sucked and teased her nipple into a hard peak. She skated her fingers over his shoulders. 
 
    “Take off your shirt,” she pleaded on a whisper. 
 
    One-handedly, he worked the buttons as he continued to tease and suck. And damn if that wasn’t even hotter. 
 
    She felt the cloth loosen under her hands, and she shoved his shirt off his shoulders to run her fingers over all that glorious muscled flesh. She couldn’t see what she was touching, and ran across several grooves, dips and bumps that were probably scars earned in battle. 
 
    He moved to her other breast. The strong pulls of his mouth had her arching off the table. He cradled her spine with one big hand, his fingers spanning from shoulder to shoulder. 
 
    She explored his chest, over the rounded pecs to the ridges of his abs. When she hit the coarse hair of his love trail, she moaned. “I want to see you. Touch you. Taste you.” 
 
    He stilled. “I’m in charge this round, angel.” 
 
    This round? Did that mean they’d be doing this again? Maybe not ten thousand feet up in the clouds, but on land? In a bed where they could roll and she could straddle him and take his hard cock to the hilt? 
 
    She rocked against his erection. A growl fell from his lips and he tipped his head back in pleasure. 
 
    “You sure about that, Monty?” 
 
    He didn’t correct her. He just unfastened her pants and slid his hand inside her panties. 
 
    “Fuck! You’re so wet for me.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one who’s been aching for someone all day.” She reached between their bodies and worked at his belt. She didn’t get far, though, because he sank his fingers along the seam of her pussy, spreading her lips to his questing touch. When he breached her clit, electric need branded her. She swallowed a cry, and he helped by slamming his lips over hers and capturing every noise she made. 
 
    He jerked back and stared into her eyes as he sank two fingers into her wet pussy. Her mouth opened on a silent gasp. She shuddered with the ecstasy racing through her body. 
 
    “I’m going to make you ride my tongue as soon as we have more time, angel. I have to taste this sweetness dripping out of you.” 
 
    She stopped breathing as he stroked his fingers in and out of her and pressed down on her clit with the pad of his thumb. She rocked into his hand. Straining. Arching. On the very cliff of finding pleasure. 
 
    “Come on my fingers, angel. Soak my hand and then I’ll suck them dry.” His hot breath washed over her, his intense stare locking her in place. 
 
    “Oh god! I’m so close.” 
 
    “Come for me, Gia.” He strummed his thumb over her clit. A bolt of electric need drew her even higher. 
 
    “Kiss me!” She hooked her arm around his neck and yanked him in. The instant his mouth slammed over hers, her orgasm hit in a sharp tsunami wave. She hovered at the pinnacle, pulsating, quaking, and then came hard. 
 
    All over his hand like he demanded. 
 
    He pumped his fingers into her and stroked her clit, stretching her pleasure on and on and on. His mouth moved more slowly. A low rumble in his chest shook her, and she dragged him down, eyes sealed shut, listening to his rough breathing mingled with her fading cries. 
 
    She held him there for a long minute. He didn’t seem interested in moving away either. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” she asked in a low murmur. 
 
    He braced his palm on the table and pushed upward to look at her. “That was you coming on my fingers. Next time, it’ll be on my cock.” 
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    The landing gear touched down with barely a bump. Gia’s head lolled on the seat, but her breathing remained even—she didn’t even wake now that they’d landed in DC. 
 
    Sparrow examined her sleeping face. The crease in her brow never seemed to smooth out completely. In her dreams, she still puzzled over every move Abubakar made. 
 
    Sparrow lifted his hand, thinking to brush his fingers over that line in her brow, and dropped it. He didn’t want to wake her before necessary. Still, he wished he could ease her worries. 
 
    Or take her to some remote tropical island and force her to unwind. When was the last time she’d had a vacation? Hell, when was the last one he had? His job didn’t allow such luxuries. He was Blackout, and that was his only identity now. 
 
    The jet rolled to a stop, and the guys stood, rustling gear as they gathered their belongings. Sparrow reached across Gia and unbuckled her seatbelt. She still didn’t stir. 
 
    Settling his hand on her arm, he gave her a gentle shake. Her eyes popped open as if she’d only been pretending to sleep. She went for her seatbelt instantly and found it already undone. 
 
    “It’s okay, Gia. We just landed.” 
 
    Her eyes fully cleared of her sleep fog and she raked her fingers through her thick hair. The straight strands ruffled into furrows. “I need to grab a cab and get home.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You’ll travel to headquarters with the rest of us.” 
 
    “But I need a shower and clean clothes.” A faint blush crested her cheekbones. Many people wouldn’t detect a small change like that, but Sparrow did. What had her blushing? The memory of what they’d done in the conference room? 
 
    His inner caveman wanted to lay claim, but now wasn’t the time. “Leave it to me,” he told her. 
 
    They all filed off the plane. Two transport vans were waiting to take them to Blackout headquarters. He moved toward the back of one van to stuff his gear inside, but Bishop slammed the door shut. 
 
    “All full, man. You’ll have to put your gear in the other van.” 
 
    Sparrow jogged toward the other and was just tossing his gear in the back, when he heard tires on asphalt. 
 
    Gia was in the departing van. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he ground out. 
 
    He jumped in shotgun, slammed the door harder than needed and glared out the windshield. 
 
    “She’s fine, Sparrow,” Ramsey spoke up from the back seat. 
 
    “I know she is.” Sparrow’s snarl sounded more like a wild beast than a man. 
 
    “I’ve never seen you like this before, Monty.” 
 
    He jerked around in his seat to sweep Ramsey and the other guys in a hard glare. “Mind your damn business.” 
 
    A couple of the men exchanged looks but nobody spoke again for the rest of the ride. He knew they were just too tired to keep pushing his buttons and he was thankful for the moment of peace to think. 
 
    By the time they arrived at headquarters, the other van was already unloaded and gone. Sparrow’s chest felt oddly tight. Not knowing where Gia was at all times was getting under his skin. He felt it like a splinter he needed to keep picking at. 
 
    When he entered the building, he immediately scanned the hallway for signs of her, but it was empty. Bishop stepped out of a doorway, saw him and waved him in that direction. 
 
    Sparrow’s boots thudded on the tile as he strode to the tech room. There Gia was, already seated at a computer, tapping away. She didn’t turn. 
 
    “You can work later,” he said from the door. 
 
    She whirled in her chair. 
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
    For a moment, she didn’t move. Then she glided to her feet and followed him. 
 
    “This side of the building is where we work. And the other is where we…” 
 
    “Play?” The doubt and amusement in her tone told him that her power nap had done her some good. She was very much awake now. 
 
    And maybe ready for some playtime herself. 
 
    Those stolen moments on the plane when he’d made her come on his fingers and trapped her cries with his kisses still had him sporting wood. His balls hadn’t ached this much for a woman in a long time. 
 
    A door down the hall opened, and steam rolled out. One of the guys walked out wearing nothing but a towel. 
 
    Gia stopped mid-step and gaped at him. 
 
    Sparrow growled. “Jesus, Bridger. Put some clothes on.” 
 
    Jay Bridger had a long list of military heroics in his past and more than a handful of credits to his name on the Blackout team. He also had a brain for explosives and could disarm a nuclear missile if required. 
 
    “Oh my,” Gia said softly. 
 
    Sparrow stepped in front of her, blocking her view of Bridger. He looked at his teammate and jerked his head for him to vacate the hallway immediately. 
 
    Bridger grunted, unfazed, and continued on, bare feet slapping the tile. 
 
    Gia threw a look back over her shoulder at him. 
 
    “See something you like?” Sparrow drawled out. 
 
    She snapped forward. “No, of course not.” 
 
    He held back a grin as he swung open the door to a private area. He waved her inside first. 
 
    “My private quarters,” he told her. 
 
    “You live here?” 
 
    “I spend a lot of time here. Enough that I demanded a space to shower alone and lie down that doesn’t smell like feet.” 
 
    Gia turned a smile on him. Her eyes twinkled, and damn, those lips… Her smile was beautiful. Striking. It took him a moment to recover from it. 
 
    “Shower’s through there.” He pointed to a small bathroom. Then he waved toward the bed. “Sheets are clean.” 
 
    “Am I supposed to stay the rest of the night here? It’s past four in the morning. I need to report for duty in a few hours. As much as I appreciate your hospitality, I think I should go home and get ready for the day.” 
 
    “Commander Barrett knows you’re with us. He’ll handle things with your superiors. And we still need you here, helping us figure things out.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t explain why I can’t go home for a few hours.” 
 
    For the first time, he let down his guard and allowed her to see the exhaustion he concealed like small animals hid wounds so they didn’t become prey. “You’re not the only one who’s been up for hours, Watson. Let me grab an hour or two of shuteye and then I’ll personally escort you to your apartment.” 
 
    She studied his face. “Okay. But I am going to shower now. It will wake me up.” 
 
    The thought of her stripping off her clothes and hot water streaming over her athletic body had him wide awake too. 
 
    Back off, Sparrow. 
 
    “I’ll grab some things and leave you to it, then.” 
 
    She didn’t move from her spot while he gathered a set of clean clothes and his shaving bag. At the door, he gave her a smile. “See you in a bit. If you fall asleep, I won’t disturb you.” 
 
    “I won’t be sleeping.” 
 
    Was it wishful thinking, or was her voice laced with innuendo and invitation? He searched her eyes but couldn’t determine if she meant it that way. 
 
    Before he took her right there and then, he shut the door. Every step away from her had his body throbbing. He wouldn’t be getting relief any time soon—and definitely not in the big open shower room where the guys were cleaning up.  
 
    He entered the locker room and dumped his clothes on a wood bench. Then he stripped down. A few spots on his body were bruised. He found a cut or two as well, but he’d scrub them in the shower. 
 
    Bishop emerged naked from the steamy shower room, toweling off his hair. Sparrow ignored him and walked into the shower. He’d been much more tired in his life, and he could go a bit longer. So why had he given Gia that story about needing an hour of sleep before he took her back to her apartment? 
 
    Because he didn’t want to let her out of his sight, pure and simple. 
 
    Also dangerous and stupid. 
 
    He was invisible to this world. Deceased to anybody who’d go looking. He didn’t have a single thing to offer a woman…yet he wanted to keep Gia near him. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He dug his fingers into his scalp, scrubbing. Hot water and suds sluiced off his chest. Turning toward the wall and away from any guys in here with him, he braced a hand on the tiled wall and bowed his head, letting the heat work into his muscles. 
 
    Hopefully it would give his brain a good cleanse too, because the things he was thinking would never work. 
 
    But it has for Bishop. 
 
    The man had a fiancée. He’d met Taliyah before accepting the spot on Blackout, and the woman knew what she was getting into with him. That she would end up waiting for her man to come home, and she may never hear the truth about what happened if he didn’t. 
 
    Yet she still wanted to be with Bishop.  
 
    Gia didn’t know Sparrow. So what if she was attracted enough to let him kiss her and pleasure her? He had no idea what Gia wanted out of life, and well, his only life was Blackout. Could only ever be Blackout. 
 
    Sparrow wasn’t looking for anything long-term with Gia. But even offering her a spot in his bed now and then wouldn’t be fair to her. He could be called out at any time of day or night and be gone for weeks. Plans would be broken. Soon she’d grow sick of waiting for an absent boyfriend. 
 
    He pushed out a growl and twisted off the water. 
 
    After toweling off, he emerged from the shower. He threw on black performance gear pants and a black T-shirt. Then he grabbed his shaving kit and hit the sinks. 
 
    Bishop was already standing there, rinsing his razor in the running water. He brought it to his cheek again and swiped away the shaving gel and stubble. 
 
    Sparrow wordlessly took the sink next to his buddy’s. A glance in the mirror revealed he probably could use that sleep sooner rather than later. He pushed out a sigh and squirted some foam onto his fingers. As he lathered it over his face and jaw, his mind drifted to what Gia was doing in his quarters. After her shower. 
 
    He heaved another sigh. 
 
    Bishop dropped his razor to the stream of water again. “Sounds like you need to talk, Monty.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” he said without rancor and scraped the blade down his face. 
 
    “She has you pretty tangled up.” 
 
    Shit. Sparrow did not want to have this conversation right now. He’d known Gia Watson for…what? Less than a day. 
 
    But a lifetime can be lived in a day. 
 
    He scraped off two more swaths of foam and hair before answering his buddy. “Yeah, she does. I don’t even know why. I’ve had sand in places sand doesn’t belong, and I thought that chafed me wrong. But something about Watson…” He rinsed out the blade. 
 
    “She chafes you right?” 
 
    “Hell.” 
 
    “You said you don’t even know why she has you knotted up so tight.” Bishop went back to shaving. 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “Sure you do.” Bishop fell silent a moment, stretching his lips over his teeth to get at his upper lip. When he relaxed, he said, “She’s the first woman who’s ever matched your mind.” 
 
    The words sank into Sparrow’s brain. Normally, he’d evict them immediately, but not this time. He rolled Bishop’s words around and gave them consideration. 
 
    “It’s true. She’s fucking brilliant. The things she had up on the walls of her office? Her crazy wall was crazier than anything I’ve ever seen. I didn’t get to look at it nearly long enough before the fucking place exploded, but I just know she’ll help us nail Abubakar.” 
 
    “It’s not only her head for her work that piques your interest. She’s put up with your sorry excuse for humor too.” Bishop grabbed a washcloth, wet it and ran it over his face. 
 
    “How long did it take before you knew with Taliyah?” Sparrow gave his friend the side-eye. 
 
    “Pretty much from the first minute I saw her.” A smile spread across his face. “Wet. Bedraggled. In a wedding dress. Her hair soaked and plastered to her head. I saved her from a flat tire, and then I saved her from her crazy-ass ex.” 
 
    He didn’t save Gia from anything but the stampede of people trying to escape the Pentagon following the explosion. He shook his head and went back to shaving the scruff off his face. 
 
    “I’ve saved people before.” 
 
    “Yes, but no one like Gia. I swear it changes a man when you rescue the right person from peril.” He toweled off his face and splashed it with aftershave. 
 
    Sparrow shook off the comment. “I don’t have time to think about shit like this. There’s too much going on with Abubakar, and where the fuck that explosion came from. I’ve only seen early reports on the findings, because we were at that compound. And that’s another thing—who the hell’s responsible for the tech room in that house? Not to mention Apollo.” 
 
    Bishop clapped him on the shoulder and squeezed. “All relevant to right now. But so is the woman in your quarters.” 
 
    “You son of a bitch.” 
 
    Bishop’s chuckle echoed through the room, and a second later the door shut on his exit. Sparrow focused on the rest of his routine. The last thing he needed was to nick himself. Talking to Gia with a bit of toilet paper stuck to his jaw was not the impression he wanted to give her. 
 
    Soon he’d have to take her home to her apartment and let her continue with her work. 
 
    Work. Yeah. There was so much going on, and Blackout was in the middle of it. He needed a clear head to lead his team. That was the reason he was part of Blackout—that dedication to duty and his country that could never take second place. 
 
    He made up his mind—he had to take Gia back now. She was another duty to wrap up, get off his plate so he could focus. 
 
    He quickly finished his routine and grabbed his belongings before heading back to his quarters. When he reached the door, he paused, unsure what to do in a situation like this. 
 
    He listened hard for sounds coming from the inside. Hearing nothing, he rapped lightly with his knuckles. 
 
    Gia opened the door. 
 
    Standing there in only his button-down shirt. 
 
    “Uh…” she started. 
 
    He spotted her bare legs and wondered what the hell else was bare. With a growl, he backed her into the room and slammed the door. 
 
    She smoothed nervous hands over the shirt, molding it to her flesh. “Sorry. I thought I might borrow this. My shirt was so dirty and it smelled.” 
 
    He didn’t speak. His fucking throat was clogged with desire, and his cock was shoving into his fly. 
 
    Her tongue darted out to swipe across her lower lip. “I’ll take it off if you want.” 
 
    Christ, that wasn’t better. Visions hit his head, of lifting her, wrapping those muscled legs around his hips and bearing her down on the bed. Covering her with his body and burying himself in her clenching heat. 
 
    “I’ll take it off. Just a minute.” She whirled toward the bathroom. 
 
    He snagged her by the arm and yanked her around to face him. Her lips parted, and her eyes burned up at him. 
 
    “Fuck, I have to kiss you.” 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for?” 
 
    A low growl rumbled through him. He cupped her face and dipped his mouth to hers. The sweet brush of desire oozing from the woman stole any resolve he’d had to come in here and take her home. 
 
    She hooked her arms around his neck, and he lifted her, gliding his hands down her spine to her ass. 
 
    Her very round, bare ass. 
 
    Need scorched along his veins. She moaned into his mouth and flipped her tongue against his as he strode to the bed with her. Laying her down gently wasn’t within his scope of abilities right now. 
 
    Fuck, he was practically shaking with the force of his desire. 
 
    “Montgomery!” She locked her ankles around his spine and rocked against him. 
 
    He dropped his lips to the throbbing pulse in her throat, tasting her warm skin. “You knew what you were doing when you put on my shirt.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she rasped, digging her fingers into his shoulders. He kissed a path to her collarbone. 
 
    She didn’t even have the top buttons fastened. He parted the cloth with his questing lips and located her straining nipple. 
 
    “You wanted this. Why?” He sucked her hard bud into his mouth and worked it on his tongue. A shudder ripped through her body. 
 
    “Who knows when I’ll see you again. I might not ever have a chance to fulfill my dream of being filled by your cock.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, angel. You know how to steal my mind.” He strummed his fingers down her cleavage, finding a button at the base of her breasts was fastened. With no time for obstacles, he tore through it. The button went flying, and Sparrow bared her beautiful body to him from neck to her waxed pussy. 
 
    He let out a groan and started kissing his way down that runway leading to the place he’d bury his tongue. 
 
    She bunched the cloth of his shirt and pulled it over his head. Sliding lower and lower, drawing a path with kisses and small licks, he held her gaze. Her chest heaved with the small panting breaths she took. 
 
    “Spread your thighs for me, angel.” 
 
    Without hesitation, she did, giving him a glimpse of her soaking folds. 
 
    Sparrow looked up at her. “Try not to scream. The guys have very sharp hearing.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    The first lick of Sparrow’s tongue over her wet pussy had Gia wanting to go against his order not to scream. In fact, she had to bite down on her lips to keep from doing exactly that. 
 
    The man ate pussy the same way he did everything else—with complete focus and thoroughness. 
 
    He danced his tongue down her seam and ruffled her folds on the way back up to deliver a slow lick to her clit. She had no power over her hips, and they lifted off the bed. He caught her buttocks in his big palms and raised her up to his mouth. 
 
    When he sucked on her clit, shudders began in her core. The bed seemed to shake underneath her like the Pentagon floor had before that explosion. 
 
    Dizzy waves of ecstasy stole her last thought as she watched the gorgeous SEAL between her legs. She trembled, on the very edge of orgasm. This one even bigger than the one back on the plane. 
 
    “No fair,” she gritted out. “You’re going to make me come twice, and I haven’t even gotten to see your cock.” 
 
    “Christ, you know how to talk dirty, don’t you? The lips of this angel aren’t so angelic, are they?” He delved his tongue deep into her channel. 
 
    Her throaty chuckle cut off abruptly and ended on a high-pitched squeak as she forced her cry down. 
 
    Sparrow raised his head, lips wet with her juices and dark eyes blazing at her. “You want my cock, angel?” 
 
    “Y-yes.” Her nipples bunched up tighter at the thought of him filling her, stretching her. 
 
    He shoved to his knees, hovering over her. God, he was even more amazing shirtless. All that chiseled muscle she hadn’t gotten nearly enough time to gape at on the plane was hers for the looking. She sat up and reached for him. 
 
    Sparrow went still, watching her face as she explored him with her fingertips. Roaming over his bulky shoulders to his pecs. The flat discs of his nipples hardened as she skimmed over them, and he issued a grunt. 
 
    Aching for him, Gia continued to his abs. When she splayed her fingers over the ridges and swished through the short love trail leading to the object of her desire, he put a hand over hers to stop her. 
 
    She met his eyes. “Let me.” 
 
    The struggle was evident in his eyes and in the way he swallowed hard. But he lifted his hand and let her go on. 
 
    First, she smoothed her hand over the bulge in his pants. He was big. And hard. And she had to see him—now. 
 
    Without restraint, she whipped open his fly and reached into his tight underwear. As she encircled the base of his erection, he groaned. 
 
    Slowly, she pulled him free and shoved his clothes down his hips. They bunched up at his knees but gave her an unhindered view of the man she’d spent so many hours wanting. 
 
    “My god,” she whispered, encircling his girth with fingers that didn’t even touch. 
 
    “Shit, Gia. You can’t—” His sentence ended on a long groan as she stroked him from root to tip and rolled the head through her tight fist. 
 
    “You won’t get a second try at that move.” He whipped her down on the bed and flattened her there, pinning her arms over her head. “Just how many men have you seduced, that you’re so damn good at it?” 
 
    His question took her by surprise. “Hardly any. I’ve had lovers, but it’s been a while. I guess I let myself get carried away with you.” Her lungs burned for more air, but his heavy stare on hers excited her too much. 
 
    And the feel of his big body pressing down on her bare skin had her senses dancing. 
 
    He stretched out a long arm to a shelf next to the bed. She watched as he stuck the condom packet in his teeth and tore it open. “This time I’m going to make you come on my cock, angel. You’re going to ride every inch of what I have for you until you feel me for the next week.” 
 
    “God, yes!” 
 
    He kicked free of his clothes and slid the condom over his impressive length. To her surprise, he took a seat on the edge of the bed and pulled her to straddle his lap facing him. 
 
    The intimacy of the position struck her. Something about it made her think Sparrow was doing this on purpose. The man did nothing without a plan in place. So what was his now? 
 
    She didn’t have another second to think on it, because he lifted her over his cock. The head pressed against her entrance, and next thing she knew, she was sliding down his length. When he was completely inside her, she looked into his eyes. 
 
    God, what a mistake. Her heart was pumping so hard and fast, out of rhythm too, that surely she was at risk of having a heart attack. 
 
    Sucking in a sharp breath, she rocked upward on her knees, withdrawing from his cock. 
 
    “Fuck!” He trapped her with a hand on her nape and one on her ass, kissing her while guiding her up and down. She moved at her own pace, but her body set it. She was completely at its mercy. Riding him fast, taking each inch she needed. 
 
    Every bump of his head against her deepest point had her clenching tight around him. 
 
    He broke the kiss and made a hungry sound as he located a spot on her neck that threatened to make her scream. Her pussy flooded. 
 
    She started to rock upward again, but he lifted her. Legs latched around his back, she found herself lying flat on the bed again with him buried at an even deeper angle. 
 
    “Oh god! You feel so good. I’m so close. Stroke my clit while you fuck me,” she begged. 
 
    “Perfect,” he ground out. “How are you so fucking perfect but coming at the time in my life that’s all wrong?” 
 
    “That’s how I operate. I get in there, mind-fuck you and get out like a ghost.” 
 
    He laughed at her. Eyes burning, his rugged features twisting in pleasure as he drove inside her again—and reached between them to stroke her clit with that rough, callused fingertip. 
 
    Her nerves snapped. Her inner walls clamped down on him, and she raked his shoulders with her short nails. 
 
    “Come, angel. Let me feel you—” He couldn’t get the words out before her orgasm struck with the force of ten explosions. She opened her mouth, and he thrust his tongue inside as he pounded into her. 
 
    The minute she felt him let go, she broke the kiss and looked into his eyes. 
 
    Sparrow stared into her eyes and pumped his release into her. 
 
    Hell, now things would never be the same between them. 
 
  
 
  
   
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gia’s alarm blared from her nightstand. She slapped out a hand to stop the noise from jarring her from a delicious, forbidden dream. 
 
    The sound cut off, and she lay in her queen-sized bed with her eyes closed, trying to grasp the threads of her dream before it slipped away completely. 
 
    Days had passed since she’d seen or even heard from Sparrow, yet her mind and body showed no signs of shaking the man, and she woke up sweaty and tingling all over. 
 
    Mmm, he even ate pussy like a porn star in her dreams. But opening her eyes was a big fat reality check when she spotted her phone lighting up with message after message. 
 
    Of course she was concerned she’d never see him again. She assumed he’d been sent out. And like Blackout had to do, he just dropped off the face of the earth with no notice and she’d never find out if he was safe. 
 
    Stretching her arm out, she nabbed her phone from the table and brought it into the cocoon of her featherdown duvet with her. She missed a lot of messages during the night because she was on the East Coast and her family on the West. Her five sisters led very busy lives and had demanding careers, so they texted when they got a moment of free time. More often than not, that was at midnight their time. 
 
    Sure enough, the first text was from her eldest sister, Bella. She smiled at the picture Bella had sent of her two corgis, Salt and Pepper, dressed in coordinating bowties. 
 
    Underneath it, Bella had dropped a line. 
 
      
 
    Your dog-nephews miss their auntie! Video call is needed soon! 
 
      
 
    She smiled and replied with some heart-eye emojis and three kissy faces, one for each dog and Bella too. Very soon, she typed. 
 
    She bit down on her lip as she sent that off to her sister, who was still asleep. Truth was, she would put off that video call for as long as she could. One look at Gia’s face and Bella would see something was different in her. 
 
    Like the fact she was actually longing for a man. Gia didn’t know how her sister always managed to peel away her layers and dig out all the secrets, but Bella was a pro at it. 
 
    Three more texts from her other older sister, again asking for a video chat. Were her sisters picking up on some vibes from her or what? Why did they suddenly need to see her on a screen while they talked? 
 
    She sent her a short reply as well and then moved on to emails. When she spotted her boss’s name, she opened it and read. 
 
      
 
    Take the day off, Watson. You’ve earned it. 
 
      
 
    She blinked at the screen. Take the day off? She’d been working hard on that intel they found on the hard drive. She was just supposed to take a break after the failed attempt at nabbing Abubakar in both Texas and Utah, and the soundwave attack—aka water main break? 
 
    Since most of the Pentagon was closed down for investigation and cleanup after the fire, she’d been pushed back into a cubicle in the Homeland Security office. Even though there were no walls to pin up information about Abubakar and his terrorist attacks, she was still pushing hard to stop him. 
 
    She’d even been thinking about speaking with her supervisor about being reassigned to Blackout, on permanent loan to the team. She could gather information and feed them what they needed to help complete these ops that no other military teams had been able to successfully navigate. 
 
    If she wasn’t at work, her boss could realize she wasn’t superhuman. Therefore, she might not be considered the go-getter, the one most capable of digging under rocks that had already been turned over. 
 
    But it was Saturday. Maybe she was due to take off a few hours to clean up around her apartment, do some laundry and maybe even cook for once. And how long had it been since she took time for herself? Besides the occasional bikini wax and visit to the salon, she was all work. And the only play she’d had… Well, she had Sparrow to thank for the hottest play she’d experienced in her life. 
 
    She puttered around her bedroom, tidying up and gathering laundry. She got ready for the day and grabbed her laundry bag and some reusable shopping bags, then headed downstairs in her apartment building. 
 
    Rarely did she see anybody else who lived here, but one of the sweet older ladies who lived on the ground floor was just coming in from her morning walk around the block. She spotted Gia with her laundry and hurried forward to open the door to the building’s laundry area for her. 
 
    “Thank you so much, Mary Ellen. I’ve got a big load this week. Been a little busy.” 
 
    “And no wonder!” The woman opened her eyes wide. “With all that’s been going on in the city and you working round the clock.” 
 
    Mary Ellen was one of the few people in the building who knew that Gia worked for Homeland Security. Half the people who lived in the area also worked for the government in one capacity or another, and Gia wasn’t required to keep her own role top secret—only the cases she worked on. So when the older lady invited Gia into her apartment for coffee one Sunday afternoon, they got to talking. 
 
    Gia dropped her laundry bag by the machines and began loading her clothes into one. Mary Ellen stuck around to chat for a bit about the Pentagon after the “pipe trouble.” The way the woman dressed always made Gia think of her own late grandma. The dress sported an eccentric pattern and her white orthopedic walking shoes completed the ensemble.  
 
    Gia lifted her shopping bags. “I’m heading to the store. If you need anything, I’m happy to pick it up for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, dear. I use one of those food delivery services now.” 
 
    Gia smiled and patted her arm. “I hope you enjoy your Saturday, Mary Ellen.” 
 
    With the shopping bags hooked over her arm, she strolled out of the building. The day was a bit overcast, but a few patches of blue sky reflected the warmer weather. As Gia hit the sidewalk heading to the corner grocery, her heart gave a little flip. 
 
    A man was standing near the neighboring apartment building, one she’d seen before. Not because he lived around here but because he was popping up in front of her an awful lot this week. 
 
    Her feet slowed on the sidewalk as she considered her options. Barrel up to him and demand to know who he was and why he seemed to be following her. Discreetly snap a photo of him and send it to an analysis team to find out his identity. Or continue on her way but observe any behavior that might tell her more. 
 
    She stared straight at him as she approached. Tall, but not muscled like one of the SEAL Team Blackout operators. He wore a button-down shirt rolled over his forearms, jeans and street shoes. He didn’t look at all threatening, and she was pretty sure if he tried anything, she could take him out. But she’d seen him on her way to and from work every day this week. 
 
    To hell with it. I’m going with option one. 
 
    She picked up her pace, heading right for him. He looked up in surprise. He even started backing away from her. 
 
    Just then, a hand came down on her forearm. Gia opened her mouth to scream even as she reached for her concealed weapon. 
 
    “Stop, it’s me.” That deep rumbling tone broke her focus from taking out a possible stalker and scattered her brain cells to all corners of her mind. 
 
    Gia tilted her head to glare at Sparrow. “Are you having me followed?” Her voice pitched louder at the end. 
 
    He squeezed her arm and led her down the sidewalk, away from the man. “Not followed. Trailed.” 
 
    “Is that any different?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. He’s a bodyguard. And why do I need a bodyguard, Sparrow? I’d know if there was some threat against me. My office—” 
 
    He dropped his dark gaze over her. “We’ll talk about this somewhere more private.” 
 
    “Hmmph!” 
 
    The flash of his white teeth when he grinned had her insides twisting. He was here. Either he wanted to see her again for the same reason she wanted to see him…or there really was some threat she didn’t know about. 
 
    “Did you also have something to do with my boss emailing me telling me to take the day off?” she asked. 
 
    He walked along beside her, eyes straight ahead, but his lips quirked up in a smug grin. 
 
    “You have that kind of clout in Washington?” 
 
    “I have that kind of clout everywhere, Gia. Where were you headed?” he switched the subject. 
 
    She raised her jaw. “To the store.” 
 
    “The one on the corner?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There’s a coffeeshop along the way, isn’t there?” 
 
    “Yes, why?” 
 
    “I’m asking you out for coffee, Watson.” 
 
    A few women were power-walking their direction and threw Sparrow interested looks. Actually, one appeared to be drooling over the huge special operator dragging Gia down the sidewalk. 
 
    AND having me trailed. AND getting me time off. 
 
    She arched her brow at him. “Montgomery Sparrow taking a girl out for coffee. I thought you only knew how to escape through tunnels.” 
 
    He stopped dead on the sidewalk, forcing other pedestrians to skirt around them like water flowing around a boulder. When he looked into her eyes, her stomach gave a little flutter. 
 
    “I’ve been training for this moment. Time to test out some new skills.” The twinkle in his dark chocolatey eyes would melt the iciest heart. “What do ya say, Watson? Coffee? Two artificial sweeteners?” 
 
    Her heart bobbed with happiness that he remembered how she liked her coffee. “Sure, why not?” 
 
    He chuckled at the breezy, resigned tone she affected. This time instead of gripping her arm and dragging her down the sidewalk, he offered his. She shook her head before taking it. 
 
    “You are trying out some new skills, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yup.” He shortened his strides to let her keep up. Or maybe so their walk could last longer. 
 
    She couldn’t believe he’d actually looked her up and was taking her out for a coffee. After they’d had sex—twice. Okay, it was only one time and the rest was foreplay. He was so good at making her come…on his fingers, his tongue and on his cock. 
 
    Her stomach took a deep dive and her pussy gave a sharp squeeze. 
 
    From the corner of her eye, she studied her coffee date. He looked totally out of place here in her small neighborhood on a busy Saturday when everyone rushed around doing errands or went window shopping. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” His question jarred her from her thoughts. 
 
    “You don’t exactly blend into a crowd, you know.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m used to it.” 
 
    “I like the added touch of street clothes.” She eyed up the jeans riding low on his hips, plain navy T-shirt and a pair of leather boots. 
 
    He gave her a twitch of his lips. “I do my homework, Watson.” His stare lowered from her face and straight, freshly-washed hair hanging just past her shoulders to her weekend uniform made of her favorite jeans, top and flats. 
 
    “I like the plain white tee,” Sparrow said. 
 
    “Thanks, it’s a fave. I stole it from an ex-boyfriend.” 
 
    Where her fingers were curled around his arm, he covered it with his hand. “You’ll be throwing it away and replacing it ASAP.” 
 
    Her brows shot up. “Is that right? Are you also training to be a stylist?” 
 
    “I’m against any clothes from an ex-boyfriend hanging in your closet.” He led her past a group of young kids standing around laughing and talking. One had a skateboard flipped on its end and balanced against his shin. 
 
    She had to wait for a city bus to rumble by before she could be heard. “And what do you suggest I replace my T-shirt with?” 
 
    His eyebrow winged up. He didn’t respond, but she could still hear his voice in her head. MY shirt. 
 
    Now she was jumping to conclusions. Not once during any of their encounters did Sparrow mention more. No phone numbers were exchanged. He didn’t make plans to take her to dinner. They just parted ways after having amazing, toe-curling, pulsating sex and left it at that. Not to mention that she knew the rules of SEAL Team Blackout already. Dead men walking, no attachments. 
 
    But he’s here, and that’s enough. 
 
    “So what have you been doing?” she asked. 
 
    He leveled a look at her. “You know that’s classified. But I will say I’ve been chasing down leads about the soundwave attack since Gunny thinks they might be related to what we found on the hard drive. We’ll talk about it later.” 
 
    The coffeeshop was just ahead. The white awning sported the name in gold letters, and she was surprised when Sparrow didn’t have to duck beneath it. But the minute they entered, the place seemed to go quiet. Guests seated at the black metal tables turned to stare at the giant coming in for a coffee. 
 
    “They’re all staring at you,” she said quietly. 
 
    He shrugged, which only drew everyone’s eyes to the size of his shoulders. “Told you I’m used to it.” 
 
    They got into line and waited their turn. Before she could open her mouth to place her order, Sparrow spoke over her. 
 
    “Double-shot espresso and a blueberry muffin.” 
 
    She snapped her mouth shut. How did he know what she regularly ordered here? 
 
    “And a black coffee. Two blueberry muffins.” 
 
    The clerk looked gobsmacked to see this man in her shop. “Anything else?” 
 
    He skimmed the chalkboard menu on the wall behind her. “Gimme one of the egg wraps too.” 
 
    Gia ducked her head to hide a smile. The man could pack away food, she knew that. And whatever he ate went to fueling all that muscle. 
 
    Sparrow paid for their food and drinks and they shuffled down the line to the end of the counter to pick up their order. He carried the tray in one hand and led her all the way to an empty booth in the back. 
 
    After they were seated and she’d fortified herself with a dose of caffeine in her system, she met his stare. “All right, out with it,” she said. 
 
    He didn’t even pretend he didn’t understand what she wanted to hear, but he took a healthy bite of his egg wrap and chewed first. She had to admit watching the man eat was actually sexy. His sure movements, the way that little tendon in his jaw fluttered as he chewed… 
 
    She must be going crazy if she thought watching a man eat was hot. Her sisters would never let her live that down if she ever admitted it to them. 
 
    She waved a hand at him. “Start with how you know my regular order here.” 
 
    He stared at her. 
 
    It dawned on her that the man—the one she’d seen several times on the street—might have been doing more than following her. 
 
    “That guy—the one who’s ‘trailing’ me?” 
 
    He gave a nod. “A friend of mine.” 
 
    She sat back in her seat and narrowed her eyes at him. “I don’t appreciate you sending someone to spy on me.” 
 
    He leaned across the table, voice lowered. “It’s not spying, Gia. I just wanted to…” 
 
    “What?” she hissed in a whisper. “What do you accomplish by having someone follow me around and learn what kind of muffin I order?” 
 
    He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, their depths held a different sort of light. No longer teasing. Dead serious. 
 
    “I feel the need to keep an eye on you, Gia.” 
 
    The breath punched from her lungs. “But why?” 
 
    “I can’t explain it, so I’m not going to try. All I know is I was going crazy after you left HQ. I just want to make sure you don’t get into any trouble. That nobody bothers you.” 
 
    She sat back again, stunned. This gorgeous SEAL was concerned about her welfare? And he wanted to make sure she was safe wherever she went? She didn’t know whether to be annoyed with his highhandedness or melt at the thought that he cared so much. 
 
    “Sorry,” he gritted out. 
 
    “It’s okay. I guess I should…thank you.” 
 
    His eyes warmed again, and he picked up his wrap. 
 
    She had a sip of her espresso. “Any new developments on the, um…case we’ve been working on?” 
 
    He gave a small shake of his head. “I don’t know as much as you do. What I know has to do with my team. I go where they tell me to go and oversee what they tell me to oversee.” 
 
    Picking up her muffin, she peeled the paper off the bottom and plucked off a bite-sized chunk. He watched her hands and then directed his gaze to her face as she popped the muffin piece into her mouth. Normally, all she’d notice was the explosion of blueberry and sugar, but he was so absorbed with watching her that it made her jittery. 
 
    She swallowed the bite and followed it with espresso. “Tell me what else you know about me, Montgomery.” 
 
    His lips twitched at one corner. “I’m glad you dropped the Monty. It’s not my thing.” 
 
    Pleasure washed through her. Why was just sitting in a café sharing a meal with Sparrow such a turn-on? 
 
    “I’m glad you like it.” 
 
    “I do, angel.” He stared into her eyes when he spoke the endearment, and her insides flared with desire. Their gazes held for about ten heartbeats too long. Finally, she returned her attention to the muffin. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “To answer your question, I don’t know much.” 
 
    “I figured since you had a ‘friend’ following me, you would have done a lot of digging into my background.” 
 
    “Nope. I haven’t had a lot of free time, but if I did, I wouldn’t go about getting to know a person that way. Especially not a woman I’m interested in.” 
 
    “Interested?” 
 
    “Fascinated by,” he said without missing a beat. 
 
    Her heart began to beat triple time and her insides quickened. What was going on between them? She’d never had a man lay his feelings out on the table like this—she didn’t expect it from such an alpha male. 
 
    I guess he’s proving me wrong. 
 
    She got the impression that Sparrow didn’t do this all the time either. Maybe she was even the first. 
 
    If he was putting all his cards on the table, it was only fair that she do the same. 
 
    “I might have…” She flicked her eyes from his to her muffin and back again. “Been dreaming about you.” 
 
    “Mmm.” He shifted in his chair, a cocky smile back in place on his handsome face. “Last night?” 
 
    She nodded. “And every night this week.” 
 
    His gaze intensified. For a long moment, he stared at her mouth. Purposely, she popped another bite in and chewed. 
 
    He picked up one of his own muffins and peeled off the paper. “So where to next? Market?” 
 
    “Yes. I was going to pick up some supplies. Probably something for dinner.” 
 
    “You cook?” 
 
    “My mother taught me and all my sisters.” 
 
    “How many sisters?” 
 
    “Five.” 
 
    “Whoa. No joke? I didn’t peg you as coming from a big family.” 
 
    “Why do you think I’m so interested in psychology? There’s a lot to study in a family of my size. And we’re a blended family.” 
 
    “Explain.” His eyes didn’t move from her face as he chewed his muffin. 
 
    “My mother had my sister Bella and me. Then she and my father divorced. And she married a man who also had two daughters, Charlotte and Haley. And together they had two more daughters, Ellie and Callie.” 
 
    He expelled a whistle. “That’s a lot of estrogen under one roof.” 
 
    She laughed. “You’re right about that. We didn’t always get along, and it was a huge transition for everyone. But somehow when the youngest sisters were born, it bonded us all into one big family. I’m close with everyone. Callie’s fourteen now, and Ellie is fifteen.” 
 
    “That’s amazing.” He bit into his other muffin. 
 
    “Your turn. Tell me about you.” She knew so much from files, but hearing it in person was an invitation into his life as he saw it through his own eyes. 
 
    “Mom and Pop back in New York.” 
 
    “You grew up in the city?” 
 
    “No. Upstate New York. My family owns an apple orchard.” 
 
    “Really? Your file didn’t give that detail.” 
 
    He flashed a white-toothed grin at her. 
 
    “It must have been a much different life from the one you lead.” 
 
    He gave her a crooked smile. “I don’t lead any life at all, remember? I don’t exist.” He narrowed his eyes on her as if waiting for a reaction. 
 
    “I know firsthand that isn’t true. You eat like any mortal man. Actually, you have a very healthy appetite. In fact, why don’t you come back to my place with me? We’ll talk some more and I’ll fix you supper.” 
 
    Their gazes locked again. “I’m already hungry, angel.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sparrow gripped the four shopping bags in one hand and held open the door of Gia’s apartment building with the other. She passed through and stopped. 
 
    “I forgot. I left my laundry in the building machines. I just need to swap out the loads.” 
 
    “I like laundry,” he said. 
 
    She laughed. “Nobody likes laundry.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “Okay.” She led the way. They only got a few steps before a door opened and an older lady popped her head out. 
 
    She saw Sparrow and did a double take. “Oh my. You didn’t tell me you were bringing home a big, strapping man from the market with you, Gia. I might have had you pick me up one too!” 
 
    Gia took Sparrow’s arm, and damn, that gesture did things to his insides he never saw coming. She pulled him forward. 
 
    “Mary Ellen, this is my friend—” She broke off, probably unsure what to call a man who wasn’t supposed to be on anybody’s radar. 
 
    “Mark,” he supplied. 
 
    “Mark. Well, hello, Mark. It’s so nice to meet a handsome man like you.” 
 
    “Mary Ellen, are you flirting?” Gia said with a laugh that transformed her normally serious face. 
 
    The older woman shot her a side-eye. “I was young once too. And I’m not blind yet!” 
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    “I see you’ve got bags to carry upstairs, and laundry to do too. I’ll leave you to it.” Mary Ellen wagged her brows at Gia, and a light flush tinted her cheeks. 
 
    She hurried him into the laundry facility, which reminded him of more than a few barracks he’d been in. 
 
    “You can put the bags down on that counter. I’ll just be a minute.” She took a step toward the washing machine. Sparrow whipped out his arm, barring her way. 
 
    Coming to a stop, she craned her neck to stare up at him. “You want to do this right here, right now?” 
 
    He issued a low growl. “You tell me. You’re the one who’s been having lurid dreams about me.” 
 
    “I didn’t say they were lurid.” 
 
    He arched a brow as he reached around her and dropped the bags to the counter. “What was I doing in the dreams then? Scrubbing your kitchen floors?” 
 
    She gave a little shiver. “You do floors?” 
 
    “For you, angel? I’ll do anything.” He closed the gap between them and kissed her. The moment her soft, plump lips brushed his, he felt his muscles relax and his nerves start to hum. She was in his arms again, and damn, having her there again told him that he wasn’t just fooling himself into thinking she belonged there. 
 
    She moaned against his lips and swept her tongue out to touch his. The instant he tasted her, his sanity fled. He lifted her. Set her on the counter. And plundered her mouth. 
 
    She parted her thighs to bring him closer to her, and he dug his fingers into her thick hair just like he’d been aching to for days. Slipping her arms around his neck, Gia wiggled closer until her breasts crushed against his chest. 
 
    With every heated glide of her tongue over his, he lost a little more to this woman. A little more control, a little more of his heart. 
 
    Sparrow lived in the fast lane. He didn’t have time to waste on things that weren’t important. But for Gia? He’d slow things down. 
 
    Later. He’d slow things down later. 
 
    She scraped her fingers over his shoulders. 
 
    “I want you naked and every inch of your skin plastered to mine,” he rumbled against her lips. 
 
    “Oh god,” she rasped in reply. 
 
    Suddenly, the laundry room door opened. “Oh! Sorry!” The person backed out again, but not before Gia tore away from him. 
 
    When she buried her face against his chest, he couldn’t quiet a chuckle. 
 
    “How mortifying. I have to see these people again.” Her voice came out muffled. 
 
    He kissed the top of her head. “At least you were still clothed.” 
 
    “Thank heaven for the small things.” She pushed on his chest enough to send him a step backward, then she hopped to the floor. As she walked to the washer, her hips swung in a slippery manner that told him how much he’d affected her. 
 
    She lifted the lid on the washer and bent over it, giving him a very nice view of her ass as she pulled clothes out and tossed them into the dryer next to the unit. He riveted his gaze on her backside, growing harder by the second. 
 
    Even spending time with her doing the simplest things like food shopping and laundry were driving him crazy with need. When she’d picked up an eggplant back in the store and stroked her hand over the elongated, slightly curved length, he’d just about bent her over the bin of tomatoes and taken her right there. 
 
    The woman was smart and sexy, with a dose of sass that kept him coming back for more and more. Right this second she was lifting handfuls of wet clothes out of the washing machine, and something lacy caught his eye. 
 
    He made a noise that made her look over her shoulder. 
 
    “See something you like?” She dangled the light pink lace thong off her index finger and then flicked it into the dryer. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you don’t wear your ex’s underwear too.” 
 
    She leaned over the washer again. “It’s just a shirt, Sparrow. I like the fit. It has nothing to do with the man. He was a self-centered dick.” 
 
    “And a wimp too.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” She lowered the washer lid and moved to shut the dryer door too. 
 
    “He isn’t a very big man if his shirt fits you.” He was planning to shred the garment right off her body the minute they walked through her apartment door. 
 
    When she spun to face him, his cock twitched behind his fly. He took a step toward her. 
 
    “Sparrow—” 
 
    He pulled her tight against him. “You look all hot and bothered, Watson. Like you’ve just been ravished. And you need more.” 
 
    Her breaths came faster, the air washing over his lips. She swallowed hard. “Not here.” 
 
    Releasing her, he gathered the bags again and followed her out of the laundry facility to a flight of stairs. Ahead of him, her ass and thighs pumped with each step she mounted. 
 
    “Do you always take the stairs?” He gritted his teeth. 
 
    “Uh-huh. It’s not always easy when hauling groceries or laundry.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with the elevator?” 
 
    She stole a look over her shoulder at him. “A couple guys cornered me in it one time, and I don’t want a repeat of that experience.” 
 
    He stopped. She climbed a few more steps before she realized he wasn’t right behind her. 
 
    After one look at his face, she understood why he stopped. “It was no big deal, Sparrow. Women deal with worse shit all the time.” 
 
    “But those women aren’t—” 
 
    “Aren’t?” she prompted. 
 
    He’d been about to say “my girl,” but he wasn’t quite ready to speak the words. Knowing Gia, she wasn’t prepared to hear it either. Climbing another step, the thud of his boots echoed through the space. 
 
    Their faces were almost even. “I don’t like the thought that people in your own building can hurt you.” 
 
    “I’m never helpless.” She continued the upward climb and rounded another landing to the next flight. 
 
    “You fought them off?” 
 
    “If you call ramming my knee into one’s balls while pepper spraying the other, then yes.” 
 
    His lips twitched at the mental image. “Good. You’re strong.” 
 
    “Thanks. I told you—I can handle myself.” She pushed through the door leading to the fourth floor. He followed her to a door, where she pulled a key out of her jeans pocket and slipped it into the lock. 
 
    Before she could open it, he swept out a hand to bar her way. “Let me,” he said. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and ducked under his arm anyway. “It’s perfectly safe in my apartment, Sparrow.” She was already kicking off her boots in the small, tidy area serving as an entryway. A big antique mirror hung above a shelf, and she dropped her keys there. 
 
    He shifted the bags to one hand and bent to untie his boots and remove them. When he glanced up, she was in the living room. 
 
    “Nice place.” He drank in the apartment, noting the small personal touches that were scattered throughout. The sofa was a deep green, and white pillows dotted it. A leather armchair sat perpendicular, with a beat-up wooden coffee table set on a worn area rug. 
 
    Natural light flooded into the space from a series of three large windows on one wall, and the living room opened onto the kitchen and a small dining area with a round table and chairs. 
 
    Gia stepped up next to him and gave a nervous laugh. “Everything’s either a hand-me-down from my late grandmother’s house back in California, or I bought it secondhand here. I don’t see the point in buying new when I’m not here very often.” 
 
    He met her stare. “I really do like the place. It suits you.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m old and somewhat shabby?” Her teasing smile brought one to his own lips. 
 
    “Far from it. You’re brilliant and lovely. And your apartment is homey and welcoming.” 
 
    She blinked rapidly at his words. That faint flush crested her cheeks again, but she dipped her head to hide it from him. “We’d better get these groceries put away. C’mon.” 
 
    In the kitchen, he leaned against the counter, watching her stow items in the refrigerator and in a cupboard. When she turned, he was standing close. 
 
    Pressing her palms to his chest, she met his eyes. 
 
    He offered her a smile as he leaned in and captured her lips. This kiss wasn’t the same. It wasn’t rough and full of need, but a soft, seeking brushing of mouths until Gia was quivering in his arms. 
 
    Withdrawing, he stared down at her. “Show me your bedroom, angel.” 
 
    Another shudder rippled through her. With a breathy sigh, she grabbed his hand and led him through the apartment, past a small nook she had set up as a home office and a room he guessed was the bathroom. 
 
    When they stepped into her room, he barely gave it a glance, but he noted the lingering scent of her perfume hanging in the air. She turned to him and ran her fingers over his chest to his waistband. 
 
    Then lower, gently palming his bulge. 
 
    He groaned. “You don’t know how much I fucking want you, angel.” 
 
    Her breasts heaved as she drew a deep breath. “I think I do, judging by the state of this.” She molded her hand to his fly, applying pressure to his rigid cock. 
 
    He locked an arm around her spine and threaded his fingers into her hair. “This has been my torment for days.” 
 
    Breathing faster, she said, “It has?” 
 
    “Yes. I keep seeing your hair spilling over your collarbones.” He ducked his head to one and traced the fine bone with the tip of his tongue. 
 
    She dug her fingers into his sides and dropped her head back. “Montgomery!” 
 
    “I want you hard and fast, angel. But I’m going to take you slow and thorough.” 
 
    She gripped him tighter. “Then hard and fast.” 
 
    A growl vibrated from his throat. “Fuck yeah. I’m going to have you on the bed. Against that wall. Maybe bent over that antique armchair you’ve got in the corner.” He shot a look at the rose velvet chair with curved legs. 
 
    Her pants grew louder. “In the shower…” 
 
    “Oh, hell yeah, angel. I’m going to soap you up all over and then bury my cock so deep inside you that you start coming the minute I fill you.” 
 
    “Montgomery!” She bracketed his face in her hands and dragged his head up and kissed him. 
 
    Their dirty talk had amped both of them up to a level of need that couldn’t be denied any longer. 
 
    Covering her mouth with his, he controlled the kiss as he carried her to the bed. A queen size wasn’t nearly big enough to accommodate his height, but it would do for now. He lowered her and followed her down. Kissing, biting at those delicious plump lips. 
 
    She groaned and dragged his shirt over his head. Then he did what he’d wanted to do since she told him she was wearing her ex’s castoffs. 
 
    He tore it off her and threw it across the room. 
 
    “You really hate that shirt, don’t you?” she laughed. 
 
    Nodding, he stared into the depths of her beautiful eyes. “I’m going to buy you another as soon as I get a chance.” 
 
    She cocked a brow. “What, you’re not going to give me yours instead?” 
 
    His gaze traveled over her. “I’ve seen you in my shirt, back at HQ, remember? If I had my way, I’d keep you in nothing else.” 
 
    “Mmm.” She ran her hands down his bare back. 
 
    “But for right now, the only thing you’ll be wearing is my tongue, angel. Let’s start with your nipples.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    She cried out as Sparrow’s tongue worked around the edge of her straining bud and up to its peak. Here she didn’t need to hold back any sounds she made, and letting them go felt so good. 
 
    Dark pressure spread low in her belly. Her folds grew slick, and her clit ached for his touch. But he seemed determined to drive her crazy by tasting every inch of her body as promised. 
 
    He moved down her ribs, peppering kisses to her navel and then working his way back up to her other breast. When he grazed the tip with his teeth, a shiver of pleasure racked her. 
 
    Slowly, she scraped her fingers down his spine and dragged him closer. His weight felt so good pressing her down. With a low growl, he used his knee to shove her legs apart, and then he jerked his cock against her pussy. 
 
    Heat rippled through her. Passion welled in her chest. “I have to taste you,” she rasped. “Let me taste you.” 
 
    He kissed her long and deep, fucking her with his tongue and pulling moan after moan from her. When he broke the kiss, she shoved against his chest. Gliding into a pushup, he stared down at her. 
 
    “My turn.” She rolled him onto his back, and to her surprise, he let her. A hungry moan escaped her. Now was her chance to take him any way she wanted. 
 
    Plastering her body over his, she started with his lips, kissing him with all the desire roaring through her system. The hardness of his mouth tripled her desire. Tearing free, panting, she moved down his neck, kissing and sucking. Hitting his chest, she scattered kisses over the warm, velvety steel, down, down, over ridged abs to the love trail vanishing into his jeans. 
 
    While she popped his button and slid down his zipper, she nuzzled those tantalizing bands of muscles on each hip, moving from one side to the other. She freed his cock, and he let out a rumbling growl. 
 
    “Careful, angel. You don’t want to push me too close to the edge.” 
 
    She cast him a look. “That’s exactly what I plan on doing.” She drew his rigid cock to her lips and, holding his gaze, took him in her mouth. 
 
    The salty sweetness of his essence hit her tongue. Dark desire eclipsed his warning to her, and she sucked him in inch by inch. 
 
    “Fuuuuck!” He twisted her hair off her face. The sting on her scalp had her pussy flooding with need. She wished she’d gotten them both naked before sucking his cock, because she didn’t want a single fiber between them. 
 
    As if hearing her thoughts, he shoved his jeans downward, giving her total access to his arousal. Shimmying between his legs, she cupped his balls in one hand. 
 
    “Angel.” The harsh warning didn’t stop her from snaking her tongue over his sac. He jerked his hips at her long, slow swipe. So he liked that. Maybe nobody had ever touched him there, let alone licked him. 
 
    She liked the idea of being the first. 
 
    Dragging her lips over the sensitive skin, she garnered another groan from him, then angled his cock toward her mouth and took him to the root. 
 
    “Fucking hell!” Using his fist in her hair, he hauled her down all the way. The mushroomed head bulged against the back of her throat. 
 
    His dark eyes centered on hers. “Swallow.” 
 
    The order made her stomach flutter. It made her heart race and her pussy flood. 
 
    “Swallow me, angel.” 
 
    With her stare locked to Sparrow’s, she worked her throat muscles into a swallow just as he shoved deeper. The invasion might have frightened her coming from anybody else, but Sparrow was a protector. Her protector. 
 
    And she wanted to please him, to make him mad with desire. 
 
    He pushed deeper into her throat. Her insides coiled. She hardly drew breath. 
 
    Then he slid out with a jerk of his hips. His hard length slipped over her tongue. 
 
    He gripped her arms and yanked her up, slamming his lips onto hers. He whipped her clothes off, and his too, then rolled her under him and stretched out overtop her. As he gazed into her eyes, something warm and bright glimmered…and edged into her heart. 
 
    “You did so good, angel. I had to see how far you’d go for me.” 
 
    Pleasure bubbled up at his words. “If that was a test, it was hot as hell.” 
 
    Groaning, he gripped her ass and dragged her down the bed a few inches. She wrapped her legs around his hips and slid her arms around his neck. 
 
    “What’s the next test? I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    The heat in the brown depths cooled a bit. “I don’t know if you’re ready.” 
 
    “Are you going to ask if you can take my ass? Because that’s been done before. I’m no virgin in that sense—” 
 
    “Jesus, Gia, I don’t want to know about who had you first.” 
 
    “Sorry.” She smoothed the crinkle in his brow with the pad of her thumb. 
 
    “But I do want your ass. Just not today.” 
 
    She felt something building inside Sparrow. Something monumental to him. 
 
    He lowered his hips to rest upon hers, bringing the head of his cock against her entrance. “I’m clean,” he roughed out. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You want me bare.” 
 
    His single nod and the look in his eyes was more than an answer. She saw it was an important step for him—a step toward more. 
 
    Heart beating faster, she ran through the possibilities in an instant. His duty to his country meant he wasn’t going to be boyfriend material. Sexy Saturday afternoon romp material, but not long-term, no-barriers-between-them relationship material. 
 
    “If you’re not ready, I’ve got condoms.” 
 
    She searched his eyes. Going without protection was a huge trust exercise on both their parts. 
 
    “I get a birth control shot. I can’t get pregnant.” 
 
    He went still, waiting. “I knew a woman like you would take precautions. I realize it’s only been a week, angel. But I don’t let life pass me by. When I see something I want, I take it.” 
 
    “And you want me.” Her voice wobbled. 
 
    “I want to feel your hot walls wrapping around me, milking my cock. I want to feel your pussy rippling with your orgasm—” 
 
    She shoved up against his cock. “Enough! Take me!” 
 
    If she expected him to shove deep and take her on a wild ride, she was wrong. Slowly, he lowered his lips to hers. The tiniest, faintest brush of his mouth drew a moan from her throat. Even more slowly, he pushed the flared head of his cock into her pussy. Excruciating need engulfed her, and she tried to jerk him in faster. But he steeled his muscles and moved at his own maddening, toe-curling, mind-bending pace. 
 
    “Slow, angel. Easy. I want to make this something to remember.” His whisper was a home-run slide into her brain and it kept on sliding right into her heart. 
 
    She cupped his face with her hands and kissed him with all the passion building inside her. When he filled her entirely, she cried out. 
 
    With precise thrusts, he stole the last of her mind. She lost herself in his kisses, small nibbles on her throat and earlobe. She palmed her breast and held it to his lips, begging for him to suck it as he fucked her. 
 
    Contractions began deep in her core. She throbbed around Sparrow’s length. He plunged in faster. The tendons in his neck stood out with the effort to hold back, but she didn’t want him holding back anything from her. 
 
    “More! I’m so close,” she whimpered. 
 
    He lifted her off the bed and dragged her into his every thrust. When his cock rubbed over her G-spot, she couldn’t stop her screams of pleasure. 
 
    His name burst from her lips. She tossed her head back and rode his cock as waves of ecstasy washed over her, a tide she never saw coming but wanted to drown in. 
 
    “Fuck! Take my cock!” His roar of release filled her ears as the hot jets flooded her insides. 
 
    Along with their combined releases, a thought struck. How many people did Sparrow trust with his body? It was a machine he prized above all else. 
 
    And he’d trusted it to her. 
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    Watching a beautiful woman go about her evening routine wasn’t something Sparrow had ever done before. He’d never cared to bother—he climbed out of their beds and left without a backward glance. 
 
    But he was riveted on Gia as she toweled her hair and combed through the strands. She bent over the vanity to rummage around in a drawer, coming up with a spare toothbrush for him. 
 
    With a sly smile, he said, “Are you asking me to spend the night?” 
 
    “I’m not asking anything of you, Montgomery. I just thought you might want to freshen up too.” She scooted to the side, letting him at the sink. 
 
    As he brushed, he found her eyes on him too. Knowing that she was just as interested in everything about him as he was her proved to be a fucking turn-on. He already couldn’t get enough of her, but after spending half the day in bed and in the shower with her, that feeling tripled. 
 
    Before he finished, she walked out of the bathroom. He hurried through brushing and rinsed. When he turned toward the door to follow Gia, he stopped dead. 
 
    His tongue thickened, and his cock, which hadn’t softened all the way yet, stiffened again. 
 
    She’d donned his castoff T-shirt. Just as he thought, it hung almost to her knees and off one enticing shoulder. She smiled at him. “I can see you prefer this shirt.” 
 
    “I do.” His voice was a rasp. 
 
    “Good.” She spun to her dresser and plucked out a tiny thong from her top drawer. With her back still to him, she stepped into the stringed garment. His tongue felt like it was hanging out as he tracked the strings sliding up her legs and disappearing under his shirt. 
 
    “Christ, angel. You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?” 
 
    She turned, her smile still in place. “If I’ve only got one day with you, I’d like to give it a sporting try.” 
 
    His brows drew together. “Who said this is only one day? I thought we established earlier—when I took you bare—that this was going to be a thing.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He grabbed his underwear and yanked it on. “You don’t believe me, do you?” 
 
    She strode up to him and settled her palm on his chest. “I know you mean what you say, Montgomery. I also know the life you lead—or don’t, in your case. You live for your duty, and therefore you don’t have complete say in how often you can make me scream your name.” 
 
    A grumble burned up his throat. He trapped her hand against his chest. “Gia—” 
 
    Raising her other hand, she silenced him with a finger over his lips. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep. Neither of us knows what’s coming tomorrow. Let’s just live for this minute. Okay?” 
 
    He studied her face for a moment and then nodded. 
 
    She dropped her hand and stepped away from him. “I’m getting hungry. I think you burned off that muffin I ate long ago. What do you say to an early dinner?” 
 
    He pulled his jeans on and since she wore his shirt, went without one. “I could eat.” 
 
    On her way out of the bedroom, she tossed a look over her shoulder. “I know you can.” 
 
    In the kitchen, she went straight to the refrigerator and started removing the items they’d purchased at the market. Again, he found himself fascinated by her every move as she compiled ingredients for a meal of chicken stir-fry. 
 
    “Do you cook for yourself very often?” He accepted the chopping knife and a couple bell peppers from her. 
 
    “No. I don’t have much time. But this is one of my specialties. My mother was friends with a chef who came by the house at least once a week and cooked for us. If one of us girls happened to be in the kitchen, she taught us the recipe.” 
 
    “Cutting board?” he asked. 
 
    “Over there by the toaster.” She flicked her head in its direction and set a skillet on the stovetop. 
 
    He placed the peppers on the cutting board and took the knife in hand. 
 
    “Do you know how to chop vegetables, Montgomery?” 
 
    “No, but I know how to use a knife.” 
 
    “Just chop down the middle and remove the seeds then slice it thin.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    As she started frying the chicken in sesame oil, she grew quiet. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” He threw a look at her. Seeing her in that shirt, he wanted to skip the meal and go straight for dessert. 
 
    She pivoted from the stove and leaned on the counter. “About Abubakar.” 
 
    He wasn’t surprised. “What have you found in your latest research?” 
 
    “Our findings on that hard drive in Utah lead me to believe Abubakar’s plotting a terrorist attack on Memorial Day, as we noticed at the time. There were only two coordinates we could make out of that code, but I believe he’s going to strike several cities around Washington, DC as a statement that we’re surrounded—that our government is surrounded.” 
 
    He continued chopping. “I’m sure you’ve taken this to your superiors.” 
 
    “Yes. But I’m not sure they’re taking me completely seriously, even though they’ve increased security in those cities based off the coordinates.” 
 
    “They’ll have troops prepared to go in if needed, Gia.” 
 
    “By troops you mean Blackout.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Yes, but what if it’s too late?” 
 
    He sent her a look. “What do you think should happen?” 
 
    “I think we need to keep combing the area for Abubakar and any known militia members. There are too many leads that have come to dead ends. Those wire transfers from Atlanta? Completed under false IDs. We have no way of tracking those people down. It’s not the first time this has happened. We need to keep turning over stones until we find Abubakar himself.” 
 
    “Cut off the head of the snake, so to speak.” 
 
    She nodded. “Montgomery, I have a really bad feeling that if we don’t, he could kill more people than he’s ever killed before.” Her voice broke. 
 
    He dropped the knife and turned to her. “Then we have to make them listen.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    He nodded. “I trust your gut. I’ll make some calls, set up a meeting. We’ve got a few days before the holiday. We still have time to find Abubakar.” 
 
    She chewed her lower lip, worrying it between her teeth before releasing it. Returning to the chicken, she gave it a stir and checked on the rice in the rice steamer. 
 
    Neither of them spoke through the rest of the meal preparation. When she grabbed a couple of plates and dished out the delicious-smelling stir-fry, Sparrow studied her face. Her expression gave nothing away, but he knew she was still worrying about all those lives that would possibly be lost if they didn’t act fast. 
 
    They settled side by side on stools to eat. He took a bite and groaned. “This is fantastic.” 
 
    “Told you it’s my specialty.” She smiled, but it didn’t light up her eyes the same way it had before their discussion about the case. 
 
    “Bishop was right about you,” he said after a long minute of silence. 
 
    She snapped her head to look at him. “You talked to Bishop about me?” 
 
    “He’s a trusted friend.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “That I finally found a woman who matches my mind. But I think you match my drive to protect just as equally.” 
 
    Chewing, she digested his words. “There are plenty who wouldn’t agree with you.” 
 
    He eyed her. “Will you tell me about that failed op you mentioned lost you credibility?” 
 
    She pushed out a sigh. “It’s a long story, but basically I gave people information I thought would be useful in stopping the car bomber responsible for several explosions in New York City and across the river in Jersey.” 
 
    “And that information was incorrect?” He forked up another bite. 
 
    “Not exactly incorrect, but my intel was skewed by another team of agents working the same case from a different angle.” 
 
    “So it was everyone’s fault.” 
 
    “Yes, but nobody saw it that way. People died. I got the blame.” 
 
    “Why do you think that was?” 
 
    “Easy. Because I have these.” She cupped both breasts. 
 
    “Lots of men have boobs too.” 
 
    She didn’t smile at his joke. 
 
    “Look, I’m not making light of people dying or your struggle as a woman in an office full of men.” 
 
    “I bet if there was a woman on Blackout that she’d tell you she has similar struggles.” 
 
    “There is a woman on Blackout. And she’s one of the best.” 
 
    Gia nodded. “I’m glad to hear there’s equality within your special forces.” She sighed again and set down her fork. “I just don’t know how seriously my superiors take me on this matter, given my history.” 
 
    “They already have the information. They’re expecting attacks on Memorial Day.” 
 
    “Yes, but will they listen to me when I claim we need to go after Abubakar before that happens? I can’t see any reason why we’re stalling on this. It’s like knowing cancer runs in your family but you don’t bother getting regular checkups to catch it early.” 
 
    “Good analogy, and one I hope you use when you address everyone in that meeting.” 
 
    She cranked up a brow. “I’m addressing them?” 
 
    “With me cheering you from the sidelines in support.” He grinned at her. “I am your number one fan, Watson.” 
 
    Reaching out, she skated her fingers over his jaw. He couldn’t resist leaning in to brush his lips across hers. 
 
    “You don’t know how much it means to me that you believe in me,” she whispered, searching his eyes. 
 
    He stroked her hair off her forehead. “I do know. Because I feel the same way.” 
 
    Catching his hand, she gave it a squeeze. “So what else is expected of me during this meeting that I should know about? I’m assuming you already set it up with a few taps on your phone screen while I was finishing the sauce for the stir-fry.” 
 
    He gave her a small smile. “You’re going to need a dress.” 
 
    Mouth agape, she sputtered, “A-a what?” 
 
    “A ballgown, actually.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve heard about the ball being held for some visiting dignitaries?” 
 
    “And you got us both an invite?” She leaned back in her chair. 
 
    He shrugged. “It was the only way to get a chance to talk with the people who can give us the nod on our op.” 
 
    “And I’m going to be asking them to go after Abubakar while wearing a ballgown?” 
 
    He cupped her face. “You’re a strong, confident woman, Watson. You can pull anything off.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Sparrow lifted the cuff of his tuxedo jacket and checked his watch. Gia wasn’t late, but he’d expected her to be more than a few minutes early for the meeting he’d set up. The night air was fogged with the scent of flowers some event coordinator had set in large pots outside the door of the venue. 
 
    From inside, the low strains of a string quartet played Bach. He knew enough from coming to similar balls that the music would change during the night, going from dinner music to dancing. Sometimes superstars were even invited to perform. 
 
    Footsteps sounded behind him, and he turned. His smile for Gia faded as he set eyes on Commander Barrett approaching. The man was imposing in his formal dress uniform with all his medals and ribbons on proud display. 
 
    Even though Sparrow was ranked beneath the commander, he didn’t salute him like he did back in Blackout HQ. He wasn’t on the books as an officer in any division of the military, and doing so would blow his cover. The handful of people with clearances to know about Blackout didn’t expect such formalities. 
 
    Sparrow did bow his head in a deep nod of respect, and Barrett returned it. “Well, aren’t you looking all spit-shined?” Barrett asked. 
 
    “I’ve been known to clean up on the odd occasion.” 
 
    “I’ll be sitting in on the meeting you requested.” 
 
    “I appreciate your support, sir.” 
 
    Barrett reached out and clapped him on the shoulder. “I believe you’re in the right on this. I’ll back you a hundred percent. See you inside.” 
 
    From the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of a woman approaching. The click of her high heels on the paved walkway made him turn fully. Barrett walked away, which was good because Sparrow didn’t want him seeing his face when he looked at Gia. 
 
    She stole his fucking breath. She wore confidence like she wore the black curve-hugging gown. It gathered on one shoulder and cut along the top of her breasts . Falling over those tight, muscled legs he loved wrapped around him as she rode his cock, the fabric ended at her feet. As she stepped, a flash of something glittery on her toes drew his attention. Other than that, she wore no jewelry. 
 
    When she spotted him, she stopped walking. They stared at each other. 
 
    God, he was falling in love with this gloriously smart, stubborn woman. She was his equal and match in all ways, from the bedroom to conversing over morning coffee. 
 
    He’d left her only this morning after spending all day and night with her, and those hours between seemed too long. 
 
    Eyes cutting over him, she offered a smile of appreciation. 
 
    He spread his arms out and turned in a circle, giving her a three-sixty view of him. Then he went to meet her. Their smiles were only for each other. 
 
    “You look damn good, Montgomery.” 
 
    He leaned close but didn’t touch her. To the public, they weren’t together. And he needed to keep it that way a while longer. Once Abubakar was captured and his militia group beaten down, they could relax a little. For now, they must present a professional and united front on what they believed to be a much bigger threat than the government was taking it. 
 
    Gia’s eyes glittered up at him. “Good enough to eat,” she murmured. 
 
    He answered with a low rumble. “Later, I will be tearing this dress off you.” He dipped his eyes to her feet and back to her face. “You can leave the shoes on.” 
 
    She eyed him. “A package showed up at my door this morning.” 
 
    He arched a brow. 
 
    “Ten white T-shirts, Montgomery?” 
 
    “Women like choices.” 
 
    She flashed a grin. “You’re not wrong. Thank you. We should go inside. Is that a quartet I hear?” 
 
    He nodded. “Bach.” 
 
    Interest glimmered in her eyes. “I didn’t peg you as a classical music afficionado.” 
 
    “My mother plays violin. I’ve heard enough to know Bach from Paganini.” 
 
    “Sexy and full of surprises. Looks like I’ve got the best non-date of the evening.” 
 
    He offered her his arm. “Do you have any surprises for me?” 
 
    “Maybe a little something under my gown. Or not under my gown.” Her ice-blue eyes landed on his face for only a second before she looked away in feigned indifference. 
 
    Fuck, his cock was already growing hard, responding to the promise behind her words. Just the thought of her slippery, wet and bare under that gown had him ready to carry her away right now. 
 
    When they hit the doorway, she inhaled deeply. “Honeysuckles. I haven’t smelled those since my grandmother passed away. She used to grow them in pots on the porch.” 
 
    He moved to rest his hand over hers, but she pulled away from him and stepped alone through the entry. She’d no sooner entered than a tall man drifted over to her. 
 
    “Watson. Good to see you outside of your suits.” 
 
    “You too, Darren.” 
 
    Sparrow took in the exchange. He didn’t know the man, but Gia had obviously worked with him before. He flipped through a mental roster of Homeland Security agents but couldn’t place this guy. 
 
    “I didn’t know you’d been invited to tonight’s event,” Darren said to her. 
 
    “It was last-minute.” 
 
    “And I suppose you just had this dress hanging in your closet?” He skated his eyes over her, appreciation lighting his eyes. Sparrow took that moment to step up to her side. 
 
    Gia touched Sparrow’s arm. The action was more than a friendly touch to him—he took it as a calm-your-alpha-self gesture. “Darren, do you know…” She cut off. 
 
    “Mark,” Sparrow supplied, sticking out a hand to Darren. When the other man took it, he squeezed hard enough to show who was actually on top of the food chain here. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mark. You new in town?” 
 
    “Yup. Watson, there’s someone I want to introduce you to. Excuse us, Darren.” He took Gia’s arm and led her away. 
 
    In her high heels, she reached his shoulder. “What was that?” she whispered to him. 
 
    “That was me not liking the way he looked at you.” 
 
    “And just how was that? We work together, Sparrow.” 
 
    “Does he always look at you like he’s ready to duct tape you and lock you in his basement?” 
 
    “Good lord. You have a strong imagination tonight, don’t you? Not everyone is a threat. The only line of fire I’ll come up against me here is when I meet with those officers about our op.” 
 
    “I’m trained to spot dangerous situations even before the threat is fully formed in a person’s mind.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that Darren is planning to tie me up in his basement and he doesn’t even know it yet?” 
 
    He snagged two champagne flutes off a passing waiter and handed one to her. “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting. Drink up, angel. You look tense.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Unbelievable.” After two small sips, she did appear to relax a bit more. They mingled with some other guests, and she spoke at length with a governor. Sparrow stood back and let her have the spotlight, adding only a few words to the conversations. 
 
    When they revolved around the room to a large display of hors d’oeuvres, Gia picked up a small dish and began selecting treats from the offerings. He took note of every little move she made, committing to memory the things she liked and what she avoided. He mostly spent so much energy doing that to distract himself from the fact that her ass was completely smooth in that dress—not a panty line in sight. 
 
    Reaching for some cheese carved in the shape of a rose, he leaned over her. “I want to grab that round ass of yours and find out exactly how bare you are underneath.” 
 
    She froze except for a shiver that ran through her. 
 
    “Tonight might be the night I pull up your dress, bend you over and feed my cock into your hot ass, Watson.” When he straightened, he was happy to see her struggling to get past his words. 
 
    “Hi, Gia.” The woman’s voice snapped her upright, and though she wore a blush, she pretended like nothing was untoward as she greeted the woman dressed in a black gown too. 
 
    “So good to see you, Indika.” She glanced at Sparrow as if he hadn’t just told her he’d slide his cock into her ass later that night. “Do you know Mark? He’s new in town. He’s on one of the committees supporting the governor of Maryland.” 
 
    Where she’d pulled that from, he didn’t know, but she was quick on her feet. 
 
    He extended his hand to the woman with long, jet-black glossy hair and warm bronzed skin. Her eyes flicked to his face and widened to reveal deep black depths. He’d met people with eyes like that, who looked like they’d seen a few things that had left behind scars. 
 
    “Indika has done a lot of work with immigrants coming in from Syria. A lot of them are refugees from the civil war.” 
 
    Ah, so that was it. She’d definitely seen some things. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mark,” she said. 
 
    Two other people joined them at the food table. They spoke with Gia, but only gave Indika looks before moving away without even saying hello. 
 
    Her lips tightened into a false smile, a front that she wasn’t affected by them openly snubbing her. But what was the reason? 
 
    Gia held up her small plate. “Let’s grab drinks and have a seat. These shoes are killing me.” 
 
    Indika gave her a nervous look. “Gia, would you mind if I join you and Mark?” 
 
    Gia’s face softened. “Of course you’re joining us.” The ladies chatted, and he followed behind them like a dragon prepared to blast anyone who got too close with fire. They all got drinks at the bar, and again he noticed Indika garnering some odd glances, but no one spoke to her whereas they’d at least say hello to Gia. 
 
    Once they took seats along the far wall with a view of the entire room of people dressed to the nines and glass and gold everywhere, Indika stood again. “I’m going to the restroom. I’ll just be a moment.” 
 
    “Do you want company?” Gia picked up a crust of toast with salmon and a curl of cucumber. 
 
    “No, it’s okay. Thank you, Gia.” She hurried away. 
 
    For a moment, Sparrow didn’t speak. 
 
    Gia threw him a glance. “I know you’re going to ask why everyone shuns her.” 
 
    “I know people like this can be rude assholes, but that was pretty extreme.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you noticed so much,” she said. 
 
    “You’re not the only one who knows psychology, not that it was needed here. What gives?” 
 
    Gia let out a sigh and angled her body toward him so they could speak quietly and not be overheard. “She slept with a SEAL she was working closely with on a case to free some hostages. Everyone knows. She gets shunned because of her perceived unprofessionalism.” 
 
    “And the guy? He gets a pat on the back for his conquest?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Actually, he’s dead.” 
 
    “Damn. That’s rough. No wonder she looks like she’s seen some shit.” 
 
    “They shot him right in front of her, so yeah. Her only reason for sticking around the agency is that she’s passionate about helping people who have escaped some awful situations and keeping them safe.” 
 
    “This line of work can be ugly. What we’re about to do in that meeting goes against everything I know.” 
 
    She set aside her uneaten toast. “Meaning?” 
 
    “We never have approval. We act fast and, if needed, ask forgiveness later.” 
 
    She was staring at his mouth a beat too long. Then she swiped her tongue over her lips, gathering the drops of the cocktail she’d sipped. His guts clenched with desire even as he felt the urge to get her away from these people as fast as possible. 
 
    “Welcome to the bureaucracy, Sparrow. And stop looking at me like that. I need to actually put something in my stomach before I get up in front of those officers and fight for our cause.” 
 
    He lifted the toast from her plate and held it toward her glossy lips. “You want me to feed you?” 
 
    “Yes, but not hors d’oeuvres.” Her eyes burned into his as she took the bite. 
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    Seeing her hot SEAL in plain clothes was sexy. But seeing her hot SEAL in a tuxedo? Gia couldn’t stop the shiver of pleasure from coursing through her body. 
 
    Wait a minute—did she just take ownership of Sparrow? She thought of him as her SEAL. And while that might gain an alpha rumble of delight from the man, she wasn’t really buying into the idea that they might find more than a few stolen moments together while working on the case. 
 
    He took her by the arm, and she turned in surprise. “Showtime, angel.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t call me that in the meeting.” 
 
    The corner of his lips twitched up in that sinful grin. “I know how to behave.” He ushered her out of the ballroom and into a long, empty corridor. 
 
    “One more thing,” she whispered. “What do I call you in there? Do these people know who you are?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The seriousness of his tone sobered her too, and by the time she walked ahead of Sparrow into the meeting room, she felt prepared for anything. 
 
    She came to a halt. Okay, there were a lot of dress uniforms in this room. She counted a general, the chief of defense, and Commander Barrett. The others she only knew from photos or on the big screen in the war room. 
 
    Sparrow was right behind her but didn’t touch her. A shame, because right now she could use a bit of support to fortify her. When he moved to her side, he nodded to each of the men seated at a long table. 
 
    “Officers. This is Agent Gia Watson with Homeland Security. She’s been working on the Abubakar case for three years now. She—” 
 
    Gia cut across him with an apologetic smile. “I’ve got it from here, Sparrow. Thank you.” 
 
    When she took her position at the center seat at the long table, Sparrow didn’t sit too. He stood not far off, arms folded. 
 
    She cleared her throat to begin, but just then saw Indika slip into the room. She hurried to one of the open seats at the table, and Gia gaped at her. 
 
    “Who invited her?” Chief of Defense Jennings asked. 
 
    “Ms. Singh is attending at my request,” an agent for the Defense Intelligence Agency spoke up. 
 
    The rest of the men eyed him…and then Indika. 
 
    Gia’s mind snapped right to what they were all thinking. That Indika had slept with one of the men she worked with before—who was to say she wasn’t now? 
 
    Indika kept her head up and her shoulders pulled back. Gia was proud of her for not being cowed under the disapproval of all the men at the table. Fact was, the woman probably knew more about foreign affairs than most people in this room. 
 
    The fact was also that one slip-up had forever sullied Indika’s reputation. 
 
    And how that would be Gia if any of them ever found out about her and Sparrow. 
 
    Her chest burned. She wanted to look at him for support and yet feared doing so. 
 
    With her eyes straight ahead, she cleared her throat a second time and began to fill everyone in on the intel gleaned from the computers in Utah. All eyes were on her, and no questions were asked. When she reached the part where they started a deep underground sweep for Abubakar, she felt the mood shift. 
 
    They weren’t listening. She’d lost them. Now what would she do? This couldn’t be yet another failed op. She wouldn’t only be laughed out of her office—she’d probably be demoted to the mail room. 
 
    She stood up and gripped the edge of the table. “Officers, I implore you to send teams after Abubakar. I have some ideas of where he could be hiding out. I’m not sure why these threats aren’t being given the importance they’re due.” 
 
    Chief of Defense Jennings interrupted her. “While we increased security in the cities you brought up as targets, our analysts aren’t sure that what you claim are coordinates actually are.” 
 
    “With all due respect, sir, then what do they believe?” 
 
    He tapped a fingertip to the table. “Code for something else. Possibly account numbers Abubakar uses to fund his militia.” 
 
     Gia pushed out a slow breath and gathered her courage to go on even though she was being shot down. “If you’d gotten even the smallest buzz about what was planned for 9/11… Think of what might have been thwarted then—the lives that could have been spared. We’ve already lost too many to Mashala Abubakar. Are we willing to give him more of our citizens? Our soldiers?” 
 
    “Absolutely not, Agent Watson. But until we have a concrete lead as to where we can find Abubakar, we won’t send platoons on blind searches. Homeland and Blackout are both working on the case. We have more than one threat to focus on, which you know.” 
 
    What went unsaid was that they’d already wasted valuable resources on mistakes from her once. But she had to convince them this time was different. 
 
    She fumbled to get her phone out. After signing into the system with her face recognition and thumbprint, she brought up a screen of the same information they claimed wasn’t actually coordinates of planned attacks. 
 
    She set the phone down on the table and pointed to it. “This is a portion of the coding cracked by a special operator in Blackout the night we discovered the computers in Utah. Not only did we find parallels between the numbers on that hard drive and those cities I’ve mentioned as targets, but another discovery was made later by that same Blackout operator. A list of code names we believe to be used in connection with Abubakar’s militia. And one was even found to be connected to his brother, who was killed in Texas while serving as his body double. A few of these people have already been spotted in cities around Maryland and Virginia.” 
 
    With a swipe of her thumb, she brought up the list of code names. She held it out for all to see, and one man reached to take her phone for a closer look. 
 
    Silence hung in the room as the superiors at the table all passed around her phone. When it reached Indika, she let out a gasp. 
 
    Every eye snapped to her. 
 
    Indika’s hand shook. She quickly set down Gia’s phone and met her gaze. 
 
    “What is it, Indika?” 
 
    “One of those names on that list. I’ve heard it before.” 
 
    An officer at the end of the table sniggered. “Probably called him that when she was rolling around in the sack with him.” 
 
    “That’s uncalled for.” The barked words from Sparrow had Gia’s senses riled up and her going completely brainless for a moment. 
 
    Sparrow was standing up for her friend? A woman he didn’t know beyond sharing dinner and drinks with her tonight? Ohhh, when Gia got him alone, she was going to reward him for that level of loyalty to her friend—and to her too. 
 
    Indika’s face was flushed a deeper bronze hue, but she continued to hold her head high. “That name. When I was in Syria working to stop threats against the refugees we gave asylum in our country…” She swallowed hard and continued on, “I worked with a Navy SEAL who lost his life in that mission. And…right before they shot him…” 
 
    She gripped the edge of the table. Gia saw white spots form on each knuckle. 
 
    “Go on, Indika, please,” she said softly. 
 
    “The shooter ran in and he called Navy SEAL Quentin Apollo by the name of Nighthawk.” 
 
    Gia sucked in a gasp. Apollo was Indika’s SEAL lover? 
 
    One of the men pushed to his feet in a grating noise of chair legs on tile floor. “This is ridiculous. Are we to believe that a man she was with—” he pointed, “who was declared dead in Texas—” 
 
    Indika gasped. 
 
    “—is really alive and possibly somehow connected with Abubakar? I have better things to do with my time.” 
 
    He strode out of the room. 
 
    Gia turned her head enough to lock eyes with Sparrow. 
 
    To Gia, it was clear. Apollo had officially died to Indika and the world so he could join Blackout. But then he died for real in Texas—or maybe not, if that photo image Bishop recovered was to be believed. 
 
    Nobody took Indika seriously because of her relationship with Apollo. They saw her as a camp follower, a slut and without a brain because she gave in to her emotions. 
 
    And the bigger red flag here was the man who’d faked his death in that Texas bunker, Apollo. 
 
    “Watson, if you don’t mind?” Sparrow waited for her nod before taking over the meeting and addressing the room. 
 
    “I think we can all agree that it’s entirely possible Quentin Apollo is not dead. I know for a fact he was leading an op to take out Abubakar and his militia in Texas just a few days ago.” 
 
    Indika pressed a fist to her lips. 
 
    Sparrow continued, “Just because you’re declared dead doesn’t mean something wasn’t faked or covered up. After all, I’m standing here in the flesh, talking to you now. I think if we can find Apollo, we can find Abubakar. Either he’s helping him or working close to bring him down under his own volition.” 
 
    All attention riveted on him, and several nodded. 
 
    “What Agent Watson is showing everyone is that there are many layers to this case involving Mashala Abubakar. He is big. Bigger than any of us knew, and for that reason, must be taken seriously. We must believe that he’s rallying forces and even possibly involving people who are tied to our own country.” He carefully glanced at Indika. She didn’t look away. 
 
    Sparrow went on, “All we’re asking is for two teams to be sent to the major cities surrounding Washington, DC on a manhunt for Abubakar. I volunteer Blackout Teams Alpha and Bravo to be those units.” 
 
    “Fight dead men with dead men? Christ, we’re using zombie armies now.” The quip from an officer fell flat. Nobody dared even a breath of a chuckle. 
 
    Indika removed her hands from the death grip on the table. Gia noted the slight tremor in them as she lowered them to her lap. One glance at the woman’s face told her Indika was far more rattled than she was letting on. 
 
    Chief of Defense Jennings sat back in his seat, gaze still on Sparrow. Gia could almost feel the tension mounting in the room like a storm cloud gathering. 
 
    “Fine. Deploy Alpha and Bravo. I agree with Watson and Sparrow—something more is happening that we don’t yet know.” 
 
    Gia’s lungs collapsed with her breath of relief. She wanted to turn to Sparrow and throw her arms around his neck and kiss him in victory. Of course, she remained composed and acted like they barely knew each other as they walked out of the conference room. 
 
    As soon as they were in the hall, their eyes locked. Gia started to thank him for stepping in and supporting her when she needed it most, but he cut his eyes over her head, and she knew someone else was in the corridor with them. 
 
    Twisting, she saw Indika coming toward them, her face much paler. 
 
    She walked right up to Gia and gripped her by the arm. “I need some air. Come with me.” 
 
    Gia was towed alongside her friend. She tossed Sparrow a look, and he fell into step right behind them. They took the first exit they saw. It spilled onto a small courtyard. The scent of honeysuckle was even stronger here, and the night had grown more humid. 
 
    Indika stopped walking. Turned to Gia. 
 
    Tears burned in her beautiful eyes. 
 
    Gia threw her arms around the woman, pulling her tight into an embrace. “I’m so sorry that was upsetting back there.” 
 
    She shook in her arms. “I didn’t know Quentin was alive and working for another unit. I didn’t know he was believed dead a few days ago either! It’s all so confusing, and I can’t wrap my head around it. Do you think Quentin could really still be alive?” Her whispered words came out in a hot rush of pain. 
 
    “I don’t know. Anything is possible, Indika.” She pulled back to search her face. 
 
    Indika reached into the bodice of her gown and removed her phone. She flipped through a few screens and held up the device for Gia and Sparrow to see the image of a man. He was dressed in camo, sitting in a casual pose, a drink in hand and a wide smile for the woman snapping his photo. 
 
    “This is the SEAL I was with in Syria. Have either of you ever seen him?” 
 
    Gia’s chest blazed. She jerked her head to look at Sparrow. 
 
    They’d both seen him. First, leading Team Charlie into that Texas bunker. Then again, only days ago, Bishop had come into the computer room in that Utah bunker and told them he thought he saw a ghost. 
 
    That ghost was Indika’s SEAL lover. His death first reported so he could go into Blackout. Then again, a week earlier…so he could operate alongside a known terrorist? 
 
    Quentin Apollo. Why was he calling himself Nighthawk? 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “We can’t answer Indika’s questions until we know for sure. Until we know more.” Gia’s murmur filled Sparrow’s car. 
 
    “I totally agree.” He pulled onto the road leading away from the ball. Neither of them had felt like sticking around, hightailing it out of there the minute they got Indika bundled into a cab and paid her fare to get the rattled woman home. 
 
    Sparrow was rarely shocked by anything. But ever since Bishop showed them that photo, the question of a Blackout SEAL turned possible terrorist fucked with his belief system. 
 
    “You saw it too, didn’t you?” Gia’s question brought him back to her. 
 
    He waited for her to go on. 
 
    “The way they treated Indika.” 
 
    He nodded. “It’s difficult to watch, but it happens in every workplace. With actors and producers, in business offices all over the world. Unfortunately, it’s almost always the woman cast in a bad light.” 
 
    “It’s bullshit. Anyone who thinks it’s okay is a man who never had to live under the possibility it could happen to him.” 
 
    Sparrow nodded. “I agree. Go on.” 
 
    “But did you see her face? She loved Apollo. How could he have done that to her?” 
 
    “He might not have had any choice.” 
 
    “You think whoever recruited him to Blackout was behind it?” 
 
    “I think it’s more likely that he was actually shot by a terrorist. And someone from the US saved him. Since he was already basically dead to anyone who knew him, it was a good opportunity to keep it that way and put him in Blackout.” He shrugged. “There are a lot of questions in my mind, but our meeting served its purpose. You’ve got teams going in search of Abubakar.” 
 
    She pinched the bridge of her nose as strong emotion hit her. Streetlights illuminated her face as they passed beneath one. “I keep seeing Indika’s expression when she heard that code name, Nighthawk.” 
 
    “Why was she in that meeting at all is the question I can’t shake.” 
 
    “I don’t think Indika is telling everyone what she really does. ICE seems to be the tip of the iceberg, not to make a funny.” 
 
    His lips still quirked upward. 
 
    She let out a breath. “Thank you for all that back there. You didn’t need to defend my friend.” 
 
    “I did it because I believed those men were wrong to throw a past relationship in her face that way.” 
 
    She nodded, falling silent again. 
 
    He let her stew in her thoughts for only a minute. “I know what’s going through your head, Gia. You think if they find out about us that you’ll be given the same treatment.” 
 
    “I know I would,” she said without hesitation. “They already ignore me because of that failed op. My intel was skewed and I shouldn’t have trusted what I was given as fact. It’s my fault, but no one on that other team was held accountable the way I was. As a result, you saw how they treat me…like what I say isn’t relevant. They think I don’t know they’re double-checking everything I do, but I’m not stupid.” 
 
    His lips tightened. He wanted to pay a visit to each of those superiors and give them a piece of his mind when it came to Gia or even Indika. But doing so would only make their jobs harder. 
 
    “I don’t like what happened tonight in that meeting, Gia. The only good thing about the night was thinking about what you don’t have under that dress.” 
 
    She took his hand and guided it to her thigh. He squeezed the muscle, his cock beginning to swell. They were a good ten minutes from her apartment but closer to his. 
 
    He never took women there. 
 
    But Gia wasn’t just any woman. 
 
    Slowly, he glided his hand upward, curling his fingers around her inner thigh. Her breathing hitched. He slipped his fingers higher. She stopped breathing. 
 
    He signaled a turn. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “My place is closer. And I’ve gotta get this dress off you before I explode.” He bunched the cloth in his fist, tugging it up to her knee. When she helped him by easing the silky cloth higher, he groaned. 
 
    His jaw locked. “If I slide my fingers any higher and feel your wet pussy, I’m going to stop and fuck you alongside the road, angel.” 
 
    She made a choking sound. “Maybe I want that.” 
 
    He swung his head to look at her. “I’d prefer you in my bed.” 
 
    No arguments came from her, and in six-point-five minutes they were at the front door of his apartment building. He parked quickly and came around to help her out of the car. When she took his hand and squeezed, his heart gave a flex. 
 
    He was fucking falling for this woman. And he couldn’t. She deserved better, more, all the hopes and dreams most women had of picket fences and families. That couldn’t come from Sparrow. 
 
    But damn if he wasn’t a selfish bastard and going to claim her in his own way. 
 
    He slammed through the front door with her mouth under his. Kicked the door shut and twisted the bolt in one smooth move. Then he did what he’d been aching to do since he first set eyes on her at the ball. 
 
    He spun her against the wall and whipped her dress up. Silk cascaded over the top of her bare, rounded ass, which she thrust back for him. 
 
    Panting, she flattened her hands on the wall and looked over one shoulder. “Get out of those tux pants and fuck me, Sparrow.” 
 
    A laugh rumbled from him. “I know what to do, angel.” 
 
    “I know you’re good at taking orders.” 
 
    Cupping her smooth ass, he closed his eyes, praying for the strength to go slow. Feeling the violent need to have her overriding that. 
 
    With one hand, he plucked pins from her hair, letting it drop over her shoulders. He followed with a sucking kiss on her throat as he reached between her splayed legs and found her soaking center. 
 
    “Montgomery!” Her nails scraped down the wall. 
 
    He worked two fingers into her pussy. She clutched at him, and he damn near lost his mind. Liquid heat wet his fingers and heated every inch of him. His cock was harder than steel, hammering at his tuxedo fly. 
 
    “Can you come on my fingers, angel?” he whispered at her ear. 
 
    A shiver ran through her. She only nodded, already beyond words. 
 
    First he brought her off on his fingers in a shaking whimper. Then he yanked his cock out of his pants and ran the head through her juices. While they’d discussed him taking her ass, he hadn’t had nearly enough of her sweet pussy yet. 
 
    In one thrust, he slid inside her, covering her pucker with the pad of his thumb at the same time. 
 
    “Oh my god!” She shook. 
 
    He sank balls deep and applied pressure on her nether hole with his thumb. Her walls gripped him on each inch he withdrew from her. When he slammed back in, he wasn’t even thinking about going slow. 
 
    Setting his lips against her ear, he released the growl he’d been holding back half the night. “You drive me fucking crazy. I can’t even think when I’m around you.” 
 
    She reached up and cupped his face, holding him there. “I want you more than I should. I’m risking my career every minute I’m with you.” 
 
    “Well, I risk my heart, so we’re both insane.” He pounded into her with hard thrusts. The coil of heat at the base of his spine intensified. Swelled with power and desire. 
 
    He swiped his thumb across her ass and her insides flexed on him. 
 
    A sharp cry escaped her, and she started to come a second time. The strong pulls on his cock ripped the ground out from underneath him, and he let go with a roar. 
 
    He continued to thrust into her with small pulses until his mind returned. Who knew how long that was—seconds, minutes, an hour? 
 
    With his cock still hard and buried in her, his lips found her neck again, and he rained kisses from her ear to her shoulder. She made a small squeaking noise and then dropped her forehead against the wall. 
 
    “Montgomery?” 
 
    “Gia.” A smile filled his voice. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Her words broke on a whisper. 
 
    Lowering his lips to her hair, he whispered, “I don’t know. But we’re both smart. We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Did you…really mean it when you said your heart is at risk?” 
 
    His eyes slipped shut. “Yeah, angel,” he grated out. 
 
    She reached up to cup his jaw. “Mine too.” 
 
    A missile of emotion slammed through his chest. He wasn’t prepared for the force of it. Of hearing that she was falling for him as well. 
 
    He pulled out of her and whipped her around to face him. Worry filled the depths of her eyes. It hurt him—knowing that loving him could hurt her. 
 
    Hurt them both. 
 
    He kicked off his shoes and stepped out of his pants so he could carry her to his bed unhindered. Whatever was to come, they’d deal with later. 
 
  
 
  
   
    TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gia barely registered that Sparrow’s phone was ringing until he had to extricate his arm from under her and the covers to answers it. 
 
    “Sparrow.” 
 
    His voice was strangely alert for having had three solid hours of mind-blowing sex and far less sleep. 
 
    “Fuck—now?” 
 
    Her eyes popped open, her sexual haze gone in a wisp of fog. 
 
    Sparrow swung his legs out of bed. His bare feet slapped the floor, and next thing Gia knew his long, hard, naked body was striding away from her into his closet. 
 
    Wide awake now, she moved to sit on the edge of the bed. She reached for her panties, which she hadn’t bothered to put on after they showered in his shockingly modern, minimalist bathroom and fell back into his equally minimalist platform bed in the wee hours of the morning. 
 
    She yanked her underwear into place just as Sparrow emerged from the closet, fully dressed and holding a white dress shirt. He tossed it at her. 
 
    Out of reflex, she caught it. “What’s this for?” 
 
    “Get dressed. They’re rallying us.” 
 
    “Now?” Panic swept through her, flustering her more. She fumbled to slide her arms into the sleeves. They hung far past her fingertips, and she rolled them up to her elbows. 
 
    “Now.” He cut his eyes to the floor, where her ballgown was wadded up. “Fuck, we don’t have time to stop at your place and get you clothes. Maybe Lena has something in her locker you can wear. You can’t wear that thing.” 
 
    “Lena?” 
 
    “Remember I said there’s a woman on the team?” 
 
    Nodding, she hurried through buttoning the overly large shirt. “I’m glad to see no woman has left any garments here, but I’m not sure I can go on an op like this. I’ve got a knife in my purse I dropped by the front door, but I need my Kevlar vest and my holster and real clothes would be nice. I need to hit my apartment.” 
 
    “No time. We’ll have to get everything from the locker room back at HQ.” He looked her up and down. “Dammit, all you have to wear are those high heels.” 
 
    She glanced at her bare toes, and he disappeared into the closet again. When he emerged, he was carrying a pair of massive men’s flip-flops. 
 
    Her jaw dropped, and she started to protest, but he put a hand on her shoulder. The weight of it and the gravity of his expression told her there was no use in arguing—she had to make do. 
 
    “We have to go.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    They rushed out of the house, her trying not to trip in the extra-long flip-flops. 
 
    “I hope your neighbors aren’t looking out the window. They’ll think I’m a crazy woman.” 
 
    “There’s nobody else in my building.” He jumped behind the wheel of his fast car and stabbed the ignition button. 
 
    Her backside hit the passenger seat. “What?” 
 
    “The building’s abandoned. I have the only apartment in it.” 
 
    Did all members of Blackout own their buildings and have great taste in decorating too? If Ramsey’s space was vintage and industrial and opulent in places, Sparrow’s was a total reflection of him, with clean lines and nothing to clutter his mind. 
 
    She gaped at him. “Seriously, no one else lives here?” 
 
    He stepped on the gas. “Yes. I can’t have anybody asking questions about me coming or going. And I definitely don’t need them questioning why I don’t even have a mailbox.” 
 
    She sucked in a breath and let it trickle out very slowly. “I guess I never realized how difficult it must be to live in your world.” 
 
    The nod he gave her was jerky, and he didn’t remove his stare from the road. They zoomed by parked cars and hit an intersection. Sparrow didn’t bother to stop for the red light and drove on through. 
 
    Gripping the dash, she twisted her head to look back at the intersection. A squeak left her, but she didn’t have any words for what was happening right now. 
 
    When Sparrow said, “We have to go,” it meant they really had no time to waste. 
 
    After a while, he said, “Close your eyes, Gia.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “I can’t have you seeing where our headquarters are. It sounds crazy, but I don’t want to ever compromise your safety, and handing you information that could be later used against you—or us—isn’t happening. Close your eyes.” 
 
    Heart racing, she did as he asked and didn’t take even a peek the rest of the ride. 
 
    Mere minutes later, they skidded to a stop. He led her blindly into a building. As soon as the metal door slammed behind her, he said, “You can open your eyes.” 
 
    She did, blinking at the plain white walls of the Blackout headquarters she’d seen before. 
 
    “This way.” He took off, and she followed, flip-flops slapping the tile. 
 
    At the door to the locker room, he stopped and held up a hand to her. “Stay here. I’ll get you some things.” 
 
    “I’ve seen naked men before, Sparrow.” 
 
    A tendon in his jaw leaped. “Stay here.” 
 
    Gia issued a groan and ran her hands through her hair. Dammit, she hated not being prepared, and in her book that included attire. She wanted shoes she could run in, not a pair of men’s flip-flops. She imagined herself tripping and falling horror-movie-style and some assailant overtaking her. 
 
    She’d feel better with her own gear. The silly beaded clutch she still gripped that held her knife made her look like a Russian spy or something. 
 
    When a big male body filled the locker room doorway, she took in the SEAL’s full gear strapped to his hips and chest up to his face. 
 
    “Bishop.” She tried to give him a no-nonsense nod. 
 
    “Watson.” 
 
    Sparrow appeared behind the man. Bishop stepped aside, and Sparrow dragged her a few feet away from the door, then thrust a stack of clothes into her arms. 
 
    “Get dressed.” 
 
    “Right here?” 
 
    He stepped in front of her, blocking her from all eyes. “Right here.” 
 
    First she kicked off the flip-flops and pulled on the socks. They actually fit her, so he must have found the one female member of Blackout’s locker. A pair of black performance pants came next. 
 
    “They’re tight.” She sucked in her stomach in order to get them zipped. 
 
    “Lena is small but mighty. And so are you.” His gaze fell over her like a warm balm, fortifying her for what they were about to face. 
 
    An alarm sounded, and SEALs ran out of the locker room, in street clothes but armed to the teeth. She peered around Sparrow’s shoulder to see, but he pointed to the rest of the garments she’d dropped on the floor. 
 
    She shoved her feet into the boots. Also a bit too small, her toes would be cramped and aching before long, but it was far better than the enormous shower shoes Sparrow had given her. 
 
    Straightening, she said, “There’s no shirt?” 
 
    “Just put on my dress shirt.” 
 
    “Oookay,” she sang out in a resigned tone and slipped it on. She tucked it in the best she could. 
 
    “Hurry, Gia. Grab your knife and let’s go.” 
 
    She opened the clasp of her beaded bag and took out her knife. 
 
    “Come on.” He whipped around and took off at a jog down the corridor where his team had gone. 
 
    Gia had no choice but to run after him. Before she rounded the corner, she threw a glance back. Her evening bag lay on the floor, as out of place as an elephant in a party dress. 
 
    She expected him to tell her to close her eyes again, but he opened a door, and they took two steps toward a vehicle with nothing at all to distinguish their location from any other alley in America. 
 
    The vehicle door hung open for them. She leaped in and he slammed the door. He took shotgun with Bishop behind the wheel, and they shot off into the street. 
 
    “Close your eyes, Watson,” one of the men said. 
 
    She did, her mind racing. What was the plan of action? They were going to find Abubakar—maybe he’d been spotted and that was the reason they were rushed out in the middle of the night. 
 
    As they rounded a corner at high speed, Ramsey was jostled against her. “You can open your eyes again.” 
 
    She did. He cast her a look. “How you doin’?” 
 
    “Fine.” She slipped the weapon into her boot. 
 
    When she finished, she felt a bunch of eyes on her. Ramsey and Bridger looked away. 
 
    Ramsey unstrapped the holster from his thigh. It contained a Glock. “You’ll need this.” 
 
    Her heart hammered. Being trained to shoot down a threat on the job was one thing—heading into an actual battle made her blood run cold. She’d stood in that war room far too often and watched men getting shot to feel confident in her skills. 
 
    As she strapped the holster to her thigh, all eyes were on her again. Touching the cold steel, she drew in a deep breath. It wasn’t the weapon that gave her strength. 
 
    Turning her head, she buried her nose in the collar of Sparrow’s shirt. 
 
    It was his scent. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Sparrow took in the Memorial Day parade route. Flags lined the street in decoration, and each lamppost showcased a different veteran’s photo. 
 
    His would never be displayed in such a way. His stories were already erased from the history books. He had never been. 
 
    Moving his stare over the buildings, he assessed the best locations for his team to set up and where any possible threats may come from. The report that Abubakar had been seen getting out of a black car on a side street had lit a fire under every member of Blackout. 
 
    He hoped to hell the report was right—he wanted this man’s capture bad. Even though his being alive had brought Sparrow and Gia together, it was time to end it. 
 
    Raising two fingers, he pointed for two men to head to the top of a building as eagles on the lookout. From there, any threats could be neutralized with a well-placed bullet. He sent two more to an alleyway close to an intersection where all floats and people participating in the festivities would be funneled. Blow up that intersection, and a hell of a lot of civilians would be killed. 
 
    Abubakar was the type to make a statement like that. He wanted to instill total fear in the country, suggest that they weren’t safe anywhere. 
 
    Into his communication device, he said, “Bishop, get the bomb dogs on the lower levels of every building on this street.” 
 
    “Copy that,” came the reply. 
 
    Alpha and Bravo teams were split between two cities on the manhunt, with Charlie on standby, ready to go to wherever they were needed most. 
 
    Since the ball, he hadn’t spent much time thinking about the meeting. Gia had fully distracted him, and was continuing to do so. That thigh holster was sexy as hell. 
 
    He cast a look toward her again. She stood with Gunnison, her face somber while she talked to him. As if feeling Sparrow’s eyes on her, she looked up and met his gaze. 
 
    “I think if there’s another attack on Washington coming, then it’s today. Here. And Abubakar will be here to watch the destruction,” she said. 
 
    “So someplace safe. A rooftop or some other vantage point,” Sparrow said. 
 
    She nodded. In the darkness, her light eyes burned with anger aimed at the terrorist she’d spent three years tracking. 
 
    They had hours before the festivities began. A glance at a poster in a store window revealed there was a kiddie parade this afternoon. God help them all if Abubakar chose that moment to attack. 
 
    Following the kiddie parade was a pageant to crown Miss DC. After that, people were welcome to enjoy the live music of a jazz band on the lawn of the National Mall. 
 
    All the fun that every American had the right to enjoy without fear. 
 
    Goddammit, Blackout will be here to ensure they get it. 
 
    Sparrow walked over to Gia and Gunnison. “Do a sweep of these two blocks. See if there are any places Abubakar’s guys can slip in without us seeing. If you find anything, clog off those sectors.” 
 
    “Copy.” 
 
    Gia watched the man jog off into the darkness. “I feel ridiculous in this shirt. I’m sure all the men know I climbed out of your bed.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “I stick out in this white color too.” 
 
    “I should have grabbed you something else. I wasn’t thinking. You’ll be well hidden while we do a sweep of the city.” 
 
    “And if we can’t find him before the festivities start?” 
 
    “If he’s here, we’ll find him. We’re not just waiting for him to pop out and show his face to us. We’re combing every dark corner.” 
 
    She nodded, worrying her lip with her teeth. That plump sweetness had kept him on edge half the night and was even now stirring a need deep inside him. 
 
    “When this is all over…” She trailed off. 
 
    He took a step closer. “Yes?” 
 
    “What’s going to happen to us?” 
 
    “Whatever happens today, we might not stomp Abubakar. He’s slippery, and he’s evaded us for three years now.” 
 
    She hiked up an eyebrow. “We can’t rely on our failure to stop Abubakar as the thing that keeps us working together. Seeing each other.” 
 
    “Of course not.” He kept his voice pitched low, soothing. “But I can’t answer your question right now, Gia. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I get it. It’s just been weighing on my mind.” She tilted her head to look into his eyes. “I don’t want to lose you, Sparrow.” 
 
    A snort in his earpiece told him that the damn comms was still open and his guys heard every word of what they’d just said. 
 
    He shrugged it off. Two weeks ago, he might have said loving someone was a weakness. Gia had changed all that. 
 
    But he couldn’t just come back from the dead. He had a mission to focus on. And he only had himself to blame for getting distracted by Gia. So distracted, in fact, that he hadn’t seen the call about the Abubakar sighting coming. 
 
    All he knew was he couldn’t have Blackout and a relationship. But to give her up? He’d been happy without her in his life. But with her? God, it made everything he was fighting for worth so much more. 
 
    He quickly switched off the line of communication and gently brushed his knuckles over the crest of Gia’s cheek. “I wish there were words for any of this, but there aren’t.” 
 
    She gave him a nod and released her lower lip from her teeth. “I understand. We knew this going in.” 
 
    Fuck, this wasn’t the conversation he wanted to be having right now. That things were over before they had a chance to begin. 
 
    “Come with me. We’re going to get our own vantage point.” He switched on his comms again, asking if anybody had eyes on the rooftop nearby. 
 
    “All clear,” came the reply. 
 
    He took Gia’s hand. 
 
    “What are we doing?” 
 
    “We’re finding a place to sit and wait.” 
 
    He led her around the corner to a fire escape leading to a service ladder and a rooftop. Cocking a brow, he held out a hand. “Can you climb this?” 
 
    “Uhh…I jumped out of a plane, remember? Granted, my eyes were closed and I was strapped to a big, tough SEAL’s body, but…” She craned her neck to look up. After a big breath, she said, “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    As they ascended, he fought to keep his gaze off her ass and more on her progress and safety as she reached the top. Finding a spot out of view where they wouldn’t be interrupted was easy. Keeping his hands off her wasn’t. 
 
    They sank to a metal box housing some sort of HVAC equipment. From up here, they had not only eyes on the immediate streets and neighboring buildings, but they had a view of the city and even the Washington Monument. In the east, the sky was beginning to lighten to a blue-gray that would soon fade to the orange and yellow starburst rays of sunlight. A single star still winked in the sky. 
 
    “It’s really pretty up here,” she said. “Not as scary as I thought it would be from this height. Like another world.” 
 
    “I think you’ve overcome your fear, Gia. I’m proud of you.” Suddenly, he wished he could take her places, show her the wonders of the world and explore them together. 
 
    That couldn’t happen and they both knew it. He’d have to settle for this stolen moment of peace and solitude with Gia before all hell broke loose—if it was going to. 
 
    When she swung her head away from the sky to look at him, her eyes held all the secrets that he had yet to learn. But dammit, he wanted to. He clicked his comms unit so he could hear everything but they wouldn’t hear him right this second. He could see Gia gearing up to ask him something. 
 
    Finally, it came. “Why did you bring me here?” 
 
    “To the roof? We’re keeping watch while the others flip over rocks.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Why was it important that I come with you on this op? I could have just as easily waited for news.” 
 
    “Because you, above all people, know Abubakar’s mindset. You’ve dedicated years to this man’s every move. Studied him. Used your training to analyze him. You knew that he sacrificed his brother and it didn’t surprise you. When you went through his hard drive, you saw those coordinates that fit inside the circle of destruction you told me on day one Abubakar never goes outside of. You see things that others don’t.” 
 
    She nodded and blew out a breath that looked to Sparrow to be a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Why did you think I brought you?” 
 
    Glancing at her hands that were linked between her knees, she said, “I wondered if it might be because you…” 
 
    Seconds ticked by. 
 
    “Gia?” He ducked his head to catch her gaze. 
 
    She met his stare. “Because you were afraid that if I didn’t come, and we were separated…” 
 
    “Go on,” he grated out. 
 
    “That we’d never see each other again,” she said in a rush. 
 
    Christ, he wanted to pull her into his lap and curl his body around hers, to whisper all the damn things he knew he couldn’t. 
 
    “Fuck, Gia. Don’t look at me like that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It’s just hard, I guess. I’ve never felt this way about anyone—ever. We might be in the same city right now, but what about tomorrow or next month…next year? I know we can’t make promises to each other about meeting for dinner or even dirty sex in my apartment. My life’s simple compared to yours.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He huffed out a humorless laugh. “You’re alive.” 
 
    She stared deep into his eyes. “I want to cling to every moment with you. Right now is all we have. I just thought maybe you felt the same, and that’s why I’m here.” Her words ended on a murmur. 
 
    He tenderly cupped her face. Her eyes slipped shut and she leaned into his touch, which broke loose a dam in his chest holding back a flood of emotion. “I want that too. Believe me, I’m not even able to lie to myself about my feelings for you. And my guys all know it too. You’re right that we can’t make promises. I don’t know where I’ll end up after this. They could ship me overseas to follow Abubakar’s newly recruited relatives. Just know that wherever I’m at, I’m going to be thinking about you, angel.” 
 
    Her eyes twinkled with the first lights of dawn springing up in the distance. Setting her hand over his where it cupped her face, she said, “For now, that’s enough.” 
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    From this spot on the rooftop, Sparrow knew exactly where all his men were. So far, nobody had found any trace of the man they hunted. He’d changed tactics, spreading the team out at intervals to keep watch. 
 
    Gia got up to pace again. 
 
    “You’re letting your nerves get the best of you,” he gently scolded her. 
 
    She pivoted and shot him a glare. “I know you’re keeping me up here because you think it’s safest. Out of the line of fire. If they find Abubakar, he’ll probably be on the ground.” 
 
    He filled his lungs and exhaled slowly. While he hadn’t directly thought about why he was waiting it out up here, what she said held true. If Alpha Team did engage Abubakar’s militia, he couldn’t worry about Gia’s position and whether or not she was safe. 
 
    Time ticked by, and Sparrow gave the order to hole up and wait for their target to show himself. 
 
    A few minutes later, a chuckle came through the comms device, and he shifted his focus to what was being said. Banter projected into his ear. It took him a minute to figure out they were making fun of Ramsey’s new shades. 
 
    “New digs, new shades… What’s next? Designer sneakers?” Gunnison poked Ramsey. 
 
    “You’re just jealous, man. You wish you looked as good as me.” 
 
    “Is that the new fashion craze? What are they calling it? Scumbro?” Gunnison had the others cracking up in Sparrow’s ear, and in Gia’s too. 
 
    She’d stopped pacing to listen, and the corners of her lips twitched. This was exactly what the guys did to ease the pressure of waiting. They laughed, joked and took jabs at each other. 
 
    “What the hell is a scumbro? That sounds like a Southern dish,” one of the guys said. 
 
    “That’s gumbo, dumbass,” Ramsey responded in a dry tone that had them all laughing more. 
 
    Gia covered her lips with her fingers, withholding a giggle. Her eyes met Sparrow’s, and he gave her a grin. 
 
    “Next you’ll be wearing one of those lightweight helmets only the wimps wear,” Gunnison continued. 
 
    “One that didn’t have the front piece pressing on your forehead giving you a headache would be nice,” Ramsey drawled, to the agreement of several others. 
 
    Sparrow’s phone buzzed, and Gia’s smile faded. He brought the device to his ear. “Sparrow.” 
 
    Bravo’s team leader was on the line. In Virginia, they’d come up empty in their search for their target. The parade had come and gone, and the only jumpy moment they had was when one of the marching band members walked into the back of a firetruck and knocked himself out. 
 
    “We’re holding steady until we’re sure it’s all clear,” Bravo 1 told him. “Any news from up the chain of command?” 
 
    “Negative. All silent.” He couldn’t help but think their superior officers would gloat if they were proved right and the biggest threat was a trumpet player walking into the back of a tank. 
 
    He slid his gaze to Gia. She would get the brunt of that. Not many would be willing to listen to her theories again. 
 
    “Keep me updated with anything new,” Sparrow told Bravo 1 and ended the call. 
 
    Gia’s eyes swam with worry. “Nothing happened?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I mean, that’s great. The last thing we want is another attack.” 
 
    “That’s what we need to think of. But you’ve studied Abubakar.” He fixed his eyes on a city bus running people to stops so they could walk to the parade route and get a good spot. The sidewalks were already crowded with people here to watch the short kiddie parade. 
 
    Gia ran her hands through her hair. “I thought I did. This seems just the place for him to make his next big stand. Five attacks in three years weren’t enough to wake up the government—this would. We still don’t know if he’s behind the soundwaves thing last week, and everything points to some electrical malfunction as the cause.” She tapped her lips with her finger. “I’m sure he’s building up to something even bigger and more deadly. Or at least I thought…” 
 
    He strode forward to grab her shoulders. “Never second guess yourself, Gia. That’s the first rule of a SEAL. The minute you do, someone gets killed because of your mistake. You made the call that this is where Abubakar will be—we’re seeing it through to the end.” 
 
    “But what if I’m wrong?” 
 
    “You’re not,” he said with utter conviction. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because during that call early this morning I also learned that the explosion at the Pentagon really did come from Abubakar.” 
 
    Her eyes flew open wide. “You’re just now telling me this?” 
 
    “I suspect they knew much sooner than they let leak out.” 
 
    “Question is why they’re trying to cover up a threat of this scale!” 
 
    “They don’t want to cause a nationwide panic. If Abubakar can hit a fortress like The Pentagon, nothing is safe.” 
 
    “So why didn’t they take me seriously when I said the parade would be his next target? Why did we have to fight for teams come after him?” She vibrated with tension. 
 
    He’d never seen anyone believe in what they were saying as much as she did. It was honorable and impressive…and he fell even more in love with her for it. 
 
    She searched his eyes. “Do you think there’s someone on Abubakar’s side that’s working for us?” 
 
    It took him a second to focus on what she said. “Anything’s possible, but it’s not likely, Gia. I believe what’s happening here is red tape. Too many people working on one case, and they all want to be right.” 
 
    “I can’t help but feel like it’s me—they’re not listening because I’m the one doing the talking. I was wrong once before and they won’t let me live it down.” 
 
    He dropped his hands. “Only time will tell if you’re right about this. Let’s go down to the ground and have a look around.” 
 
    She looked down at her thigh. “I can’t exactly blend in with the crowd packing heat.” She unstrapped her holster and handed it to him. “Put this in your vest.” 
 
    Seconds later, they descended and hit the alley. Each of them looked around. Shockingly, nobody was in the alley or paying any attention to them. The sidewalk was shoulder-to-shoulder and two people deep. 
 
    He touched his ear so his team could hear him now. “Look sharp, Alpha. We’re on the ground.” 
 
    With a nod to Gia, he led the way out of the alley and into the crowd. They were cheering as the last of the kiddie parade skidded by with a float filled with preschoolers dressed in red, white and blue and holding hands as they sang “God Bless America.” 
 
    “Jesus, I hope nothing happens while these kids are on the street.” He spoke low, but his team and Gia could hear him. 
 
    She kept pace with him as they wove through the crowd. A man was carrying an array of patriotic merchandise, from star-spangled balloons to whirly-gigs on a stick that spun when you blew on them. A child let out a wail as the seller passed, and the parent lifted him into her arms to quiet him down. 
 
    Gia let out a gasp. He couldn’t hear it coming from her lips, but it filled his ear like the shot of a gun. 
 
    He swung around to her. Her eyes were riveted on a man a few steps from them. 
 
    Even in the sunglasses and ball cap, Sparrow’s mind linked him back to that picture Bishop had on his phone back in Utah. 
 
    “We got something,” he murmured under his breath. He strode toward the man with Gia on his three. 
 
    Sparrow positioned himself in front of the man just as he was about to step off the curb. Quentin Apollo didn’t lower his sunglasses. 
 
    “Nighthawk. You look pretty good for a dead guy.” 
 
    Gia expelled a sigh. “Annnd now he’s stealing my lines.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Apollo turned to her. “You’re cute. Getting me doesn’t matter. You’re too late.” 
 
    A chill of fear hit Gia’s chest as Apollo spoke into his earpiece. “Nighthawk is off the board. Proceed to Lima Lima 3!” 
 
    Apollo took off into the crowd before either she or Sparrow could react. She went on tiptoe, searching for his ballcap, but there were so many caps in the crowd it was impossible to pick out one. 
 
    “Nighthawk is on the loose and a threat. Be on the lookout,” Sparrow spouted to the team. 
 
    Gia grabbed his arm. Panic knotted in her chest. A cold sweat broke over her. 
 
    Sparrow stared at her. “What is it?” 
 
    “Lima Lima 3. I know where we have to go! Back to the tunnels!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Sparrow’s dark eyes held a calm she knew hers didn’t. 
 
    “Yes. When you were dragging me out of there, I saw LL spraypainted on the walls with numbers. We need LL-3.” 
 
    “Damn. I knew you’d benefit our team, and will continue to, if I have any say in it.” 
 
    Her heart lifted at the praise and the possibility that maybe her dream of becoming part of Blackout on a permanent basis might not be hung merely on hope. 
 
    “Alpha 2 and 3, get into position to back us up. Everyone else, move in,” he barked out. Waving at Gia to follow, he took off. She had to scramble to keep up with his long legs and with so many people weaving in and out in front of her. They were on the wrong side of town. Hopping a bus would take ages. Their only chance was to reach the Blackout van they’d arrived in. 
 
    They rushed across the street and hit another alley leading away from the parade route. Good thing Gia was in shape—Sparrow set a punishing pace to reach the van. Once they jumped in, he threw her a look. 
 
    “You good?” 
 
    “Yes.” She wasn’t even out of breath. All that marathon training she did was paying off. 
 
    “How fast can we get to the tunnel entrance from here?” she asked. 
 
    “There’s another way in. We’ll go from there.” 
 
    The streets were clogged with traffic redirected around the parade, and the first blast of trumpets sounded as the starting signal. 
 
    A shiver ran through her. “What if Abubakar blows up a building or something near the parade? All those people…” 
 
    “Alpha’ll handle it. We’ve got to get to the tunnel and see what’s there.” 
 
    She scraped her fingers through her hair. “I don’t understand what happened to make Nighthawk turn traitor. What makes a man who served his country do that?” 
 
    “Personal vendetta. Or the other top reason—money.” 
 
    “Even after looking through Apollo’s file, I didn’t see any red flags. He served with men who lost their lives, but none he was super close to. He didn’t lose a brother to war or another family member.” 
 
    “I have no answers, Gia. I’m in the dark as much as you about Apollo. It’s damn hard not to feel betrayed.” 
 
    She fell silent the rest of the short journey, while Sparrow barked orders to his men through his comms. He must carry a map in his head for situations like this. How he knew where to move his team on the streets to best defend against an attack was beyond her. 
 
    When he braked hard and slammed the van into park, she stared at her surroundings. Nothing here shouted “this way to the tunnels” to her. It looked to be nothing more than an acre of lawn and some shrubbery kept immaculate by a lawn care crew. 
 
    “This is it,” Sparrow said. 
 
    “If you say so. I trust you.” 
 
    His stare met hers for a split second before they got out and ran toward a small concrete building with a metal door. She figured it housed utilities like gas or electric, and she was right. 
 
    But cut into the floor was a panel. Sparrow stuck something into the lock and ripped it away to reveal a dark hole leading underground. 
 
    “You’re sure this tunnel leads to the one we escaped through before?” she asked. 
 
    “Positive. I know where we have to go thanks to your investigative skills. You’re pretty good at this.” 
 
    She couldn’t keep the smile off her face. “Thanks. So are you.” 
 
    She swore she heard Ramsey’s familiar grunt in her earpiece but ignored him. 
 
    Sparrow got on his knees and, with his foot, located the metal ladder running straight down to the tunnel below. After he was halfway down, she dropped in too. 
 
    “Should I shut the trap door?” Her voice bounced slightly off the concrete walls. 
 
    “Leave it.” His boots thunked on the metal rungs. Then she heard him hit the floor. 
 
    Big hands encircled her waist and Sparrow lifted her down beside him. Using the light on his phone, they set off through the tunnel that eventually would lead to the Pentagon. 
 
    Was Abubakar—with Apollo’s help—planning another attack there?  
 
    The scent underground wasn’t the fresh lawn clippings of the open air above. It was dank and musty. She rushed along behind Sparrow, eyes fixed on his broad back. “I’m racking my brain for what could be at that marker—LL-3. Where do you think it leads? Do you have any idea? Or access to a map with these tunnels laid out?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Crap. I didn’t even know these things existed, so I’ve never thought to look into where they lead.” 
 
    “I know where this one leads. Or can make an educated guess. But I have no idea what’s at LL-3. I don’t remember seeing it when we passed through the tunnel the first time—the only thing on my mind was getting you out.” 
 
    Her heart gave a small jog at his words. Even before they were together, he’d been there for her. Protecting her. 
 
    Voices projected from their earpieces. “Alpha 6 to Alpha 1.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Alpha 6,” Sparrow responded. 
 
    “I got eyes on Nighthawk. Somehow he made it across the parade street and was standing on the other side.” 
 
    “What was he doing?” 
 
    “Watching the parade like anyone else.” 
 
    “You’re certain it’s Nighthawk?” Sparrow asked, never slowing a step. 
 
    “Got my eyes on him right now. He’s just standing along the street.” 
 
    “Could he be waiting for some sign?” Gia asked. 
 
    “Who’s in position to reach him? We can’t risk open fire in the crowd, but maybe a snatch is in order. I’m leaving this to you to organize, Alpha 6.” 
 
    “Copy, Alpha 1.” 
 
    Gia and Sparrow continued jogging in silence for a minute. She knew his brain was turning over every angle of what they’d just learned. The biggest question was whether Nighthawk stood on the street with the revelers in order to give some sign to Abubakar or his men to launch the attack? The biggest thing Gia could see was that he wouldn’t put himself in harm’s way. 
 
    “He wouldn’t just be standing there if they’re going to blow something up. He’s not a suicide bomber.” Her voice sounded loud. 
 
    “How do you know what he is now? We knew Quentin Apollo, first-tier operator. We don’t know what sort of indoctrination he’s undergone to switch sides.” The edges of Sparrow’s words were sharp, bitten off with anger. 
 
    “I read his body language back there on that street corner, Sparrow. To him, this is a game. When he turned to me and said I’m cute? That was amusement he wouldn’t be showing if he was about to lose his life. He’d be robotic, going through the motions. You’ve seen suicide bombers in your career—hollow-eyed, already ghosts. Or they’re furious with their lack of control over the situation. Nighthawk displayed neither of those things.” 
 
    “Does your brain ever switch off, Watson? I bet you’re analyzing my every expression in bed.” 
 
    At his words, a spark flared her lower belly. “I don’t need to analyze you, Montgomery. I trust that you’re telling me the truth every minute we’re together.” 
 
    He fell silent for another hundred steps or so. The end of the tunnel was darker somehow, and the light from Sparrow’s phone wasn’t breaking through the blackness. 
 
    “What is that up ahead?” she asked. 
 
    “A door.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me. How are we going to get through it? How do we know what’s on the other side?” 
 
    “Calm down, Gia. We’re about to find out. Follow my lead.” 
 
    Every step they took toward the door kept Gia on high alert. She had all the confidence in the world in Sparrow…but if he got in over his head, she wasn’t much use as backup. Where were Alpha 2 and 3? She didn’t hear a single sound in the tunnel besides her own fast breathing. 
 
    They reached the dead end of the tunnel and faced the door. Gia edged up next to Sparrow. He shot her a look. In the bright light of his phone, his eyes didn’t give away a single thing. He looked as cool and composed as always. 
 
    Under his breath, he spoke a few quick words to his teammates including their coordinates. Gia knew he was just following protocol, but she knew Sparrow. He wouldn’t tell them if he wasn’t covering her. They knew where to find her now…if things went bad. 
 
    Nerves snapping, she listened hard for voices on the other side of the door. 
 
    Sparrow looked down at where a handle would be. It was completely flat with only a lock. “This isn’t the same type of tunnel as the one we’re in. We’re in a utility access. But this…is what we’re looking for.” 
 
    Before she knew his intention, he reached into a pocket and pulled out a metal key. First, he slid it along the crack of the door, prying slightly to find out if it was open. 
 
    Locked. 
 
    He stuck the key into the lock. She didn’t even drag in a breath before a snick sounded. 
 
    With his arm, he swept her behind him and had his weapon in hand as he used the key as a lever to open the door a crack. 
 
    Gia’s heart thundered so hard that her temples pounded. She fought the urge to plaster herself to Sparrow’s back. 
 
    His murmur reached her. “All clear.” 
 
    Relief rushed her veins, leaving her muscles weak but her adrenaline high. She felt like throwing up and lying down for a nap at the same time. But she could do nothing but continue with Sparrow through the door. 
 
    He led the way through another dark tunnel, casting his light over the walls. Here, there were no painted numbers or letters, nothing at all to indicate they were getting close to LL-3. 
 
    The men chattered in their ears, keeping them updated on what was happening. So far, all was calm on the street. The parade went on for people to enjoy. Little did they know that terrorists stood in their midst. 
 
    The thought angered Gia. Things never should have escalated to this point. They should have listened to her long before now about Abubakar’s plans. She’d been feeding her superiors information about the man for years, and while they accepted that she had some degree of expert knowledge on the subject and let her into war rooms, they hadn’t taken her as seriously as they should have. 
 
    All because of that one stupid failed op. She’d learned her lesson and only gathered her own intel from that moment forward, but the agency had never let her live it down. Probably never would, unless she proved herself this time. 
 
    But she didn’t want to be right that there would be an attack at the parade, possibly killing thousands. 
 
    A voice cut into her thoughts. It took her another step before she realized it wasn’t one of the Blackout team in her ear. Sparrow had stopped, and she ran smack into his back. 
 
    The breath whooshed from her lungs, and she quickly silenced herself. 
 
    Sparrow held up one finger. Then two. 
 
    Oh god. Three men were coming in their direction. With his level of skill, Sparrow could probably handle them all, but not before someone squeezed off a shot and sent it ricocheting around these walls. 
 
    Her unfocused stare dropped over his spine and landed on his belt. 
 
    A plan formed in her head faster than she’d ever be able to speak the words. Quickly, she kicked off her boots and tore off her pants. “Give me your belt!” she hissed to Sparrow. 
 
    He half turned, saw her undressing, and went along with what she was doing, even though he was probably clueless. She shoved her feet back into the boots and gave them a cursory lacing. Then she wrapped his belt around her waist, over the shirt that was as long as a dress on her, and stuffed the long end into the looped part. It created a stylish effect. 
 
    She whipped out her phone, skirted around Sparrow’s big body, and took off at a fast walk toward the voices. 
 
    “Gia!” 
 
    “Give me a chance!” She kept walking. 
 
    “Goddammit!” he muttered. 
 
    She waved at him to stay and saw him pick up her discarded pants. 
 
    Pretending to be absorbed with her phone, she didn’t glance up as she reached the men. But she definitely heard them talking, and it was in Abubakar’s native tongue. 
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    Jesus, Gia was strutting right into the hands of the enemy wearing nothing but his shirt and belt. 
 
    Sparrow cut his light and stood with his back to the wall, trying to make himself blend. But a man of his size wasn’t going to look like a flat wall. 
 
    He assessed the situation. Gia could convince those guys she was just an employee down here doing her job. Or they’d know she wasn’t supposed to be here. 
 
    Sparrow didn’t want to think of what would happen then. 
 
    The woman was quick, he’d give her that. She’d made herself look weaker by shucking off her pants and approaching them in a dress. The distraction was good thinking on her part. He only hoped it bought him some time to act. 
 
    Dammit, his backup was too far out. 
 
    If anyone laid a hand on her, they’d find themselves in hell. Sparrow would send them there without hesitation. 
 
    “Oh!” her startled exclamation reached him. “I didn’t see you coming my direction.” 
 
    “What are you doing down here?” one asked her in perfect English with only a trace of an accent. 
 
    “I walk the tunnels every day. Gotta get my steps!” 
 
    No one responded to her. 
 
    “You know…I walk to stay fit. Are you down here doing the same thing? Maybe we can meet up next break and walk together.” 
 
    Sparrow didn’t like their silence. They weren’t buying her ruse. 
 
    He pulled away from the wall and rushed forward just as one of the men yanked her off her feet and another took her by the legs. She kicked and bucked, her shriek echoing through the tunnel. 
 
    Through Sparrow’s soul. 
 
    “Stop!” he bellowed. 
 
    The third guy looked back at him, but the other two took off running, carrying Gia between them. Sparrow’s feet pounded the floor. He reached an intersecting tunnel just as the men took the right one. 
 
    He raised his weapon, but he couldn’t get a clear shot. Not with Gia right in the middle of everything. 
 
    Terror stole his control and a good portion of his sanity. 
 
    In his ear, his team was yelling his name, demanding to know what was happening. 
 
    “They took her!” he roared, lunging forward. 
 
    The men carried Gia through a door. 
 
    It slammed shut. 
 
    “She’s gone!” His bellow of fury broke. He pounded his fist into the door and dug out his instrument again to pick the lock. 
 
    He dug around, missed the sweet spot and it didn’t open. He tried again and this time opened the door. It slammed off the wall. 
 
    Sparrow knew before he got his light on the tunnel that she was nowhere to be found. He was too late. 
 
    Boots pounded from behind him, his backup coming at last. Bishop and Ramsey’s faces were drawn. 
 
    “This way!” He took off with them on his six. 
 
    Suddenly, he remembered she was also wearing a comms device. “Gia! Can you hear me, Gia?” 
 
    He didn’t expect her to answer, and she didn’t. She wasn’t able to respond. She might not even be alive. 
 
    “Alpha 6 to Alpha 1. We moved in, but I think Nighthawk was on to us. He’s on the move.” 
 
    “Follow and capture!” he barked in return. 
 
    “Alpha 4 to Alpha 1. En route to the Pentagon. Will be entering the tunnel from opposite direction. The rest of the guys are spread out along the parade route.” 
 
    “Copy that.” He gnashed his molars. Goddammit, if they hurt her— 
 
    Of course they wouldn’t be handling her with TLC. Gia would be frightened. Endure trauma. 
 
    Or worse. 
 
    He strapped some C-4 to that thought and blew it the fuck up, then finished it off with a flamethrower. He had to keep a clear head to get her back as well as protect his country from the looming threat. 
 
    They continued to navigate through the tunnels. His light skimmed over the wall, and he caught the letters and numbers out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    LL-15. 
 
    He skidded to a stop, and so did his teammates. “Lima Lima.” He looked at Bishop. “Lower level.” 
 
    “What’s the fifteen? Building fifteen?” Bishop puzzled out. 
 
    Ramsey stared at a map on his phone he’d pulled up. He dragged a finger along a line of buildings, mouth moving. “Fourteen, fifteen.” He looked up at the ceiling that revealed nothing. He stabbed the screen. “We’re here.” 
 
    “My guess is those guys were coming from building fourteen and are headed to three. This is more than getting Watson back. And find out what we’re going to find at LL-3. A device that produces soundwaves or something else? Hurry!” Sparrow took off like he was running one of the training courses. Their boots pounded the cement, and numbers flashed by them on the walls. 
 
    Ahead of them, the noise of a door slamming shut echoed. Sparrow cocked his head. “Did you hear a woman cry out?” 
 
    Bishop and Ramsey gave him minute shakes of their heads. 
 
    “Okay, so I’m going nuts,” he muttered and took off again, counting down as they ran underneath the buildings. 
 
    “Alpha 6 to Alpha 1. I’ve got Nighthawk in custody.” 
 
    “Hell yeah!” Bishop growled. 
 
    “Copy, Alpha 6. Good work. Take him someplace where we can question him and leave four guards with him.” 
 
    “Four?” 
 
    “He’s a former SEAL who served in Syria. He knows how to fight his way out of any situation.” 
 
    “Copy.” 
 
    Sparrow’s heart pounded with the adrenaline pumping through him. He focused on taking control of the effects of the rush and slowing his responses. Clear head. Keep a clear head. 
 
    Just as they reached another intersection in the tunnel, Sparrow heard the rustle of men. He raised a hand and gestured to his brothers. They paused only a second before blasting in. 
 
    One glance and he saw Gia was not here. 
 
    A man swung his weapon up, but he never got a shot. Sparrow dropped him in his tracks with a bullet through the head, and Ramsey took care of the other guy. 
 
    Bishop ran up to them and disarmed both dead men. Blood was pooling on the floor, and Sparrow’s boot tracked it all the way down the next tunnel, a macabre testament to anybody coming this way that nobody fucked with SEAL Team Blackout. 
 
    They ran through the blood of their enemies without a care. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pain splintered through Gia’s head. The scream she tried to swallow escaped as a hood was pulled over her head. 
 
    Someone picked her up, and she hit something hard, crumpling onto her side. More pain exploded through her nerve endings. Panic and terror threatened to make her black out. 
 
    And she hated things over her face as much as she hated heights. She even fixed the bedcovers so they came up to her shoulders and no higher. 
 
    You can breathe, Gia. Keep breathing. Don’t pass out. 
 
    She dragged in one breath and then another. The air was hot and stale, but it would keep her alive until she figured a way out of this. 
 
    Or Sparrow found her. 
 
    She’d been so dumb thinking that distracting those men was a good idea. Buying some time? Not hardly. Now that error might cost her her life. 
 
    A door slammed and then another. She still lay on her side, and with her hands and feet bound, she couldn’t even sit up. 
 
    An engine roared to life, and she lurched on the floor with the momentum of the vehicle driving fast. 
 
    Carrying her away from DC? Away from Sparrow and anybody who could help her? If she had a guess, she’d say this was Quentin Apollo’s doing. She’d challenged him, after all. He knew he was made and would get rid of any person who could identify him and point fingers. 
 
    A low groaning noise from beside her made her blood freeze to ice in her veins. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she demanded in a voice much stronger than she felt. 
 
    Another groan and then, “My name’s Simpson. Andy Simpson.” 
 
    A second voice jolted her with surprise. “Mario Lugo.” 
 
    “Oh my god. Who are you?” Her voice crackled now, a small fissure in the brave façade she wore. 
 
    “I work in the accounting department in the Campaign Finance Office,” Mario answered. “I-I saw a man pop out of a trap door in a wall. He pulled a gun on me. Two other men came out and tied me up and hit me over the head. Now I’m here. I-I think I’m bleeding.” 
 
    “Oh no. How bad is it?” she asked, trying to follow his voice. She was pretty sure her legs struck one of the men’s bodies as she did. 
 
    “It feels like it’s slowing down. A trickle now.” 
 
    She had to focus on slowing her breathing. “And you, Andy? Did they grab you the same way?” 
 
    “I’m an electrician. I was doing some work in the basement of one of the buildings. Restoring power to a few offices that kept flickering out. I don’t exactly know what happened or how I got here. I came to with my hands and feet tied up and something over my head.” 
 
    She knew exactly how he’d gotten here. 
 
    “They nabbed me in the tunnel. But why keep us alive? Where are they taking us?” 
 
    “Shut up back there!” one of their kidnappers barked out. 
 
    Fear rippled through Gia, followed by a fury she could barely suppress. It poised on her lips and energized her muscles, but she was helpless and could do nothing. 
 
    Well, maybe not nothing. 
 
    After a second of silence, she whispered, “Who am I lying next to?” She moved her legs, nudging a man. 
 
    “Me,” Andy said just as quietly. 
 
    “And you’re tied up too?” 
 
    “Yes, you?” 
 
    “Yes,” she responded. “Maybe I can pick the knots if you come closer.” 
 
    Slowly, he moved, and she tried to wiggle into a position. When her fingers bumped another set of fingers, she closed them around Andy’s. The small lifeline boosted her hope and resolve that they would get out of this. Together—all three of them. 
 
    He let out a sigh as if he too needed that human touch. 
 
    She moved her fingers up toward his wrist, brushing over prickly rope. She began feeling over the rope, trying to decipher how to begin. Then she set to work picking at the knot. 
 
    Long minutes later, she had a few ends loose but couldn’t make sense of it. “I can’t tell if I’m doing any good.” 
 
    “Keep trying. It’s better than nothing,” Andy responded. 
 
    She didn’t have anything else to do, so she continued on. The vehicle hummed along the road. 
 
    “Where do you think we’ll stop?” Mario asked. 
 
    “I have no idea.” Her throat closed off with emotion. Never seeing her loved ones again knifed her deep. And never seeing Sparrow? Intolerable. She was in love with the man. Even if they couldn’t eek a relationship out of their hectic lifestyles, she could claim that she had loved a beautiful, brilliant and courageous man who was perfect for her. 
 
    A tear leaked from the corner of her eye, and she focused on stopping the flow of more. 
 
    “If only we knew how long we’ve been traveling. Or how to count the miles.” Andy’s statement got her out of her own head, and she was grateful for the distraction. 
 
    “We can make a good guess,” Mario said. 
 
    “How?” Gia whispered. 
 
    “Rate of speed.” 
 
    “How fast do you think we’re going?” she asked. 
 
    “Fifty? Sixty? We just take how many seconds it would take to travel that speed and calculate it.” 
 
    Gia stared into the blackness of her hood. “And you can do this math in your head?” 
 
    “Sure. It’s hard to tell, but I think we’ve been on the road maybe fifteen minutes.” He fell silent and then started reciting numbers. 
 
    Gia unfurled a map on the wall of her mind and mentally drew a circle around the area where they could be right now. It was impossible to guess what their destination might be. 
 
    All of a sudden, she realized that she might have a way out. When she’d quickly stripped off her pants in that tunnel, she’d dropped her phone into her boot. Unless her attackers found it—and she couldn’t remember them checking her feet, not even when tying her up—she still had the device. 
 
    And her knife. 
 
    Her heart drummed faster. 
 
    “Andy, help me! I’m going to try to get my feet up to your hands. See if you can feel around in my right boot for my phone!” 
 
    “You have your phone? They took mine away first thing. But sure, I’ll try to find it.” 
 
    After a lot of maneuvering and grunting and breaking into a sweat, Gia managed to crunch her knees up enough to place her feet near Andy’s hands. 
 
    His fingers moved down her bare ankle and dipped into the top of her boot. 
 
    “I feel something.” 
 
    “That’s my knife. If you can get it out, we can cut ourselves free too. The other boot has my phone!” she whispered. 
 
    He only felt around with two fingers for a moment before plucking the device free. 
 
    She jerked her knees straight again and fumbled around to locate his hands. When the device was in her hands, she nearly broke into noisy tears of relief. 
 
    “Did you get it?” Mario asked. 
 
    “Yes! It will be hard to make a call not being able to see what I’m doing, but it’s our only hope. I’m going to call for backup.” 
 
    Or get us all killed. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    LL-3. The black stenciled numbers on the concrete wall stood out like a dark omen of doom. 
 
    That didn’t even compare to the bomb sitting on the floor beneath it. 
 
    Sparrow tucked his head back behind the wall and gestured to Ramsey and Bishop to show what he was seeing. Neither man was surprised to learn there was an explosive device. 
 
    He held up two fingers to indicate the number of men guarding the weapon. Using only gestures, he conveyed the plan he wanted the others to follow. Then he gave three nods and they rushed in. 
 
    Sparrow and Bishop got shots off simultaneously, dropping both men, and Ramsey ran ahead to the bomb. He knelt next to it and inspected the wiring and type of explosive. 
 
    “Whatta we got, Ramsey?” Sparrow hit his knees beside him. 
 
    “Detasheet plastic explosive. Not a lot of it, but hot.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ! We gotta disarm this thing now!” Sparrow barked orders to Bishop to hand him a pair of wire snips. 
 
    “It’s a rosette crimp,” Sparrow said. 
 
    “Homemade parts.” Ramsey took the snips from Sparrow and opened them over a wire. 
 
    Sparrow gave a nod. “Do it.” 
 
    Ramsey started to cut the wire when Bishop opened fire. Sparrow leaped to his feet to offer backup, getting into position behind Bishop and shooting man after man as they entered the tunnel. 
 
    “Got it!” Ramsey called out. 
 
    “How many more of these are there? We could be down here all day,” Bishop called over his shoulder, eyes still trained on the head of the tunnel. Bodies had fallen into a pile in front of them. 
 
    Sparrow got on his comms device. “This is Alpha 1 to base. Request bomb techs in every tunnel under this city. We’ve deactivated one and found more!” 
 
    “Copy that, Alpha 1. Bomb squads are already on their way. Clear out, Alpha Blackout,” came the response. 
 
    He waved to his men and led the way out of the tunnel to the closest exit. Secret Service ran past them on the way to the danger. Sparrow was confident they could handle it from here. He had important things to do. 
 
    Like finding Gia. 
 
    “My phone’s buzzing,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “It better not be about your flooring or something, or your career’s over.” Sparrow glanced back at his teammate to see he’d brought his phone to his ear. 
 
    “What? Jesus Christ! Watson.” 
 
    He’d barely uttered the name before Sparrow turned and ripped the phone out of his grasp. 
 
    “Gia?” he grated out. 
 
    “Sparrow! Thank god!” Her voice came in a muffled whisper. 
 
    “Where are you?” He took off running faster toward the exit. 
 
    “Tied up in the back of a vehicle. We’re moving.” Her voice trickled into his ear, barely audible. They still had her.  
 
    Goddammit. 
 
    “Do you know where you are? Where you’re headed?” 
 
    He could order the streets be barricaded out of the city, but she’d been gone so long that she was probably outside the limits by now. 
 
    “We’ve made some guesses.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Two men with me. Also kidnapped,” she whispered. 
 
    “I told you to shut the fuck up, you fucking stupid bitch!” The bellow thundering into his ear had Sparrow’s vision hazing over with red. Rage pounded through his veins. 
 
    “Bishop, replay that. Get a voice match if you can,” he ordered. 
 
    To Gia he said, “Tell me where you think you are.” 
 
    She sputtered out a whisper and then the line went dead. 
 
    His chest burned with fear and fury. He had to get to her fast. 
 
    They reached the end of the tunnel and launched through the trap door. He somersaulted out and came up in some landscaping mulch next to a building. He got his bearings, made sure his teammates were right behind him, and took off for the nearest vehicle he spotted. 
 
    “Alpha 1 to Alpha Blackout. What’s on your radar?” he addressed the entire group. 
 
    Reports came back to him immediately. Bombs throughout the tunnels. The parade cut short, police clearing the streets. 
 
    “Evac! Rendezvous and follow my lead. We’re going to make a snatch-and-grab off the highway. We’re looking for a van. Ramsey, did you get the pin on Watson’s location?” 
 
    From behind him, Ramsey said, “She’s on the 495 headed east.” 
 
    Sparrow reached a small SUV, smashed the window and unlocked the door. He jumped behind the wheel with Ramsey as shotgun and Bishop in the back. Sparrow reached under the dash, tore out the wiring and hotwired the ignition. As soon as it started, he locked his boot to the gas pedal and tore out of the parking spot. 
 
    They hit the streets at a breakneck pace, weaving in and out of vehicles. As he drove, he communicated the plan to his men. 
 
    From the passenger seat, Ramsey kept his gaze glued to his phone. Sparrow saw the little map with a tiny blue dot that was Gia. They were closing the gap, but not nearly fast enough. 
 
    All it would take was one second, one wrong move, and she’d be killed. He’d never get a chance to hold her again, to kiss her…to tell her how much he loved her and was going to fight for a them. 
 
    Ramsey stared at his phone. “I got a visual. Three vehicles ahead.” 
 
    Sparrow gunned the gas and the SUV shot around a vehicle. 
 
    “That’s it. Gray van!” 
 
    “Alpha, what is your location?” 
 
    “Coming up behind you, Alpha 1,” Gunnison’s voice projected into Sparrow’s ear. He glanced in the rearview to see the black SUV approaching fast. 
 
    “Get ready. On my go.” Sparrow drove up alongside the gray van. Running it off the road could spell disaster, and there was precious cargo on board. But it had to be done in order to get Gia back. 
 
    “Hold on,” Sparrow bit off and swerved into the van’s side. 
 
    It jerked off the road on the right and swayed back on, tires smoking as the driver realized what was happening and gassed it. 
 
    Sparrow kept up and rammed it again. This time the maneuver sent the van off the roadway into some grass. When the driver attempted to get back on the road, Sparrow hit them hard from the side again, sending the van into a tree. The passenger flew forward and launched out the windshield. 
 
    “Out!” They all piled out, and the rest of Alpha team came from behind. 
 
    The driver flailed to free himself, but it didn’t take long for Bishop to subdue him with a well-aimed bullet. 
 
    Bishop smashed through the back window. Glass scattered all over, and Gia screamed. A man yelled. 
 
    “What is happening?” another guy cried out. 
 
    “US government. We’re here to rescue you.” Sparrow reached into the van and unlocked the door. When he looked over the back seat and saw three people tied up with hoods over their heads, a bellow of rage built in his chest. 
 
    “Bishop, unlock the doors!” 
 
    He ran to the back but glanced up in time to see the passenger rip himself off the glass he was stuck on and throw himself out of the van. He started limping off. 
 
    “Hunt that motherfucker down,” Sparrow snarled. 
 
    Gunnison whipped open the back doors and Sparrow reached in for Gia. She had her knife and phone sandwiched between her bound hands. 
 
    “It’s me, angel. It’s me.” He tore the hood off her face. Hair covered her eyes, and he brushed it back so she could blink up at him, dazed. 
 
    “Oh my god!” she cried. 
 
    “Cut them loose,” he told his men. 
 
    They rushed in to slice through the ropes binding the male hostages, and Sparrow cut through Gia’s. 
 
    “It’s okay. You’re safe. I’ve got you now.” He drew her into his arms and carried her away. His throat burned with tears. 
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    Sparrow’s brows drew together and down, a dark slash over his creased forehead. Under them, his eyes blazed with so much anger that Gia gulped. 
 
    She wasn’t afraid of him—far from it. But he was an angry bear she didn’t want to poke. 
 
    He sat on a stool before her. She watched him dab wound cleaner onto a wad of gauze. He brought it to her temple. She hissed as it made contact with a gash she didn’t even realize she’d sustained until he told her it was there. 
 
    As he held the gauze in place, he raised his other hand to her face. It trembled a moment and then he cupped her cheek. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she whispered to him. 
 
    His gaze locked on hers. “They hurt you. I never should have let you try to distract those guys.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have stopped me.” 
 
    “I failed to protect you.” His dark, throaty tone told her that stopping not only the two men who’d kidnapped her but several others around the city was not enough for him. 
 
    He wanted personal revenge—it glowed in his eyes. 
 
    Gently, she encircled his wrist and drew the gauze away from her face. Then she slid off her stool into his lap. 
 
    “Christ, Gia.” He buried his face in her hair and tightened his arms around her as if all he wanted was to hold her. “I thought I’d lost you. It almost fucking broke me.” His voice cracked. 
 
    Tears flooded her eyes at the emotion his words evoked. “But you didn’t. You got me back, just like I knew you would.” 
 
    “I’m going to hunt down every man in Abubakar’s militia and kill them. Then I’m going to find Abubakar and end his reign of terror.” 
 
    She looked into his eyes. “And I’ll be right by your side. I’m determined to prove to my superiors that all the work I’ve been putting into the case isn’t just false leads and hearsay. I’m shooting for a position as a liaison with Blackout. I’m hoping for a good office where I can plaster the walls with information.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll give it to you. You’ve been pretty much running this op from the start.” His voice came out flatter than she hoped it would at hearing that she wanted to stay close to him—and probably would get her way on the matter too. 
 
    When he didn’t say more, panic flooded in. “Sparrow? Say something.” 
 
    His throat worked on a swallow. “I hate that you love being deep in this shit that can get you hurt—or worse.” 
 
    “You knew what I did when you decided to fall in love with me.” 
 
    He blinked at her. “Dead men don’t— Oh, fuck it. I do love you. I’m done pretending that I’m not going to do everything in my power to be with you and to make this work.” 
 
    She tipped her face up, waiting for his kiss. When it came, it was tender, lingering and full of more emotion than she’d ever expected from her tough SEAL. 
 
    He brought his arms underneath her and lifted her into his arms as he got up from his stool. He carried her down the hall of his quarters in the Blackout HQ. By the time they reached the room, closed the door and were completely alone, the kiss turned wild. 
 
    He slanted his mouth over hers, drinking from her and feeding her his tongue in long sweeps. Her soft moans increased to louder ones. They tore at each other’s clothing, but when Sparrow laid her down on his bed, naked, he slowed things down. 
 
    Bracing his weight on his arms, he stared into her eyes. “I told you I love you, Gia.” 
 
    “I believe what you said is oh, fuck it—I do love you.” Her lips tilted at the corners in an unstoppable smile. 
 
    He let out a low growl. “You haven’t said it back to me.” 
 
    “Is my wittle SEAL feeling insecure?” 
 
    “Gia,” he warned. 
 
    She giggled but sobered when she circled her arms around his neck. “I love you, Montgomery Sparrow. It doesn’t matter to me that no one on the planet can find you without the right clearance. That you’re not even considered among the living. I love you with all my heart.” 
 
    His eyes slid shut and when they opened, they burned with another light. Love and passion had replaced the fury and revenge. 
 
    She wrapped her thighs around his hips. Her ankles met on his spine. “Take me,” she whispered, rocking against his swollen cock. 
 
    Without another word, he filled her. One slick shove took her to a new realm of love and devotion that she’d never known before. And by the look on his face, she knew he felt the same. 
 
    Kissing her seemed to turn into his full-time job. As he thrust his cock deep into her core, he tangled his tongue with hers, pulling moan after moan from her lips. He reached between them and trapped her nipple between his fingers, tweaking and twisting it until she shuddered in pleasure. 
 
    The heat inside her belly built. The knot of tension stole her breath. When he groaned into her mouth, hips churning, she knew he was close to coming. 
 
    That was all she needed to send her over the edge too. The first hot spurt hit her insides, triggering her own intense release. She cried out his name, and he swallowed it with his kiss. Raking her nails down his spine, she rode his big cock until the final pulse racked her. 
 
    Breathing hard, she closed her eyes. He lowered her head tenderly to the pillow. When she opened her eyes, he was staring down at her, amusement toying with the corners of his lips and glimmering in his eyes. 
 
    “That was fast.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you started coming first.” 
 
    “Not that,” he said. “You fell in love with me in a week, angel.” 
 
    “You fell in love with me in a week…Montgomery.” 
 
    They shared a grin. She leaned up for his kiss, and he took control, rolling her over and guiding her atop him, grabbing her ass and helping her move. 
 
    When he was deep in her pussy, she gazed down into her lover’s eyes and began to ride him to what she knew would be another blissful end. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Sparrow hooked his boot over his knee and sat back in his seat, staring at the big screens replaying what happened during the thwarted Memorial Day attack. Piece after piece of the puzzle snapped together to show one picture. 
 
    “Abubakar masterminded this day for a long time. Those soundwaves were only a test for what he was really planning in those tunnels. Ten bombs disarmed and one detonated. But I think what he’s proved to us is that he’s willing to use any weapon against us.” Gia’s statement dropped into the silence of the room. No one spoke, but several officers looked at her in astonishment. 
 
    Sparrow wondered if they saw what he did—a woman who still wore the bumps and scrapes of that attack. Who had fought back and managed to not only save herself but two other hostages. 
 
    Chief of Defense Jennings’s stare was on her. He nodded. “You were right about Abubakar. He’s bigger than we thought. And the fact that he’s recruited one of our former SEALs proves that there’s a lot more we don’t know. That, Ms. Watson, will be your job to find out. It wasn’t official when I spoke to you about this before, but now it is. I expect you to get to work immediately, and you’ll be giving us all daily briefings on any new findings. We’re not going to let Abubakar strike again.” 
 
    Pride swelled in Sparrow’s chest. Gia’s face lit up at the praise that effectively wiped out that past failed op. She was sitting on top right now, and the light of excitement in her eyes told Sparrow that he’d be sitting up long into the night discussing the case with her. 
 
    When he wasn’t kissing her into a mindless puddle of need, that was. 
 
    The discussion quickly turned to how the two men who’d been held hostage alongside Gia in that van were doing well and had been returned to their families safe. 
 
    Finally, they spoke of Quentin Apollo’s role in the attack. 
 
    “Since Apollo’s been in custody, has he given up any details as to why he faked his own death?” a man asked. 
 
    Two women who’d been invited to the meeting launched into details about what Apollo said during one interrogation. Which was pretty much nothing—he’d only talked in circles. 
 
    “Keep at him,” the major said in a hard tone. “Our military trained him. We know how to break him.” 
 
    Gia’s gaze slid to Sparrow. He didn’t need to hear her speak—her thoughts were plenty loud. She didn’t believe that Apollo would ever talk. And Sparrow’s gut agreed with her. 
 
    More camera angles onscreen revealed some incriminating evidence that Apollo was indeed working with Abubakar. He was seen crouched next to one of the explosives that had been set. 
 
    So many people could have lost their lives. Gia could have lost hers. 
 
    Commander Barrett spoke up. “There’s no easy path to finding out what Abubakar’s up to. But dammit, we’re going to learn when the man takes a dump and what color it is.” He looked around the table. “Understand?” 
 
    Noises of agreement sounded around the table. Sparrow saw his opportunity to exit. He pushed back from the table and stood. He got halfway down the corridor before the light tapping noise of boots on the tile came from behind. 
 
    He knew those boots were simple black leather, size eight. He knew that the owner set them neatly together by her apartment door every night after work. 
 
    “Stupid long legs,” he heard her mutter. 
 
    With a smile, he stopped and turned to Gia. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You couldn’t wait up for me? You knew I’d be right behind you.” 
 
    “Sorry. I was fired up. I didn’t know if I could bite my tongue much longer. It burns me up that they didn’t jump on all this sooner. That they didn’t listen to your warnings.” 
 
    She reached his side and stared up into his eyes, searching. 
 
    He opened his mouth. 
 
    “Don’t say anything. Come with me.” She led him to an office and closed the door. 
 
    He looked around at the simple white walls. “This your new digs?” 
 
    She nodded, the happy light in her eyes dimmed by whatever worry was turning over in her mind. “Got a window and everything.” 
 
    “Beats that broom closet you had before.” He didn’t bother to stifle an approving rumble. “Being alone with you makes me want to christen this new desk of yours properly.” 
 
    “Used desk. Somebody had it before me. And no way can we do it here!” She darted her eyes around like she expected company at any moment. 
 
    He dropped his hands. “Of course not. I do have some control, even with you, angel.” He threw her a grin that had her own smile broadening. 
 
    She folded her arms, eyes gleaming at him. “This changes everything, Montgomery. You don’t have to lie to me about where you are and what you’re doing—I’ll be privy to all of it. It means you don’t have to leave me alone for my own safety. I’ll be looped into all of it. No longer in the dark. We can…be together.” Her words ended on a whisper. 
 
    He darted toward her and cupped her face. “It does change everything. It doesn’t mean I won’t still be worried as hell about you.” 
 
    “But whatever happens, you’ve got my six.” She smiled into his eyes. 
 
    Slowly, he lowered his forehead to rest against hers. “I guess it means you’ll be able to actually see where the Blackout headquarters are now.” 
 
    She laughed and brushed her nose over his, nuzzling him before stepping back. “So, what do you think of the situation with Apollo?” 
 
    Sparrow moved to sit on the corner of her desk, bringing him to her eye level. “I think you’ve already got ideas on that.” 
 
    Her ice-blue eyes widened. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “I could see something going on in your mind when they brought up Apollo in the meeting. What do you think about him?” 
 
    She bit down on her lip and shook her head. Her straight hair swirled around her shoulders. “I don’t know what to think. There’s a lot more investigating to be done.” 
 
    He raised his brow. “Are you sure you’re not holding back on me?” 
 
    She tossed her head on a laugh. “When have I ever not told you what I’m thinking?” She sidled up to him and slid her arms around him. “But I think I’m finished for a few hours. There’s nothing more I can do here tonight that won’t keep until tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Let me guess—you’ll be in your office at dawn.” 
 
    Her eyes danced. “That depends on how good of a lover you are tonight.” 
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    After a quick stop-off at her place, Sparrow took the short route to his big, empty apartment building. 
 
    Discussion shifted from the events of the day to Apollo’s capture. Gia had no idea how to process that sort of betrayal to his duty and country, and Sparrow admitted he had even less understanding of it. 
 
    She ran her fingers through her hair. “There’s nothing you can think of that would explain Apollo doing such a thing?” she asked for the second time. 
 
    “No, Gia. I wish to hell I could.” His expression was grim as he stared straight ahead at the road. 
 
    “I feel terrible for Indika. What she must be thinking now… I’m sure she’ll find out soon, if she hasn’t already. I’m going to take her out for drinks as soon as I can and check in on her mental health.” 
 
    They stopped for a red light. 
 
    “You never stop caring, do you, angel? Putting yourself out there?” Sparrow’s question barely left his lips when out of the corner of her eye, she saw something big rushing at them. 
 
    A vehicle. 
 
    She opened her mouth to scream, but it was too late—it smashed into them, rocking the SUV on its tires. Metal screeched and glass rained all over her. Shrieking, she ducked her head and threw up her arms to protect herself. 
 
    The wrenching noise of metal jerked her head up. 
 
    Sparrow’s gaze was fixed on her. For a minute, her heart slammed to a stop. 
 
    “S-Sparrow?” 
 
    He blinked, gaze completely lucid on hers. “Don’t move, angel. He’s got a gun.” 
 
    “He?” Through the smoke and dust, she looked past Sparrow to the open door. A man stood there, his rifle pointed right at Sparrow. 
 
    Oh god. She needed a plan and quick. What would Blackout do? What would Sparrow order them to do? It flashed through her mind that Abubakar had copied their computer setup almost down to the wire. And Sparrow and his men had hit that vehicle, stopping it so they could blast in and rescue Gia…and now they were copying that. 
 
    There must be some way to save Sparrow’s life. 
 
    “Gia, don’t move,” Sparrow ground out. 
 
    She flicked her gaze to the glove compartment. Any good soldier or law enforcement officer or agent had a backup sidearm. 
 
    Sparrow narrowed his eyes into a glare. 
 
    Well, she wasn’t about to heed his warning. She was going to do her best to buy him some time to fight back. Sure, her last attempt back in that tunnel had failed. So had that op that earned her a bad rep. 
 
    This wasn’t going to be a repeat of either. 
 
    She blinked at him slowly. 
 
    “Gia.” 
 
    “Get the fuck out of the vehicle!” The voice was the same smooth English, almost too smooth and practiced. Not at all the native tongue of Abubakar’s Nigerian recruits. “I am Akunna Danjuma! You will do as I say!” the man spat. 
 
    That name…she’d heard it before. This man was on the list of family members Abubakar recruited from his homeland. Only she was certain this relative had been living in America since his twenties, which accounted for his grasp of the language. 
 
    A low voice emitted from a walkie-talkie—this one was the same accented tones as she’d heard in Abubakar’s men. “We need to eliminate them. No survivors.” 
 
    Her lungs seized up at the ominous threat against her and Sparrow—and probably the entire Blackout team. 
 
    She blinked again, counting to three as she’d seen or heard him do several times before launching into action. 
 
    Before she blinked again, she whipped open the glove compartment, snatched the 9mm out of it and fired. 
 
    As the man toppled backward from the force of her bullet, Sparrow grabbed the weapon out of his waistband and finished him off. Two more men came at them, but she fired on them at the same time Sparrow did. 
 
    Her pulse pounded, mingling with the wail of sirens coming their way.  
 
    Sparrow leaped out, walked up to the van that had plowed into them and searched for more attackers. When he returned to the wrecked SUV, he ducked his head inside to pierce Gia in his gaze. 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you not to move?” His voice came out as a rasp. 
 
    She raised her jaw. “If I had stayed still, you’d be dead or kidnapped. What was I supposed to do? Watch the love of my life be killed in front of my eyes?” 
 
    “Clearly, Abubakar is not finished if he’s sending more relatives after us. You took another risk, Gia. That will be the last time.” 
 
    “Just admit it—you need me.” 
 
    Some of the tension in his shoulders relaxed. “I do, but not to save my ass. Dammit. We’re expected at Ramsey’s later. All this is going to take a long time to explain.” He waved at the rescue vehicles coming their direction and the bodies on the ground. 
 
    “At Ramsey’s? For what? I thought we were going to your place so you could take me to bed!” She might really be losing it after that big adrenaline rush, but she was actually annoyed by the delay. 
 
    “He’s grilling for the team.” 
 
    “A celebration? But we didn’t get Abubakar.” 
 
    He reached into the vehicle and pulled her out into his arms. Looking into her eyes, he said, “We don’t celebrate getting the bad guy. We celebrate the fact we’re still standing. And today, seems I have you to thank for that. You make a hell of a teammate, and I’m glad we get to keep you.” 
 
    Shaking now that reality was setting in and medics were running toward the dead men on the ground who looked like accident victims, she clung to Sparrow. 
 
    “I’d do anything for you, Montgomery. Just like you’ll do anything for me.” 
 
    “Can you step away from the vehicle?” a police officer asked from a few steps away. 
 
    He brushed his lips over her forehead and heaved a resigned sigh. “I was really looking forward to your pussy and then a big, juicy steak. I’m not giving up either one. Let me do the talking.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Across the room from Sparrow, Gia stood at Ramsey’s big kitchen island, drink in hand, talking to Bishop’s wife. Sparrow couldn’t keep his eyes off that little red dress she was wearing. 
 
    The one he’d already ripped off her once. Then when they were finally on the way out the door to come to the barbecue, he’d slipped his hand under her hem, only to find her bare and soaking wet for him. 
 
    Between giving their statements and having the medics check them over briefly, only to discover they were both free of injuries from the accident, and a nice long talk with Commander Barrett—and a fast romp started by that red dress—they were exactly two hours late for the party. 
 
    But they were safe. And Gia had the look of a very satisfied woman. Nothing else mattered. 
 
    “You can’t take your eyes off her.” 
 
    Sparrow pivoted to Bishop and raised his energy drink toward their better halves who were chatting away. “I could say the same about you and Taliyah.” 
 
    “It changes you, finding the one, doesn’t it?” Bishop sipped his soda. None of them were drinking, since they could be called out at any moment. After that hit in the intersection, he had a guess they’d be called out sooner than any of them knew. 
 
    Sparrow nodded at Bishop’s words. “I guess it gives us something else worth fighting for.” 
 
    “What happened to you today, man…” Bishop trailed off. 
 
    “There’s nothing else to say about it. Those guys came after us for killing their men in the same fashion. I don’t like this copycat bullshit, but I guess it makes it easy to predict what they’ll do next.” He finished his drink. “And we’re fine. Thank god, she’s fine.” His throat clogged up. 
 
    At that moment, Taliyah looked up at Bishop. A grin broke over her pretty face like a ray of sunlight. She tossed a wave at him, and he aimed a punch at Sparrow’s shoulder. “Catch you later, man.” 
 
    Sparrow started toward Gia too, but Ramsey caught his attention. Did he just wince? 
 
    Angling toward his friend instead, he saw him toss a can in the trash. “Everything okay?” he asked Ramsey. 
 
    “I should be asking you if you’re okay. I only made a face because that near-beer tastes like piss. Next time I’ll save my money.” He wore sunglasses pushed up on his head. “Have you gotten the house tour yet?” 
 
    “We missed it.” 
 
    He nodded his head. “C’mon. I’ll show you around the place.” 
 
    As he trailed Ramsey through the downstairs of the warehouse-turned-home, he got the feeling that something really was wrong. Ramsey just wasn’t good at stating it. Most men he knew weren’t open books, but Ramsey was shut and locked. 
 
    He waved at the wall. “I planed the wood for these walls by hand. Took a week.” 
 
    Sparrow took a moment to appreciate the craftsmanship of the wood paneling on the study walls. Then he glanced at the wall behind the desk. “Did you build that bookcase too?” 
 
    “Nah, picked it up at an antique store. Came from an estate in England.” 
 
    “No kidding?” 
 
    “Yeah, they tear down the houses because people can’t afford the upkeep anymore. That was saved. Figured I’d give it a good home.” 
 
    “Nice touch.” 
 
    “Oh, there you are.” 
 
    They both turned to see Gia in the doorway, looking as pretty as a postcard with her skin glowing from their stolen time together. He knew for a fact she wore his beard burn on the tops of her breasts and between her thighs, and later she could expect more of the same. 
 
    He held out his hand for her, and she joined them. 
 
    “Ramsey, you’ve done amazing with this room. I absolutely love the antique bookcase. English, isn’t it?” She didn’t look away from the bookcase. 
 
    Ramsey grinned. 
 
    “Now how did you know that?” Sparrow asked. 
 
    “I read a little of everything, Montgomery.” Her eyes twinkled. 
 
    “When you two get a place together, I’ll hook you up with my antiques dealer.” 
 
    “Oh. Our own place? Sparrow and I aren’t plan—” Gia began. 
 
    “Actually, we were going to discuss it tomorrow over dinner,” Sparrow interrupted with a pointed look at her. 
 
    Her jaw dropped open. “Uh… Okay. I guess we’ll let you know about that name, Ramsey.” 
 
    He smiled, but it faded just as fast as it came. A second later, he pulled his phone out of the pocket of his casual cargo shorts. 
 
    His expression darkened as he read the message. 
 
    “Anything I need to know about?” Sparrow dropped his arm from Gia’s shoulders. 
 
    “Actually, yeah.” He held out the phone. It was one of the burner phones Blackout often used, not his personal device. 
 
    Sparrow skimmed the message. 
 
    “I put out an alert on the topic of our pal Abubakar. Seems like we’ve got a hit.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Sparrow ground out. “Rally the men. I’ve gotta—” 
 
    Ramsey was already out the door and his voice could be heard throughout the house as he called to the team. 
 
    Sparrow turned to Gia. “I’ve gotta go, angel.” 
 
    She threw her arms around him and squeezed him tight. He inhaled the scent of her, filling his head so he could carry her with him when they went after Abubakar. 
 
    He cupped her face, looking deep into her eyes. “I love you. I’ll get in touch as soon as I can.” 
 
    She went on tiptoe and crushed her lips against his. “I know you will. Be safe, Montgomery. You’re the love of my life, and I’ll be looking forward to that talk we’re apparently having at dinner as soon as you get back.” 
 
    He stamped his mouth over hers again, threw her a smile of promise and jogged out to join Blackout. He didn’t know what would happen next, but he had someone to come home for, and that made all the difference in the world. 
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