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    She can’t afford any distractions…then he comes along. Will these tough SEALs stay alive long enough to get their second chance at love? 
 
      
 
    As the only female on the deep ops Blackout team, Lena Graham can’t afford to be one of the guys—she needs to be better than them. That’s why her big secret needs to remain buried along with her even bigger mistake. She can’t afford to slip up again with Overstreet, the sexy SEAL on the other Blackout team, no matter how many times the hot alpha awakens her body with his demands. But when she learns he’s in trouble—and she’s the only one who can find him—it’s time to show him who really wears the pants. 
 
      
 
    Slade Overstreet hoped that heading south of the border on leave might give him the distance he needs from the tough yet sweet woman who commands his every thought. But after he’s attacked and taken hostage, who walks back into his life but the one woman he’s trying to shake? He never expected Lena would be putting them both into danger or that the danger they got in wouldn’t involve setting fire to the sheets. 
 
      
 
    Time is running out, and Overstreet will do anything to get Lena out alive. Except the stubborn woman won’t listen to reason, and now he’s facing the bigger fear that neither will live long enough to get that second chance. With their hearts and lives already on the line, yet another surprise ramps up the stakes—it seems that the one smoldering night between them is the best reason of their lives to quit this dark game…and stay together. 
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    Lena stepped out of the sleek black car that had been sent to fetch her. Carefully, she brought her spiked heel to the pavement. Walking in the heels was easy—maneuvering in the mermaid-style black sequined gown, especially when she lived in Kevlar vests and military-issue cargo pants, was a bit trickier. 
 
    Luckily, she made it out of the car without tearing the dress’s slit. It already rode high on her thigh and if she popped even a few threads, she’d be showing far too much to the people attending the military gala. 
 
    As the only woman on SEAL Team Blackout, she already struggled to gain the respect she deserved. She had to be better than any man she served with. She had to shoot better, think faster and have sharper senses. That meant she had to blend in with men, and she sure couldn’t do that in a sequined ballgown. 
 
    What made her step out of her comfort zone for this event? Well, she wasn’t about to wear a tux. Besides, she was tired of combat boots, and the stilettos made her feel tall, sexy and powerful. Of course, buying the heels meant she’d needed a rocking dress to go with them. 
 
    So here she was, at the door leading into a ballroom full of Navy brass and more than a few battle-hardened brothers-in-arms. Of course her nerves were snapping at what they’d say about her look tonight. 
 
    Drawing a deep breath, she steeled herself for her big entrance and walked inside. 
 
    At first, no one noticed her, and that was a good thing. As she got her bearings of the room—gauging its mood, energy, atmosphere rather than tension, danger and threats—she took precious seconds to prepare herself. 
 
    Darting a glance around, she prayed a certain man would not be attending tonight. 
 
    His team could always be on an op. 
 
    God, she hoped that was the case. 
 
    She drifted toward the group of men sporting tuxes and service dress blues. When a server passed by Lena, she swiped a flute of champagne off the tray. 
 
    The server’s gaze landed on her…then kept tumbling down her body. 
 
    Warmth fizzed through her at the appreciation glowing in his eyes. It was the best compliment on her appearance she could hope for, especially when she didn’t want to hear a word about how she was dressed from her teammates. 
 
    One man wouldn’t be able to keep his mouth shut if he saw her, though. 
 
    Please let him be crawling on his belly through thick mud while rain pelts him in the face. 
 
    A smile spread over her lips at the thought that cheered her far too much. But Slade Overstreet on Blackout Charlie team deserved it. 
 
    A low whistle sounded from her left, and Lena turned, mind shifting from— 
 
    Her stare hit the most annoying man on the face of the earth. 
 
    “Goddammit,” she muttered. 
 
    Why did Slade have to attend tonight’s gala? Worse, why did he have to look so damn good? 
 
    In a pristine tux, a crisp white shirt and a black silk bowtie, he was gorgeous. Add in the fact that his body, carved and honed from years and years of active duty, filled out that tux in the best possible way, and the bodice of her dress started to feel a little snug. 
 
    His slate-blue eyes ticked from her elegant updo, swept over her throat…and down…every…single…inch of her dress. 
 
    His stare lingered on her heels for what felt like an endless heartbeat. 
 
    She snapped her fingers in front of his face to jerk him back from whatever sordid fantasy he was having about her. 
 
    And no, she wasn’t just being an attention whore. When it came to Slade Overstreet, Lena knew the man was thinking all dirty thoughts about her. 
 
    His gaze flipped from her toes back to her eyes. The twitch of his hard lips—and that tempting bracket carved into his tan cheek, damn his wicked hide—tugged on her insides. 
 
    Slowly, he drifted around her in a circle. Each step he took, she felt his gravity pulling her. 
 
    Oh, why did he have to be here tonight? And why did he have to affect her so damn much? They were no good together. 
 
    Then again…they were so good together. 
 
    The scorch of chemistry between them made her nipples pebble inside the cups of her strapless bra. And a cord in her belly yanked at the scent of his fresh but spicy aftershave. 
 
    She swore she felt a ripple of heat—or energy?—zigzag up her spine. 
 
    Slade circled to her front again, his bad-boy smile fixed on his god-like face. 
 
    She tried not to look at his trim, black beard. Or recall how perfectly rough it felt on her inner thighs. 
 
    Her nipples stood at attention. Hell, they even saluted. 
 
    “Love the hair, Lena, but I miss the braids.” 
 
    She often wore her thick blondish-brown hair in two French braids that came to her collarbones. 
 
    Attempting to neutralize the insane chemistry bouncing between them, she breezed out, “Well, I’d go with this look more often but it’s hard to take out mercenaries with bobby pins stabbing your scalp.” 
 
    He huffed a laugh. Dear god, that sound. It plucked at every nerve ending in her body and left her prickly with goosebumps and more than a little turned-on. 
 
    As a server passed, Slade snagged a drink for himself. He held it up to her. Over the soap-bubble-thin flute, his eyes danced. “To the most beautiful woman in the room.” 
 
    He sipped, and she watched the swallow slip down his tanned throat. His Adam’s apple bobbed under his tight shirt collar before gliding back into place. 
 
    Darting her gaze around, she searched out anybody to talk to besides the man in front of her. They’d tried talking—several times. It never worked. 
 
    They just landed in bed together, and the cycle would start all over again. 
 
    Like in fucking Bosnia when her fury with him reached stunning heights and made it so she could no longer bring herself to look at him whenever teams Alpha and Charlie Blackout mingled. 
 
    Suddenly, she spotted one of her teammates. 
 
    “Frost!” she called out to him and darted into the crowd, putting as much distance between herself and Overstreet as possible. 
 
    Orlando Frost was one of the biggest guys in the room. And decked out in formal black, he looked even more huge. His stare hit her. For a moment, no recognition sparked in his eyes. 
 
    Then all at once, he realized who she was. 
 
    “Jesus, it’s Graham. Damn, I almost didn’t know you. I never see you dressed like that.” 
 
    He cradled a drink too, only it was a thick cut tumbler filled with amber liquid that could only be hard liquor and not the stupid champagne she had. She thrust her glass at him, ripped the tumbler out of his hand and knocked back the alcohol. 
 
    God, that burned. And it was just what she needed right now. Seeing Overstreet would drive any person to drink. 
 
    Frost cocked a brow at her. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Peachy.” Her voice came out a little throatier due to the alcohol she’d just consumed. Craning her neck, she looked for more members of her team. 
 
    Frost tipped his jaw toward the corner of the room. “Sparrow and Bishop are over there talking to Commander Barrett.” 
 
    She returned her attention to Frost. “And the others?” 
 
    “Haven’t seen them yet.” He looked over her head. “Oh, there’s Overstreet.” 
 
    She issued a deep sigh. Turning, she saw the man cutting a wide berth through the crowd. His stare landed on hers and she caught the very slight narrowing of his eyes that told her he was amused by her attempt to escape. 
 
    Quickly, she leaped into conversation with Frost. “How is Eden? I haven’t seen her since the last cookout.” 
 
    The suspicious question in his gaze brightened at the mention of his significant other. “She’s wonderful but busy. She’s been working long hours on—” 
 
    A touch on Lena’s spine turned her mind into a black hole, and all of Frost’s words fell into the void. 
 
    She knew those fingers on her back. Knew that pressure. And oh god, why was Slade touching her? 
 
    A fingertip coursed down her vertebrae, heading toward her zipper. 
 
    Whipping around, she pinned him in an evil glare. 
 
    Ignoring her, he extended a fist toward Frost. The two bumped knuckles in greeting. 
 
    “Frost. Lookin’ less fucked up than last time I saw you.” 
 
    Frost grunted in amusement. “You too. Looks like that gash on your eye won’t leave a scar.” 
 
    Lena’s stare shifted to Slade’s eye. Last time she saw him, he’d been sporting six neat little stitches from his last op. The injury was healed now, and Frost was right—she could barely detect a fine white line of a scar that would most likely fade in a few more weeks. 
 
    Slade captured her gaze. A thousand tiny sparks flickered through her system, and she tore her stare away from him. 
 
    “I need another drink,” she announced. Without waiting for Frost to question her newfound interest in getting hammered or Slade to follow her, she darted into the crowd. 
 
    She stalked across the room to the open bar. But she barely had her drink in hand—this one mixed with soda—when she spotted Slade sauntering up beside her. 
 
    He crowded far too close. His elbow brushed her bare arm, leaving a ripple of goosebumps on her flesh. She jerked away and started to take off across the room again when he closed his fingers around her arm. 
 
    She swung back to him, coming toe to toe and eye to eye with the man she wanted nothing more than to get away from. And stay away from. 
 
    Why wouldn’t he just leave her alone? 
 
    “Let me go,” she demanded in a furious whisper. 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    A humorless laugh broke from her lips. “Talk? That’s funny. I can’t remember ever being able to hold a civil conversation with you before.” She twisted her arm from his grip and strode away as fast as her heels would allow her to cross the room. 
 
    To anyone watching, she must look crazed, zigzagging across the ballroom, weaving through people like a submarine attempting to flee from the enemy. 
 
    When she saw the big doors along one wall thrown open to the night, she gasped in relief and sailed through them. 
 
    Cooler air struck her face, and she gulped it in. A group of men stood in a cluster in one corner of the outdoor area, and she offered them a brisk nod of greeting. She drifted far away from them and brought her glass to her lips. 
 
    But she didn’t really want alcohol. She wanted… 
 
    Slade Overstreet. 
 
    Damn the man! Damn her addiction to him and all the obsession she’d once felt that continued to surface again and again until it consumed her. 
 
    Why couldn’t she just treat him like any other man? 
 
    Because he wasn’t. Not to her. 
 
    “Fuck!” she burst out and lifted the glass to her lips again. 
 
    Warm air brushed across her earlobe, followed by the deep, gravelly voice she’d recognize even if she had a bag over her head. 
 
    “I was hoping you’d wanna fuck, Lena.” 
 
    Her pulse tripped, and her stomach careened south to nestle between her thighs, where it pulsed in time to the roughened rasps that broke from her lungs. 
 
    “What do you want from me, Slade?” She didn’t look at him. Feeling his closeness was enough. His body heat scorched up her spine. 
 
    His hand landed on her waist, fingertips probing, kneading. “You know what I want, Lena.” 
 
    She dodged away from his touch and took two steps around the corner. 
 
    Too late, she realized her mistake. Now she was alone, and that meant— 
 
    He grabbed her by the waist and spun her into his arms. Her chest was crushed against his hard pecs. Breath whooshed from her right before he slammed his mouth over hers. 
 
    Oh god, she was kissing him back. Her arms locking around his back, her palms gliding all over his amazing muscles covered in black tuxedo fabric. 
 
    Need hit, a wave washing over her. She was reminded of BUD/S training, though this ocean wave was far more dangerous. Slade sucked her into his undertow. 
 
    As quick as the kiss began, he tore from it. Chest heaving and eyes blazing, he let his forehead drop against hers for a single heartbeat. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” he gritted out. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Slade never thought Lena would agree to leave the gala with him, let alone come to his room. They blasted through the door. 
 
    With one arm hooked around her, he fumbled with her zipper while she tore at his buttons. He kicked the door shut, cupped her beautiful face and kissed her. All the pent-up need burned through him. Months apart. God, more than that. Years. 
 
    He tore his mouth from hers and his lips hit the sexy column of her throat where he’d been aching to taste since the minute he watched her walk into the party. 
 
    His balls clenched. His cock throbbed at the sweet little cooing noises he could always drag out of her. 
 
    She tore off his tie and tossed it to the floor while finally reaching the last button of his shirt. When it hung open to his waist, she curled her hands into his chest and dragged them down to his navel, scraping over his skin and leaving what he knew would later become red furrows. 
 
    Issuing a growl, he bit down on her sensitive earlobe and pulled another moan out of her. He yanked her zipper down. In one quick tug, the dress was off and she stood in only a sexy black strapless bra and teeny tiny panties that barely covered her pussy. 
 
    She stepped out of the puddle of cloth. 
 
    “Leave the heels on,” he ground out. 
 
    They threw themselves at each other again. One of his cufflinks went flying. He toed off his polished shoes and kicked them aside while Lena tore at his fly. 
 
    With his pants open and hanging off his hips, he picked her up and carried her several feet to the king-sized bed. His biceps bulged, and she skittered her hands over them. 
 
    He tossed her onto the bed and followed her down, one arm braced next to her gorgeous, strong body. Wedging his hips between her legs, he claimed her mouth again. 
 
    They shared a guttural sound. With her fingers working over his spine to his ass, she angled her hips up to rock against his erection. Fuck, he was so hard and in real danger of coming before he even got his cock inside her. 
 
    He slid a hand underneath her and popped the clasp of her bra. The band of fabric loosened, and he shoved it up and off, hand locked on her breast. 
 
    “Slade!” 
 
    He knew exactly what she was asking from him. Capturing her stare, he lowered his lips to her breast and sucked the peak into his mouth. She arched and cried out. Her fingers raked through his hair. 
 
    God, he could smell her want for him. 
 
    Lifting his head, he snarled, “Who did you wear these little panties for, Lena?” He hooked a finger under the thin string holding up the side. 
 
    “For my—self.” Her breath hitched. 
 
    She was watching him with eyes that entranced him ever since their very first meeting—how many years ago was it now? Six? Seven? Fuck, he never could remember dates very well, and that pissed Lena off to no end. 
 
    Especially when he missed their anniversary. 
 
    With a yank, he snapped the string of her underwear. Moving down her body, he trailed his lips over her ribs to her toned six-pack, following the honeyed scent of her want. 
 
    When he dipped his fingers into her ruined panties and found her drenched for him, he groaned low in his throat. 
 
    “Your tongue. My pussy. Now!” Her demand hit his brain a millisecond before he threw her ankles over his shoulders and delved his tongue deep inside her. 
 
    Hell, he’d hoped to take a few minutes to get a grip on his own lust but tasting Lena sent his body into overdrive. Precum leaked from the tip of his cock and created a wet ring on his boxer briefs. Her throaty moans made his balls pound. 
 
    When the spike of one high heel dug a little too hard into his back, he rocked back to meet the pain. Swirling his tongue over her slick folds, he located her hard nubbin and sucked it. Then he alternately ground it into her body with the tip of his tongue—just the way she fucking loved it. 
 
    Her body bowed underneath him. The rough gasps exploding from her lips morphed into small screams that ended on a wail as she came on his tongue. 
 
    He didn’t let her mind engage. That was when things got bad and she ran from him. 
 
    Shoving onto his knees, he rid himself of his clothes. Then he grabbed her by the hips and yanked her down the bed until the cum-covered tip of his cock met her soaking pussy. 
 
    “Say my name, Lena,” he rasped. His jaw felt about ready to break under the need to feed his cock into her tight walls. 
 
    Her eyelids fluttered, and the pink flush coating her beautiful body crept into her cheeks. “Slade!” 
 
    In one hard shove, he filled her. 
 
    Ohhh, sweet fucking heaven. Bliss, ecstasy and damnation. The woman tore down every single one of his walls and left him aching and vulnerable. 
 
    And she knew it. 
 
    She wielded that power over him. He might love it—like now—but it drove him crazy too. 
 
    As he buried his cock to the point of no return, she dragged him down and bit his shoulder. He hissed as the pain mingled with the blast of emotion this woman always dragged out of him whenever he was inside her. 
 
    Her insides squeezed him. Milked him. Cum boiled up from his balls and there was no holding it at bay. 
 
    “Come with me.” He rocked faster, pounded her harder. Their sweat mingled on their bodies, and he followed a bead down her throat. 
 
    The shudders rolling through her turned into a quake. She clamped her strong thighs around his waist and stilled. 
 
    Watching her face, he slammed into her one time…two. The moment she shattered, he let go. 
 
    Hot spurts of cum showered her walls, and he took her mouth. Their kiss spiraled on and on and on, and so did their release. 
 
    When he collapsed on top of her, breathing hard, she shoved at his shoulder. 
 
    “You can get up now.” 
 
    He inwardly howled. Not this again. 
 
    “And not enjoy our afterglow, lover?” 
 
    She snorted. “You mean our bad mistake.” 
 
    He lifted his head and pierced her in his stare. Her eyes were still hazy with the passion she’d never admit to in a million lifetimes, but she forced annoyance into them. 
 
    “I mean,” he said in slow, measured syllables, “crazy hot reunion sex.” 
 
    She tried to shove him away again. Rolling off, he hauled her up against him and locked her to his side. 
 
    She lay there all of three seconds before she battled her way out of his arms, off the bed, and made a grab for her dress. 
 
    He buried his face in the pillow and punched the empty one next to his head. The one where she would be right now if she weren’t so damn stubborn. 
 
    Letting out a groan, he said, “Why can’t you just see that we belong together, Lena?” 
 
    She shimmied into her dress and bent her arm behind her at an awkward angle. He heard the teeth of her zipper grinding into place. 
 
    Damn woman didn’t need a man, not even to zip her into a dress. That wasn’t even what bugged him. 
 
    It was the fact that she didn’t need him. 
 
    “We never should have done this again, Slade.” She dropped her ruined panties into the wastebasket. 
 
    Launching himself off the bed, he faced her down. He towered over her five-eight frame and glared at her. “Why can’t you admit that we are good together?” 
 
    She sniffed. “I shouldn’t have let you rope me into this again.” 
 
    She swung around and legged it to the door. For a moment, he was too distracted by how banging-hot her body was to register that she intended to leave. 
 
    He lunged forward and threw himself in front of the door. 
 
    She locked a hand on her hip. “I’m leaving, Slade.” 
 
    “What is stopping you from letting there be an ‘us’ again?” 
 
    She closed her striking brown eyes. When she opened them, she let out a sigh. “How about the fact that we’re too different?” 
 
    “You mean too alike.” 
 
    “No, I mean we’re opposites.” 
 
    “You’re lying and you know it.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not lying when I say you like to control everything. And you play savior.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” He spread his hands. 
 
    “Ugh. You don’t get it at all, do you? I don’t need rescued, Slade. Now let me out of this room before we make another big mistake.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Eight weeks later 
 
      
 
    The seatbelt sign went off, and Slade shot to his feet. He wasn’t sticking around on the jet waiting for all the other passengers. They’d take forever gathering up belongings and fighting carry-on bags out of the overhead compartments. 
 
    He already had his bag in hand and rushed down the aisle toward the exit. Now that his vacation officially started, he was going to take advantage of every single minute. 
 
    Starting with a shot of tequila. He could almost feel the welcoming burn in his throat. 
 
    When he reached the exit, two of the flight attendants who’d taken turns checking on his comfort level during the short flight from California to Mexico threw him big smiles. 
 
    He returned their attention with a nod and ducked through the door. 
 
    The blonder of the two attendants had written her phone number on the cocktail napkin she served with his bottled water. He hoped she wasn’t too disappointed when he never called her. He just wasn’t interested. 
 
    When he stepped into the terminal, the scent of his surroundings threw him right back to a time and place he should want to run from. He’d honeymooned in Puerto Vallarta. With Lena. 
 
    Memories bombarded in as he wove through the crowd to locate the transport that would take him to the very same resort where he and Lena had stayed—and fucked their brains out for five magical, bowlegged days. 
 
    God, they’d been so young. So in love. 
 
    Now she was avoiding Slade. She refused to answer any of his calls or texts. 
 
    After their hookup the night of the gala, he shouldn’t be surprised. After all, she’d leaped out of bed like he just gave her a case of the clap and practically ran out the door. 
 
    But part of him had hoped… 
 
    Well, they were really over this time. The amazing tear-your-clothes-off sex in his room would not be repeated. 
 
    Yet when he got a few days of leave, the only place he could think to truly escape to was here…where their life together began. 
 
    He located the van for the Sapphires Hotel and gave his name. Then he climbed into a row in the middle and settled in. Six years before, he and Lena made this exact trip. Hell, they may have even ridden in this same van. 
 
    She’d cuddled against his side, and he’d placed his arm around her. Now he was alone, jostled in his seat as the vehicle pulled into traffic. 
 
    If any of his team got wind of Slade’s situation, eyebrows would shoot up. A few members of Blackout Charlie were judgmental fuckers at the best of times. Hearing that Slade and Lena, an operator from their counterpart Blackout Alpha, were once hitched? 
 
    They’d never stop grilling him about it. That would morph into teasing and over time, Slade knew he’d snap. He had to keep the peace, especially with his brothers. So he kept his mouth shut on the subject of Lena. 
 
    Though every time they came within a mile of each other, their chemistry was off the charts. When the teams converged on an op, Lena avoided him every chance she got. And Slade found it hard to concentrate knowing she was in danger. 
 
    That was what got him in trouble in the first place—his need to protect her. 
 
    Shaking himself, he stared out the window at the heavy traffic leading from the airport. The place crawled with tourists—a perfect spot to lose himself. Be anonymous. 
 
    For a few days he would be just any other tourist and not a SEAL or an ex. He would lie on the beach and soak up the rays, sip tequila and eat as much crap as he wanted. 
 
    When he spotted the brilliant gem-blue water of the ocean the resort was named for, nostalgia flooded back. For the first time since he booked the trip, he had regrets. 
 
    Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. Would he really find all the rest, relaxation and peace he craved in this city, at the same resort where he and Lena declared they would always love each other and vowed to never be apart? 
 
    He scrubbed his knuckles over his jaw. Too late now. He’d just suck it up and get by. If that meant he spent three days drunk, facedown in the sand, so be it. 
 
    They arrived at the resort, and he checked into his room, which thankfully was on the opposite side of the building from the honeymoon suites. After a quick prowl around his room, decked out in wood and modern touches, he went in search of that drink. 
 
    But when he got to the bar, he couldn’t bring himself to sit there. He shot a glance at the corner booth, drowning in visions of the past. 
 
    Lena wore red that night. The short dress barely covered her ass, and every man in the joint was panting with lust for her. But she was Slade’s. She wore his diamond and his beard burn on her inner thighs from the first night of their honeymoon. 
 
    Unable to tolerate having a table separating them, he sat on the plush bench next to her. That led to his hand resting on her thigh. Then probing up her sleek, muscled leg to the juncture of her thighs. 
 
    And finding her panties damp for him. 
 
    He’d slid the cloth aside and plunged a finger inside her, pumping it in and out while she squirmed and bit back screams of passion. 
 
    He’d never forget how she silently shook apart for him. 
 
    Nope. He wasn’t sticking around and drinking here. The place haunted him enough. 
 
    Slade headed out of the resort. The sun was brighter in Mexico. The world a little too…pretty. 
 
    What he needed right now was something real. A man who saw the shit he saw and did the shit he did didn’t belong in a place like that anyway. Whatever made him think he did? 
 
    He took off walking. The good thing about being in a place where nobody knew him was the fact he didn’t have to watch his six. Nobody would fuck with him based on his appearance alone. 
 
    Tourists saw him coming and gave him a wide berth on the sidewalk. When he hit a footpath leading out of the tourist area, locals avoided him. 
 
    He kept his sunglasses on against the glare of the sun but also because he didn’t want to make eye contact with anybody. 
 
    Only one person could stop him in his tracks…and she didn’t want anything to do with him. 
 
    Traffic continued to fly past on his left. He ignored everything but his destination, a small hole-in-the-wall bar that he’d visited one time before with his team. His commanding officer insisted they stop off for a celebratory drink after an op. Only that drink skirted the edge of dangerous territory when Caleb Cross, aka Constantine, or Con for short, asked Slade flat-out what the fuck his problem was. 
 
    Slade had come close to spilling his guts to his CO. He might have muttered his bad attitude was over a woman but stopped short of telling him it was Lena from Alpha. 
 
    The shit would hit the fan if anybody ever knew their tie. Blackout was deep ops. So deep that they gave up their families, lives and all they knew when they signed on. They were dead men—and one woman—walking. 
 
    He had to find a barstool to plant his ass on and get a drink in his hand—now. Before these dark musings dragged him even lower. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder and spotted the same guy he’d seen back in the hotel a few paces behind him. Okay, maybe the poor bastard was in the same situation Slade was and needed to find a place to drown some memories. But a minute later when he looked again, the guy had gained on him. 
 
    Taking out his phone, Slade brought it up and snapped a selfie, making sure to get the man in the photo. He might just be paranoid, but he was never reckless enough to ignore who was around him. 
 
    Up ahead, Slade spotted the pub just where he remembered it sitting between two similar bleak buildings. The people he saw now weren’t wearing tourist garb and sunhats. They were real. 
 
    Just the way I like them, he thought as he entered the dim bar. 
 
    The place was packed and smelled like sweat, liquor and an underlying note of desperation. He’d learned what that smell was after his first op. His team had lost four men total that night, and the funk of desperation clung to all of them as they battled their way to safety. 
 
    He shouldered up to the bar, removing his sunglasses as he sank to a stool. “Mezcal,” he told the bartender. The dirty tequila with the worm. When in Rome… 
 
    Just then, he felt a shift in atmosphere. The air sucked at him, pulling his head around to the right. Over one shoulder he caught a flash of movement just as the heavy glass came down on his head. 
 
    Slade leaped off the stool, his glass in hand, and whirled, already in a fighting stance. Three men came at him all at once, and two more jumped him from behind. By the time they hauled Slade out of there, he was bruised, bloody… 
 
    And nowhere near finished with this fight. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    With a shaking hand, Lena removed the little plastic test stick from the packaging. She balanced it on the toilet paper holder and read the back of the box for the fifth time. 
 
      
 
    Remove the test stick from the wrapper and take off the cap… 
 
      
 
    She never needed to read something more than once, or hear it either. That was what made her so valuable to Blackout. 
 
    Maybe not valuable for much longer. 
 
    Of course. One night with Slade and the man knocks me up. 
 
    Calm down. You don’t know if you’re knocked up. 
 
    Typical. He always messes up my life. 
 
    Ughhh. It was her fault too. She should have been stronger, resisted his gorgeous body and his dirty talk and his thick, perfect cock. 
 
    She should have thought about using a condom. 
 
    Someone beat on the bathroom door. 
 
    Lena gritted her teeth. “Ocupado!” she called in Spanish. 
 
    “Meeting in two, Graham!” came the male voice of her teammate. 
 
    “Gimme a damn break, would you?” she snapped back. 
 
    “What’s taking so long? Is it that time of the month?” 
 
    “YES!” she roared. 
 
    The knocking stopped. Whoever her tormentor was retreated, leaving Lena alone with her own muddled thoughts and a pregnancy test. 
 
    She peed on it. Then she placed it on some folded squares of toilet paper and set a timer on her phone for three minutes. 
 
    What could she do in three minutes? Pray? Cry? Scream in rage? 
 
    Call Slade and tell him he should start building a college fund? 
 
    Damn it to hell. She didn’t have the sort of life a baby belonged in. How could she attend PTO meetings and Little League games when Blackout wiped out her very identity? 
 
    Two minutes to go. 
 
    She peered at the panel on the stick and her stomach bottomed out. 
 
    A second line appeared, creating a perfect little positive cross. 
 
    Snatching up the instructions, she read the section on results again. 
 
    Pregnant. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    She dropped her face into her hands, breathing hard. Her head swam, and she realized she just might pass out if she didn’t get a grip. 
 
    C’mon, Graham. You air-drop into enemy territories. You helped take out one of the biggest terrorists that the world has known to date. 
 
    But she couldn’t raise a baby. 
 
    She sucked in a deep breath, held it and then took another big gulp on top of it—a technique that divers used to keep their brains from freaking out underwater. 
 
    It didn’t help. 
 
    She wrapped the test stick in a thick wad of toilet paper and tossed it in the trash can, taking a minute to bury it under several paper towels she used to dry her hands after washing them. 
 
    She could not have the guys finding that. They already razzed her about times of the month and female mood swings, even if she was more stable than most of her teammates. 
 
    She had to hide this from them at all costs—until she figured out what to do. 
 
    A glance in the mirror showed her the reflection of a woman who looked like she was going through some crap. But she couldn’t fix her expression or rewind time and walk away from Slade before he pumped his sperm into her and made a baby. 
 
    Agghh. 
 
    She slammed a palm off the bathroom door, shoving it open. Then she stalked to the conference room. 
 
    When she entered, Mustang shot her a smirk. He must have been the guy pounding on the door asking if she was having her period. 
 
    She extended her middle finger and used it to scratch her cheek as she walked to her seat and dropped into it. 
 
    “You’re late, Graham,” Sparrow, her commanding officer, said without looking up from the computer tablet he held. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    His gaze flashed up and their eyes locked. 
 
    Please don’t let it show on my face. 
 
    To her relief, Sparrow started talking, briefing them on an event the commanders in the Pentagon were keeping close tabs on. Blackout was on call if the time came… 
 
    After a few sentences, Lena stopped listening. 
 
    She was going to have to finally answer Slade’s calls. What would he even say when she told him the news? 
 
    He wanted her back and made no bones about it. He’d probably be thrilled. 
 
    But she was stuck. She couldn’t carry a baby into combat. 
 
    “Missing SEAL from Blackout Charlie…” 
 
    Those words jerked her head up. All of her focus centered on her commanding officer. Sparrow swept his gaze around the group. “We’re sending a partial team,” he announced. 
 
    Had Sparrow said the missing man’s name and she missed it? 
 
    “Who…” Her mouth was desiccated, so she tried a second time. “Who is missing?” 
 
    “Overstreet.” 
 
    Her mind went haywire. Electrical lines in her brain swayed in a gale force wind until they started to fall, sparking and starting fires inside her mind. 
 
    Missing. Overstreet. Those two words did not belong together. 
 
    “Was he…on leave?” 
 
    Everybody was staring at her now. Damn, she had to find some control. She hadn’t spent years proving herself to be called out on her mistakes now. 
 
    “Yes, five days’ leave.” 
 
    “Where was he headed?” She couldn’t believe it. This was just like him. She was pregnant and now the man responsible turned up missing? 
 
    “Overstreet didn’t provide that information, but we know he was on a flight to Mexico.” 
 
    Goosebumps rippled down her arms. Mexico. The place they’d honeymooned. 
 
    Sparrow tapped the table with two fingertips. “I need three operators to go to Mexico to see what you can find.” 
 
    “Most likely we’ll find Overstreet in bed with a couple of hotties and a bottle of tequila,” Gunnison commented from the end of the table. 
 
    Lena sent him a glare. “He wouldn’t desert for alcohol and pussy.” 
 
    Mustang pressed a fist to his lips to hide his laughter, but his eyes showed it in the creases around the corners. 
 
    “I agree with Graham. Charlie’s worried as hell.” 
 
    “Why isn’t Charlie going after him then?” Gunnison asked. 
 
    “They’re on an op. Let’s not assume the worst. Overstreet is only missing until we find him. The team moves out tonight.” Sparrow jabbed a finger across the table. “Frost, Mustang and—” 
 
    “I’m going,” Lena spoke up. 
 
    Sparrow’s stare met hers across the table. “And Graham makes three. Gear up. Your flight leaves in one hour.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mental training was never Slade’s favorite part of becoming a SEAL. Having a hood over his head was always one of his triggers. 
 
    It was also something he’d learned to overcome. So what if he was blind to his surroundings? He could still sense a threat. 
 
    And all his senses were prickling. 
 
    Someone was in the room with him, even though he’d listened to heavy footsteps moving away approximately three minutes before. 
 
    Then a second person made his presence known when he began speaking. It took a moment for Slade’s brain to kick into gear and register the Spanish. Languages had never been his strong suit—they were Lena’s, though. If she were here— 
 
    Thank Christ she wasn’t. He’d be losing his goddamn mind instead of biding his time, waiting to see what his kidnappers wanted. 
 
    Slade breathed too shallowly. He needed to get a grip on his body’s reactions. In situations like this, he usually found gaslighting himself into believing he was fine was effective. 
 
    You’re fucking fine, you pussy. Just hanging out in chains and a hood. Any other Tuesday. 
 
    The voices in the room grew louder, the syllables more clipped. They were arguing about him. 
 
    One distinct word reached him: SEAL. 
 
    Fuck. They knew who he was. 
 
    His mind picked out the approaching footsteps and he steeled himself for what he couldn’t see coming. 
 
    His muscles tensed as he anticipated a blow, but someone grabbed the hood and ripped it off his head. 
 
    He blinked, expecting bright halogen lights glaring into his eyes, but was met with a dim, gray room built of cinderblock walls and a cement floor. 
 
    As his stare hit the man who held the hood, he widened his scope of vision to take in as much of his surroundings as possible. He followed the chain stringing his hands together to a pole that supported the roof. 
 
    In a heartbeat, he had the descriptions of the assholes holding him here imprinted on his brain. Rough, as in cartel rough. All sporting tattoos that proved he was right about their affiliation with a group known as the Black Bloods. 
 
    The two men standing in front of Slade wore black black shirts and black pants with bulletproof vests in khaki. The pockets were weighed down with ammo. Both wore ski masks with only the eyes visible, but if he had to guess, one of them had followed him from the hotel. 
 
    “What do you want?” He managed to keep his voice innocuous. 
 
    They spat a string of curses at him, sprinkled with commands to shut up. The taller of the two had an automatic rifle slung across his chest, and he aimed it at Slade when he talked. 
 
    The man used the weapon and his appearance to induce fear, but Slade wasn’t so easily intimidated. If he had to guess, he’d call this a crime of opportunity. They didn’t seem to have much of a plan. They’d merely stuck him in a garage and chained him to a pole. 
 
    “Don’t move!” the shorter man barked. 
 
    Slade held up his hands to indicate he couldn’t, causing the chains to clink. 
 
    The man took out a phone and snapped some pictures of Slade. 
 
    He groaned. “How annoying to be held for ransom. Let me guess—you need a hundred thousand pesos or you’ll kill me in twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Shut up!” The taller man waved his rifle at Slade. 
 
    He didn’t flinch. In fact, he widened his stance and tried for his blandest look. He was bigger than these guys. Stronger, with perfect shooting skills. It didn’t matter that his hands were chained up, either—if one came too close, he’d be crumpled on the ground with a broken neck after Slade snapped it using nothing but the strength of his thighs. 
 
    The guy held up the phone and the pair argued over the quality of the photos. 
 
    God, Slade hadn’t been on a trip this bad since Bosnia. 
 
    Flashes of his ex hit his mind, her cheeks red with fury. How they’d argued…and she said some pretty cutting words that still sliced him up just to think about them. 
 
    But it was his fault. He’d embarrassed her by stripping her of her power. 
 
    She’d had the situation with a Bosnian mafia lord under control, but Slade stepped up and intervened. 
 
    He could still see the amusement in the crime boss’s eyes before Slade shot him. And to make things far worse, he’d taunted Lena first, saying that he knew she couldn’t pull the trigger. She was too soft, just a woman. 
 
    But before Lena could prove him wrong, Slade jumped into action and squeezed off the first shot. 
 
    As the man lay there with his cold eyes void of life, Lena had turned on Slade with all the anger of a thousand dark goddesses. 
 
    He’d let her spew venom at him, and he remained utterly silent while she exhausted every stinging insult and reason why she would never, ever in a thousand years be with him again. 
 
    He never told her that in that moment before she twitched her finger toward the trigger to shoot the mob boss, Slade was overcome by a moment of terror, afraid the man would jump her before she could react. 
 
    Her words kept slamming into him, even now. 
 
    “Why do you always try to rescue me? Do I look weak to you?” She’d squared her sculpted shoulders and glared him down. 
 
    He tried to soften her up using their inside joke. “Peter Parker always gets the villain in the end, Mary Jane.” 
 
    Bringing up their mutual love of Spiderman movies hadn’t worked to his benefit in Bosnia, and he believed he’d lost her forever. 
 
    Lena had twisted around and walked away from him. She hadn’t spoken a single word to him either. 
 
    Until that night at the gala. 
 
    Then she slept with him, allowed him to touch her and kiss her, and Slade’s hopes shot upward. 
 
    Now they were the lowest of low. And worse, if he didn’t figure out a way to escape from these two idiots holding him hostage, he’d never get that chance to fix things with Lena. 
 
    He couldn’t let that happen. When she ended their marriage, he told her that he’d never give up on their relationship. 
 
    Not then, and not now, Mary Jane. I’m getting out of this—and fighting my way back to you. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    One good thing about being part of an elite ops team was no crappy military transports. Blackout flew in relative luxury. Sure, they didn’t get the option of chicken or fish or an in-flight movie, but they did have nice, big comfy seats. 
 
    With only three of them on the jet, they all spread out, which was better for Lena. She needed space to think about her situation. 
 
    Every time she moved, she was acutely aware that strands of DNA were multiplying in her womb. That for every move she made, those cells moved with her. 
 
    And half of that DNA came from her ex-husband. 
 
    The same man she was flying right now to Mexico to find. 
 
    She knew Slade was in trouble. No way did that man go AWOL. Slade was dedicated, tried and true. Just look at how he refused to give up on their marriage. 
 
    She stretched out her legs and closed her eyes. The flight from Washington, DC to Mexico was long enough to catch up on some sleep, but damn if she could drift off with her mind pulsing with so much confusion. 
 
    The question that resurfaced in her mind over and over again…why did Slade choose Mexico as his vacation destination, of all places? 
 
    Yeah, he was a beach bum who loved the sand and surf. He looked great in swim trunks. 
 
    Was he with a woman? She resolutely set that thought aside to examine at a later time, when she wasn’t so consumed with how she was going to get him home safely onto US soil—and tell him about their slip that night at the gala. 
 
    But her mind stubbornly returned to the idea of Slade meeting up with another woman over and over again until she had to let the weight settle on her mind and fully examine it. 
 
    He could have moved on. Met somebody who sparked his interest. 
 
    On the flip side, he’d been calling or texting Lena every single day since they landed back in bed together. It was damned annoying too. She spent so much energy guarding her phone so her teammates didn’t catch a stray text or call, even though Slade’s contact wasn’t entered as his real name. 
 
    Ugh. Shut it off, Lena. Just get to Mexico and find him. 
 
    She had a guess where he might have gone, though thinking of him haunting the resort where they’d honeymooned stabbed a sharp pang in her chest. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she tried to force her mind into standby mode until they landed. She was helpless until she had her feet in Puerto Vallarta again. 
 
    The jet hit a bump of turbulence, and her eyes shot open. She focused on the inertia of her body and realized they’d landed. 
 
    Somehow she managed to fall asleep? 
 
    She shot a glance at each Frost and Mustang, but both were staring straight ahead, not speaking. She placed a hand over the buckle of her seatbelt, prepared to jump out of the seat the minute they stopped taxiing. 
 
    The action of folding an arm over her middle brought all of it slamming back. That plus sign. A baby. 
 
    Slade missing. 
 
    The jet came to a stop and all three of them were on their feet, grabbing gear and moving toward the exit. Frost was huge and darkened the entire doorway as he ducked out. Mustang was leaner and roped with muscle. Before he exited the aircraft, he tossed her a crooked grin over his shoulder. 
 
    “Got your beauty sleep.” 
 
    Ughhh, she knew he’d notice that she fell asleep. 
 
    “I don’t know what the big deal is,” she breezed out in her coolest tone. “We catch what sleep we can in the heat of battle too.” 
 
    His smile broadened. “Calm down, Graham. Just an observation.” 
 
    He launched himself through the exit, leaving her to watch him saunter over to Frost. Was she too prickly? Maybe she was. It was easy to let the guys rile her up, but she’d long ago learned when to roll with their comments and when to push back. 
 
    She just didn’t want to appear weak by sleeping more. She reminded herself that Mustang didn’t know why she might require more rest right now. He thought she was on her period. 
 
    Someone from the foreign embassy met them on the airstrip. Tall, trim, wearing a suit, an ordinary liaison between the US and a foreign country. She’d seen at least a dozen men just like this one. Only this man had news they needed and that she wasn’t certain she was prepared to hear. 
 
    Lena never backed down from any conflict, so she stepped up to the man and squared her shoulders. Her twin French braids brushed her neck as she tipped her head in greeting. 
 
    “Special Operator Graham.” She stuck out her hand first, a habit she’d adopted early on to show she was the go-getter on the Blackout team. 
 
    “Hugo Martin, Department of Justice, International Crime Investigation Unit.” He clasped her hand with all the power he’d give Frost or Mustang and looked her in the eyes. 
 
    Satisfied, she released her grip and stepped back to allow the guys to greet Martin the same way. 
 
    Martin twitched his head toward a door leading into a building. “If you’ll come with me, I’ll provide you with the information we have on the missing SEAL.” 
 
    Those words slammed Lena. Hearing them from her commanding officer was one thing—but this man was working closely with the authorities to locate Slade. He knew things that Blackout didn’t. 
 
    Martin’s long legs covered a lot of ground, and Lena hurried in his wake to keep up. When they all entered an office with a table and chairs, Martin gestured for them to sit, but the last thing she wanted to do after that flight was sit some more. 
 
    Still, this was official business, and she had to be professional. She took a seat next to Martin while the other guys sat opposite them. The sterile, pale gray walls didn’t alleviate her anxiety one bit. People received bad news in places like this. 
 
    Her mind flashed to the bundle of cells in her womb, then she quickly shifted her attention to Martin. 
 
    On the table between them sat a phone. Lena recognized the simple black case as one Blackout used. Twisting her fingers, she battled with herself to keep from snatching it up. 
 
    “We received word yesterday that a Navy SEAL went missing in the city,” Martin began. 
 
    Reaching a hand toward the phone, she said, “Mind if I take a look?” She wasn’t waiting to hear the same details they’d already been provided. 
 
    Martin tilted his head, giving her the go-ahead. 
 
    She picked up the phone, and she swore she felt a tingle just from touching the device that Slade held in his hands. The one he used to text her or leave her voicemails every chance he got. 
 
    “We think this is Slade Overstreet’s phone, but we haven’t been able to unlock it to make sure. It was found in a bar in a bad section of town.” Martin’s words brought all of their heads up. 
 
    Her brain whirred with the possibilities—that someone must have jumped him being highest on her list. 
 
    She brought the phone to life and thumbed in a complex code. 
 
    The phone unlocked instantly, and she stopped following what the men were saying while she searched Slade’s phone. 
 
    Oh yes, it definitely belonged to him. One glance at the screensaver—a shot of the sunset over the water on their honeymoon—twisted a knife in her gut, but she plowed forward, searching every app and his call logs. 
 
    His electronic wallet contained a boarding pass to the flight headed to Puerto Vallarta. 
 
    “Hold up. Graham, how the hell did you unlock that phone if the authorities couldn’t?” 
 
    Oh shit. How was she going to explain? 
 
    She ignored Frost’s question and continued searching. Thankfully he dropped it, and the guys discussed security footage on the street outside the pub where the phone was found and from the neighboring buildings. 
 
    Trying to keep her fingers from trembling, she hovered over the text messages. She held her breath, waiting to see a woman’s name pop up. Or worse, texts Slade sent to Lena which she’d never answered. 
 
    At the word “hotel,” she snapped her head up to pierce Martin in her stare. “You have the name of the hotel Overstreet may have booked or checked in to?” 
 
    “No. We checked every lodging in the city and within a ten-mile radius too. We can’t find his name.” 
 
    Because he isn’t using his real name. 
 
    She pushed back her chair, her muscles quaking to get moving and find Slade. “I know a place.” 
 
    Frost and Mustang exchanged a glance complete with arched brows. 
 
    She swung her attention to Martin. “Sapphires.” 
 
    He shook his head. “If he checked in at the resort, we didn’t find his name.” 
 
    She pulled up the photo album on the phone and held it up. The last photo he took was a selfie. 
 
    And there was a guy behind him—his dark glare burning into Slade’s back. Did Slade know he was being followed? Or did he just happen to catch a random man walking behind him? 
 
    “Call Sapphires back. Try the name Peter Parker.” She pointed to the image. “And run a search on this man.” 
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    Slade pulled down his fly, took out his dick and loosed a stream of piss into the corner. The relief in his bladder after holding his urine for hours didn’t balance out the discomfort of being chained to a damned pole. 
 
    Finished, he stuffed himself back inside his boxers and zipped his fly. The chain tethering his hands clinked. The one confining his leg to the pole scraped across concrete as he moved back to the pole and sat down. 
 
    So far, he’d spent two days in this place with only a bottle of water and no food offered to him. He’d been rationing those precious drops, aware that if he became too dehydrated, he wouldn’t have as much strength to fight when the time came. 
 
    Oh, and it would come, if Slade had his way. He’d spent two days heaping gasoline on the flame of his fury. If someone came within reach of his long arms, he’d toss that chain binding his hands around the man’s neck, yank him off his feet and then drop his dead body on the cement before turning to the next man in line. 
 
    He picked up the water bottle and twisted off the cap. When he brought it to his dry mouth, his shoulder muscles stretched tight, locked up from being bound. 
 
    He allowed himself a dribble of water to wet his tongue, then swiped it over his parched lips too. The small human comfort was all Slade needed to keep going. 
 
    To keep waiting. 
 
    Across the dim space, he made out the door. He’d spent countless hours watching and waiting for someone to come through it. So when it finally opened and a guy in all black walked in, Slade didn’t immediately react to what he was seeing. 
 
    The man wrinkled his nose as he stepped up to him, and then he slanted a look at the urine in the corner. 
 
    “Good news. You’re valuable.” The guy’s words sank into Slade’s brain, hosing the flames with more gasoline. 
 
    “I doubt it’s good news for me.” His voice was gritty from disuse. 
 
    An evil glint came into the man’s eyes. “That’s true. Someone wants you dead and we’re going to hand you over to him.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Who’s that?” Slade judged the guy’s position. Eight feet away from him. Not out of his reach if he lunged…but the chain didn’t reach that far. First thing he’d done was test it. 
 
    As if reading Slade’s thoughts, the man remained out of range. “A…colleague…of my leader’s put out an alert to us, asking for information on anyone connected with an incident in Puerto Vallarta six months ago.” 
 
    Slade arched a brow. “An incident, you say?” He shot to his feet with so much speed and power that the man took a step back. “I think I know what you’re referring to. Does this colleague deal in weapons?” He cocked his head from side to side and let his eyes roll around the room before settling on his captor. 
 
    The unhinged act he put on had the desired effect on the man. He backed up one more step, fighting to keep the fear off his face, but his eyes glittered like a trapped animal. 
 
    Slade always found that pulling the crazy card worked on an enemy. No one liked being around a loose cannon—a person with a broken mind. 
 
    The guy tried not to look like he feared Slade. After all, how much of a threat could he be chained to a pole with his hands bound? 
 
    “If I’m so valuable to your leader and the weapons dealer, why keep me chained to a pole? Why not just hand me over to him?” Slade pressed in his rudimentary Spanish. 
 
    “I don’t know what you did to piss him off, but he isn’t a person you want to be handed over to.” 
 
    Slade was trained to deliver stories that were as close to the truth as possible. He started talking while rocking side to side and darting looks around the garage. 
 
    “I was with a gang running guns over the border into the US,” he skirted the edge of truth. “I met up with a guy to make a deal. I brought him weapons. Even let him test them out.” 
 
    In reality, Blackout Charlie stopped a caravan of guns about to cross the US border. When they opened two trucks, all hell broke loose. 
 
    He rolled his eyes again, making sure the man in the garage reacted to the maniacal laugh he expelled too. The guy stiffened and backed up another step toward the door. 
 
    “When the dealer took out a weapon to test, I grabbed it out of his hand.” He lowered his voice to a softer tone. “I don’t know what made me shoot him. I just…wanted to see him bleed.” 
 
    The man’s eyes flared wider, and he booked it to the door. 
 
    “I killed a lot of people, and that caught the attention of the cops. When they came, I escaped, but I heard that they put the dealer’s brother away for a long time.” He crossed the cement as far as the chain would allow. 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” the man said. “No one gets away from Roderigo.” 
 
    He tugged on the chain, pulling it taut and letting his muscles strain like a wild dog at the end of his leash. “I’m a real good shot. I can benefit your leader. Black Bloods, right? Give me a gun—I can prove my skill to you.” 
 
    The guy reached for the door handle. 
 
    So Slade was right about the situation. The arms dealer had a family grudge and sent out a hit on anyone responsible for putting his brother away. This guy was opportunistic. He recognized Slade, followed him and nabbed him from that bar to appear more important to the Black Bloods leader. 
 
    But this guy was a pussy, backing away from a man who was chained to a pole just because of a twisted tale about what really happened during that weapons bust and a little crazy acting on Slade’s part. 
 
    The guy twisted the doorknob and pushed it open. “My boss will be here soon. He’ll decide what to do with you.” 
 
    “Wait!” Slade called. 
 
    The guy turned. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want me to show you how good I am with a gun?” 
 
    As if replaying the story Slade told in his mind, the guy rushed out the door and slammed it shut. 
 
    Slade’s lips twitched in a grim manifestation of amusement. He was nothing but a petty pawn, a way for this kid to climb the ranks of the Black Bloods. Well, the kid was delusional if he thought he’d be climbing anywhere but into his own grave. 
 
    By now, Charlie knew he was missing, and they’d be on the hunt for him. It could take a little longer since Slade had taken steps to remain anonymous on this trip. Hell, he’d even booked the resort under a false name. But they would come. 
 
    He leaned against the pole, pressing firmly to ease the rock-hard muscles lining each side of his spine. He didn’t get his chance to take down his captor—this time. But Slade got a good read on his character. If he came back, he’d be even more cautious of Slade. Nervous too. 
 
    He only needed the guy to let down his guard one time. 
 
    Stepping away from the pole, he rolled his shoulders and considered his options. He put total confidence in his team. They had his six since the minute he signed his Blackout papers. Charlie was more than capable of finding him, even if he hadn’t left an easy trail. 
 
    Even if they found his phone, it wouldn’t be much help. He had the location tracking turned off, and good luck to whoever tried unlocking it. That complex code wasn’t easy to hack and if they got it wrong, it would lock the phone for triple the amount of time normal phones locked after an incorrect attempt. 
 
    He never took chances, and this situation was why. Though he never expected to be jumped, especially not on vacation. 
 
    The noise from the dirty, loud city throbbed in his ears. Banda music blasted. Horns honked out on the street but gave away no clues as to his location. 
 
    The garage possessed a coating of thick gray dust that came from the filth of the area he must be in, and it was sandy between his molars too. 
 
    Slade released a heavy sigh. He wasn’t a person who needed human interaction, but even he had to admit, being in this garage was getting old. 
 
    He circled the pole, dragging the chain with him. He could try breaking the heavy links again, but it hadn’t worked after the first few hours he worked at it. The garage was also strangely devoid of tools, almost giving an abandoned feel. Not that he could reach a wall to pull down a weapon anyhow. 
 
    What happened to his sidearm? If his kidnapper had it, he’d see the weapon was military issue—which went along with his tale about making arms deals. 
 
    He sat down again, his back to the pole, legs outstretched. What happened to the guy he bashed over the head with his tequila, back at the bar? The selfie Slade snapped was on his phone if only his team could unlock his device. 
 
    He had all the confidence in the world that Charlie would come for him. And when they did? They’d take up arms against that weapons dealer out for his blood, and on the Black Bloods too. They wouldn’t wait for another of their own to be snatched. 
 
    Revenge was a surety. Other things? Not so much. 
 
    Like Lena. She was never going to give him the time of day. He’d been trying since Bosnia, goddammit. 
 
    Every day he woke up and realized that the woman he loved was no longer part of his life ripped open that wound all over again. 
 
    Maybe it was time to give up on her. He was wasting time, hoping she’d come around. He could push his energy into his duty to Blackout or into climbing the ranks if he so desired. 
 
    He raised his bound hands and scrubbed the backs of his knuckles over his face, streaking the dusty grime of the garage through the slick film of sweat. 
 
    Damn, he needed to cool off. Sweating was bad when he was already dehydrated. The air in the garage was oppressive from what he knew were sweltering temperatures at this time of year. 
 
    But there was one thing far worse than dying of dehydration or by gunshot. 
 
    If his guys didn’t reach him in time…then Slade would have no way to say goodbye to the woman he never would stop loving as long as he lived.  
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Being at this resort brought all the warm, fuzzy feelings back to Lena—feelings she needed to lock away in a vault inside her being and forget about. 
 
    She hadn’t thought of this place or her honeymoon in a long time, and she preferred to keep it that way. But she was a professional. She’d demanded to be part of the team searching for Slade, and she had to treat it like the op it was. 
 
    She knew her teammates were casting her looks and exchanging questioning glances with each other. Who wouldn’t, when she proved to know two very intimate details about Slade? The complex code to unlock his phone was a dead giveaway that she had a fast-track to his mind. And the name he used to check into the resort was another strike in favor of any argument that she and Slade had something going on. 
 
    In the tourist-filled entry, her senses were on high alert. She waltzed up to the front desk and offered the employee a smile she hoped didn’t look as tense as it felt. 
 
    “I’m looking for my boyfriend’s room,” she said without pause. “He’s expecting me.” 
 
    Behind her, she heard Frost’s low grunt. She ignored him, but how long before the guys started to grill her? 
 
    “If he’s expecting you, shouldn’t you know what room he’s in?” the woman muttered in Spanish as if Lena didn’t know what she was saying. 
 
    “Actually, I just arrived in the city,” Lena breezed out in the same language. “My boyfriend is caught in a meeting and told me to come to the front desk. He said he’d leave a key for me.” 
 
    The woman clearly didn’t enjoy being called out on her assumption that Lena was one of those travelers who didn’t bother learning the spoken language in the country she visited. But she gave her most neutral smile and waited for the woman’s response. 
 
    “What is his name? I’ll see if he left word to provide a guest with a key.” 
 
    “Peter Parker,” she said. 
 
    Another grunt from behind her. Lena dealt with a lot of male noises, but these Neanderthals were getting on her last nerve. 
 
    The woman typed the name into the system and stared at the screen. “There is no request for a second key.” 
 
    But there was a Peter Parker staying in the resort. 
 
    Lena carefully pressed her palm into the surface of the desk.  
 
    The woman flicked her eyes up from the screen. “I’m afraid you’ll have to speak to the person who booked the room. For security reasons, we cannot hand out keys without authorization.” 
 
    Of course, this wouldn’t be a problem. Lena just had to hack their system—or get someone at Blackout headquarters to do it for her. 
 
    She threw the woman a saccharine smile. “I’ll just wait in the lobby for him to return.” 
 
    The woman gave her the same bitchy lack of attention, and Lena drifted over to a plush sofa upholstered in shades of green with a palm leaf pattern. Frost and Mustang grouped around her. 
 
    “How the hell do you know all these details, Graham?” Frost demanded. 
 
    She cut a hand through the air. “Does it matter? We need that room number so we can get in and search the place.” Nobody questioned how they’d enter the room without the key card—they had ways of breaking and entering that would interest a whole lot of criminals. 
 
    “On it.” Mustang pulled out his phone and shot off a text. 
 
    Lena’s stomach rolled. Not with nerves—with hunger. Why did her body need to pick now to notice that she was freaking starving? The high-calorie, high-protein bar she nibbled back on the plane would normally tide her over for half a day, but she felt as if she hadn’t eaten in at least a week. 
 
    Guess what they say about eating for two is actually true. 
 
    “We should grab something to eat while we wait for the intel,” she said in a low voice so the people milling around the lobby didn’t overhear. 
 
    Frost nodded. “Good idea.” Nobody was going to argue about eating, least of all two huge men in a city where there were so many options. Lena had cooked for these two enough to know they liked variety. 
 
    Her father would love sampling the exotic food she got to enjoy in her travels. His small restaurant back home in New Orleans was his pride and joy. Lena missed the family business so much. She grew up at her father’s knee, chopping vegetables for the gumbo he’d serve to his customers and learning how to make delicious sauces. 
 
    When she joined Blackout, she had to sever all family ties, which still stung on occasions like this when she really could use someone to talk to about her situation. 
 
    As she led the way to one of the six restaurants inside the resort, she got that heavy feeling from the guys again. No doubt they’d be firing questions at her the minute they had their forks in hand. What would she tell them? They were all trained to tell a story as close to the truth as possible. 
 
    She’d tell them she had been to this resort before. No big deal. Everyone had a past—even people who didn’t exist to the rest of the world. 
 
    When they grabbed plates and got into the buffet line, Lena’s stomach leapt at the sight of fresh pineapple. Was it too soon for cravings? She was no more than a couple months along. And she really needed to get into a doctor as soon as she returned to DC. 
 
    The timer was ticking down, and she had a lot of tough choices to make. 
 
    She picked up the tongs and served herself a few wedges of pineapple. Then she happened to glance up. 
 
    Through the glass hood covering the buffet, she set eyes on a man in a black restaurant uniform. 
 
    Recognition blasted through her mind. She absently set down her plate and walked over to Mustang and Frost, who were at the meat station having enormous slabs of beef carved for them. 
 
    “I found him,” she said. 
 
    Both men stilled. Their muscles hardened. 
 
    Frost didn’t turn his head aside when he spoke. “Found who?” 
 
    “The guy in the photo. On your two.” 
 
    Frost casually twisted his head. “Damn. I was really lookin’ forward to that prime rib.” He let out a sigh and handed his empty plate to a passing server carrying a drink tray. 
 
    Mustang fell into step with them. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Corner him,” she said out of the side of her mouth as they wove through the crowd of hungry people. 
 
    “Then drag him into the first room we find,” Frost added. 
 
    As they closed in on the man, Lena’s heart lurched. He worked at the resort, or at least was posing as an employee. Had he spotted Slade and followed him to that bar? The guy wasn’t big enough to overpower Slade Overstreet alone. That meant he had friends. 
 
    The guy looked up directly into Lena’s eyes. Their gazes locked. 
 
    She saw the shift in him before he ever took a step. 
 
    He darted left. She hurtled forward, dodging waiters with trays and a man pushing a cart stacked with pastries. 
 
    Mustang and Frost had longer legs, but she was compact enough to squeeze into tight spaces and she was fast too. 
 
    Lena launched her body at the guy, knocking him off-balance. He started to topple over, and she threw herself fully on top of him just as Frost got him by the arms and Mustang took his ankles. 
 
    “You can get off him now,” Frost said in his blandest tone that didn’t convince her that he wasn’t boiling with anger. She could see the dark glower behind the poker face he wore. 
 
    She climbed off the guy she’d pinned down in a straddle and let her teammates carry him off. 
 
    Mustang jerked his head toward an opening. “Try that door.” 
 
    She pressed on the lever and found it locked. She moved a few steps and tried another. It was open. She peeked in and found an empty office. 
 
    “We’ll just borrow this space.” She held the door open for them to carry the man inside. They dumped him on the floor and all three of them loomed over him, prepared to subdue him if he tried anything. 
 
    “Tell us your name,” she demanded. 
 
    He lay there staring up at them with blank eyes. 
 
    When he didn’t speak, she tipped her head to study him. “You can drop the dumb act. You knew you were made the minute you locked eyes with me.” 
 
    Mustang bent and in a flash had the man’s fingers bowed backward in a grip meant to snap bone. “You better start talking,” he warned in fluent, unaccented Spanish. 
 
    Another heavy moment of silence ticked by and Lena tried the Nahuatl language. He still didn’t speak, so she used Maya. After that failed, she switched to Mixtec. None of those indigenous languages got him talking. 
 
    She grabbed his other hand and without hesitation snapped his index finger. He screamed in pain. 
 
    “Goddamn,” Frost drawled. 
 
    Mustang released the man’s hand, giving over control to Lena. “Don’t fuck with her, buddy. I’ve seen her crush a man’s balls for less. You’d better state your name.” 
 
    She eyed the guy for all of a second before he blurted, “Angel Hernandez.” 
 
    She bobbed her head. “Good. Now tell me why your face was captured in a photo taken by our friend who happens to be missing.” 
 
    His eyes widened until the whites surrounded each brown iris. “You lie. Puta!” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Frost bit off right before Lena cocked her boot back and slammed it between Hernandez’s legs. He screamed like a little girl, and the high-pitched keening continued while she applied more and more pressure to his fragile gonads. 
 
    “I will pop each of your testicles like grapes if you don’t answer me nicely,” she said with a smile. 
 
    The man writhed. 
 
    “Hope you already have a son to carry on your name, man,” Mustang quipped with a grimace at the sight. 
 
    “Why did you follow him?” she demanded. 
 
    His face swelled with purple blood as she kept all her weight on the foot squashing his nuts. When he still didn’t answer her, she swung her leg back to deliver another brute-force kick. 
 
    “People are looking for him and a few others who got the brother of an arms dealer locked away,” he said in a rush. Spittle gathered at the corners of his lips. 
 
    “Give me the names of these people,” Lena demanded. 
 
    “Roderigo.” 
 
    The name struck Lena as familiar. If she wasn’t mistaken, Blackout Charlie was working the ring, trying to get someone to trust them enough to spill important information they could use to take down the entire operation. 
 
    She never heard the outcome of that op, but clearly it worked if the dude in charge was hunting members of Charlie. 
 
    “Do you work for Roderigo?” she grilled him. 
 
    When he didn’t answer, she twisted her foot, mashing his nuts even more. 
 
    He squawked in pain. “No!” he gasped. 
 
    “Who do you work for then?” 
 
    “Black…Bloods,” he choked out. 
 
    She rocked back, letting some blood flow back into his testes. The cartel was working with the arms dealer to find the men responsible for putting away Roderigo’s brother? It shouldn’t surprise her, really—lowlifes banded together when they had a common goal or cash was involved. 
 
    “What do the Black Bloods have to gain?” she asked. 
 
    “Leverage.” 
 
    She exchanged looks with Frost and Mustang. Leverage over the arms dealer and therefore free guns for their group. 
 
    She turned back to the slug of a man on the floor. “I’m here to negotiate. Who do I talk to?” 
 
    A gleam hit the man’s eyes. “You? A woman?” 
 
    “Damn, this dude doesn’t know when to quit,” Frost muttered. 
 
    She crouched next to the guy, leaning over to glare into his dull eyes. “Why not a woman?” she asked in Spanish. 
 
    He stared at her. 
 
    “Not any woman,” she pressed. 
 
    Frost gave her the eye but his face remained impassive. 
 
    She knew what came next for Slade. The man was in big danger and time was running out. 
 
    “You’re going to set me up with the Black Bloods leader,” she told the guy responsible for her baby daddy’s disappearance. 
 
    He sneered. “Why should I?” 
 
    “Because I need this deal for my boss. And you do not want to make my boss unhappy.” She ran the tip of her fingernail over the button on his shirt. “Got it?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Now get up and go find your leader. Bring him here and then call me on this.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out the burn phone she made a habit to carry. Too many times it had saved her ass in a tough situation. 
 
    And sometimes Slade tried to contact her on it. 
 
    She flicked her jaw at the guys. “Help him to his feet.” 
 
    They each took an arm and ruthlessly hauled him upright. He wavered as if he’d enjoyed too many worms at the bottom of bottles. She jabbed a finger at him. “You will bring your leader to the hotel bar in two hours. Got it?” 
 
    He nodded, eyes trained on the floor. 
 
    “And if you don’t bring him, if you warn anybody about what you’re doing…we will hunt you down and kill you.” Her threat was delivered with an impassive darkness. 
 
    The man nodded and took a step toward the door, but Mustang shot out an arm, barring his way. 
 
    Mustang’s eyes met Lena’s. “Apologize to the lady.” 
 
    He kept his gaze downcast, but she didn’t take it as submission. Men like him didn’t back down from any fight and only took orders from their leaders. 
 
    “Lo siento.” 
 
    He started to walk away, but Lena twisted the front of his shirt before he could. Bringing his eyes to her level, she glared at him. “Two hours. Got it?” 
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    When Hernandez nodded, Lena slowly opened her hand to release her grip on his shirt. 
 
    Mustang opened the door to let him out of the office and Frost trailed the guy into the corridor, watching him for a minute. 
 
    “Let’s grab that food while we can.” Lena’s voice bordered between being agitated and hangry. 
 
    She didn’t say a word as she led the way to the bar. Once the three of them were seated at a small private table and had drinks in front of them, Frost set his stare on her. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    All she had to do was keep her cool. Stick close to the truth the way she’d been taught. She took a sip of her bottled water. “I think I’ll try the chicken wings with sweet heat sauce.” 
 
    “Not that, Graham. I feel like…you’re withholding information.” 
 
    Mustang bobbed his head in agreement. 
 
    She pushed out a sigh. “I don’t really want to get into it.” 
 
    “Oh, I think we nixed that option when you hacked Overstreet’s phone so easily.” 
 
    She quelled her bouncing leg beneath the table. Any nervous move and her teammates would be all over her. But she was a jittery kid who grew into a jittery adult and sometimes old habits were hard to break. She let her knee bounce twice before forcing it to still. 
 
    “Graham,” Frost said with an edge of warning. 
 
    “You’ll get it on a need-to-know basis.” 
 
    He cocked a brow. “I really think we need to know.” 
 
    Mustang watched her carefully. If anyone was picking apart her body language, it was him. 
 
    Dammit. She was going to have to give them something. 
 
    “Slade is my ex-husband.” 
 
    The nuke she dropped on her teammates didn’t hit with the mass destruction she expected it to. In fact, Frost only leaned back in his chair and Mustang pursed his lips. 
 
    She looked between them, waiting for her words to sink in. 
 
    “It makes so much sense now,” Mustang said at last. 
 
    “Right?” Frost responded. 
 
    Ugh. She didn’t like to think she and Overstreet let anything slip that their teams would have picked up on, but now it looked like she was deluded. 
 
    “To be clear,” Frost said slowly, “this is still a rescue mission, right?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Let’s just eat and get out of here. I need to find a dress shop.” 
 
    “A what?” Mustang’s eyes popped. 
 
    “You heard me. I have an idea, and no, I won’t share it until you need to know.” 
 
    They quickly slammed down their food and Lena went into a shop inside the resort with Frost posing as her love interest and Mustang guarding the door. As the saleslady approached them, Frost cleared his throat. “So…Overstreet.” 
 
    “Shut up,” she bit off from the corner of her lips, and then she slapped a smile on her face for the woman. 
 
    “How can I assist you today?” she asked Lena. 
 
    In fluent Spanish, she returned, “I need a black cocktail dress.” 
 
    The lady’s expression split into a smile. “Right this way. I have a good selection.” 
 
    Frost threw Lena a glance. “A dress?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I know the mission.” 
 
    Five minutes later, Lena was zipped into a tight black cocktail dress. As she eyed herself in the mirror, her gaze fell on her midsection. 
 
    Damn. She really liked this dress. It sucked that she wouldn’t be able to fit in it for long. 
 
    She came out of the fitting room and Frost gave her a slow once-over. “You look great, Graham. Tell me again why you need the dress?” 
 
    “I need to look the part when I have that meeting.” 
 
    “Dress for success?” 
 
    “You got it.” She handed him her bag filled with her own clothes and breezed to the exit. 
 
    Mustang took one look at her and stepped back. “Where’s the party?” 
 
    “The bar. What’s the time?” 
 
    “Got a half hour before the meet.” 
 
    They all fell into step as they headed back to the bar. Tourists clumped together in groups, big and small. Some were dressed for the pool, others sported more formal attire, but any way they looked at it, Lena wearing this dress and being flanked by two muscled, gorgeous guys garnered too much attention. 
 
    “That guy was looking at you funny. I’m surprised you didn’t put him in his place, Graham,” Mustang commented. 
 
    “Are you kidding? She can’t move in that dress,” Frost added. 
 
    “I can hold my own, don’t you worry.” She rounded a corner and stopped. “Now, wire me.” 
 
    Frost and Mustang folded their arms in twin moves. “No fucking way are you going in there without us,” Frost said. 
 
    She squared up with her teammates. “Look, the leader isn’t going to come himself. Whoever they send won’t have enough power to negotiate the kind of deal I’m going to demand. That’s when I’ll ask to be taken to him, and I can’t drag you guys with me without blowing it. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Frost shook his head. “A woman with the kind of power you want him to believe you have would come with guards of her own.” 
 
    “True, but he wouldn’t speak openly in front of you. Mustang, do you have the comms?” 
 
    He reached into his pocket but didn’t remove the device she needed to do her job. 
 
    Exasperated, she held out her palm. Frost gave him a warning look, but Mustang dropped the tiny earbud into her hand, followed by a microscopic pin that was a recording device as well as a tracker. 
 
    “I owe you one.” She stuffed the earbud into her ear and hid it with her hair. Then she planted the pin on the neckline of the dress where it would blend with the beaded detail. 
 
    Looking up at her teammates, she saw the concern in their eyes even though they never revealed emotions on their faces. All of a sudden, emotion swamped her. God, she loved these guys. They were the brothers she never had. 
 
    Oh no. Tears actually prickled in her eyes. Was this…hormones? She had to get a grip—now. She was about to walk into a meeting with the cartel. If she wasn’t wrong, the person the Black Bloods sent wouldn’t be as high-profile as some she’d dealt with, yet she’d still have to draw on her skills to pull this off. 
 
    And if the leader himself came to the meeting? Then she had to rise to a whole other level. 
 
    She reached out and clamped a hand on each of her brothers-in-arms’ shoulders, hoping the gesture masked the slip in her emotions. “Showtime, boys. Wish me luck.” 
 
    Without a word, she turned on her high heels and walked away from them. She remembered this bar was always busy when she and Slade visited the resort. She took a seat at a table in plain sight of the entrance. When a server asked for her drink order, Lena’s mind tripped. 
 
    Oh god. She couldn’t drink alcohol, but she couldn’t give herself away either. 
 
    She ordered a 7-Up. At least she could pretend there was alcohol in the mix, right? 
 
    Mustang’s voice came into her ear. “Good call on the drink.” 
 
    Ughhh. She didn’t need the guys analyzing her every move. Knowing that she was already having cravings as well as emotional shakeups she never had before, Lena worried she would slip and give away the fact that she was pregnant. They might be men, but they were trained to notice everything. 
 
    She tipped her head to acknowledge Mustang’s comment and brought the glass to her lips. She barely sipped the fizzy drink before Frost’s low voice rumbled in her ear. 
 
    “Here he comes. And I’ll be damned. It’s Ramon.” 
 
    Second-in-command of the Black Bloods. 
 
    Lena’s insides gave a strange wobble, and for a horrific moment she wondered if those sweet heat chicken wings would come back to haunt her. But it quickly settled, and she ticked down the moments before the man approached her. 
 
    When she waved at the vacant seat, he nodded and sat. The next few minutes were a blur of them dancing around each other. She refused to give away her position, and the second-in-command of the Black Bloods was even more reluctant. 
 
    “I need this deal for my boss. Can’t make the boss unhappy,” she said. 
 
    “Neither can I. It seems we might be at an impasse.” 
 
    “This man is important to my boss. Your leader and your allies aren’t the only ones who want him.” She let that statement hang in the air. She needed him to believe she worked for a very powerful person—someone who wiped his boots on men like the Black Bloods. 
 
    His dark gaze landed on her, and Lena’s stomach churned. Those eyes were cold, ruthless. She’d seen a lot of cut sheets on terrorists and killers, yet from what she could see, this guy didn’t have a soul. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you expect to get from this meeting.” Ramon’s expensive watch flashed under the mood lighting. 
 
    “As I said, my employer would like to make a deal.” 
 
    He brought his drink to his lips, sipped. “Money?” 
 
    She gave him a single nod. 
 
    “How much could this man be worth?” 
 
    “Enough to send me here to make a deal with you. So let’s come to an agreement.” Her mind had shifted to her role. For the moment, she wasn’t Lena, a SEAL or the new role at the top of her list—a mother. 
 
    Ramon’s phone buzzed, and he pulled it out to read the message. “I need to take a call.” 
 
    She leaned across the table. She couldn’t let him slip away. “We aren’t finished negotiating.” 
 
    He started to push his chair back to stand. She shot to her feet and smoothed her hands over the dress—over her curves. 
 
    To her relief, the feminine move had the desired effect. Ramon’s eyes hooded. 
 
    “I’m sorry we couldn’t come to some understanding,” he said. 
 
    No, she couldn’t accept such a thing. She had to get Slade back from these people. 
 
    “Where are you going? I’ll ride with you. We’ll finalize the matter while we ride.” She shifted her weight, bringing her breasts into his line of vision. 
 
    He darted his tongue over his bottom lip. “All right. After you.” He extended a hand, and she breezed forward without pause. Taking the lead. Taking charge. She would have Slade safe and sound within the hour. 
 
    Then I can tell him about the baby. 
 
    Or not. 
 
    Into her ear came Frost’s voice. “We’re right behind you. I hope to hell you’re packin’ heat under that dress.” 
 
    Her arm swung freely at her side, and she brushed her fingers next to her thigh where her weapon was strapped, disguising the move as smoothing a wrinkle from the fabric. Once they were out of the resort, Ramon waved a hand, and a car pulled up. One glance at the driver who got out and sauntered away, and Lena knew she was dealing with some dark people. Hell, they were probably grandsons of infamous cartel leaders and drug lords. 
 
    But she had this in the bag. She just needed to keep up the act and convince Ramon that her boss was pushing her to acquire Slade for his own reasons. Ramon held the door for her, and she slid into the passenger seat. 
 
    Her stomach was a knot, but nothing she couldn’t handle. She relaxed back against the seat as though she climbed into cars with cartel kingpins every day. In fact, that was exactly the impression she was going for. 
 
    Ramon set the phone in a holder on the dashboard and swiped to accept an incoming call. The screen only showed a private number and no name, and to her shock, he placed it on speaker. 
 
    The car’s Bluetooth projected the call through the speakers, bringing her into their world. Whoever Ramon spoke to had his own code, half of which she would never be able to remember. Luckily, her wires would pick everything up. 
 
    “You want me to…?” 
 
    “Yeah, I want you to. Call me when it’s done.” 
 
    “You got it. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    They could be discussing a hit on someone or ordering takeout. She could only imagine the crimes these people committed. 
 
    When the call was finished, she opened her mouth to cut in and ask Ramon about their deal, but another call came in. This time a face popped onto the screen. 
 
    Panic swept Lena. Being given trust like this could end her life. 
 
    And that was exactly why Ramon was doing it. 
 
    “Sorry, I have to take this,” he said. 
 
    Heart throbbing in her chest, she stole a peek at the screen without turning her head. A young man was captured against the backdrop of buildings. His black hair ruffled in the breeze. 
 
    In the tiny box in the corner of the screen, she saw that most of the car was in clear view, and that included part of her seat. She spotted her arm, her hair sweeping her shoulder and half of her face and leaned closer to the door in hopes of ducking out of sight. 
 
    But the speaker’s face was branded on her mind.  
 
    Ramon spoke in Spanish to the young man, and after two words she realized what this was—an average phone call between a father and a son. 
 
    So Ramon had a weakness too. 
 
    She inwardly smiled. 
 
    Now Blackout had leverage to get Slade back. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    The throbbing in Slade’s head was escalating with every minute that passed, but he was trying not to dwell on it. Taking stock of his physical self wouldn’t help him focus. 
 
    Right now, he needed to figure out a way to unchain himself from this goddamn pole. 
 
    Actually, he hurt everywhere. When the Black Bloods kicked him, he struck back until someone subdued him by adding more chains. Now it seemed like they’d leave him to die in this hot garage. 
 
    But he was too valuable. Roderigo wanted him, and the Black Bloods were more than willing to hand him over. How much longer did he need to wait? If the two groups couldn’t come to some agreement—soon—he’d die from neglect. 
 
    The thought was goddamn agony to a man who devoted his life to the good fight. He refused to go down like this. 
 
    He drew his knees up and rested his head on them. 
 
    Throb, throb, throb. 
 
    Pop, pop, pop. 
 
    Slade jerked his head up. His ears strained for that sound again. 
 
    Then he caught it—pop, pop, pop. 
 
    He leaped to his feet, fists clenched within the chains. 
 
    Gunfire. 
 
    He stood in the middle of the garage, not even half prepared to meet what was to come. 
 
    Suddenly, the door opened and the guy who’d followed him rushed in. 
 
    In two quick strides, he reached the pole. Then he bent and took out a key to unchain him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Slade’s muscles shook with anticipation. All he needed was an inch or two of leeway and he’d snap the motherfucker’s neck. 
 
    Anger rippled across the man’s forehead, creating a deep horizontal furrow like someone slashed him with a sharp knife. 
 
    “You’re being moved.” 
 
    “Where?” Slade’s voice rose. 
 
    The guy scowled. Unhooking the chain from the pole, he gripped the end and led Slade across the garage. The exit was feet away. He could kill him outdoors just as easily as in. 
 
    “You look a little pale. Feelin’ okay?” Slade heckled. 
 
    “Shut up.” Another chain dropped to the concrete floor. 
 
    Damn, Slade loved seeing this asshole miserable. 
 
    “Trouble at home?” he prodded. 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    “Personally, I hope you have an STD that causes your dick to drip and your balls to shrivel. And that your wife left you and took the dog.” 
 
    He expelled a string of cusses. 
 
    “Maybe you have a difficult ex. That must be it.” 
 
    A soft chuckle came from beyond the door. The sound raised all the hair on Slade’s body from ankles to scalp. 
 
    He knew that laugh. 
 
    Lena stepped into plain sight, and his gut roiled before plummeting. 
 
    Her eyes locked on him, tethering him to reality even further. She was here. Within feet of danger. 
 
    Wearing a slinky black dress? 
 
    The asshole leading him by the chain stopped and jerked a hand toward his pocket. Slade saw the writing on the wall. 
 
    Over his dead body would he let this man harm his woman. 
 
    He lifted his knee and rammed it into the man’s hip, knocking him off-balance. Just then, Lena fired her weapon. 
 
    Slade’s captor collapsed, face bouncing off the floor. 
 
    Slade yanked the chain out of the man’s slack grip and crouched to find the key. Between shooting looks at Lena, he unlocked his bonds and shook them off. 
 
    She looked him over. “You good, Overstreet?” 
 
    “Are you?” He swept his gaze over her. If he even spotted a drop of blood on her, so help him god, he would spend his life hunting down every last person responsible. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and pivoted toward the exit. “Great, Bosnia all over again. I rescued you.” She breezed up to the door with as much nonchalance as if she were walking into a party. 
 
    He stuck out an arm to swipe her aside. “Let me check that it’s all clear.” 
 
    She shoved his arm aside. “You did not just bat me away! I’m the one holding the gun, remember? What are you going to do? Mow down an attacker with your bulging biceps?” 
 
    “I’m flattered you noticed my biceps. Which leads to the question of where you fit that gun inside that dress? It’s painted on you.” 
 
    She groaned and snapped a look around the corner. Then she stepped out on a teetering high heel. Jesus, if she had to run, she’d break her ankle, if not her neck. 
 
    “Give me the lead, Graham.” 
 
    “Not a fucking chance in hell, Overstreet.” 
 
    He pushed in front of her. 
 
    She jumped ahead of him. “I will shoot you in the leg if you try that again!” she hissed in a furious whisper. 
 
    He dropped back half a step as they darted to the corner of the garage. Damn, she really looked fine in that dress. 
 
    She threw a look over her shoulder and caught him checking out her ass. “I see you approve. Remember, the way I’m dressed doesn’t mean you have to treat me like a damsel in distress.” 
 
    “What do you call this look? SEAL in the streets, freak in the sheets?” 
 
    “Maybe I will shoot you after all,” she said blandly. 
 
    They hit the corner at the same time, their bodies pressed tight together. 
 
    “You still feel perfect against me, Lena.” 
 
    “Do you never quit?” She stabbed a finger into her comms device, shutting it off. Of course she hadn’t come alone. She would have her teammates, and they would have heard every word he said. 
 
    “On my three,” he told her. 
 
    “I have to warn you.” 
 
    He darted a glance around the corner and spotted a dead man in a suit lying in the yard. He let out a harsh breath. “Your work?” 
 
    “I had to get rid of him to find you, didn’t I? Let’s go.” She dodged out from around the corner, her long, shapely legs eating up the distance to the street. 
 
    Was she even aware of how fucking sexy she was? No, she didn’t care about such things. She was a SEAL first and foremost, a woman second. 
 
    But Slade would always see her as his wife. 
 
    On the street, a car peeled up and the door flew open. Lena jumped into the back seat and Slade followed, slamming the door behind them. 
 
    “Drive!” She dropped the gun in her lap. 
 
    “Nice to see you, Overstreet,” Frost drawled out from behind the wheel as he hit the gas. 
 
    He gave them a nod. “Frost, Mustang. Thanks for the lift.” 
 
    Mustang twisted in his seat to shoot a grin at Lena. 
 
    She threw up a hand to stop anything he might say to her. “Not a word!” 
 
    “Why’d you turn off your comms? That’s dangerous, you know.” His voice was teasing. 
 
    “He’s right,” Slade added. “You should never turn it off.” 
 
    She swung her head, eyes shooting bullets at him. “You’re the reason I shut it off! If you could ever keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    God, he loved her all fired up. Sassy. Spicy. 
 
    His gaze dropped to her lips. For a heartbeat, she stilled and he noted the small tell she had whenever she was turned on—her head was cocked slightly to the side. 
 
    How many times had the span of sumptuous flesh on her neck enticed him? How many times had he placed his lips there and unraveled her with his kisses? 
 
    Her eyes dipped to his mouth too. That familiar electricity coursed between them as if they’d touched the same electric fence and neither could let go. 
 
    Lena had to twist her entire body in order to sever that connection. 
 
    Now that he knew she was safe, he could focus on his body again. “Anyone have a bottle of water on hand?” 
 
    Mustang unzipped a pack between his feet and passed the bottle to Slade. 
 
    He twisted the cap off and brought the precious fluid to his parched mouth. Even more parched knowing that Lena wasn’t immune to him. After their encounter at the gala and the cold shoulder she gave him, he wondered if she really had only worked him out of her system and now they were through. 
 
    Her body language told him that was not the case. Even though she refused to meet his gaze again, or allow her body to creep closer to his across the seat, she could never hide her true feelings from him. 
 
    He knew Lena better than any other person on the planet—and he’d definitely be using that as a weapon in the battle for her heart. 
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    “Hold still, dammit.” Lena pinched the gauze saturated with antiseptic and counted to ten for patience. This man was straining her very last nerve. 
 
    He twitched his head away from her, but couldn’t get far. They were trapped in the tiny airplane bathroom. At least he couldn’t escape. 
 
    “It’s fine. Already scabbed over.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. The man bore a thick scab at the corner of one eye. “I’ll bet my Sig Sauer that the person who punched you did not have on gloves at the time.” 
 
    “It was a boot.” 
 
    “All the more reason to clean it out.” 
 
    Slade leveled an obstinate look at her. The kind that riled Lena every time. Actually, that was every look he gave her. He drove her insane. 
 
    She glared back at him, at a standoff. 
 
    When he didn’t back down after three endless seconds, she widened her eyes in every mom’s listen-to-what-I-say expression. After that didn’t work, she jutted her jaw forward and intensified her glare. 
 
    His eyelids drooped, shutting off the burning look he was giving her. “Fine. But try to be gentle. I know how you like to hurt me.” 
 
    Frost had debriefed Slade and medical checked him. Finding him only dehydrated with a few cuts and bruises, Frost started an IV. 
 
    Heart hammering, she inched between Slade’s splayed knees. She was careful of the line while she touched the gauze to the wound. Aware of how close she stood to him, how his muscled thighs closed her in, she dabbed at the cut. 
 
    When she brushed at the corner harder so she could get an obvious speck of dirt out of the wound, he didn’t even make a noise of pain. 
 
    Did you expect less of this man? He’s a freakin’ robot. 
 
    At the sound of a boot on the floor, she swung her head to see Frost in the doorway. “You about done?” he asked. 
 
    “Almost.” 
 
    “The pilot’s ready to taxi. He needs you in your seats.” 
 
    “Be right there.” She peered at the wound. Seeing it was clean, she dropped the gauze into the trash. She quickly checked his IV. Seeing the bag was empty, she removed the line and backed away from Slade. 
 
    She expected his big hands to curl around her hips and hold her there, but he kept his hands in his lap. 
 
    “Thanks.” He didn’t meet her gaze either. 
 
    She only gave him a nod and walked out of the bathroom. After she found her seat in her usual row next to the window, she should have been able to breathe easier. So why wasn’t she? 
 
    At least she was back in comfortable clothes. The dress was stunning and the heels gorgeous, but she much preferred her performance cargo pants, black T-shirt and boots. She buckled her seatbelt and settled in for the flight to DC. 
 
     She was not looking forward to her secret ties to Slade leaking to the team. She was just thinking about whether or not she could get Frost and Mustang alone and ask them to keep that part out of the debriefing with their CO when a big body plopped into the seat next to her. 
 
    She craned her neck to scan the empty plane. “Plenty of other places for you to sit.” 
 
    “I’m good here.” 
 
    “Of course you are.” She tried not to notice how tired he looked. How his skin was a lighter shade than his usual deep olive tan. 
 
    She bit down on her bottom lip. She was definitely not asking him what he was doing in Mexico. At their honeymoon resort. 
 
    What if he told her something she didn’t want to hear—like he was still pining for her? Or the flip side of that dirty coin, that he really did intend to meet another woman there. 
 
    He twisted off the cap of another bottle of water. He must have drunk five of them between the car ride and boarding the plane.  
 
    Was he really all right? She’d seen people in far worse shape, but Slade was like an animal. He didn’t show weakness. Especially to her. 
 
    He polished off half of the water in one gulp. 
 
    Lena shifted her attention to the window and the runway rolling by. The jet amped up to high speed and they lifted off. 
 
    She automatically rested her head against the seat and closed her eyes. She was tired. More tired than usual. 
 
    Sitting next to the father of the child growing in her womb had her stomach knotting. She was far from ready to discuss the matter with him. Heck, she hadn’t even processed it herself. 
 
    So when would she tell him? It couldn’t wait much longer. 
 
    Not today. 
 
    Her mind drifted to the takedown back at that garage. Frost and Mustang cleared the path to the garage where Slade was hidden and when Ramon tried to stop her, she cleared the way for herself by shooting him. 
 
    She did what she had to do to rescue Slade. But killing was never easy. She often used meditation to ease the dark stain on her soul. Two blots this time—she’d killed two men to save one. 
 
    Ramon and Hernandez. The rotten scum. She should have killed him in the hotel when she had the chance. The thought of the bastard being responsible for Slade’s state burned her to the core. 
 
    Now anger, she could handle. She welcomed the blaze of it in her veins and clung to the sensation. It was far better than the lame feelings of love she still associated with her ex-husband or any silly tenderness she felt at the fact they’d made a baby. 
 
    She had a few hours to rest, and she learned long ago to eat when she could eat and sleep when she could sleep. 
 
    She started to drift through her meditation, acknowledging the moves she’d made that took her to the end outcome, which was getting Slade out of that sweltering garage. It was so hot that it made her physically sick when she walked in there. 
 
    She let the memory go and felt her muscles relax. 
 
    Suddenly, something covered her body. Fabric draped over her. 
 
    Then a big hand rested on her for a moment. 
 
    Oh god. Slade was taking care of her again, covering her in a blanket. She knew the weight of that hand lingering on her shoulder. 
 
    Lena remained still all but for the thundering of her heart until the hand lifted. She didn’t open her eyes though Slade’s voice now came from several aisles in front of her. 
 
    “Mind if I sit?” he asked one of her teammates. 
 
    One of the guys grunted. The rustle of a body against a seat reached her. 
 
    “So…you and Lena were married?” Frost’s question almost pried her eyelids open. 
 
    “Ancient history,” Slade returned. “How’d you guys find me so quickly?” 
 
    “Lena. She knew your pseudonym. Your phone passcode, too. Basically, she saved the mission.” 
 
    She held her breath, waiting for what Slade would say to that. He’d probably like hearing it—too much. It would inflate his head to an even more enormous size, and he was already far too confident in his ability to win her over. 
 
    He made a humming noise. “Sounds like Lena.” 
 
    “Yeah, she shocked the hell out of us,” Frost said. 
 
    “I’m shocked she admitted to being married to me.” 
 
    “Kind of needed answers when she got into your phone so quickly. She saw that photo you took on the street with the guy following you. You were smart to snap it.” 
 
    “Knew it couldn’t be good when I noticed he was tailing me. I went into the bar and didn’t even get my tequila before five guys surrounded me.” 
 
    A scratchy noise came to Lena, like one of the men was scrubbing his knuckles over beard stubble. 
 
    Just thinking of that being Slade’s stubble had her thighs squeezing together and her pussy throbbing with instant want. God, she was getting wet too. All over a sound? 
 
    Hormones. Definitely hormones. 
 
    “I woke up chained to a pole. Fed them a story about going apeshit and killing Roderigo’s group. He was upset that his brother went to jail and wanted me as revenge.” 
 
    “Didn’t quite turn out the way they expected. Except Roderigo’s still out there and Ramon took the bullet instead. Thanks to Lena.” 
 
    “Yeah… Thanks to Lena.” 
 
    Irritation rolled through her. She didn’t like the way he delivered that backhanded compliment. She’d saved him. 
 
    “Mind if I ask what went wrong with you two?” Frost’s voice jogged her brain back to their conversation. 
 
    She breathed shallowly so she could still hear what came next. 
 
    After an eternity, Slade said, “It’s complicated.” 
 
    But was it complicated? Not in her eyes. She expected him to treat her as an equal, but he tried to save her, guard her, protect her at every turn. How could they ever live a normal life? He would be shoving her behind his brick wall of a body in the grocery store to keep a shopping cart from running into her heels. 
 
    She wanted to be seen for her strengths. Slade took away her power every chance he got. He even tried to take over his own rescue mission. 
 
    The blanket slipped from her shoulder, and the chill air in the cabin brushed against her neck, reminding her far too much of his lips pressed to her skin. She loved when Slade nibbled on her neck.  
 
    Her nipples puckered at the very thought and she had to force herself not to squirm in her seat. 
 
    She couldn’t let herself slip again with him. He was far too tempting to her traitorous body. It was almost as though he controlled it. But she wouldn’t let him in, especially when they had all the reasons to be together now. 
 
    A baby. 
 
    The last thing she needed was Slade trying to do the right thing. Everybody said not to stay together for the kids. 
 
    She didn’t need a man. Didn’t require a rescue. 
 
    She tugged the blanket up over her own shoulder and forced Slade from her mind. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Slade approached Lena’s seat. Her head was twisted away from him, giving him a perfect view of her beautiful profile. Her delicate nose didn’t fit with the ferocity of her eyes when they were open. On the other hand, her stubborn little chin did. 
 
    He rested a knee on the aisle seat and leaned over her. “Lena, we’ve landed. The other guys are off the plane. You can stop pretending to sleep now.” 
 
    Her eyes popped open, glittering with irritation. “You think you know me so well.” 
 
    He gave her a crooked grin. “About as well as you know me, MJ.” 
 
    She cast off the blanket at the nickname for Mary Jane, Peter Parker’s girlfriend in Spiderman. 
 
    Instead of backing off at the warning glare she shot him, he leaned in closer. “Also, I can’t stop thinking about that night I took you to my room and we had amazing sex.” 
 
    “See? You really can’t keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    “It’s just us on the plane, MJ.” 
 
    She stood quickly, forcing him to step back to allow her room. “Let me off.” 
 
    “I’m not holding you hostage.” He backed into the aisle and waved a hand for her to go ahead of him. 
 
    She hesitated for only a second before burning her way to the front of the plane so fast he wouldn’t be surprised to see scorch marks on the carpet. 
 
    Amusement rippled through him. As long as he could still affect her, he had hope. The day she stopped responding to him completely was the day it was truly over. 
 
    After he cleared the door and straightened to his full height, he spotted Frost and Mustang gathered in a tight ring with Lena, talking. 
 
    He forced himself not to slow as he took the stairs at a normal speed. Times like these he really felt the divide between teams. He was Charlie. They were Alpha. He was never triggered by jealousy that Lena spent time with other men. But he didn’t like feeling like an outsider either. 
 
    He strode up to them, forcing her to step aside and include him. “What’s the next move?” 
 
    “Blackout HQ.” Mustang slipped on a pair of dark shades. “You’ll join us and we’ll figure out where you go from there.” 
 
    “Sounds better than being chained to a pole in a ninety-five-degree garage.” 
 
    Lena flicked her gaze up at him. When the guys took off across the airstrip to a waiting vehicle, Slade hung back with her. “What do you say to dinner tonight?” 
 
    She folded her arms over her chest like a shield. Seeing that stubborn tip of her jaw, he knew she wasn’t going to bless him with an answer. 
 
    “That Italian restaurant is your favorite,” he wheedled her. 
 
    Wordlessly, she took off after her teammates. 
 
    In a few strides he caught up to her. “C’mon, MJ. We gotta eat.” 
 
    She whirled on him. “Stop calling me MJ! And I am going to eat—at a cookout. Tonight. At headquarters.” 
 
    “Then I’ll see you there.” 
 
    “Ugh! Why did I ever save you?” 
 
    He grinned and walked her to the vehicle. Again, Frost was behind the wheel. When Lena slipped into the back, Slade poked his head inside. 
 
    “I’ve got something to do. Catch up to you guys later.” 
 
    Frost arched a brow before shifting his gaze to Lena, who was acting as if none of them existed. 
 
    “See you at HQ.” Slade closed the door. Through the window, he met Lena’s glare. She flipped him the bird as they pulled away, which only left him chuckling. 
 
    After catching an Uber, Slade directed the driver to take him to the nearest shopping center. It only took him five minutes to grab some clothes and shoes. He even added Lena’s favorite cologne to his order. She would never voice her appreciation for his effort to impress her, but at least he wouldn’t show up to the cookout looking like a homeless relation. 
 
    The driver dropped him at a hotel with plenty of time to spare before the cookout. He’d even have a few extra minutes to speak with Sparrow, the commanding officer of Alpha team. He could debrief with Sparrow until he returned to his unit and talked to Con. 
 
    He let out a sigh at the thought of going back to his unit. Leaving was his norm in life. But leaving Lena was something he’d never get used to. 
 
    When he took the vow till death did they part, it was as though the words bound his soul too. She might not feel it anymore, but he would never stop being there for her. 
 
    If he had to enter some back doors through her team and by way of a cookout, then he would come armed with every weapon in his arsenal. 
 
    Starting with a nice hot shower. 
 
    He scrubbed the grime of days in captivity away, lathering up twice. He dug his fingers into his scalp with a moan of pleasure. Once he had a towel slung around his hips, he examined the state of his face in the fogged mirror. 
 
    The cut at the corner of his eye extended a good inch. He probed the end of the ragged wound with a fingertip just to again feel Lena’s rough touch when she cleaned it out. Then he smoothed his hand over the trim beard he’d always worn. 
 
    If he had a razor, he might be tempted to shake her up and shave it off. 
 
    He strutted out of the bathroom and grabbed the shopping bag off the bed. Starting with the cologne that drove his ex-wife crazy, he spritzed his naked body in a thin mist. 
 
    Then he pulled a pair of black striped boxer briefs over his hips and arranged his cock. Just the thought of having her here in his room—in his bed—left him burning with desire. If all went well at the cookout, his fantasy of spreading her thighs and going down on her would come true tonight. 
 
    Lena loved him in worn denim, and if there was a ragged hole somewhere on them, all the better. Since he didn’t have any of his own worn-out jeans at hand, he’d settled for buying a distressed pair in a dark wash. Finally, he pulled out a black dress shirt and slipped it on. 
 
    When he turned to the mirror to fasten the line of buttons, he scrutinized his appearance. 
 
    He looked like the man Lena couldn’t keep her hands off of. That wasn’t the problem, though. They always had chemistry to spare. Heaps of lust. What was lacking was her opinion of him. 
 
    Or her perception of how he treated her. 
 
    She didn’t want a man to protect her from the world, and he understood that. But trying to switch off the protector inside him? Impossible, especially when it came to Lena. 
 
    He rolled the sleeves over his forearms. A vision of her in that slinky black dress and spike heels rolled through his mind and plucked at his libido. The dark throb for her never faded—he only tamped it down. But knowing he’d see her soon kickstarted his desire. 
 
    Two can play that game. 
 
    He shot one more look at his reflection. He had on all Lena’s favorite things. With luck, she’d find him just as irresistible as she had back at the gala and a thousand times before they split. 
 
    Tonight…he was fighting for love. 
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    The way Blackout decompressed after any op was by throwing a party. Good food and good company were the two things in life to celebrate. 
 
    Most of the cookouts were held at Ramsey’s place. The warehouse he’d transformed into a home for himself, his wife and their toddler son was more than large enough to accommodate the team plus their significant others. 
 
    Tonight, due to the crossover with Charlie team, the meal was planned to take place at headquarters, and that kitchen didn’t have near the amenities of Ramsey’s. 
 
    Lena loved cooking. Feeding people was her happy place. Seeing them relish the flavors she created in the style her father had taught her kept her going through the dark missions. 
 
    But she was under a lot of pressure and cooking wasn’t first on her list of things to do. What that would be, she wasn’t sure. She was tired and cranky. Slade was still getting on her nerves and he wasn’t anywhere around her. 
 
    And she was dealing with a surprise pregnancy and facing a lot of decisions in her immediate future. 
 
    She didn’t keep an apartment in the city. Headquarters served her just fine. Being the only woman, she had her own room and a decent-sized bathroom too. As soon as she got through the door, she stared at her pillow resisted the desire to face-plant right into it. God, she was so tired. 
 
    Why hadn’t she slept on the plane? Her mind was going a hundred directions, and one chunk of it was tuned in to Slade. When he talked to her teammates about their relationship, she held her breath. 
 
    Then he hardly said anything at all. 
 
    He could have blurted out their entire history, but he’d held back. She didn’t want to like the fact that he didn’t kiss and tell. 
 
    Then by the time she stopped being the topic of conversation, her mind turned inward, to what was taking place inside her body. 
 
    She twisted away from the temptation of her pillow and walked to her locker at the foot of her bunk. Cooking for her crew tonight would be the welcome distraction she desperately needed. 
 
    Only…Slade would be there too. 
 
    But she didn’t have to talk to him. There were plenty of other people to keep her entertained. 
 
    She quickly showered and dressed in clean clothes before heading out to the local market for a shopping trip. Typically the guys preferred any meat they could char over some flames. Buying premium cuts of meat was the easy part. The ladies who loved the men of Blackout were her real food critics. 
 
    For them, Lena went all out with her favorite recipes. She always had a few dishes in mind before she hit the shop, but not today. Her mind was stupidly blank. In fact, she grabbed a shopping cart and pushed it aimlessly around the produce department for a good five minutes before a store employee asked if she could help Lena find something. 
 
    She thanked her with a smile and jogged her brain to come up with a menu. 
 
    No barbecue. 
 
    Her stomach soured at the thought of heavy sauce on pork. The very idea was making her nauseous. 
 
    They’d just returned from Mexico. Tacos would be a nice nod to the success of that mission. 
 
    And the guys can’t mess up tacos if I’m too sick to cook. 
 
    With the menu fixed in her mind, she set about selecting the items she needed. She grabbed a lot of 7-Up for herself because she just knew the fridge at headquarters was filled with energy drinks and water. 
 
    After purchasing everything, she loaded the bags into the Blackout SUV and drove back to base. No way in hell was she taking two trips, so she loaded her hands with bags and battled her way through the door and up the flight of stairs to the kitchen. 
 
    Three of the guys walked in, and she gave them a dirty look. 
 
    “As usual, you come running to see what I’m making but didn’t bother helping me carry it in.” She grabbed a cutting board and a knife to begin work on the guacamole. 
 
    Ramsey sidled to the refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of water. 
 
    She gestured to a bag. “Can you put that soda in so it gets cold?” 
 
    “Sure.” He looped his index finger into the bag handle and carried it to the fridge. “What’s with the soda? New recipe?” 
 
    Oh no. She couldn’t give herself away. “Yeah…a new mocktail. You know, since we can’t drink on duty. I get sick of water, coffee and energy drinks.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea.” Ramsey began stocking the fridge and she turned her attention from him to Frost and Mustang. Both of them leaned against the counter, watching her. 
 
    She lifted a brow at them. “Do you need something, gentlemen?” 
 
    “That doesn’t look like barbecue fixin’s.” Frost twitched his jaw toward the bag of avocadoes. 
 
    “I’m switching things up. We’re having Mexican instead.” 
 
    “Damn, that sounds like a good way to celebrate getting Overstreet back home safe and sound.” 
 
    Was it her imagination or did he place more emphasis on the statement than necessary? As if he were insinuating that Lena was happy to have him back. 
 
    Of course she was. The alternative was unconscionable. When Apollo, one of the other members of Charlie team had gone missing, they were all frantic. Then he was presumed dead, and they all spent months mourning him only to find that he’d tricked them all to go deeper ops and was really alive, and now happily serving with the Alpha team. 
 
    One more person for Lena to cook for. 
 
    She sighed. “If you aren’t helping me, you know the drill. Get out—” 
 
    “Of my kitchen,” Frost, Mustang and Ramsey all recited with her. 
 
    She might laugh if she weren’t feeling so damn edgy. She grabbed a knife from the block and brandished it at them. “There’s going to be plenty of food, so don’t ruin your appetites, guys.” 
 
    They walked out, chuckling among themselves, and she didn’t even care if she was the butt of their joke. She was really glad to have some time alone. Heck, ever since taking that pregnancy test, she hadn’t had a single moment to herself. While the timer counted down, Mustang was beating on the bathroom door. 
 
    Then their whirlwind flight to Mexico and hunting down Slade at the resort where they’d honeymooned… 
 
    She grabbed an avocado and sliced into it until she hit the seed, then rolled the fruit around the knife to split it in half. It had been some time since she made guacamole. Last time she was standing beside her dad. God, she missed her family. To be part of Blackout, she had to sever ties, go deep underground and let them think her dead. 
 
    It was an ugly truth about her world, a fact they all accepted in order to fight for what they believed in. 
 
    But what happened to, say, a woman who fell pregnant and now needed out? Could the dead come back to life? 
 
    She stared down at the bowl filled with mashed avocado and her stomach gave a hard lurch. 
 
    Had guac always been this disgusting? 
 
    Her stomach pitched. Oh no. Was she going to be…sick? 
 
    Just then, five guys burst into the kitchen. At Ramsey’s house, the space could accommodate all these huge SEALs. Not the case here. Now she was feeling nauseated and claustrophobic. 
 
    She set down the knife and gripped the edge of the counter. Then something even worse happened. 
 
    Slade walked in. 
 
    Lena took a huge gulp of air. She had to get them all out of here. If they saw her puke, she’d be listening to them make barf noises for weeks. Her teammates were like the brothers who never quit teasing her every chance they got. 
 
    Gunnison walked to the cupboard and pulled down several shot glasses. Oh god. What was he doing? They weren’t going to expect her to drink, were they? 
 
    She wasn’t sure what she wanted yet when it came to the baby situation but she knew drinking was a very bad idea. 
 
    Lachlan shouldered his way over to Lena and revealed a paper bag. When he pulled out a bottle of tequila, her stomach flopped like a fish out of water. 
 
    Dragging in a deep breath, she attempted to quell her nerves and her finicky stomach that picked the worst possible time to make this pregnancy known to her entire team and the man responsible for her condition. 
 
    She tried for a light tone. “Hey, guys, I thought we were just having Mexican food—not the whole party.” 
 
    Lachlan gave her a crooked grin. “We’re not on standby to deploy for the next five days. Time to let your hair down, Graham.” 
 
    “Five days? That’s news to me.” Her voice wasn’t entirely steady—and she didn’t like it. She was always in control, to the point that her teammates sometimes called her Tyrant or Bossy Boots. Ever since she peed on that stupid little stick and saw that stupid little plus sign, she’d been running on shaky ground. 
 
    She turned her attention back to the guacamole. 
 
    Baaad idea. Her stomach rolled. 
 
    Lachlan poured shots of tequila for everybody in the kitchen. When he held out a glass to her, she breezed past him on a fake mission to grab more items from the fridge. 
 
    “Count me out on the tequila.” 
 
    “Don’t you know the chef always makes better food when they’re drinking?” Lachlan thrust the drink at her. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that’s a myth, and I’m not drinking on the job. I take my food seriously.” She set a handful of tomatoes she didn’t actually need on the counter and drew the cutting board toward her. 
 
    “Suit yourself.” Lachlan raised the glass, and so did the others. “To Mrs. Smith.” 
 
    Lena jerked her head up, gawking at them. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You in that black dress toting a gun? Frost and Mustang told us the story.” 
 
    “Just doing my job.” She dropped her stare to the tomato and violently sliced it in half. Juice and seeds squirted out. Oh god—she was really going to be sick. 
 
    “What are all you guys doing in here?” A beautiful woman shoved her way through the wall of muscle. The SEALs parted like the Red Sea for Moses, and Gia barreled over to stand beside Lena. “Clear out, guys. Give the woman some room to work.” 
 
    “And take your tequila with you,” Lena added. She kept her stare trained on the counter while counting to ten. The wave of nausea really was so strong. How was she ever going to finish preparing the meal? 
 
    The guys filed out. Gia hurried over to a cabinet and pulled out a first-aid kit. She rummaged around for a moment and returned to Lena. 
 
    She held up a small square packet. “Here.” 
 
    “An alcohol prep pad? What am I supposed to do with that?” 
 
    “Hold it under your nose until the nausea dissipates.” 
 
    Lena’s stomach bubbled, and she was certain half of her sick feeling now came from Gia’s words. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she managed to say. 
 
    “Girl. You’re not tossing back shots with your team.” Gia’s beautiful eyes burned with compassion. “How far along?” 
 
    Okay, now her stomach was heaving. 
 
    She snatched the pad and tore it open. As soon as she held it under her nose and got a whiff of the strong scent, her stomach began to settle. Weak and sweaty, she stared at Sparrow’s wife and the soon-to-be mother of his child. She wasn’t surprised Gia picked up on her condition right away. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered. “No one knows.” 
 
    Gia squeezed her arm. “We’re girls. We keep secrets. No worries.” 
 
    After another rough minute, the nausea vanished like fog blown out to sea. She lowered the pad from her nose. 
 
    “Good trick. Thanks, G.” 
 
    “I went through a ton of those things the first trimester.” She pitched her voice to a murmur. “You wanna talk about it?” 
 
    Lena absolutely did not want to talk about it. Or even think about it. But she wasn’t a person who ran away from conflict. She mentally armed herself and sprinted into the fight. 
 
    Only this time, she wasn’t armed with anything but regret and fear and a lot of remorse. 
 
    “Thanks, but I’m not ready to talk about it.” She handed her friend the chopping knife. “Maybe you’ll help me out by finishing the guac?” 
 
    With a smile, she took the knife. “Of course. I have your six, too, Lena.” 
 
    Her heart warmed and she blinked back the sting of tears. In the line of duty, she relied on Blackout. Now she’d found a new ally. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Slade rested his arm along the back of the sofa and propped his boots on the coffee table. The gathering was still in full swing, and the guys were even in rarer form ever since learning they were free for a few days. 
 
    These times were pretty unusual for either Blackout team. But ever since they took down one of the biggest terrorist threats in recent years a few months back, they’d seen a few breaks in the clouds. 
 
    Off to the side of the room, a bunch of guys were deep in the tequila and a game of poker. A few women clustered on another sofa, heads together as they looked at pictures on another’s phone, talking and laughing, at ease in the confidence that the men they loved would shift the world on its axis to keep them safe. 
 
    Like he would for Lena. 
 
    Lena. 
 
    He let the breath in his lungs trickle out his nose in a long sigh. He’d been watching her all night. He’d never stop watching her or watching over her. 
 
    If they were in the same place, he could never take his eyes off her. Fuck, she was beautiful, strong and sexy. Her spunk had drawn him in like a bee to honey from the first time he set eyes on her. 
 
    Everyone had been calling her Mrs. Smith all night after the character in that movie where the bombshell blasted in armed to the teeth with a high-powered rifle and enough sex appeal to drop a man in his tracks. 
 
    The idea fit Lena to perfection. 
 
    Slade tracked her as she broke away from the ladies laughing at some silly photo and drifted to the poker table. She cast a look over the table at the cards there and the peanuts they used for currency stacked in the middle. Slade could tell by the calculating expression she wore that she was assessing everyone’s strategy in a single glance. 
 
    The woman could clean up that table and take the pot. So why wasn’t she playing? 
 
    She avoided his stare, refusing to meet his eyes. He was used to it by now, but that didn’t mean it didn’t grate on him. 
 
    She reached into her pocket and brought something to her nose. A small white square he’d noticed her touching it to the tip of her nose more than once tonight. 
 
    It wasn’t a tissue. She didn’t have a cold. 
 
    Her breasts swelled outward as she filled her lungs with air. Slade knew this woman inside and out, and he wasn’t blind to anything she did. In fact, he was so dialed into her that nothing escaped him. 
 
    Like the fact she hadn’t touched a drop of the tequila she loved and that she was sniffing what he would guess were alcohol prep pads. 
 
    Before he went Blackout, his brother’s teenage girlfriend also had a sudden addiction to sniffing those—right before they announced they were going to be parents. 
 
    Lena was pregnant. 
 
    Slade’s skin prickled. Jesus, could he be right? His instincts were always on, especially when it came to Lena. 
 
    He counted backward to the night of the gala. 
 
    He rubbed a hand over his face. 
 
    Exactly eight weeks. He knew little about pregnancy or babies, but it was time enough for her to have symptoms. 
 
    Fuck. A baby. And Lena didn’t even want him in her life. 
 
    All that would change now, wouldn’t it? 
 
    He had to get her alone. No small feat. The woman bugged out faster than a couple of bogies on a sortie. Their little joke that she was Mary Jane to his Peter Parker wasn’t exactly true—the woman would scale a building to get away from him if she could. 
 
    “Overstreet!” 
 
    At the call of his name, he swung his head toward the poker game. 
 
    Sparrow held up the deck he’d been shuffling. “Deal you in the next hand?” 
 
    “Not tonight. I’m good right here.” He lifted the glass he held. Ice tinkled in the nearly full glass of bourbon that he’d barely taken a sip of. 
 
    Sparrow’s brows slanted together, accentuating that deep line between them. The entire time Slade debriefed with him and Bishop, second-in-command of the Alpha team, that furrow had deepened with the telling. 
 
    Slade’s experience with the cartel and their reasons behind nabbing him off the street was cause for concern and a matter Sparrow took straight to Blackout’s commander. Slade wasn’t fully recovered from his experience in the garage, but right this minute, he had more pressing things on his mind. 
 
    He shifted his stare to Lena and found her gaze on him. That familiar live wire of awareness sparked within him, and she quickly looked away. 
 
    He returned his attention to Sparrow and gave him a chin lift to say he was fine. Sparrow nodded in response and started dealing in the players. 
 
    Getting her alone wouldn’t be easy. Since she lived in the barracks and didn’t have her own place to go to, all he had to do was wait for everyone to leave the party. 
 
    Even if she locked herself in her room, he could still sit outside and chat through the barrier. 
 
    Or break it down and force her to look him in the eyes and tell him she wasn’t carrying his baby. 
 
    He brought his drink to his lips and let his eyelids droop so he could study her. She looked exactly the same. Her curves weren’t diminished by the muscle layered on her body. God, he loved her body. Loved sliding his hands over her sleek curves, closing his fingers around her hard thighs and spreading her for him. 
 
    He flicked his gaze from her body to her face—and found her staring at him again. When her attention switched to the drink in his hand, an idea sparked. 
 
    Pushing to his feet, he sauntered across the room to the table holding all the alcohol. He made sure to take the long route past Lena, coming close to her without rubbing against her. 
 
    As he continued toward the alcohol, he swore he felt her shiver, and his cock that had been half hard all evening stiffened to full length. 
 
    He didn’t expect her to follow him into the kitchen, but he made sure he was in plain sight when he poured more bourbon into his glass. 
 
    A few guys announced they were taking their wives home to bed. Gia had been hovering over Lena like a mother hen all night. When she announced she was leaving for home too, she gave Lena a hug—and Lena actually allowed the girly contact, which was the most surprising of all. 
 
    Half a dozen more times during the evening Slade pretended to fill his drink, keeping his fingers wrapped around the glass so no one saw that the level was barely going down at all. 
 
    Sparrow set the neat deck of cards on the table and pushed back his chair. “I’m heading out too. Gia will be waiting at home for me. Everyone, take a few days to regroup but don’t stray far. We don’t know what may be coming.” He sought Slade’s gaze. 
 
    Storm clouds always hovered on the horizon. 
 
    After Sparrow departed, the party seemed to die out. When Slade looked around, he couldn’t find Lena. But he knew where she’d be. 
 
    He headed to the kitchen, making sure to drag his feet on the floor. Reaching the doorway, he gripped the frame. Sure enough, she was here, stacking dirty dishes into the sink. 
 
    At the sound of his step, she looked up and issued an unmistakable groan. “What do you want?” 
 
    Every cell in his body told him to walk across that room and yank her into his arms. But he had to play his hand right or risk losing it all. And if he was right, he was risking far more than he ever dreamed of. 
 
    His throat closed off with emotion, which only helped his voice sound grittier. “I could use a designated driver.” 
 
    Her spine snapped straighter. “I noticed you made a lot of trips to the kitchen to refill your glass. How many did you have?” 
 
    “Enough.” He took a step forward but continued to hold the door frame as though for support. 
 
    “Can’t you take an Uber?” Then she answered her own question. “Of course you can’t. Nobody can know where HQ is. Dammit, Overstreet, you never stop being a pain in my ass.” 
 
    With a heavy sigh, she crossed the kitchen. When she stopped in front of him, his libido leaped at her closeness. 
 
    She tipped her head up to eye him. “Where am I taking you?” 
 
    “The scene of the crime.” He was staying at the same hotel where the gala took place—where they’d conceived their child during a night of blissful passion. 
 
    Her brow lifted, a soft, delicate arch. “You really are drunk. You’re not making any sense. Can you at least make it outside on your own or am I gonna have to carry your heavy ass?” 
 
    He laughed at that. Thing was, she could. She was small but strong as an ox. 
 
    Lena groaned again. “Get to the SUV, Overstreet.” 
 
    He swayed close to her, almost letting their bodies touch. Leaning in, he whispered, “Maybe I do need help.” 
 
    She recoiled. “Ugh. Your breath reeks of bourbon.” She planted her hand on his chest and shoved him back. “Go.” 
 
    As he followed her to the exit, he made sure to keep up the act of being too inebriated to leave on his own. He made a show of getting into the passenger seat of the SUV, taking two tries, and finally settled in next to her for the short drive across the city. 
 
    Neither of them spoke, but he took the time to study her in the dark. Her two-handed grip on the wheel told him how high her frustration level ran, and her stubborn little chin was set at a defiant angle. 
 
    He let his stare wander over her body to linger on her waist. He couldn’t be wrong about this. 
 
    They reached the hotel and she parked along the side entrance. Twisting in her seat, she said, “Can you get to your room on your own?” 
 
    He stared at her blankly. 
 
    “You can’t. I swear to god, Overstreet, if you barf on me…” she muttered as she got out of the SUV and came around to his side. 
 
    He pushed open the door and leaned on her all the way across the pavement to the door. 
 
    “It’s a keyed entrance. Where’s your key?” she asked. 
 
    The dark glass door mirrored their reflection back at them, and his gut clenched with love and desire for this woman. His wife. Probably the mother of his child. 
 
    Fuck, he had to get her upstairs fast before she caught on to his ruse, kicked him in the balls and left him in the landscaping. 
 
    “Key’s in my pocket.” He smiled down at her. 
 
    “Of course it is.” 
 
    She dipped her stare to his hips, causing his cock to pulse behind his fly. “Front or back pocket?” 
 
    “Why don’t you try both?” 
 
    “Say something like that again, and I’ll punch you in your Roman nose.” She slapped at his front pocket, her fingers glancing off his stiff cock and making him wince. When she didn’t feel a key card, she reached into his back pocket and dragged it out. 
 
    Was it his imagination or was she smelling him? The cologne worked. 
 
    She hurried to swipe the key, the door opened, and she dragged him through it. “What floor is your room?” She glanced at the key in her hand and huffed an exasperated noise. “Third. Un-fucking-believable. I have to drag your heavy, drunken ass up to the third floor.” 
 
    He didn’t respond as they navigated the hotel halls to his room. As soon as they were inside and the door was shut, she released him. He made a grab for her as though about to fall, and she propped him up using her own body. 
 
    Slowly, they made it to the king-sized bed. She practically shoved him onto it. Slade dragged his legs up and lay on his back, looking at her. 
 
    “I suppose I’d better take off your shoes.” She went for the laces of his boots, and seconds later, both hit the floor with a heavy thump. 
 
    Then she stepped back, hands planted on her hips as she glared down at him. 
 
    “Hey, Lena.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Yes, Slade.” 
 
    He smiled. “I’m not drunk.” 
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    Fury coursed through Lena’s veins. Just when she didn’t think anything could replace the constant nausea plaguing her all night, she found it—anger aimed at her ex. 
 
    She whirled for the door. “You fooled me again!” 
 
    His feet hit the floor and he dodged into her path. “When did I fool you the first time?” 
 
    She darted to the side to get around him. “When you convinced me to marry you and told me we were equals!” 
 
    “We are!” He grabbed her by the arms and held her in place. 
 
    She cocked her head and shot him a glare. “Are we, though, if you’re willing to blow a mission to protect me?” 
 
    He released her and sliced his fingers through that thick, dark hair that made her own fingers itch to touch every time she saw the alpha asshole. His hair was part of the reason why she was knocked up. 
 
    That and his damnable sexy body in a dress shirt. The one he wore now conformed to his broad chest. At one point as he was heading to the kitchen for more alcohol, she swore she saw the muscles of his back rippling under that crisp black cotton that was now rumpled from her dragging him to his room. 
 
    Red fury flooded her veins again. “Why don’t we talk about Bosnia?” she demanded. 
 
    He cut her a look. “What’s to talk about?” 
 
    “Maybe how I had it all under control but you couldn’t stop playing hero long enough to let me do my job?” She set her fists on her hips. 
 
    “The whole mission was a disaster from the start, MJ.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that!” 
 
    He hooked one long arm around her waist and yanked her flush against his hard, muscled—oh god, aroused—body. His cologne filled her senses, sweeping her away in a wave of need. 
 
    Panting, she wrenched out of his grip and put three steps between them. He may have long arms, but he couldn’t reach her from this distance. 
 
    “I had that fugitive pinned down. I was this close to making him talk.” She held up her thumb and forefinger a scant inch apart. “And you took matters into your own hands.” 
 
    He lifted both hands and dragged his fingers through his hair. “I did what I had to do.” 
 
    “Not. Even. Close. I had him in my sights. If he’d so much as twitched, I would have put a bullet in him. But you made that call for me.” 
 
    He dropped his hands and balled them into fists at his sides. “I was protecting—” 
 
    “Me?” She barked a harsh laugh. “I can’t believe Slade Overstreet is finally admitting he screwed up!” 
 
    In two steps he had her pinned to his chest again, one arm banded around her back and one cupping her face to hold her prisoner. His dark eyes flickered with ever-changing levels of heat. 
 
    In a deliciously low growl, he uttered, “The only thing I admit is that we belong together, Lena.” 
 
    He crushed his mouth on top of hers, shredding the anger out of her system at the first brush of hard lips. He angled his head and plunged his tongue inside—seeking, warm and driving her desire up. 
 
    She dug her fingers into his biceps. Holding on to him? Or trying to cause him pain? 
 
    “Let me…go!” She ripped away from the kiss, but he cupped the back of her head and forced her to meet his stare. 
 
    “You’re my wife, Lena,” he bit off in a voice raked over gravel. 
 
    “Not anymore. You made me look weak and vulnerable when you shot that fugitive. You embarrassed me in front of my team. I am not weak or vulnerable.” 
 
    “I know you’re not weak.” He stroked his fingertip along her nape, raising goosebumps all the way down to her ass and making her nipples pucker. 
 
    “Then why treat me that way? And why did you pretend to be drunk?” 
 
    “So I could get you alone to talk.” He slid his hand down to her throat and extended his fingers up the length. 
 
    Her pussy flooded. Her panties grew drenched. When this man owned her body, he owned every inch of it. 
 
    Too bad she’d seen to it that he no longer had that hold over her. 
 
    She twisted her head aside, but he pinched her chin and hauled it right back. 
 
    “We have nothing to talk about, Slade.” 
 
    Black eyes drilled into hers. “I can think of one thing.” 
 
    She challenged him with a stare. 
 
    “Our baby.” 
 
    Ice water doused her senses and his words yanked the rug out from under her. Hell, the very earth felt like it was shaking—or she was shaking apart. 
 
    Steeling her muscles, she stared back at him. “Bold of you to assume it’s yours.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s mine.” His voice was the gravel this time. “And so are you.” 
 
    Slade’s mouth collided with Lena’s. A low moan burned her throat. As if seeking to pull the sound out of her, he plunged his tongue inside her mouth. 
 
    Her insides quaked, and her panties drenched. That old, familiar need fogged her senses, leaving her unable to push away from him. To stop this. 
 
    She kissed him back with all the desire blazing through her. He picked her up, and in one fluid motion, swung for the bed. She went for his shirt buttons, popping each with practiced fingers. When she broke the kiss and ducked to plant her lips to the patch of furred skin she’d bared, Slade rumbled. 
 
    He cupped one breast and latched a hand on her hip, yanking her into his erection. “I’m going to have you one way or another.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that!” she panted. 
 
    They hurled themselves at each other again. Lips collided and fingers groped until their clothes were cast off and he fell on top of her naked body, pinning her to the bed. 
 
    Ohhh, the feel of this man on top of her. The perfect weight and size. And damn, his thick cock poised between her thighs had her insides primed. 
 
    “Ask me to take you,” he ground out. 
 
    “Not on your life.” 
 
    “Ask me, Lena.” 
 
    “Nope!” 
 
    His mouth crashed over hers in a furious fight for dominance—something she’d never give him. She raked her nails down his back, all the way to his carved buttocks. Then she clawed them too until he shoved his cock inside her. 
 
    He sank balls-deep in one hard thrust. Lena’s pussy flooded him and squeezed at the same time. Her nipples ached for his touch and when he found the center of one and pinched it, she gasped out. 
 
    Had she ever been so sensitive before? Of course not—her body was changing, surging with hormones she’d never known before. And Slade knew exactly how to wake it up with his touch. 
 
    He pinched the bud harder until she shuddered in delight. Cupping her breasts together, she wordlessly urged him to give the other the same treatment. 
 
    Staring down at her, he rocked his hips, thrusting more firmly inside her. “You want me to suck them, lover?” 
 
    “Yesss.” 
 
    Pulling his stiff cock out of her, he dipped his mouth to one and enveloped her nipple in the warm, wet cavern. A gentle sucking pull wasn’t enough, and she plastered a hand to the back of his head to force him down harder. 
 
    His guttural snarl stole her last thought, and so did the magnificent feel of him sucking her sensitive nipples in strong tugs that made her arch off the mattress. 
 
    The longer he sucked, the more she pulsated. God, she wanted him back inside her. Her insides fluttered. She was so turned on. So needy. 
 
    He released one nipple and moved to the other. The slick glide of his tongue coupled with the pressure drove her wild. She twisted her hands in the sheets, gasping and nearing orgasm, something that had never happened before with only nipple play. 
 
    “Christ, you’re on fire.” He slipped down her body, threw her thighs over his shoulders and sank his tongue into her soaking folds. 
 
    Lena screamed in bliss. Then Slade’s perfectly callused fingers clamped around her nipples and squeezed. 
 
    She rocked. Arched. Waves of ecstasy stole over her, and she stopped breathing as her orgasm ripped through her like an explosive. 
 
    “Slade!” She came on his tongue and he drove her faster to the finish line, twisting and plucking at her nipples until she thought she’d die from pleasure. 
 
    When he dragged his tongue out of her folds, his movements were jerky, uncontrolled. With a new roughness, he shoved her thighs apart and sank between them. 
 
    His cock filled her. The head brushed her G-spot. She yanked him down and kissed him. Their shared moan was the song to the wild beat of their sex. He fucked her hard and fast, dragging her ass up to angle even deeper. 
 
    Lena scraped her blunt nails over his chest, all the way to his ridged abs. His dark eyes burned into hers. 
 
    Her mind blanked to anything but the dark need twisting her core. She needed to come. Now. Again. 
 
    Slade changed the rhythm, churning his hips faster and lifting her body to meet his plunges. Cords stood out on his throat. “Come for me, love. Come now!” 
 
    The deep thunder of his command sent her brain into hyperdrive. Her inner walls squeezed around his erection and then she was milking him with her release. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    The first hot splash of his cum hitting Lena’s insides ripped a scream from her, and his echoed right behind. His entire body bowed under the force of his orgasm. Every twitch felt like surrender. 
 
    His or hers? Hell, did it matter? What mattered was she was underneath him, in his bed again. 
 
    If he had his way, she’d stay here this time. 
 
    It hit him again that she was pregnant. At least his suspicion hadn’t been denied, which could only mean he was right. 
 
    She shoved a palm on his chest, and he rolled to the side, taking her with him. To his utter delight, she straddled him and started rubbing her cum-drenched pussy on his still-hard cock. 
 
    “Fuuuuck.” Watching her face as she used him damn near unhinged him. 
 
    She rubbed her clit over his length to the flared head and then rocked her hips again and again and again. 
 
    Now that he knew how extra-sensitive her nipples were, he brushed them with the pads of his thumbs. As they shriveled to tight puckers, she moaned. A red flush crept over her beautiful face and a sheen of perspiration glistened on her throat. 
 
    “Come for me, lover.” 
 
    She whimpered. 
 
    Strumming her nipples as she ground her pussy on him, seeking a third orgasm, he stared at her face. Her features were emblazoned on his heart and there would never be any erasing them. She could run, but she always ran back to him. 
 
    “That’s it, Lena. Are you close? You’re shaking.” 
 
    A whine emitted from her throat. When he lightly pinched her nipples and rolled them between his fingers, she stiffened. 
 
    “C’mon, love. Rub your clit on me.” 
 
    She shuddered and moved faster. Then in one swift move, he grabbed her hips and thrust inside her, planting his thumb over her hard nubbin. 
 
    Her walls rippled around him, and he ground her clit into her body while she thrust down on him over and over. 
 
    He knew the instant she tipped over the edge. Wrapping his free hand in her hair, he yanked her mouth down to his. Her muffled cry of bliss shredded his already torn heart. 
 
    She collapsed on top of him, boneless and spent. Slade wrapped his arms around her and pulled her to him. With her head pillowed on his pec, they took a minute to catch their breath. 
 
    The L-word caught in his throat, a fly in a trap. If he told her that he loved her, she’d jump off him and break for the door. 
 
    He locked his jaw on the words and held her in place, loving the feel of her silken skin and hair tickling his shoulder. 
 
    Long minutes passed. When she didn’t move off him, he began to wonder if she’d fallen asleep. He tipped his head to the side to steal a peek at her face but found her eyes open and fixed on some point on the far wall. 
 
    This was…unusual. But nice. Lena wasn’t a post-sex cuddler. She was too animated in life, constantly on the move from one task to the next. 
 
    Taking a chance, he swooped his hand down her spine. She trembled but still didn’t move. 
 
    “That was…” 
 
    “Don’t ruin it by talking, Slade.” 
 
    His lips twisted in amusement. “Okay.” 
 
    “Still talking.” 
 
    His smile spread. “I was just thinking that we could get remarried on our anniversary, which is coming up.” 
 
    She stiffened. 
 
    “See? I remembered the date!” 
 
    Very slowly, she planted her elbows on his chest and leaned up to meet his gaze. A glare was in her eyes, but at least she didn’t get off him. 
 
    “What makes you think I want to make that mistake again?” 
 
    “We’re having a baby.” 
 
    “Right. And the part I needed you for is over.” With that, she rolled away and crossed the room so fast that she was a blur. She snatched up her clothes and started dressing. 
 
    Fuck. She planned on running out that door again, only this time he had leverage. Proof growing inside her that their link was even stronger. 
 
    She yanked her pants over her trim hips and then wrangled the tight elastic of her sports bra over her full breasts. 
 
    He sat up, scrubbing a hand over his face. “You’re really leaving things like this?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re referring to. We made another mistake.” 
 
    He shot to his feet, anger firing in his nerves. “It was not a mistake,” he snapped hoarsely. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and pulled her top over her head. Then she slipped on her boots with so much composure that if he didn’t know her better, he might actually believe her act. 
 
    But he knew deep down that she loved him. Denying that love was part of her shield. 
 
    After tying her boots, she strode to the door. “See you at headquarters.” She tossed him a look over her shoulder. “Or not. We’re not on the same team.” 
 
    Without another word, she walked out. The door slammed behind her, echoing in the silence and void she left behind. 
 
    “So damn stubborn,” he bit off. 
 
    How was he going to make her see that they belonged together? Now, more than ever, Lena needed him for help and moral support. 
 
    He stared at the door. Then it hit him, what she’d been telling him all along—she didn’t need him. At all. 
 
    He just refused to believe it. 
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    Lena balled up the alcohol prep pad, hiding it in her fist. The last thing she needed was one of her teammates catching her sniffing it. Too many questions she didn’t want to answer would be raised. But she also had to function on this team, and that required being at least a little less nauseated than she was now. 
 
    As she turned the corner to enter the war room where strategy talks took place, her stomach bubbled. The big screen was turned off, a black rectangle on the wall that looked more ominous than when it was spattered with maps and the faces of terrorists. 
 
    Several members of Blackout were already seated around the table in their usual spots. 
 
    Sparrow looked up from the computer tablet he held. “That’s the second time you’ve been late, Graham.” 
 
    “Sorry.” She didn’t add an excuse. What was the point in making one up? She’d rather face the heat or do a hundred pushups as punishment. 
 
    Taking the seat between Mustang and Frost, she ignored the looks they shot each other, as if they’d been discussing her tardiness. 
 
    She had to step it up. She was a goddamn Navy SEAL. Deep black ops. She wasn’t going to let a little morning sickness stop her. 
 
    She really had to formulate a plan though. The clock was ticking, and well, she couldn’t unhook herself from Slade fast enough. 
 
    Sparrow set down the tablet, indicating the debriefing was about to commence. Everyone gave him their undivided attention. “We’re on a short break, but we have some things to discuss. After our little excursion to Puerto Vallarta, there’s been some unrest, specifically among the Black Bloods.” 
 
    Frost spoke up, “Thanks to Graham, who kicked things off by taking out their second-in-command.” 
 
    The guys nodded at her in acknowledgement, and Mustang actually put his hands together and clapped. 
 
    “We all knew Graham was a badass,” Lachlan chimed in. 
 
    She wasn’t one for praise. “I didn’t do anything the rest of you wouldn’t have.” 
 
    Frost bumped her with his shoulder. “No, but you did it in a dress.” 
 
    “Pretty sure I’ve seen one or two in Ramsey’s closet,” Gunnison shot out to a spattering of laughter. Ramsey flipped him the middle finger. 
 
    Once they calmed down, Sparrow settled in to go over the details on the unrest the locals were seeing in Puerto Vallarta, recounting more crimes including some murders and arson. Then he backtracked to how they’d located and rescued Slade. She was pretty sure everyone knew what happened in Mexico already, but she could feel their stares on her during the telling. 
 
    She was always proud of her actions. She was damn good at her job, and it drove her to sign her Blackout papers to make a real change in the world. But seeing her teammates’ appreciation made her feel stupidly emotional all of a sudden. 
 
    Go away, hormones. 
 
    Sparrow swept his gaze to Lena. “The Black Bloods leader is still alive. As is Roderigo, the arms dealer. So there are loose strings, but we’re still monitoring the situation. Also, the authorities are settling things down on their end. Anything you want to add?” 
 
    She ran her fingertip over the alcohol pad in her hand. “One thing that might be of importance. You do know Ramon had a son, right?” 
 
    Sparrow’s brows angled together. “No. It’s not in the reports.” 
 
    “Maybe because he’s in the US.” 
 
    Frost leaned forward in his seat, engaging in the discussion. “You didn’t tell us that.” 
 
    “I’m telling you now. In the debriefing. Where matters like this are discussed.” Did she sound snappier than usual? Fact was, there was so much on her mind that she hadn’t thought about the detail until now. 
 
    “Tell us what you know, Graham.” Sparrow took control of the meeting once more. 
 
    “When I met with Ramon, he was in a bit of a hurry. We couldn’t come to an agreement to trade for the hostage.” 
 
    At the mention of Slade’s role in the op, Mustang cleared his throat. Lena gave him a side-eye. If he even tried to bring up the fact she’d been married to Slade right now, he’d find a ballpoint pen buried in his nut sack. 
 
    He caught her expression and shifted his gaze. 
 
    She continued, “We got in Ramon’s car. He was supposed to take me to the arms dealer. And while we were driving, his son called him.” 
 
    “An audio call?” Sparrow asked. 
 
    “Video.” 
 
    “So you saw the kid’s face.” 
 
    She nodded. “I tried to appear disinterested in the discussion, but I memorized the details.” 
 
    “So you could recognize him.” 
 
    “I believe so, yes. He’s in the US, and from what they were saying, he’s attending college somewhere.” 
 
    Sparrow nodded to Apollo. “You’ve got the right connections with The Guard to look into that. Find him.” 
 
    “On it.” Apollo’s black stare hit hers. “You’ll need to work with the profiler to draw up a sketch.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Sparrow gave a nod. “I’ll leave it to you. I’m going to make a call to Commander Barrett and fill him in on this new intel. Anything more to add, Graham?” 
 
    Her stomach rolled. “That’s all.” 
 
    She couldn’t wait to go find more alcohol prep pads. She might need to break into the supply closet and grab a box if she wanted to make it through the week. 
 
    In the hallway, Apollo caught up with her. “You all right, Graham?” 
 
    She looked up at him sharply. “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “Just thought you looked a little off in there.” He shrugged. “Must have been imagining things. I’ll be in the planning room making a call to the forensic artist. Meet me there in ten.” 
 
    “Will do.” She veered off to her own quarters. She had a whole ten minutes to get her crap together. She didn’t feel that differently. Besides sensitive breasts and some nausea, she was fine. 
 
    But she wasn’t totally herself, which everyone was picking up on. Her steps slowed. How did Slade make the connection that she was pregnant? Was there a big neon Baby on Board sign on her back? 
 
    She hadn’t even asked Slade how he came to that conclusion—she just jumped his hot body and shamelessly let him give her three orgasms. 
 
    Three amazing, spine-tingling, toe-curling orgasms that were as electrifying as grabbing a high-voltage wire. 
 
    Slade was the high-voltage wire. 
 
    Oh god. Why couldn’t she stop thinking about that man? 
 
    Because you have to talk things out with him. You can’t run forever. 
 
    Gnawing her bottom lip at the spike of irritation that idea raised inside her, she ducked into her bathroom and splashed water on her face. Then she sniffed another prep pad and threw her shoulders back. 
 
    She could do this. 
 
    Could she do this? Carry a child? Give up being a SEAL? Grown-ass men got on her nerves. How could she ever handle a whining kid? 
 
    Just to prove to the team—and herself—that she was fine, she didn’t take the full ten minutes Apollo gave her. She hurried to the planning room and took a seat at the table across from him, meeting his eyes coolly. 
 
    When his serious expression split into a grin, she relaxed. “Heard you were wicked good in Mexico.” 
 
    “Thanks. Just following orders.” 
 
    “But you weren’t, that’s the thing. You thought on your feet and pulled off a successful op.” 
 
    She tilted her head to study him. “Is that what you did when you faked your death and went even deeper ops?” 
 
    “Yup. I saw a means to an end, and I took it—same as you.” He relaxed against the back of his chair. “Wasn’t easy coming back from it all, but it was worth it in the end.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Yes, I’d say stopping a high-profile terrorist was worth it.” 
 
    A beat of silence dragged out between them. 
 
    Apollo cleared his throat. “So…you and Overstreet?” 
 
    She slapped a hand off the table. “Dammit, does the whole team know?” 
 
    “Probably not the whole team. But I walked in on Frost and Mustang having a powwow.” 
 
    She let out an exasperated groan. “Fucking tattletales!” 
 
    He flashed a white-toothed grin. “Well, I might have pressured them a little bit. Overstreet and I fought together, and I consider him a brother.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “What kind of pressure we talkin’? I hope it was thumb screws.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Didn’t have any of those on me at the time. I did threaten to tell their women about Bosnia, though.” 
 
    She scoffed. “You wouldn’t talk about Bosnia.” She wasn’t the only member of Blackout to still have hangups over that op. 
 
    When he shrugged, his enormous shoulders looked as though they might tear through his shirt. “I’m new to the Alpha team, and I already broke a few rules. The guys aren’t so sure of me yet.” 
 
    She laughed and then remembered his original question. Overstreet. Damn the man’s eyes, his hunky body—and his freakin’ strong swimmers too. 
 
    “The marriage was a mistake,” she told him. 
 
    “But you still rescued him.” 
 
    “Exactly! I rescued him.” She slapped the table again. “Tell him that!” 
 
    He opened his mouth to ask her another question when the door opened, and Gunnison poked his head in. “Your artist’s in transit.” 
 
    He looked between them. Picking up on the energy in the room, he said, “Everything all right?” 
 
    “Yup,” she responded at once. 
 
    “Just discussing the cartel leader’s son.” Apollo lied to his own teammate with a straight face. 
 
    Lied to protect her. 
 
    A shiver rolled through Lena. Damn, he was good at his job. She needed to take a page from his instruction manual and keep her queasiness, the shakeup of her pregnancy and anything to do with Overstreet off her glass face. 
 
    She steeled herself. She just had to get through today. Tomorrow, she’d find a doctor and weigh her options. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Slade stood behind the door of Blackout headquarters, waiting for someone to give him entry. Fucking clearances only went so far, and his credentials didn’t cross over here. Even Blackout locked down between teams. 
 
    The fortress was still and quiet, a building that hid in plain sight yet nobody could enter without exclusive clearances. 
 
    He didn’t exactly have those credentials for Alpha team, but close enough. He had no question that they’d admit him. 
 
    When a metallic clank sounded on the other side of the door, he anticipated who was letting him in. If it were Lena, he wouldn’t be surprised if she slammed it in his face again. 
 
    Nah, she wouldn’t bother coming to the door—she’d glance at the security cams, see his face and refuse to allow him inside. 
 
    She let me inside her body though. Several times. 
 
    But once was enough. 
 
    The door swung open, and Apollo stood there. 
 
    “Man, here’s an ugly face.” Apollo stepped back for Slade to enter. Then as soon as the door shut, he yanked him in and thumped him on the back. 
 
    “Damn good to see you, bro.” Slade grinned as they separated. 
 
    “Didn’t expect you to turn up here. You look fit for battle. I’m surprised Con hasn’t ordered you back to Charlie yet.” 
 
    Slade shrugged. He wasn’t willing to discuss when he would be returning to his team, mostly because he wasn’t ready. Leaving Washington, DC would mean not seeing Lena. They had too much to straighten out before he returned to duty. 
 
    “C’mon in. It’s been quiet around here the last few days, but I’m sure you’ll find a few people willing to talk to you.” He shot him a glance as they headed down a dark corridor. 
 
    Slade didn’t say that he only needed one person to speak to him, and she’d probably refuse. 
 
    They passed a doorway, and he automatically glanced inside. Two women were seated at computers. They were both part of the Blackout team now—here because of their stellar skills, though the men they loved were Blackout. 
 
    Neither looked their way as he and Apollo passed. The next door opened into an office. A few chairs were scattered at odd angles around the desk,  as if the people who used them last jumped up quickly. 
 
    His stomach hollowed. Was Lena one of them? No, Apollo said it had been quiet around here. She wasn’t in danger. 
 
    He still had to question. “Any chatter about Mexico?” 
 
    Apollo continued to pace a step ahead of him. Without turning, he said, “Some new developments.” 
 
    “Yeah?” His stomach gripped again. Fuck. Lena would be in the center of it all. Hell, she probably had a big red bull’s-eye painted on her back since she was the last person to see Ramon alive, and she’d been seen leaving a bar with the man. 
 
    They paused outside a door to the common room. Several guys were lounging in various poses. One was watching the game on a flatscreen, one was on his phone. Two sat at the table with a card game between them. 
 
    Apollo waved a hand. “Make yourself at home, Overstreet. I’ve got business.” 
 
    “Thanks.” His tongue lay thick in his mouth, the words drying on it. He wanted to call out and ask where he could find Lena, but he could still hear her voice in his head, telling him that he embarrassed her in front of her team, so he remained silent. 
 
    Mustang set his cards down on the table, fanning them out. Gunnison let out a disgruntled noise at what he saw there. At the same time, they both noticed Slade. 
 
    “Hey, man. Wanna join the next round?” Mustang asked. 
 
    “Not right now, thanks. I’m actually hoping to find Lena.” 
 
    Mustang popped a brow. He knew more than most, but he only nodded. “She’s tied up with Sparrow in a video call with Chief of Defense Jennings.” 
 
    “Jesus,” he grated. “What about?” 
 
    “Shit’s heating up. Last night someone took out the leader of the Black Bloods.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    Mustang shook his head. “A crime spree followed. And apparently Ramon’s son is in the States.” 
 
    Slade stared at him. “We’re just now hearing about a son?” 
 
    “Lena sprang it on us in the debriefing. Guess she saw the kid.” 
 
    Fuck! It was just like the woman not to share that bit of intel right away. She was even more deeply embroiled in this mess than he’d thought. It was all on him. If he hadn’t been so stupid and careless, she would never have come to Mexico. She would be safe. 
 
    Well, as safe as anyone in Blackout could be. 
 
    He swallowed back a protest. “When do you think she and Sparrow will wrap up with Jennings?” 
 
    “Dunno.” Mustang accepted the cards that Gunnison dealt him and returned his attention to the hand. 
 
    Seeing he wouldn’t get more out of him, Slade turned for the door. Damn. He hoped to talk to her. Needed to talk to her. But he couldn’t just barge into a meeting and make demands. 
 
    All he could do was wait. He returned to the common room and took a seat in front of the game. Ramsey gave him a chin lift in greeting before turning his attention back to the screen. Slade stared at the players moving around but didn’t focus on what was happening. His mind was in that room with Lena. It was laser-locked on the woman he loved. 
 
    Was she feeling all right? If Sparrow tried to send her after Ramon’s son, Slade didn’t know if he could remain silent on the matter. 
 
    But if he spoke up and said she was in no condition to go, she’d sever ties with Slade forever. 
 
    His entire life was spent toeing one line or another. But this wasn’t some op. This was his life, what little there was left belonging solely to him. If he wanted Lena in it, he needed to play by her rules more. 
 
    The game on TV ended and the highlights came on. He checked his watch. He’d heard a couple guys talking about grabbing dinner, but he hadn’t responded when asked. 
 
    When he glanced over, he saw Ramsey no longer lounged on the sofa. In fact, the room had emptied out, but headquarters still seemed to breathe like a living entity. He’d gotten a sense of the same in Charlie HQ and wondered if the other members of Blackout felt it. 
 
    He got up and roamed the halls, listening for voices. When he heard Sparrow’s, he knew they were still sequestered in his office. They’d be formulating a plan. To what? Hunt down Ramon’s son to ensure he wasn’t planning revenge for his father? 
 
    Slade’s hands were tied, but he could still do something for Lena. Like feed her. 
 
    He saw her struggling with a sick stomach, though. What could she eat that wouldn’t make her feel worse? 
 
    He walked into the tech room, hoping to find a particular member of Blackout support. Sure enough, the devoted woman was still at her desk—the one he needed to talk to most. 
 
    “Hey, Gia.” 
 
    Sparrow’s wife spun her desk chair, a smile lighting up her face. “Oh hey, Overstreet. I didn’t know you were here.” 
 
    “You’re working late.” 
 
    She leaned forward in her seat and pressed both palms to her lower back in a stretch. “You’re right. I need to get up and move around more. Montgomery would be upset that I’ve been sitting here so long.” She pushed to her feet and rubbed her spine with both sets of knuckles. The weight of her own pregnancy must be causing her back to ache. 
 
    His fingers tingled at the thought of giving Lena massages to ease the strain of carrying their own child. 
 
    “Can I do anything for you?” he asked Gia. “Get you some water?” 
 
    “Water would be great. Wow, is that the time? No wonder I’m starving.” 
 
    If she was hungry, that meant Lena probably was too. 
 
    He crossed the room to a mini-fridge and pulled out a bottle of water. When he handed it to her, he noted the changes in her appearance since he’d last seen her. Her hair was thicker and shinier. Her fuller face gave her a soft look. Would the same happen to the angled planes of Lena’s? 
 
    His heart flexed. 
 
    “I have something to ask you, Gia,” he blurted. 
 
    She screwed off the water cap and took a sip. “I’ll help if I can.” 
 
    He nodded but still hesitated. Outing Lena to the wife of the commanding officer of Alpha was a huge risk. 
 
    She eyed him and then said softly, “Is this about Lena?” 
 
    He gulped. “What have you heard?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Rumors get around.” 
 
    “You know that we were married,” he stated. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “And…you know that…” He left the question hang. 
 
    A long pause pulsated between them. 
 
    Then Gia compressed her lips. “I know. I’m the one who showed her how to combat the morning sickness.” Her voice was barely a murmur, and he was filled with affection for this woman who, with a short conversation, could break the woman he loved with the secret she knew. But he knew Gia never would. 
 
    “It’s my baby.” His own voice cracked on the words. The first admission that he was going to be a father. 
 
    Her eyes glimmered, and she swiped at a tear that trickled from the corner. “Stupid hormones. But I can sense the struggle between you both. I know Lena must be panicked, considering her situation. I’ll do anything to help ease the way for both of you.” 
 
    He swallowed the lump of emotion clogging his throat. “Thank you. It means a lot. Right now I’m worried that she’s been working long hours and probably hasn’t eaten. I want to get her some food, but I don’t know what won’t…” 
 
    “Make her puke?” Gia issued a soft laugh. She pivoted to the computer and set her fingers on the keyboard. When she pulled up a menu for a local place he knew Lena loved and selected a few items that should settle in Lena’s stomach, his chest welled with gratitude. 
 
    Gia spun from the computer again, stare fixed on him. “There you go. Just have to go pick it up now.” 
 
    “Thank you, Gia. Seriously.” 
 
    “Of course. It’s a small thing I can do to help.” 
 
    He started to walk out. 
 
    “Overstreet!” 
 
    He swung back. She stood with one hand curled around her growing belly, what must be such a beautiful vision to the father, Sparrow. 
 
    “She’ll need you right now. She might not know it yet, and she might fight you—” 
 
    “Might?” He cocked a brow. 
 
    Gia laughed. “Okay, she will fight you. But stick by her.” 
 
    When he pressed his lips together, it was to keep them from wobbling and giving away his emotion more than it was contemplation. “I won’t leave her.” 
 
    She nodded at the force of his tone. As he walked out of the room, each step he took felt as though it led to Lena. From now on, everything he did led to Lena. A woman he knew was strong and capable, who could handle anything life threw at her without help. But that didn’t mean she didn’t deserve it. From now on his best would need to be better. 
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    With a takeout bag in one hand and a large lemonade in the other, Overstreet waited outside the door to Blackout HQ again. This time it was Frost who opened it for him.  
 
    They exchanged a look before Frost took in the food in his hand. “Did you bring me something to eat?” 
 
    “No. This is for Lena.” He shouldered past him. 
 
    Frost kept pace beside him. “Hope you have chocolate. She’s in a mood.” 
 
    His step faltered. “Chocolate?” 
 
    “Yeah, Graham’s on her period.” 
 
    He damn near dropped the lemonade. “Who said that?” 
 
    Frost shrugged. “Mustang.” 
 
    Jesus. Charlie team was tight, but this was fucking ridiculous. The fact that these guys believed they knew so much about Lena—his wife—irritated him. 
 
    It wasn’t worth getting in a fight over. With a shake of his head, he continued in long strides down the hallway. 
 
    “You’ll find her in the common room, Overstreet. Good luck.” 
 
    He raised the hand holding the bag in farewell and hurried on. When he entered, his gaze fell directly on Lena. 
 
    She was curled up in the corner of the sofa, a pillow clutched to her abdomen. Seeing him, she let out an irritated grumble. Her eyes slipped shut and then reopened as if he were testing her patience. “What do you want, Slade?” 
 
    He set the food and drink on the coffee table. “Brought you something to eat.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “When did you last put something in your stomach?” 
 
    “Since when do you get to ask such personal questions?” 
 
    He eyed her. “I bet you miss cooking.” 
 
    She drew a breath. “Until this nausea gets under control, I hope the team doesn’t notice until I’m ready to tell them.” She grabbed the bag. When she saw the logo on the side, her jaw dropped. “You brought me Clarence’s? I love Clarence’s.” 
 
    “I know you do.” 
 
    She snatched up the bag and carried it to the table. But she didn’t open the bag or take a sip of the lemonade. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” He stepped up behind her. 
 
    She shoved the bag away from herself and plunked into the chair with more drama than he’d ever seen from her before. Concern rippled through him, pinching his brows together. 
 
    When she let out a low moan and dropped her face into her hands, panic shoved out his concern. 
 
    He hovered over her. “Lena. Talk to me. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Food has not gone well with me lately,” she whispered. 
 
    His heart jogged. She’d confided in him. It was a start. 
 
    Sliding into the seat adjacent to her, he kept his voice low. “Just try the food. Please.” 
 
    She lifted her head from her hands and met his gaze. In the warm brown depths of hers, he saw how much it cost her to admit any weakness. 
 
    Pulling the bag toward her, she gingerly cracked it open and leaned in to give it a sniff. 
 
    She straightened. “Oh.” 
 
    He studied her. “You sound surprised.” 
 
    “I am. No need to puke. Nice,” she said as if to herself. 
 
    As she drew the foam box out of the bag and took off the lid, she contemplated the chicken, pasta and vegetables in a light sauce. With more satisfaction than he should feel at simply seeing his woman eat, he watched her fork up some pasta and take a bite. 
 
    When she moaned around the food, his cock swelled against his fly. Damn, he wanted to hear her make that noise in his bed while arching to meet his thrusts. 
 
    She flicked her eyes to him. “How did you know what food to get me?” 
 
    He couldn’t help his crooked grin. “I have my ways.” 
 
    Her lips popped open. Dropping her plastic fork to the tray, she darted a glance at the door then back to him. 
 
    Oh no. Was she going to be sick? 
 
    “Lena—” 
 
    She leaned across the table, grabbed his face in both hands and kissed him. 
 
    At the first taste of her, a growl rumbled through his chest. He pushed his mouth against hers, applying a demanding pressure that made her moan out again. 
 
    He reached for her, but she was already circling the table to straddle him. The heat between her legs scorched over the bulge in his jeans. Grinding his teeth against the urge to rip off her clothes, set her on the table and feast on her sweet pussy, he planted a hand on her ass and pressed into her. 
 
    “Slade!” She raked her fingers through his hair, down his nape and across his shoulders. The light sting drove his libido up a notch. The table was looking pretty damn tempting right now. 
 
    She rocked against him, reminding him in a lightning strike how she’d rubbed against his cock to get herself off the previous night. How much he wanted to give her that again. And again. And again. 
 
    He delved his tongue into her mouth, claiming her cries for his own. She crushed her breasts to his chest and wantonly wiggled. 
 
    “Fuck, lover,” he gritted out. “Your room. Now.” 
 
    She leaped off him, twisted the front of his shirt and yanked him out of his seat with all the strength she normally had but fueled by an insatiable desire that seemed to be taking over his beautiful wife. 
 
    She didn’t have to drag him out the door to her room—he would have followed her to the ends of the earth. But he let her tow him through a corridor and down the flight of stairs. 
 
    When she shoved a palm into a door, slamming it open for them, a pink flush rode her high cheekbones. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he rasped, chest heaving. He couldn’t believe he was asking her to slow down and think things through. 
 
    “Shut up, Slade.” She fisted his shirt and brought him back to her lips. 
 
    Oh hell, he wasn’t going slow. Now that he had a taste of her, he wasn’t stopping until she screamed his name loud enough for the entire team to hear. 
 
    He only broke their kiss long enough to whip his shirt over his head. Then he slammed his lips across hers again, angling to swipe his tongue deeper on every pass while he backed her up against the nearest wall. 
 
    Pinning her with his body, he ground his cock into the V of her thighs until she writhed. 
 
    “I need you inside me, Slade,” she panted out. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I know exactly what you need.” He whirled her to face the wall and plunged his hands under her shirt. When he cupped her breasts and began to knead them, she gasped. While he plucked at her nipples through her bra, he locked his lips to her throat and kissed a path down to her shoulder. 
 
    Sliding one hand down the flat six-pack of her abs, he located the waist of the black cargo pants she looked so damn sexy in. She thrust her ass back, rubbing on his cock. 
 
    They shared a moan, but hers cut short when he navigated her fly and plunged his hand into her panties. 
 
    Breeching her tender folds, he worked his finger between them, seeking the treasure of slick honey and the hard pearl. He planned to make her shake apart with his name on her lips. 
 
    He circled her clit with the pad of his finger, drawing throaty gasps from her. Her palms spread on the wall, and she dropped her forehead against it. 
 
    “Why are you soaking wet for me, lover? Have you been thinking about me? About this?” He made a slow revolution around her clit, and she shuddered with pleasure. 
 
    “Don’t…ruin it…by talking.” 
 
    A laugh vibrated his chest. Huffing his amusement against the shell of her ear, he cupped one perfect breast while strumming her nubbin with the other hand. Hot juices flooded his finger. 
 
    “I want you naked and sitting on my face,” he whispered into her ear. “But first I’ll make you come and then lick it out of you.” 
 
    “Oh god! Slade, yes!” She rocked faster into his hand. 
 
    He ran his hand from her breast to the open waist of her pants. In one quick jerk, he slid her clothes down her hips so he could take complete advantage of her pussy. 
 
    With one finger planted over her straining clit, he eased his other hand between her legs from behind. 
 
    “Sl-ade!” Her broken cry drove him on. He thrust two fingers into her pussy from behind. 
 
    And oh fuck, she sucked him in. He buried his fingers to the knuckles. She arched her back, head dropping onto his shoulder as he finger-fucked her and stroked her clit simultaneously. 
 
    Shivers racked her body. He curled his fingers into her core and made her flood for him again. Juicy sounds filled the room, a chorus to the throb of his cock and his heart. 
 
    “I’m going to come, Slade. I’m…I’m…” A hot rasp slipped out of her lips. 
 
    He took control of her release, forcing her on and on, through the sensitive jerks of her body. Only when she was limp in his arms did he pull his fingers free of her wet pussy. Grabbing her by the hips, he turned her against him. 
 
    And melted when she draped her arms around his neck. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Lena’s body hummed like never before. And she couldn’t stop thinking about Slade’s promise to lick the cum out of her. 
 
    As soon as she gained some strength, she’d urge him to the bed so he could fulfill that promise. 
 
    Panting from the force of the need blasting through her veins, all she could do was tip her face up to his. 
 
    The blazing expression he wore shot a low pulse into her heart. It slipped down to her lower belly, then between her legs. 
 
    As if he understood her unspoken plea, he scooped her off her feet and lay her on the bunk. When he began removing her boots so he could get off the fabric trapping her ankles, her hands explored his hard muscles. 
 
    She loved his sculpted form. Loved it more when it was molded against her and his cock pounding her deep. 
 
    “Quick!” she burst out. 
 
    He paused to throw her a lazy smile. “You want a quickie, lover? I’ve heard about this part of pregnancy, and I have to say I’m pretty stoked.” 
 
    “Shut up,” she said even as a giggle snuck out. 
 
    He freed her feet and spread her legs wide. The bunk was narrow, and her calves hung over the edges, but as soon as he lowered his body to hers, she’d be wrapping them around his back. 
 
    He flicked his stare to her chest. “Take your bra off.” 
 
    “You take your pants off!” 
 
    “Just my pants? I’m only good for my cock now?” 
 
    “You know it. Now show me how you can use it.” She tore off her clothes and watched with her lip trapped between her teeth as he stripped out of the rest of his clothes. When his stiff cock bounced on his abs, a sudden flash of memory hit her. 
 
    “Washington Monument,” she whispered. 
 
    He lowered his body to hers, fitting his hips between her splayed thighs. “Mmm. I’m flattered.” 
 
    It took her brain a second to realize he thought she was referring to his dick as the monument. 
 
    “Not you! The kid is in DC.” 
 
    “Ramon’s son?” 
 
    She gave him a sharp look. “How do you know about that? Does nobody keep their mouth shut around here?” She shoved a hand against his chest, nudging him back enough to slip out from beneath him. 
 
    But he moved her right back where he wanted her—beneath him with his cock poised at her entrance. 
 
    “We’re not finished here,” he barked out in that deep timbre that sent her engines revving all over again. 
 
    She yanked him into her. His flared head plowed through her walls until he was buried to the very root. They shared a moan right before he claimed her mouth. 
 
    He dragged the mushroomed head through her pussy walls, all the way to the entrance, and shoved back inside. 
 
    Locking her ankles behind his back, she rolled her hips to meet his thrusts. Every plunge stole her mind and stoked the strong need in her. When she lifted her hips off the bed, he cupped her ass in one broad hand and angled her to receive him. 
 
    A burn of pleasure tore through her senses, and the deep passes of his tongue through her mouth took her even higher. 
 
    “I need to come on your cock!” 
 
    Slate-blue eyes pinned her. “Do it. Come on me. Then I’m going down on your pussy like I promised you.” 
 
    “Yesss. Do it now!” 
 
    “Not until you come like a good girl.” 
 
    His words jolted her. The badass SEAL in her balked at being called that. But the horny woman inside her preened at the words. 
 
    He churned his hips, grinding his cock, and leaned in to lap one straining nipple with his long, scorching tongue. 
 
    The tight pinch of release hovered over her. She dug her fingers into his back to pull him closer as the inferno swept her away. She rode the flames to the pinnacle and tumbled through the riptide. 
 
    While her mind was still floating with tiny fire-sparks, Slade pulled out of her, threw her legs over his shoulders and went down on her pussy. 
 
    The silky glide of his tongue over her throbbing folds had her crying out his name. Too late she realized just how loud she may be. Not as if everyone wasn’t talking about her and Slade anyway, but the last thing she needed was more chatter about them. 
 
    The thoughts were shoved back as Slade sank his tongue into her pussy, alternately licking and sucking on her clit until new shudders built inside her. When she shook on the verge once more, he picked her up and settled her on his lap. 
 
    Face to face, their gazes locked. Slowly, Lena sank over his cock. His body was hard steel beneath her. As he fastened his hands on her hips, his biceps bulged. Letting out what could only be called a coo, she gripped his arms and started to ride him. 
 
    “My turn to…drive you…crazy,” she murmured on each rock of their bodies. 
 
    He let out a rumble. “Try to tease me and face the punishment.” 
 
    Planting her palms on his chest, she leaned over him, their lips inches apart, to stare into his eyes. 
 
    The dark pull of his eyes on her soul made her want to look away, but damn if she could. With extreme slowness, she slid down Slade’s hard cock and stopped, unmoving. 
 
    His palm struck her ass. 
 
    The slap stung. It shocked. 
 
    And it turned her on like nothing before it. 
 
    Unable to hold still another second, she drove her body down on him again and again, urging them hard and fast toward a blazing finish. His jaw clenched. The depths of his eyes burned. And his strong fingers dug into the spot on her ass he’d just slapped to remind her he owned her body. 
 
    “Damn you,” she gasped. 
 
    His wicked laugh carried her over the edge. His low growl and the splash of his cum inside her had her pussy contracting with her own mind-spinning release. 
 
    She had no memory of hitting the bed or Slade wrapping her in his arms, but suddenly her mind cleared and she remembered the image of Ramon’s son on that phone screen in Mexico. He stood in front of the Washington Monument. 
 
    Quickly, Lena rolled off the bed. 
 
    Slade let out a groan. “You think we can ever finish and…cuddle?” 
 
    She threw him a look as she grabbed her shirt. Damn, he was gorgeous stretched out on her bunk. But she couldn’t allow him to take over her brain anymore. Sex was fine—cuddling was out. 
 
    She pulled on her bra. “We used to do that. It didn’t work out well. I’m good with this—for now.” 
 
    In their line of work, who knew what tomorrow would bring for either of them? 
 
    Only now she had the baby to think about too. 
 
  
 
  
   
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lena turned her back on Slade, cutting off his view of her perfect perky tits. Then he saw the palm print on her ass, the pink outline of his hand, and his cock surged. 
 
    Totally insane, blinding lust tore through him, and he swiped his hand down his face in an attempt to dispel it. 
 
    When he looked again, she’d pulled on her panties and cut off his view of his mark on her. 
 
    Fuck, what made him slap her ass that way? In all the times they’d ended up in bed together, or against any surface they could find at the time, he’d never done such a thing. 
 
    He studied her. She didn’t seem to mind when he did it. In fact, she came quickly afterward, as if that sting of his palm spurred her on. 
 
    He let out a noise that had her twisting to stare at him. She thrust her shoulders straighter. “Stop looking at me that way.” 
 
    Seeing she was finished with him now that he’d given her several orgasms, he swung his legs over the bunk and stood. 
 
    She took one look at his naked body and walked out. 
 
    With a chuckle, he dressed and used her personal bathroom to clean up. After leaving her private space, he prowled the rooms of headquarters but didn’t find her again. Dammit, when were they going to discuss the baby? 
 
    She’d given him the slip. After a few more minutes of searching for her, he gave up. He could crash here in one of the spare bunks or on the couch in the common room, but he had a comfy hotel to return to. 
 
    He left under cover of darkness. Walking the streets at night never bothered him, but after Mexico, he wasn’t so trusting of the shadows. He kept his hand near the weapon riding along his spine, prepared to make a grab for it. 
 
    He crossed a few streets at a fast clip. Once he reached a more public area, he could grab a lift to his hotel, but for now, walking suited him. He needed time to ponder everything. 
 
    His vacation was cut short, so he didn’t get a chance to relax and think about what was on his mind at the time—Lena. 
 
    It was always Lena. The woman haunted his every move, dominated his every thought. 
 
    When she wasn’t driving him crazy, she was trembling with release in his arms. There was no in-between, which was the problem. Something they’d never figured out was balance. Now they had only a few short months to come to an understanding before they became parents. 
 
    Fuck. A child. He wanted it, too. Did Lena? 
 
    The longer he walked, the less he knew. At least physical movement helped ease the anxiety constricting his lungs. Sooner or later, Lena would talk to him. He just had to dig deep and find that patience. 
 
    In the heat of their lovemaking what she’d said about the cartel leader’s son surfaced in Slade’s mind. By his guess, she vanished to feed the intel to Sparrow or Bishop. What would be done with it was another matter that Slade didn’t want to consider. 
 
    She could be sent to find the kid. She could be in danger. 
 
    And she was carrying his baby. 
 
    She hadn’t even eaten the dinner he brought her before her libido hit overdrive. God, he loved this part of pregnancy, but he and Lena had never had trouble in that department. Their sex life was white-hot and that flame never extinguished. 
 
    Before long, he reached the hotel. The long walk hadn’t worn him out enough to sleep, which meant it would be a long night. He rode the elevator to his floor and entered his room. 
 
    His empty room. 
 
    When he removed his clothes and stretched out on the bed, he ached to call Lena. Maybe she could open up to him on a phone call? 
 
    Fat chance, but he’d try anyway. He grabbed his phone off the nightstand and dialed her personal number. When the call went to voicemail, he gave up and rolled onto one side, thinking of how it would feel to have the woman he loved plastered against him in sleep. It had been so long since he woke with her in his arms. Why couldn’t he ever shake her? 
 
    His desire to have Lena in his life wasn’t something he’d ever be rid of. She was too important to him. When they were synced, it was the best feeling in the world. They were unstoppable. MJ and Peter Parker. 
 
    And when they were off, they were really off. 
 
    His mind never shut off. Eventually, through the closed blinds, he watched the dawn of a new day creep through the slats. He refused to lie there any longer. He’d return to HQ and find Lena. Maybe wake her up with coffee—if her stomach could handle it. 
 
    He showered, dressed and headed back through the city, this time taking a cab that dropped him a few blocks from Blackout. At the entrance, he didn’t have to wait long before Apollo admitted him. 
 
    Slade extended his fist for Apollo to bump knuckles. Then he sniffed the air. “No coffee?” 
 
    “It’s not even 0600 on our day off.” 
 
    “I’ll make it. I know my way around.” He left Apollo and quietly took the long way to the kitchen that led past Lena’s room. Pausing at the door, he heard nothing from within. His hand twitched toward the knob, but he stopped himself from opening it. He didn’t want to wake her if she was asleep—she needed her rest, after all. 
 
    In the kitchen, he made a pot of coffee and checked his phone for messages from Con while waiting for it to brew. All was silent from Charlie team. He couldn’t help but wonder what was going on there. If he had to guess, Con was giving him a little rest and respite after Mexico. Slade was no pussy and could handle a few days chained up in a hot garage, but he wouldn’t complain about being left to his own devices right now. 
 
    Before the coffeemaker was finished, he poured himself a mug and leaned against the counter, eyes trained on the door. He brought the cup to his lips just as Lena appeared. 
 
    He lowered the mug, sloshing hot coffee on his knuckles. It dripped on the floor, and her gaze lowered to the spot on the tile, then back up his body, slowly roaming over his thighs and groin to his abs and chest. Finally, she met his stare. 
 
    He bit back a cocky smile. “Coffee?” 
 
    She twisted her lips. “I’m going to decline.” 
 
    He arched a brow. “Water? Crackers?” 
 
    She sucked in a breath. “No. I’m actually on my way out.” 
 
    His gut gripped with the worry he felt every single time he heard Alpha was on an op. “Does this have to do with Ramon’s son?” 
 
    “No. I have an appointment, if you must know.” 
 
    Carefully, he set the coffee down. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “Again, I’m going to decline. See you later, Slade.” Without another word, she hurried away. 
 
    He could follow her, even show up at the appointment for the moral support she was too stubborn to admit she needed. But he just bowed his head and forced himself to let her go. 
 
    Picking up his coffee again, he glanced up to find Apollo standing in the kitchen. He didn’t like being analyzed, but he knew Apollo well enough to know he was picking him apart. 
 
    Apollo strode over to the cabinet and grabbed a mug. “You’ve got it bad, Overstreet.” 
 
    He swallowed the coffee in his mouth. “That obvious?” 
 
    He darted a sideways glance at him and poured himself a cup of joe. “Yes. I’m surprised you’re still holding a candle. You know Lena. She doesn’t make the same mistake twice.” 
 
    A growl burned in his throat. “What’s that mean?” 
 
    Apollo cradled the mug in one hand and swung to face Slade. “You two are divorced. I don’t see her reopening that door. In fact, I can give you a list of times she slammed a door and didn’t reopen it.” 
 
    She was a tough woman and wouldn’t take crap for long before casting it away from her. How many literal doors had she slammed in his face through the years? Every time he tried to get close to her, she threw up a barrier. 
 
    “Rookies test her because she’s a woman, and that lasts until she puts them in their place,” Apollo said. 
 
    Slade held up a hand to stop him from going on. “We’re SEALs. We don’t quit. C’mon, man. This is my mission. Operation: Win Lena Back.” 
 
    Apollo tilted his head with interest. “Why not Operation: Loving Lena?” 
 
    “Focus, Apollo.” 
 
    A grin cut a path through his normally stern expression. “All right, I see where you’re coming from.” 
 
    “You had to win Indika back after being away for three years.” 
 
    Apollo bobbed his head. “That’s true. But you know who’s the best at strategy?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Lena.” 
 
    Slade counted to five for patience because he was too impatient to count to ten. “Who else?” 
 
    Apollo set down his mug. “We’re definitely going to need backup if you’re going to be successful.” 
 
    Slade twitched his head for his friend to follow. “This is going to require an intense planning session. Follow me.” 
 
    * * * * *  
 
    Lena stiffly reclined on the patient bed, her heart tripping out of her chest. 
 
    Could she be any more awkward right now? Not only had her pregnancy just been confirmed by a professional rather than a cheap plastic stick, but the doctor hovered over her. 
 
    “This should be warm.” She held up a bottle of ultrasound gel and squirted some on Lena’s flat stomach. 
 
    What happened to all her muscle tone when she inflated like a bloated toad? She’d end up with sagging skin and blubber. Not that she was vain about such things, but her muscles were her tools of the trade, necessary for fighting. 
 
    Dr. Collins offered her a soft smile. “Relax. I’m going to place this on your stomach and move it around.” 
 
    Lena dragged in a deep breath that hitched at least five times on the way in and stuttered five more on the way out. She gave the doctor a nod of agreement. 
 
    When the wand hit her stomach, an image popped onto the blank screen. Little wavy lines that meant absolutely nothing to her. Then… 
 
    A low throbbing sound filled the office. 
 
    “That’s your baby’s heartbeat.” Dr. Collins stared at the screen while maneuvering the wand into a better spot. 
 
    Lena’s mouth dried out. “It sounds so fast.” 
 
    “That’s normal at this stage of gestation. It will slow down over time. You’re about nine weeks along, just as you thought.” 
 
    Nine weeks. Her stomach rolled. Dealing with morning sickness was bad enough without being faced with that little white flickering blip of a heartbeat on the screen. 
 
    Her child. 
 
    A baby created from two parents who didn’t love each other. 
 
    That wasn’t totally true—Slade clearly stated his position on the topic every chance he got. She, on the other hand, wasn’t so sure about where her heart stood. 
 
    Part of her would love him forever. It was hard to reject that portion of their life together as something ugly. Things only turned sour after Slade started getting overprotective and what she deemed to be controlling behavior, aka Bosnia. 
 
    Dr. Collins pressed some buttons. “Smile for the camera, baby.” She pressed another button and a small paper printed out of the machine. 
 
    She handed it to Lena. With a shaky hand, she accepted the printout of a tiny circle around a spot with the words 9 weeks beside it. 
 
    Oh god. She was actually looking at the little life inside her. Hearing the heartbeat, seeing the tiny blob with her own two eyes…made it real. 
 
    Tears filmed over her vision. She tried to blink them away but they started falling rapidly one after another, until they drenched her face. 
 
    “This is so out of character for me,” she said in a wobbly voice. 
 
    The doctor passed her a box of tissues and took her seat on the stool. “A lot of hormones are going through your system right now, not to mention the emotions that come with meeting your baby for the first time.” 
 
    She bit off a cry and swiped the tears away with a wadded tissue. 
 
    “You’re in great physical shape, and I expect you’ll carry the baby with no problem. You’re doing everything right so far, Lena.” 
 
    “Tell my stomach,” she whimpered. 
 
    “Morning sickness is normal. But the second trimester, you’ll have less nausea and fatigue.” 
 
    “I can’t be outed at work. They’ll kick me off the team.” 
 
    The military doctor had enough clearance to know Lena’s situation was sensitive. 
 
    “I need something for the nausea. I can’t be sniffing alcohol prep pads all day.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ll write you a prescription for something that will help. In the meantime, here’s a bag of pamphlets and information on what to avoid while pregnant.” 
 
    Was being shot at one of them? Because that would definitely be a problem. 
 
    She didn’t voice her concerns, just thanked the doctor. After the woman left Lena alone, she sat there clutching the ball of damp tissue and staring at the tiny photograph. 
 
    When she came here today, she wasn’t sure she was even going to keep the baby. But after seeing it and hearing the heart beating, she couldn’t entertain any other option. 
 
    With a big sniff, she mopped up the rest of her tears and pressed her hands to her hot cheeks. “Well, kid…it’s you and me.” 
 
    She wasn’t even the motherly type. Hell, she was Blackout. A dead woman walking. 
 
    And there was the not-so-small issue of having to deal with Slade. 
 
    She slipped the photograph in her pocket but left the bag filled with information. It would be too difficult to hide from the team. Anything she needed to know, she’d look up on the internet. 
 
    Next stop was the pharmacy to pick up the anti-nausea medication, and boy, she couldn’t wait to get a pill into her. 
 
    Feeling dizzy on top of clammy and nauseated, she entered the pharmacy and waited in a long line. She was about to step up to the next cashier when a woman darted up first. She was in her twenties and had an infant strapped to her body. The chubby legs dangled around the woman’s waist and the top of its fuzzy brown head bobbed right and left. When a set of bright eyes landed on Lena, her heart flooded with…with…warm fuzzies. 
 
    Dear god. In seven months, I’ll have one of these of my very own. 
 
    She’d also be a single, out-of-work mother. What the hell was she going to do? 
 
    Tears threatened again, but then the baby gave her a big gummy, toothless smile, smacking her a second time with all the warm fuzzies. 
 
    Her mental whiplash was so strong she almost forgot about her sick stomach. She hurriedly paid for the pills and left the pharmacy. On the way out, her phone started ringing, and she snatched it to her ear. 
 
    “Graham.” 
 
    “Lena.” 
 
    Ugh. Slade. 
 
    “What?” she snapped at him. 
 
    “I thought I could take you to dinner tonight.” 
 
    She stopped on the sidewalk, contemplating his invitation. She supposed it was time they had a conversation about this. 
 
    She blew out a sigh, centering herself for the battle to come. “Fine. I have to eat. But we can’t be seen leaving headquarters together. Where do you want to meet?” 
 
    “My hotel.” 
 
    His deep voice shot sparks into her core. All of a sudden, she was burning up for her baby daddy. Desire pooled low in her stomach. 
 
    Meeting at his hotel was such a terrible idea. But likely to prove so satisfying too… 
 
    “See you at seven, Slade.” Not bothering with a goodbye, she pocketed the phone, nestling it next to the little photo of their child. 
 
  
 
  
   
    TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Slade just about had everything ready for Lena’s arrival. He had the room tidy, his dirty clothes out of sight in a shopping bag, and his damp towels hung on the bar in the bathroom. He had one of her favorite movies queued up to watch on TV. 
 
    He leaned closer to the bathroom mirror to check out the cut near his eye. It was scabbed over, but he didn’t want to remind Lena of what happened in Mexico. Tonight, arguing was out. They were going to get along, dammit, if it was the last thing he ever did. 
 
    He must be breaking her down, though. She’d readily agreed to dinner. At his hotel. Which meant she was either looking forward to seeing him again…or her hormones were off the charts and she wanted him for his body. 
 
    He’d take that. 
 
    With a last glance at his reflection, he swung out the bathroom door just as he heard a knock. 
 
    Heart soaring, he reached the door and peeked out to see his beautiful woman standing outside. 
 
    When he opened the door, he wore a crooked smile. “MJ.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “If you want me to come in, you better not call me that.” 
 
    He stepped aside, and she breezed past him, stirring the air around her so he caught a whiff of her shampoo. 
 
    His body tensed at the small reminder of how right she felt nestled against him. 
 
    Letting the door shut, he twisted the lock while Lena looked around the room. “This must have cost big bucks.” 
 
    He shrugged. “What else am I going to spend my money on now that you don’t let me shower you with gifts?” 
 
    She laughed dismissively. “What do I possibly need?” 
 
    As he studied her, the mask she wore with him ever since the day she told him she was through with their marriage seemed to shift. 
 
    He glimpsed raw emotion on her features before she gained control over it. 
 
    He was on her in a blink, curling his fingers around her upper arms. “What’s the matter, Lena?” 
 
    She stared up at him, lips parted on the puff of air that escaped. He searched the depths of her eyes for only a blink before she twisted out of his grasp. 
 
    She stepped away from him. “Nothing’s the matter. I thought you said there would be dinner.” 
 
    “I didn’t order yet. I wanted to make sure you were coming first.” 
 
    She chuckled at that, a soft sound that worked into his system and had his jeans pulling tighter over his cock. 
 
    He waved at the small sofa in the seating area. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll put on the movie.” 
 
    “Oh, great. Should I be worried? You have terrible taste in movies, Slade.” 
 
    He grabbed her hand and led her to the sofa, forcing her to sit down. Then he grabbed the remote and with a few clicks had the movie rolling. 
 
    Suddenly, he remembered he’d forgotten to contact Gia for more advice on what food to order that wouldn’t make Lena sick. 
 
    “I forgot something. Be right back.” He took a couple steps toward the bathroom and turned around to pierce her in his gaze. “Don’t leave.” 
 
    “Fine. But make it quick. I’m starved.” 
 
    He walked into the bathroom and shot off a text to Gia. While he waited for a reply, he spotted his cologne sitting on the vanity and remembered that he hadn’t used it today. He needed every weapon in his arsenal when it came to wooing the woman he loved. 
 
    He spritzed the cologne lightly on his chest and turned his attention back to the text. Thankfully, Gia popped up with a response. 
 
      
 
    Stay away from anything heavy. 
 
    So tacos are out, he responded. 
 
    Spicy could make her sick too. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of going back and forth, he had a menu plan in his mind and placed an online order for delivery. In the other room, he could hear the movie playing. 
 
    Damn, he was missing quality time that Lena could be leaning against his side, his arm around her. 
 
    When he walked out, he glanced at the sofa and didn’t see her sitting there. 
 
    Panicked, he swept the hotel room. She wasn’t on the bed waiting for him either. 
 
    Quickly, he circled the sofa and found her lying down, her head on a throw pillow and her eyes closed. 
 
    The sight tugged a cord in his heart. She was so lovely. Her face was imprinted on his damn heart. 
 
    His gaze traveled to her chest, which rose and fell in the slow rhythm of sleep. 
 
    Quietly, he moved to the closet and grabbed an extra blanket from the top shelf. He carried it back and spread it over Lena. When he leaned over her, he let his hand rest on her shoulder. 
 
    Not tense like she was on the plane. His woman was really fast asleep. 
 
    She must be sleeping poorly, or maybe the pregnancy was taking a big toll on her stamina. Probably both. 
 
    And both were his fault. 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    Taking a seat on the floor next to the sofa, he contemplated their situation again. He couldn’t guess what her stance about the baby was, but he wanted it and her. He wanted them to be a family. 
 
    With Lena, he never knew what to expect. She could swing either way on the matter. 
 
    He let his gaze roam over her face, tenderness flooding in. Neither of them was perfect—but they were perfect together. He just had to make her see it. 
 
    His phone vibrated to alert him that their food delivery was here. Tossing one more glance at Lena, he hurried out of the room and downstairs to meet the driver. When he returned, he held his breath again, hoping she hadn’t woken up and managed to slip out while he was in another elevator. 
 
    Thankfully, when he opened the door and saw her still lying there with the movie rolling, some of the tension in his shoulders relaxed. 
 
    He placed the food on the table and eyed her. Waking a sleeping pregnant woman might be equal to waking a dragon. 
 
    Feeding her a cold dinner was just as bad. 
 
    Standing next to the sofa, he weighed his options, but she took the decision out of his hands by stirring awake. She clutched the blanket he’d covered her with and then her eyes popped open. They fixed on the TV screen before shifting to him. 
 
    “I fell asleep,” she stated in a flat tone that he knew was her annoyed voice. He wanted to laugh that she was annoyed with herself. 
 
    He offered a smile. “You did. But it’s okay. You’ve seen the movie a hundred times, and the food just arrived.” 
 
    She sat up and scrubbed a hand over her face. 
 
    “Don’t get up. We’ll eat on the couch.” 
 
    When he passed her a takeout container, she eyed it skeptically. 
 
    “Trust me.” He sat beside her and cracked his open. The food wasn’t his first choice of cuisine, but he hadn’t wanted to risk ordering something that would turn her stomach. 
 
    “Oh. That looks good.” She popped open her own lid and he swore he saw a smile hike up the corner of her lips. 
 
    He peeled the plastic off his utensils. “Is that approval I see on your beautiful face?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You know how I feel about your flattery.” 
 
    He forked up a bite of rice and vegetables. “I don’t see why it bugs you to hear the truth about yourself.” 
 
    “Maybe because I’m not a pretty trinket here for a man’s entertainment.” 
 
    “I never said that about you.” 
 
    She took a bite and chewed slowly as if testing how her body would react to the food. After she swallowed with seemingly no trouble, she said, “I want to be seen for my strengths.” 
 
    He stared at her. “You actually think I don’t appreciate those too? 
 
    When she didn’t reply, he grunted. “You know better, Mary Jane.” 
 
    She let out a sigh at his nickname for her but was too busy stuffing her face to give him a tongue-lashing. He shouldn’t gain so much satisfaction in seeing her eat—seeing her feed her body to help grow their child. 
 
    His chest felt hot and tight at the very thought. A deep ache filled him that felt like yearning and the world’s worst homesickness at the same time. He couldn’t explain where the feeling was stemming from, only that it fucking hurt and the only way to stop it was to make Lena his again. 
 
    She cut a sidelong glance at him. “I don’t remember you trying this hard before, Slade.” 
 
    “I was young and dumb.” 
 
    “Admitting it is the first step.” 
 
    They shared a smile that felt like a ray of sun in the dark chasm of what his soul had been for the past few years since their separation. 
 
    After they finished, and both containers were almost empty, Slade took away the boxes and returned to his seat on the couch with her. She’d turned her attention back to the movie, which was half finished, and if she noticed that he sat a little too close, she didn’t call him on it. 
 
    A few minutes later, she wiggled restlessly. 
 
    Instantly, he noticed she wasn’t comfortable. He knew just how to make her comfortable, though. He pivoted and opened his arms to her. 
 
    When she scooted into them and rested her spine against his chest, Slade’s eyes slipped shut. He buried his nose in her hair and inhaled the sweet scent of her shampoo. 
 
    Her limbs relaxed in his hold, her sleek body soft against his. 
 
    “I don’t remember you being this cuddly,” he commented. 
 
    She laughed. “I’m old and tired.” 
 
    Slade always tested the limits. Sliding his hand up from her waist, he waited for her to slap it away. But she allowed it and even moaned out when he cupped her breast. 
 
    “You’re definitely not old, lover.” 
 
    She arched, pressing her breast more firmly into his palm. Taking the cue, he strummed his thumb across the center. The tip hardened at his touch, and her breath rasped. 
 
    He palmed her other breast and tweaked both nipples at once, earning an, “Oh my god!” 
 
    “This is like old times, making out on the couch.” He eased both hands under her top, shoving her bra upward with it to expose her perfect breasts. Teasing and tweaking them gained throaty moans from her, and his cock pounded against his fly. He needed inside her to feel her tight, clenching heat surrounding him. 
 
    And dammit, he wanted her stare on his when he told her that he loved her, had never stopped and always would. 
 
    The wound of losing Lena had never stopped bleeding, but having her with him again was helping it to scar over. If she stayed, it would heal completely. 
 
    “Slade!” 
 
    He flipped her in his arms, turning her against him. She straddled him, surging onto her knees. Both breasts cradled in her palms, she leaned in to offer one to his lips. 
 
    “Fucking beautiful,” he growled before brushing his lips over the crest. She released a throaty moan that drove him to bathe it with his tongue. Tossing back her head, she ground her pussy over the hard bulge in his jeans. 
 
    “Yessss, Slade. I need you!” 
 
    He grazed the taut bud with his teeth, eliciting a sharp cry of bliss from her. 
 
    Then it was too late to stop. He lifted her off him enough to gain his feet. Then he walked her to the bed. They tumbled down, lips connected in a searing kiss that stole his ability to think straight. He was going to say all the wrong things that would send her running from him again, but he was through with games. 
 
    He broke the kiss and stared down into her eyes. “I’m done with the game of cat and mouse. I want you back. Forever.” 
 
    “Don’t—” 
 
    “What? Ruin the moment by talking? I’m saying this now and I’ll say it over and over again until you understand. I. Am. Part. Of. Your. Life. Period.” 
 
    Her throat worked on a swallow. For a moment, he thought she might ram her knee into his balls to get him off her so she could make a break for the door, but she searched his eyes for a long heartbeat instead. 
 
    “Do I still get the sex part?” 
 
    He issued a low rumble. “Abso-fucking-lutely. The sex is a must.” To prove his claim, he cupped her breasts together and lowered his mouth to them. Licking and sucking, nibbling and biting one and then the other until she begged for him to get inside her. 
 
    They shed their clothes in seconds. When he settled his throbbing cock at the opening of her soaking wet pussy, he looked into her eyes and felt his heart bloom with even more love for this woman. 
 
    The love of his life. His wife and baby momma. 
 
    “Wrap your legs around me, lover. This is going to be hard and fast.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    The deep pass of Slade’s cock through Lena’s walls shouldn’t steal her mind, but she couldn’t even remember her own name right now. 
 
    With her legs wrapped around his steely body, she rocked her hips to the enthusiastic thrusts that awakened more nerve endings on every stroke. 
 
    She dug her fingers into his spine and dragged him closer. 
 
    “Give me your mouth,” he bit off a split second before his lips slammed across hers. A dark twist in her heart forced her to see the truth of their relationship. 
 
    She still loved him. She’d never stopped and never would. And despite their complicated relationship and the difficult dynamics, she was choosing to be here with him. 
 
    She must be crazy. 
 
    Or just unable to destroy the bridge between them when they had every reason to grab those supports and hold on tight. 
 
    Slade slid his tongue over hers, sharing his flavor that she never could get enough of, no matter how many hours he spent kissing her. Her pussy became slick, and a low throb began in her core. 
 
    His thick length stretched her, the flared head rubbing the spot she needed rubbed most. 
 
    When he broke the kiss, he skewered her with an intense look. “Your pussy’s so damn tight.” The words broke off in small bites around his gritted teeth. 
 
    She raked her fingers down his chest. “Your cock’s so damn hard.” 
 
    His white teeth flashed in a grin. To her surprise, a smile spread over her own face. For a heartbeat, their rhythm slowed, and then they doubled their effort. 
 
    Slade’s body doing pushup after pushup drove her to the brink of insanity. Sparks flew between their gazes. Her heart tripped in a fast staccato, and her insides matched the tempo. 
 
    Cupping her ass, he lifted her to feed his thick cock deeper. The angle, the pressure…oh god, the feel… 
 
    “Fuck! I’m coming!” A note of remorse mingled with his primal roar. The hot spurt of his cum hit her inner walls and sent her shooting upward. As her release struck, she let go of reality and floated in Slade’s strong arms. 
 
    She had no sense of time, so a minute could have passed or an hour before Slade’s rumbling voice filled her ear—and her body—with good shivers. 
 
    “Does this mean we get to cuddle now?” 
 
    She giggled and turned her head to look at his head next to hers on the pillow. She’d missed this. Missed him. 
 
    But enough to cuddle? 
 
    “What is it with you and cuddling?” she asked. 
 
    He kissed her with the same soft, seeking tenderness that they only shared before their breakup. 
 
    Drawing back, she ducked her head to avoid his stare, but he caught the point of her chin, pinching it lightly, and drew her gaze back to his. The live wire of energy between them sparked and crackled. 
 
    A sudden huge, body-shaking yawn hit out of the blue. 
 
    Slade’s smile cut through his rugged features. “We gonna talk about this, MJ?” 
 
    Oh no. Was she ready? That photo in the pocket of her pants crumpled on the floor haunted her. She couldn’t stop seeing the image of it or hearing the quick pulse of the baby’s heart. 
 
    “You should know I’m pregnant, Slade.” 
 
    He widened his eyes. “Duh.” 
 
    “I’m nine weeks along.” 
 
    “I already did the math.” 
 
    “I’m scared.” 
 
    Her admission made her voice break. She curled into a ball on her side, and Slade’s arms wrapped around her. He tugged her against his chest and enveloped her from head to toe within his protective embrace. 
 
    For once, she let him. It felt nice to be held like this, but she knew this feeling couldn’t last. 
 
    His voice came, low, deep and filled with emotion. “So we’re keeping it?” 
 
    She wiggled free of his hold and lunged off the bed. She picked up her balled-up pants and extracted the printed photo from the pocket. When she held it out to him, his gaze latched on to the black and white wavy-looking image before jerking up to hers. 
 
    “This is it?” His voice sounded so thick, different. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He sat up and took the image from her. With it pinched between his thumbs, he stared down at it. A wave of understanding broke over her. In this moment when he first set eyes on the life they’d created, she knew exactly how Slade was feeling. 
 
    “He looks like you.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “He!” 
 
    With a laugh, he snaked an arm out and hooked her around the waist, hauling her up to stand between his legs. 
 
    He held up the photo. “I think he’s got your eyes.” 
 
    “It’s just a blob!” 
 
    He burst out laughing. The sound tapped her own wellspring, and pretty soon she was laughing with him. 
 
    He locked his arms around her and dragged her back into bed. With her head pillowed on his chest, she gazed at the photo he couldn’t quit staring at. 
 
    “We have a lot of decisions to make, MJ.” 
 
    A lump lodged in her throat. 
 
    He tenderly brushed the hair off her cheek. “I’ll be with you every step of the way. You don’t have to do this alone. You never did.” 
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    Slade set the glass of water on the nightstand next to a sleeping Lena. He hated to wake her. Everything inside him fought against it, but in the wee hours while she slumbered in his arms, chatter had come through that there would be a big meeting today about the cartel leader’s kid. She couldn’t miss it no matter how damn much he wanted to shield her from it. 
 
    He gently set a hand on her shoulder and shook her. 
 
    Her eyes popped open. For a moment, the depths were hazy with confusion. Then they slammed shut again, and she let out a low moan. 
 
    “It’s morning,” she whimpered. 
 
    A grin took over his face. “And you’re still here. You didn’t run. You slept in my arms all—” 
 
    In a flurry, she threw back the covers and launched out of bed. She sprinted to the bathroom, and he jumped up to follow just in time to see her hit her knees in front of the toilet. 
 
    “Oh god,” she moaned between heaves. 
 
    He stepped up behind her to gather her hair off her face. If she saw his smile, she’d gut him with a pen cap, but it was damn satisfying to know that their baby was making its presence known. 
 
    While she suffered through several more heaves, he spoke to her in soothing tones and rubbed her back. 
 
    A final shudder rolled over her, and she hung her head. 
 
    “Better, MJ?” 
 
    “No.” She sounded miserable. 
 
    “Hold on.” He went to fetch the water. When he returned, she was sitting on her backside with her head cradled in her hands. He offered the water. “Try to take a sip. Maybe it will alleviate some of the nausea.” 
 
    “What do you know about it?” she grumbled, reaching up to take the glass. 
 
    “Enough to know that you feel terrible.” 
 
    “Well, it’s your fault.” 
 
    Compressing his lips to stop the show of amusement, he solemnly nodded in agreement. 
 
    She gave him an extremely dirty look and then took the water. She rinsed her mouth and spit in the toilet again. 
 
    “Better?” He held out a hand to help her off the floor. 
 
    She clasped his hand and let him haul her to her feet. “A little.” 
 
    “I have a toothbrush for you.” 
 
    Her expression was a mix of bliss and relief. “Thank you, Slade.” 
 
    “Anything for you, MJ.” He left her standing at the vanity and went in search of the spare toothbrush in the shopping bag. When he returned, she snatched it out of his hand and tore into the package. 
 
    He leaned against the granite counter, hands curled around the edge, watching her take pleasure in cleaning up after her difficulties. 
 
    The difficulties he was responsible for. 
 
    Lifting his hand to his face, he scrubbed the smile off it. When she finished, she turned to him. 
 
    “Why did you wake me?” 
 
    “There’s a meeting at HQ.” 
 
    Her dark honey-brown eyes flared wide right before she whirled around—as if she hadn’t just puked up her innards—and rushed into the bedroom. He had her clothes draped over the end of the bed, and she plucked up her sports bra and yanked it on. 
 
    “Details?” She stepped into her panties. 
 
    “There was chatter all night.” 
 
    “And you didn’t wake me?” she cried. 
 
    “You needed your rest.” 
 
    “I need to know what’s going on with my team more!” Her hair was trapped in the collar of her shirt, and he reached out to pull it free, drawing the loose ends over her shoulders. 
 
    She went still. Their gazes locked. When she raised a hand and brushed her fingers over his, the rush of love flooding into his chest felt like a tidal wave. 
 
    “I’ve gotta go, Slade.” 
 
    “You’re not wearing pants.” 
 
    A laugh bubbled out of her. He couldn’t stop himself from drawing her into the wreath of his arms and kissing her with every ounce of the soft, tender passion coursing inside him. 
 
    When they broke apart, she finished dressing. Finally, she picked up the photo of their baby and slipped it into her back pocket. 
 
    “You can stop smiling now, Overstreet.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong. I’m happy, Lena. Happier than I’ve ever been. And hopeful.” 
 
    Her eyes softened under his stare. But when his phone buzzed with a text, she snapped back to active-duty Lena. 
 
    “I gotta run.” She slid on her boots and tied the laces. 
 
    “We can share a cab.” 
 
    She threw him a sideways glance as she knotted a bow. “Is that a good idea? Arriving together at headquarters?” 
 
    He shrugged. “When have you ever cared what anyone thinks of you?” 
 
    “Good point.” She moved to the other boot’s laces and stopped. “What are you staring at?” 
 
    “I was just thinking about how long it will be before you can’t reach your feet to tie your shoes.” 
 
    She straightened so fast he swore he heard her spine snap. “Don’t even bring it up. I busted my ass for these abs.” 
 
    “And they’re sexy as hell.” He took a step closer and rested his palm on her stomach. “But you’re going to look even more beautiful swollen with my child.” 
 
    She balled her fist and punched him in the stomach. Not hard enough to hurt either him or her fist. But enough to make her angrier when she saw his cocky grin. 
 
    “You’re insufferable. Make yourself useful and order us a lift. But let’s get one thing clear—when we get to the drop point, you’re getting out first. I don’t want the guys seeing us together.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, MJ.” 
 
    Her hair bounced on her shoulders and her ass swayed when she stalked to the door. “I don’t know why I put up with you, Overstreet.” 
 
    At the door, he caught her elbow and spun her to face him. A small puff of air escaped her. Cupping her face in his palm, he stared down into her eyes. “For love. Haven’t you realized that yet?” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Lena didn’t have time for the nausea swamping her gut, and her pills were at the barracks. Until she got one into her system, she had to suffer through it and hope she didn’t need to make the cab driver pull over so she could be sick. 
 
    She also didn’t have time for these emotions. This morning, Slade hit all the high points for her—damn him. Why now, after they were split, after they reached the point of no return? 
 
    But was it the point of no return? Blackout didn’t think in terms of life events. They thought in how many missions it would take to make the world a better place. If she thought of it that way, she had plenty of time to figure out how to make it work with the man seated next to her. 
 
    The back seat didn’t seem large enough for both of them. He took up so much space, his long legs folded so his knees sat much higher than hers. Every time the vehicle hit a bump in the road, Slade’s thigh brushed against the length of hers from knee to hip. 
 
    By the fourth time, goosebumps broke out on Lena’s arms. She attempted to hide it from him, but the man was one of the most observant humans she’d ever met, and she caught his side-eye. 
 
    The fifth bump, her nipples hardened. 
 
    “Are you hitting these bumps on purpose?” she asked the driver. 
 
    He glanced back at her but didn’t respond. 
 
    Slade brought his hand down on hers and gave it a light squeeze. 
 
    Ohhh, those prickles of awareness should not be sinking low in her core right now. What happened to being nauseated? She’d take that over arousal for her ex in the back of a cab any day. 
 
    She stared down at his hand on hers. Beautiful, capable, long fingers that did all the right things to her body, and she’d seen him kill to supposedly protect her. 
 
    His thick wrist with dark hair spattering his tanned olive-toned skin inspired imaginings of other thick body parts. 
 
    And those veins snaking up his forearm… 
 
    With a gasp of need, she yanked his hand, dragging him in even as she turned her face up for his kiss. 
 
    She felt his pause of surprise right before he plunged his tongue deep into her mouth and stole her mind. He latched on to her waist, one fingertip edging under her top to brush bare skin. 
 
    A soft moan bottled in her throat, and she landed in his lap. The hard planes of his thighs cradled her neediest spot, and she wantonly rubbed on him. Heedless of the driver, she grabbed Slade’s face and kissed the daylights out of him. 
 
    One callused fingertip swished over her flesh, sending molten desire between her legs. 
 
    They had to stop. They were making out in a moving car with a stranger inches away from them. Heck, it was early morning, the dawn hardly starting to break over the city. Lena couldn’t even blame this brand of passion on alcohol. 
 
    She tore her mouth away from his, but his hand was right there, cupping her jaw, swinging her mouth right back. He plundered her while gathering her tight against his body, his rigid cock riding along the seam of her pussy. 
 
    The vehicle hit another bump, slamming her down on his cock. With a jolt of resolve, she withdrew from the kiss and hurled herself onto the seat next to him. He twisted toward her, that bad-boy crooked smile rocking her all over again. 
 
    She gripped the seat and grated out, “Stop the car here, please.” 
 
    The driver braked and pulled over to the side of the road in a district that was a brisk walk from Blackout headquarters. 
 
    She looked to Slade. “Get out of the car.” 
 
    His eyes glimmered with wickedness. “Not without you.” 
 
    He looked past her. When she followed his gaze out the window, she saw what put that glint in his eyes and the quirk on his lips. 
 
    An alley, still shadowy enough to hide a couple if they got frisky in the open. 
 
    Slade already had his wallet in his hand, fishing bills out for the driver. Lena wanted to find some semblance of reason why she shouldn’t go into that alley with him, but damn if she could. 
 
    She popped the door handle and climbed out. Slade was right behind her, catching hold of her hand and towing her at a fast clip to the alley. 
 
    When he spun her back to the wall, hemming her in with his broad chest, arms braced on each side of her, she surged upward and kissed him. 
 
    The hard slam of their lips ignited her. She throbbed. The undeniable need inside her built to a crescendo, and she felt like if she didn’t get him right here and now, she’d die. 
 
    He walled her in with his body, angling it to conceal her from both ends of the alley and anybody passing on the street. One hand skated down her belly and plunged into her panties. 
 
    “Holy fuck! You’re soaking for me.” Sliding one fingertip along her seam, he watched her face as he buried his finger inside her. 
 
    “Slade!” She gripped his shoulders and yanked him down. Their mouths collided in a forceful kiss that spun her out of control. She had no sense of time or place. The traffic on the nearby street faded, and she only felt raw passion. 
 
    He sank his finger deep into her channel and his thumb landed on her clit, grinding it into her body. He swallowed her cry and continued pumping faster and faster. Her legs shook, on the verge of collapse, but he pinned her more firmly with his body, supporting her against the building. 
 
    A wave of ecstasy crashed over her. Her body thrummed like a heartbeat and she let go in a rush of sensation. Any noise was swallowed by Slade’s all-consuming kiss. 
 
    Too stunned to think straight, she blinked up at him and saw him smile. 
 
    “You don’t have to look so satisfied with yourself.” Her voice was reedy and hoarse. 
 
    Hovering over her, he cocked a brow. “I take pride in my work.” 
 
    She groaned. “These stupid hormones made me late, and now we’re going to have to sprint to HQ.” 
 
    His brow hitched higher. “Is that a challenge?” 
 
    Her inner competitor stretched its legs, preparing for the run. 
 
    “You know it, Overstreet. I’m faster than you.” 
 
    He made a scoffing sound. “Not for much longer.” 
 
    She ducked out from under his arm and dashed for the street. The pounding of his footsteps behind her spurred her faster, and she flipped him the bird as she broke out of the alley. 
 
    The cool morning air pulled in and out of her lungs. Her muscles hummed with exertion…and completion. 
 
    It struck her that Slade was running with a hard-on and almost lost her lead from the fit of laughter taking over. She ran faster, harder, pushing her body. Exhilaration nudged away any lingering morning sickness, so by the time they reached headquarters, she felt like she was at the top of her game physically, and her brain was at the peak of sharpness too. 
 
    She skidded to a stop at the back door. Throwing a look over her shoulder at the man barreling up behind her, she jabbed a finger into the fingerprint reader. 
 
    He shoved her to the side in order to blast through the door first. “Beat ya here.” 
 
    “Not fair! I got to the building first by a mile! You cheated by pushing me.” 
 
    He wasn’t even winded as he lifted a finger into the air to indicate he was number one and strutted away from her. 
 
    “You didn’t win, Overstreet,” she called to his retreating back. 
 
    As he turned the corner, he tossed her a wink. “Didn’t I, Lena?” 
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    Slade took a seat at the conference table alongside Apollo but kept his gaze trained on Lena as she walked to the front of the room to speak with Sparrow. 
 
    Her spine was straight, and she walked with all the confidence of the warrior she was. She thought he didn’t recognize that side of her, but she was wrong. Unlike her, he also saw the vulnerable part, the portion that could be cut down—destroyed. 
 
    That was the driving force behind his need to protect her, which came at the price of her wrath. 
 
    He strained to catch their low voices. He wasn’t sure what Sparrow was asking her to do, but Slade didn’t like the thought of not being looped into Lena’s orders. What if she was sent after Ramon’s son? She was carrying Slade’s child, goddammit. 
 
    On the other hand, the son might not even be a threat—it was entirely possible that he didn’t share his father’s moral shortcomings. But until Blackout knew differently, caution was the number one order of business. 
 
    He could be a threat to Lena, and by default, their child. 
 
    He clenched a fist on his thigh while letting his gaze roam over Lena. She’d quickly changed into a fresh set of clothes. The black T-shirt clung to her trim body, and her cargo pants accentuated the heart shape of her ass, which had Slade’s balls tightening with need. 
 
    His brain may have gotten the memo that he wasn’t seeing any action in between the sheets until they knew what the outcome of this meeting, but his cock did not. He pressed his fist to his mouth. 
 
    Lena’s scent still clung to his fingers, tormenting him enough. But watching her conduct herself with so much confidence when talking to her CO had him aching. 
 
    Was she glowing? She was definitely glowing back in that alley. The woman was fucking incandescent. 
 
    The sound of Apollo clearing his throat tugged Slade’s attention away from his beautiful woman. Apollo leaned in to talk, but just then Sparrow demanded their attention. 
 
    “Graham will be sharing more on what went down in Puerto Vallarta.” He waved a hand in her direction, and she stepped into the center of the room. 
 
    She launched into a discussion of Ramon and how he tested her in the car that day. Evidently, she passed because he took his son’s video call. 
 
    “The question still remains is whether or not his son is actually part of the family business. Is he a threat?” 
 
    Everyone was riveted to her as she continued assessing how likely Ramon’s son was to be involved in his father’s line of work and how an op would likely play out depending on different factors. 
 
    Damn, the woman commanded the room. Each point she made about the situation amazed the hell out of him. So poised. So intelligent. 
 
    So fucking hot. 
 
    Apollo’s low voice broke through Slade’s infatuation. “So, how’s your operation going?” 
 
    Slade started to respond in a whisper, but on his opposite side, Frost twisted his head. “There’s an op? What am I missing?” 
 
    “Not official.” Slade spoke in a murmur but still sent a look at Lena to make sure she didn’t notice he wasn’t listening to her big report. 
 
    A voice came from behind him as Mustang got in on it. “You gonna fill us in on the deets about this op, Overstreet?” 
 
    “It’s Operation: Win Lena Back,” Apollo cut in. 
 
    The object of their discussion settled her stare directly on Slade and the group around him. They all shut up for a moment. 
 
    She angled her jaw and continued on, talking strategy and timeframes. 
 
    “We want in on the op,” Frost whispered. 
 
    “Sign me up,” came the voice from his back. When he twisted, he met Mustang’s stare. 
 
    Apollo twitched his head toward the front of the room. “Our Graham is tough. Once her mind’s made up, she doesn’t go back.” 
 
    “So what’s the strategy? You guys form a plan of attack yet?” Frost drew her glare. He gave Lena a chin-lift of acknowledgment. 
 
    She shook her head and continued talking about the cartel leader’s son and what they didn’t yet know about him. 
 
    Seated in the row in front of them, Gunnison twisted his head to the side. “Flowers always work when you’re in the doghouse.” 
 
    “Not this time,” Slade responded. “She’s still pissed about Bosnia.” 
 
    About six guys scoffed and made pained noises. 
 
    Lena stopped midsentence and faced them, legs widened in an authoritative stance. “Do you guys have something to add?” 
 
    Slade felt her stare boring into him. Doghouse? More like under the guillotine. 
 
    “The guys were just saying that you talk strategy like an admiral,” he said. 
 
    Lena’s stare pierced him. He could almost feel the lash of her tongue. Damn, the idea of soothing her—taming her—shouldn’t be so freakin’ hot, let alone right this second. But his cock stirred behind his fly. 
 
    “Please go on.” 
 
    At his urging, she continued, pacing back to the center of the room. Sparrow stood off to the side, taking it all in. After a few minutes, she quit tossing dirty looks his direction. 
 
    Apollo leaned in again. “Damn, that was slick talking, Overstreet.” 
 
    The guys around him bobbed their heads in agreement. 
 
    This was getting out of hand. While he appreciated the show of support, he knew Lena couldn’t be manipulated into anything. Besides, the guys didn’t know what was at stake. A child’s future was involved. If Slade fucked it up with Lena, the child’s life could be messy at best—hell at the worst. 
 
    Mustang’s voice whispered over his shoulder. “Have you tried chocolate? Teigen loves those strawberries dipped in chocolate.”  
 
    “Oh yeah, those are good,” Frost agreed. “Eden likes ’em too. In fact, I should pick her up a box. Always gets me in her good graces, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Overstreet tuned out their discussion and focused on the woman he loved. More than anything, he just wanted a life with her. No amount of chocolate-dipped strawberries would win a woman like her back. She was tougher than most men, in body and spirit. 
 
    They’d been through so much together. Times of peace and joy. She knew him better than anybody else on earth, and he knew her the same way, no matter what she had to say on the matter. 
 
    She hadn’t easily admitted to being afraid about the baby, but he picked up on the vibe. For a woman who threw herself into combat situations on a weekly basis, of course she’d find it difficult to admit that something the size of a pinto bean made her shake with fear. 
 
    The fact that they were on the outs didn’t help matters. The sooner she accepted he was in her life for good, the quicker she could relax. 
 
    Their night together had been amazing. Even watching her sleep filled him with the kind of peace he fought for every damn day of his life. 
 
    And god, setting eyes on that photo of their baby…hell, his eyes stung just from the memory of how it made him feel. So high and low at the same time. Driven to keep fighting for a better world for it to live in. 
 
    For Lena to live in too. 
 
    The guys were still rattling off ideas that might work to lure her back into his arms. The guys all had strong women too, but his woman was a different breed. Slade loved that about her. 
 
    As he listened to her speak about possible ways to corner Ramon’s son and force him to talk about the current status of the Black Bloods, he thought back to Bosnia. 
 
    He’d only taken action to keep her safe. But she saw it as him stepping in because he believed her less than capable. He couldn’t trust her to keep herself safe. 
 
    He never could talk sense to her about it—hadn’t they been going in circles on the topic for years now? 
 
    He was Blackout, and that meant he looked at the bigger picture. If he wasn’t gaining ground with one strike, he’d look for another road leading to victory. 
 
    Thinking of Lena in tactical terms would surely piss her off. Hell, she’d probably say he was still protecting her by not voicing his thoughts. 
 
    As she wrapped up the meeting and gave Sparrow the floor, Slade realized that if things were going to change between them, he needed to change. He couldn’t continue treating her the same, knowing that she hated it. 
 
    But she sure didn’t hate his fingers buried inside her or his tongue on her nipples… 
 
    As if sensing his thoughts, she looked right at him. Their gazes caught and held. In that heartbeat, all the love inside him surfaced. Her expression softened, her eyes grew luminous. 
 
    She saw his love for her. She tried to deny she felt the same, but he read it in her eyes…in her actions. 
 
    Now he just had to figure out how to prove that they were far better together than apart. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Lena needed to be dismissed from this meeting before one of the guys saw that lovey-dovey bullshit on Slade’s face. It was bad enough that some of them knew that they’d been married, but the last thing she needed right now was questions about whether it was over or not. 
 
    And it most definitely was over. 
 
    Except she’d slept with him several times since the night of the gala. She spent the night in his damn arms too. 
 
    She inwardly shook herself. Hadn’t she learned anything by now? When it came to Slade, her brain was mush and her body took over, but that couldn’t happen anymore. 
 
    She needed to get serious about her plans for the future. She had a baby to think about now. She had to find a way to tell Sparrow the news and prepare herself to be kicked out of Blackout. They weren’t even supposed to have a life outside of their duty. 
 
    Look how that turned out, though. Almost every single member of Blackout was in a committed relationship. They brought their women—and kids too—underground with them and lived happily with their choices. 
 
    Why couldn’t she? 
 
    “You’re all dismissed for now until more happens behind the scenes.” Sparrow’s command couldn’t have come at a more perfect moment. 
 
    Lena’s mind swung like a pendulum, back and forth between the chances of remaining on the team and being forced out. It hurt to think of leaving her brothers-in-arms. Hurt even more to consider leaving a baby behind in the care of someone else, knowing that she might never return to raise it. 
 
    Ugh, when had her maternal instincts kicked in? She blamed Slade. Spending the night with him, sharing a bed, had probably infused her with some feminine beliefs that she never subscribed to before. 
 
    She pushed out a heavy sigh and leaned against the wall outside the war room, pretending to listen to talk of the next move. 
 
    Slade stood a short distance away from her. Once in a while, he’d break from the discussion and center his attention on her. As if his focus never totally strayed away. 
 
    A tremor coursed through her. Did she like the idea of him being so locked in on her? It scared her, for sure. The competitor in her would never let him give more than she did—and that was the real problem, wasn’t it? If she loved him even more than he loved her, how would she ever be able to go on if something happened to him? 
 
    The gray dawn of their relationship broke on that realization. 
 
    Hadn’t he been trying to explain this very thing to her all along? Especially after Bosnia, when he’d killed a man to keep him from making a move toward Lena. He said he couldn’t entertain the idea of losing her. 
 
    And she’d pushed him away to protect herself from the same damn thing. 
 
    She must have made a noise because Mustang broke from his discussion with Apollo and shot her a glance. 
 
    “Everything all right, Graham?” 
 
    Other than the fact that her life was a mess, things were peachy. She only had to come to terms with her ex about their surprise baby, figure out how to be part of Blackout while raising a child, and keep from letting on to Slade that he was right about her being stubborn. 
 
    Why had it taken this long to realize that they were so much alike? Neither could tolerate the idea of being apart. Difference was that Lena ran from those feelings, while Slade stayed and fought. 
 
     For her entire military career, men had been telling her that she didn’t have what it took to reach the top. Now she was knocked up and letting her emotions run the show. Guess that made them right, after all. 
 
    She pushed away from the wall. She needed some space—all these huge, muscled men standing around was starting to suffocate her. 
 
    As she pushed past Sparrow, he held up a hand. “Don’t go just yet, Graham. Bishop and I were just discussing your ideas from the meeting.” 
 
    “Oh?” She sliced a look at Slade and found his gaze trained on her, an expression of pride scrawled all over his godlike features. 
 
    Sparrow nodded. “Yeah, we’re going to put a plan together now. I’ll send someone to find you when it’s settled.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Without another word, she took off for her room, her strides tearing up the corridors. She needed to be alone for a few minutes. Lying down would be even better. All of a sudden, her energy was flagging. 
 
    She didn’t even get to her room before Slade was on her, clasping her arm and casting glances over his shoulder as he dragged her inside her room. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she demanded. 
 
    He shut the door and blocked her from leaving. Slate-blue eyes burned with more desire than she needed to see right now. 
 
    “You were sensational just a bit ago, MJ.” 
 
    Her breath hitched. For once, she loved the way the nickname rolled off his wickedly dirty tongue—a tongue that could do all the things she wanted and needed right now. 
 
    This was getting ridiculous. Was she sick, hungry, exhausted or horny? All of the above. 
 
    They stared into each other’s eyes. A thousand unspoken words passed between them. 
 
    He reached out and clasped her hand. The feel of his rough fingers folded around hers sent stinging tears into her eyes. 
 
    “MJ?” He hooked a knuckle under her jaw and lifted her face to his. “Tears. Why?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Talk to me. Don’t shut me out anymore. I deserve to know what’s going on in your head.” 
 
    She dropped her stare to her feet. “I think—” 
 
    A hard knock on the door stopped her cold. 
 
    Slade released her hand and stepped to the side so no one would see him when she opened the door. Bishop stood there, his expression serious. 
 
    “We’re ready for that meeting,” he said. 
 
    “That was fast.” She straightened her spine. “I’m right behind you.” 
 
    Bishop gave her a nod and moved away with a degree of haste that suggested this op was happening sooner than they all expected. 
 
    As soon as Bishop was gone, Slade stepped up behind her. His strong arms drew her back against him, and his lips at her ear made her shiver. 
 
    “We’re going to have an important discussion, and soon,” he rumbled. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He slipped his hand around her waist, his warm palm covering her lower abdomen where the baby slumbered. 
 
    “I love you, Lena. Both of you.” 
 
    Tears sprang to her eyes, and a hot coal lodged in her throat. 
 
    “It’s all we really need. Everything else, all the decisions to be made and logistics to be worked out, is secondary.” 
 
    With a rough sigh, she nodded. Then she pulled away and walked out. 
 
    A few steps down the corridor, she heard Slade’s footfalls behind her. Aware of his presence—of him on her six—she got more into her head instead of out of it. And for the storm that was coming with Ramon’s son, she had to be laser-focused. She was fighting for so much. She had to get herself in and out alive—and now had to think of her baby too. 
 
    Slade’s soft, rumbling words echoed in her head…and her heart. He loved them both. She believed him too. The man was many things—arrogant, annoying and overbearing at times. But he was no liar. Besides, that look in his eyes could never be faked. 
 
    When she reached the war room again, Apollo stood at the door waiting for her. He sent a look behind her at Slade before letting her into the room. She walked in and twisted just as Apollo blocked the entrance. 
 
    Slade stopped. “What the hell?” 
 
    “Sorry, man. This is Alpha only right now.” 
 
    He balled his fists. “You’re fucking joking.” 
 
    Apollo shook his head. “Wish I were. Sparrow’s orders.” 
 
    Around Apollo’s shoulder, Slade’s gaze locked on Lena’s. Using her eyes, she tried to convey that he should let it go. When he stepped back, she relaxed a little. Then she hurried to take a seat with the rest of her team. 
 
    She’d seen the disappointment in Slade’s eyes. And a glint of anger too. He didn’t like being left out of anything where she was concerned, and now he had even more reason to go full-on warrior on her behalf. 
 
    Sparrow cleared his throat. “A small team’s being assembled to go raid the kid’s place. We found where he’s been staying.” 
 
    She didn’t even make it to her seat before this announcement—or before Slade burst into the room. 
 
    The air sucked out of the space, and all eyes jerked to him. 
 
    “I need to speak to Lena for a minute.” 
 
    She swung her gaze to Sparrow. He looked far from amused. 
 
    She returned her attention to Slade and saw his jaw working, which could only mean he was gearing up for an argument. Before that happened, she held up one finger to Sparrow. 
 
    He nodded and she rushed back out, barreling past her ex. He slammed the door shut to block out their voices. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t even start, Slade. I’m in.” 
 
    He sliced a hand through the air. “You’re out.” 
 
    Rage bottled inside her. For once, she would try to remain calm with him. The last thing they needed was a scene. 
 
    “Um. No. I’ll be out soon if I go through with this.” She waved at her stomach. 
 
    Fury rippled over his face. “If?” he barked. 
 
    She was not having this discussion right now—or here, with her team all listening in through a thin slab of metal. 
 
    She shoved Slade out of her way and reached for the handle. “Bye, Slade.” 
 
    “Lena…” 
 
    She ignored the choked sound of her name on his lips. “I’m going. You can’t stop me.” 
 
    “I never could, Lena. That’s always been the problem between us.” 
 
    She sighed. “And here I thought you finally got it. But you’re still trying to protect me.” 
 
    He threw out an arm, barring her way. “There’s too much at risk and you know it.” 
 
    She met his stare. “Back off, Slade. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    He moved to touch her belly again, but she stomped into the room and shut the door in his face. Maybe trying to shut him out of her heart once and for all. 
 
    She sucked in a breath and faced her team. As if she could really shut Slade Overstreet out of her life forever. 
 
    She couldn’t even manage to stop loving him. 
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    Slade peeled off his shirt and tossed it to the floor. Then he stepped up to the weight machine and grabbed the bar. When he gave it a test pull, he immediately knew it was too light for him. He needed to push his body to the max, and beyond. 
 
    He released the bar, added more weight and grasped it again. When he yanked this time, he got the resistance he craved. 
 
    He never should have insisted on watching that footage of Lena’s bodycam. The feed hadn’t shown much, but it was enough to remind him of the danger she was in. And goddammit, he wasn’t able to be there on her six. 
 
    After only moments of viewing that footage, he had to walk out of the room. 
 
    Twenty reps, then fifty, didn’t begin to ease the force of his anger. He was seething with how careless Lena was with her life—and their baby’s. 
 
    Damn her. 
 
    Was his anger really directed at himself for not trying harder to stop her? He could have stopped her from going on that mission—or any other—with a few words about her condition. 
 
    Knowing that she would drop him forever if he did was the only thing that made him bite his tongue. Hell, he’d really bitten into it until he tasted blood. He ran the sore, ragged spot over his molars to feel the pain again. 
 
    He finished the set of exercises and switched to another that would take more out of him. But half an hour into the workout, his anger wasn’t abated. Strong emotions rattled around him. He forced air out of his lungs on each rep, thinking of all the things he should have said to Lena to keep her from going. 
 
    A dozen scenarios had been running through his head. The team could walk into a trap. The thought of bullets zinging at his beautiful wife made his blood run cold. If something happened to her, he’d never forgive himself. 
 
    He knew exactly what the Black Bloods were capable of. Even with their kingpin and second-in-command dead and several more six feet under or in prison, there would still be a call for revenge. 
 
    Lena wouldn’t even be involved if not for him. 
 
    With a huff, he bowed his head and let that sink in. If something happened to her, the blame lay at his feet. 
 
    “Overstreet.” The feminine voice made him look up to see Gia standing at the door that he hadn’t heard open. 
 
    Whatever she saw on his face made her rush forward. “Oh no. Overstreet, what’s going on? Is the baby—” 
 
    He gave a rough shake of his head to stop her. “Don’t even say it, Gia. I didn’t even know how much it terrifies me until just now.” 
 
    She stepped up to him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you further.” 
 
    They traded a look that burned with concern for both of the people they loved. Of all alliances to find, he never could have guessed it would be the pregnant wife of Alpha’s commanding officer. 
 
    “Any word?” he grated out. 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s one of the things I struggle with—not knowing what’s going on. If he’s safe. I was in the line of fire when we met, you know. I know enough to really let my mind go berserk if I let it. I can’t imagine how you must be feeling. You’ve seen it all.” 
 
    “Pretty much.” He dragged a palm down his face and moved to take a seat on the bench while she sank to a padded piece of equipment. 
 
    “You can’t let this tear you up, Overstreet.” 
 
    He issued a guttural grunt. “I’m torn between taking care of her and letting her do her thing. I know the mistakes I’ve made are rooted in the fear of losing her.” 
 
    Her big eyes were filled with sympathy and understanding. “You love her. How could you not do everything in your power to make sure she’s safe?” 
 
    “How do you do it? Kiss him goodbye and watch him walk away?” 
 
    She lifted her delicate shoulders and let them fall. “It doesn’t get easier, but it’s the life I signed up for. I knew the man he was when I got involved. But by then, I was already half in love with him and it was too late.” 
 
    He pushed out a sigh. “We’ve barely discussed the baby.” 
 
    “She’s afraid. She’ll get there. Be patient.” 
 
    He cocked a brow. “I’m Blackout. We aren’t patient.” 
 
    She laughed. “You’re also dealing with a member of Blackout. You all share the similar traits that got you here.” 
 
    “God, you’re right.” He groaned. 
 
    She laughed again. “When they return—” 
 
    Just then, they heard doors slamming and hard boots on the floor. The rustle of gear could be heard too. 
 
    “They’re back.” She jumped up and bustled to the door in a swirl of long hair. 
 
    He made a grab for his shirt and yanked it over his perspiring body. When he walked out, he spotted the guys with arms full of cardboard boxes. He couldn’t see what they’d confiscated from the son’s residence, but if he had to guess, it was equipment and records. 
 
    Frost threw him a grin. “Easy op.” 
 
    Mustang followed right behind with his rifle in hand. “Easier than getting your ass out of Mexico.” 
 
    A couple more guys passed, and then Lena came into sight. She rounded the corner with a big box tucked against her chest. Slade searched her for cuts or bruises—or worse, blood—and could breathe once more when he saw she was unharmed. 
 
    She avoided his stare as she passed with the box. They took the stairs leading up to the war room. Slade trailed behind, feeling more and more like an outsider. When they set the boxes on the long table, he expected the door to slam in his face again, but no one forced him out. 
 
    Lena set her heavy box on the table and peered inside. “It’s gonna be a long night.” 
 
    Slade’s chest tightened. Just as he’d told Gia, he was torn between taking care of her and letting her do her thing. 
 
    In the end, he left her to it and shut himself up in a vacant office to call Con and check in. 
 
    “Hey, Overstreet. Enjoying your break?” 
 
    “No,” he forced out with total seriousness. “When do I come back?” 
 
    “You’ve still got a week on your approved leave. Take it.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want it?” Why was he trying to leave Washington, DC? The last thing he wanted right now was to abandon Lena to deal with the situation. 
 
    Con’s heavy sigh rang in his ear. The image of the big, tattooed motherfucker drifted into Slade’s head from that one sound better than anything they’d exchanged so far. 
 
    “What’s the rush?” 
 
    “I’m getting bored. I need to be part of something again.” 
 
    Wasn’t he part of Lena? He’d vowed to never let a wedge be driven between them too, and look where they were. 
 
    Con went silent on the line. It penetrated Slade’s brain. 
 
    Slade dug his finger and thumb into his eyes. “Forget it. I’ll take the week, Con.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. See ya then, man.” 
 
    Without another word, Slade ended the call. Too late, he realized he hadn’t asked what was going on with his buddies on the team or how things were going without him there. 
 
    There would be time enough to catch up once he returned, but that came with another set of problems. All to do with Lena. 
 
    Not being here to watch over her, to see her grow round with their child. Without him in her face all the time, she’d distance herself and pretend he wasn’t important to her. 
 
    And he was important to her, dammit. She just wouldn’t admit it to herself yet. 
 
    He paced the halls for a while, more restless and on edge than he’d felt since the day she called it quits. 
 
    Each time he came close to the room where she was going through the boxes they brought back with them, he spun around and headed the other way. But not seeing her…not showing his support…cut him. 
 
    He left headquarters and bought her food. It was a small token, but taking care of her was what Slade did. He wasn’t about to ignore his instincts no matter how angry she was that he’d tried to stop her from going on this op. 
 
    When he returned, he walked up to her and set the takeout by her elbow. 
 
    She glanced at the box and then up at him. 
 
    “You need to eat.” 
 
    Something flickered in her eyes. “I can take a few minutes.” She pushed her chair back and grabbed the food. To his surprise, she left what she was doing to take a break. 
 
    He followed her all the way to the kitchen. Thankfully, no one was around. While she settled at the counter with the food, he walked to the fridge and grabbed them each a bottled water. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said quietly. “You didn’t have to do this, but it looks fantastic.” 
 
    He didn’t respond, only stared at her. Actually, he couldn’t look away. The woman lit up his damn world.  
 
    If only he did the same for her. 
 
    She took a few test bites and then dug into the dish. It warmed his heart to see her devour the food with relish. 
 
    “I owe you an apology,” he said. 
 
    She stopped midbite. Brown eyes landed on his. 
 
    “I know this is your job and you’re capable of handling yourself. It’s just that…” 
 
    “You want control over me?” 
 
    “That’s not it at all.” 
 
    “You think I’m too weak now that I’m…” 
 
    He shook his head. “I only want you safe, Lena. You’re my whole goddamn world.” 
 
    “That’s always been the problem. You have some dream in your head about us and marriage. Even this pregnancy is your dream. You get me stuck at home on a shelf, safe and sound, while you traipse around the globe, righting wrongs. Go, Slade!” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be like that.” 
 
    Her brow shot up. “So I get to traipse around the globe and you play wonder-dad? Perfect!” 
 
    “I didn’t say that either.” 
 
    They stared at each other. Several pounding heartbeats stretched on. His gut boiled and his chest burned. Why couldn’t they ever figure this out so they could just be happy? 
 
    “What do we do, Lena?” 
 
    She bowed her head, hiding her eyes from him. When she spoke, her voice was filled with tears. “I don’t know, Slade. I really don’t.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “Graham, what stack would you put this in?” Mustang held up a sheet of paper with handwritten scribblings and a map of some building with the rooms labeled. 
 
    Lena tapped a finger to her lips. “Put it on stack number three.” 
 
    “Gotcha. Any luck hacking the kid’s laptop?” 
 
    “Working on it,” she responded. 
 
    “Any idea why Ramon’s son is called Trey?” 
 
    She looked up. “Trey is for the third in the line. He’s Ramon the third.” 
 
    “Maybe he used some combination of that and the number three as his password.” 
 
    She bobbed her head. “Good point. I’ll try that, thanks.” 
 
    “You can always get Gunny or Eden on the job.” 
 
    “I’m not ready to give up yet.” Biting down on her lip, she returned to the iMac laptop in front of her. After two more attempts at logging in, the window opened. 
 
    “A-ha! Got it.” 
 
    “Nice work, Graham.” Mustang returned to his work sorting through all the boxes they’d confiscated from Trey’s apartment. The information he kept there was extensive. While other college students had bags of trash, dirty laundry and empty alcohol bottles lined up on their shelves, Trey had a collection of what could only be dirt on his father and his crimes. 
 
    Quickly, she copied the files to an external hard drive just in case there was a program to wipe the software once accessed. Then she settled into the task of searching for threats made by the Black Bloods. 
 
    There were some encrypted documents, but she went straight for the videos saved to the computer. One was labeled with the date and a timestamp of the day they rescued Slade. 
 
    Her stomach bottomed out. With the cursor hovering over the video, she hesitated for the barest second before clicking. 
 
    When it opened and she saw the footage of the garage where Slade had been held captive, a hard lump of nausea blocked her airway. She sucked in a breath through her nostrils, trying to dispel it, even as she looked on in horror. 
 
    Having been in that garage, she could almost smell the pungent sweat rolling off Slade. And god knew how many others had been held there before him. Her insides rippled, and she made note of the proximity of the wastebasket just in case she needed to make a grab for it. 
 
    In the video, Angel Hernandez walked into the garage, and Slade leaped to his feet. He stood tall and proud. Even after being held for days in that dank, sweltering place, his presence still commanded respect and instilled fear. 
 
    A shiver snaked down her spine. 
 
    Hernandez continued to unlock his chains and tugged them, pulling Slade behind him like a dog. 
 
    A shudder broke over her. 
 
    Finally, Lena appeared on the screen. She didn’t need to watch what came next, but she was riveted to the video. 
 
    When Slade set eyes on her…oh god. His expression hurt. It gutted her. That leap of joy on his features twisted to fear when he realized she was in danger along with him. 
 
    Finger trembling, she rewound the video enough to see that joy on Slade’s face once more. 
 
    The love he always wanted to show her—and she shot down every single time—spread over his face. The exact instant the emotion flipped to fear, a spike of strong emotion stabbed her in the chest. 
 
    I know you love me…and I love you too. I’ll never stop. 
 
    So why was she even hesitating? They were having a baby. Their child could grow up with two parents who loved each other, creating what wasn’t so typical these days. 
 
    But the things Lena would have to give up left her hollow. She loved Blackout. Adored her team. She’d given up everything to fight for her country. But she couldn’t have it all. Something would need to go…and it wouldn’t be this child growing inside her. 
 
    She clicked on another video. For a moment, the shadowy footage didn’t reveal what was going on. Then she realized what she was seeing. 
 
    Charlie team taking out the arms dealer and killing most of the men. This raid had been the reason Slade was targeted in the first place. 
 
    And there he was onscreen, decked out in full gear, toting his rifle. The fight was down and dirty and over fast. When Charlie was finished, bodies lay on the floor and one was bound wrists and ankles and carried out—the arms dealer’s brother who was handed over to the authorities to lock away as an example. 
 
    Something told her to check out the photos folder next. Images sprang up on the screen. Some harder to make out than others because they were screenshots of the video she’d just watched, but they were unmistakably members of Blackout Charlie. 
 
    And they were all targets. 
 
    She scrolled through the pictures of men she knew and fought alongside, pausing a split second longer on Slade’s. 
 
    Then with her heart in her throat, she stopped on an image of herself. With a gasp, she scrolled down and sat there staring at photos of her, Frost and Mustang. 
 
    The Black Bloods put targets on all their backs. 
 
    She jolted to her feet. A wave of dizziness slammed her, keeping her rooted in place. 
 
    Mustang looked up from a paper in his hand. “Graham?” His voice sounded with concern. 
 
    “Get Sparrow in here. Now!” 
 
    The contents of her stomach, all that good food that Slade brought her—to take care of her—felt as if it would come back up. She braced a hand on the desk and leaned forward, breathing through the harsh moment. 
 
    Suddenly, an arm banded around her. Not a strong, rock-hard one. Not Slade’s. 
 
    A feminine voice soothed, “Breathe through it, Lena. I’ll get you some water.” Gia’s arm released her and the woman’s footsteps left the room. Heavy boots thumped on the floor and she knew Mustang had returned with Sparrow. 
 
    She forced herself to straighten and swung to face her commanding officer. 
 
    He looked at her face, which was probably green, and locked on to the laptop screen. 
 
    “They’ve got photos of everyone on Charlie, plus Mustang, Frost and me from our trip to Mexico.” She gulped again, nostrils flaring. 
 
    Gia returned and thrust a bottle of water into her hand. Lena took it with a tight nod and swallowed small sips while Sparrow took over at the laptop. 
 
    “This isn’t good,” Sparrow gritted out. “Get the intel team—Gunny, Kit and Eden too. Gia, you and Indika see what you can scrape up to help.” 
 
    “You got it, love.” Gia studied Lena’s face for a moment before giving her a pat on the arm and bustling out. 
 
    Lena’s mind blipped over the matter they were dealing with and snagged on another. Gia was far along in her pregnancy and she was still a valuable asset to the Blackout team. That meant there was some hope for Lena, didn’t it? 
 
    A minute later, the room crowded with people. Most of the team gathered to dig through the papers and search for anything more that cited Blackout as the Black Bloods’ or the arms dealer’s next target. 
 
    Lena got caught up in her duty again, but not so much that she didn’t realize one important person in her life was not present in this room. Slade. 
 
    She felt his absence as keenly as if a portion of her had been carved out. Shame flooded her for all the terrible things she’d probably said to him that couldn’t be taken back. Now she understood why he’d made that call in Bosnia, because the minute she saw his face in that video, she remembered why she’d needed to go to Mexico. 
 
    They would move mountains in order to save each other. 
 
    She loved him. She wanted to have this baby with him even if it meant compromising and giving things up. 
 
    While they all scrambled to find more on what Trey and the Black Bloods who remained in hiding had planned for them, Lena alternately threw herself into her work and tossed looks at the door in hopes of finding Slade standing there watching her. 
 
    Hours passed. Lena’s eyes were beginning to blur. “All these papers are starting to look the same. I could use a break. Sparrow?” She looked to him for the order. 
 
    “Take a couple hours. You’ve been at it all night, Graham. Mustang, you too. We need you both at your best.” 
 
    The muscles along her spine screamed from the tension she’d been holding this entire time. When she stood and stretched, she moaned softly. She wasn’t even heavily with child and already her back hurt. 
 
    For some reason, that made her smile inside. 
 
    As she left the room, Mustang fell into step beside her. Then he stopped. She glanced up to see what had his attention. 
 
    Slade stood in the corridor, hands in his pockets, his hair mussed. He looked as if he’d been lounging in some chair all night waiting for her. 
 
    Lena’s stomach wobbled on a surge of excitement. Her steps slowed. 
 
    Mustang continued on. When he passed Slade, he remarked, “Operation: Win Lena Back is looking hopeful.” 
 
    She blinked. 
 
    Slade didn’t respond to Mustang’s comment but as soon as the man ran down the flight of stairs, Slade came toward Lena. 
 
    Even tired and rumpled, his appearance sent her body into overdrive. The pull of fabric across his chest, biceps and thighs as he moved had her insides clutching with desire. 
 
    She tipped her head back to look at him. “Operation what now?” 
 
    He scuffed his knuckles over his beard, creating a rasping noise that left her nipples puckered. “You look tired, MJ. C’mon.” He took her by the hand. 
 
    Without pause, she slipped her hand into his and let him lead her away. 
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    Lena’s fingers wrapped around Slade’s. This was different. What happened in the past few hours since their conversation? The one that broke him apart and plunged him into hopelessness and despair that he’d never, ever have her in his life the way he wanted her—needed her? 
 
    He led her to her room and closed the door. Silence pervaded the space. There wasn’t even a clock ticking. 
 
    With a tug on Lena’s hand, he led her to her bunk. She sank to it and kept going until she flopped onto her back. 
 
    The bruises of fatigue under each eye and her pale complexion told him she’d overdone it. She seemed to know it too. 
 
    “Close your eyes, lover.” 
 
    She opened her arms. “Not without you. I want you beside me.” 
 
    Her words tugged his heartstrings. He wasn’t about to deny himself the chance to hold her while she slept. 
 
    “This is new.” 
 
    “Shut up and hold me, Parker.” 
 
    His heart jerked like she’d yanked it with a hook attached to a cord. “Been a while since you called me that.” 
 
    When he stretched out on the bunk next to her, holding her fast to his chest on the narrow bed, he brushed his lips across her forehead. His throat burned with all the words he longed to say but feared she’d run from. 
 
    “You were amazing in there today, Lena. The strategizing…the hacking. You have the sexiest mind. I love watching you work.” 
 
    “Lies. You hate me working.” 
 
    “No. I hate not being with you. This is who we are.” 
 
    “Yes, but I have to be better than you just because you have that.” She glanced down between their bodies at the bulge in his jeans that was ever-present when he was close to her or even thought of her. 
 
    “We’re trained to protect. I’m protecting.” He curled his hand around her belly, then slid it up to her breast. 
 
    She moaned, and he claimed her mouth. The sweet flavor of her just about drove him mad. His cock lengthened and nudged painfully against his fly. A throb in his groin urged him to rock his hips and grind his cock into her pussy. 
 
    A soft gasp escaped her. He swirled his tongue over hers, drawing more soft mewls of desire as he worked his hand under her top and located her hard, pebbled nipple. 
 
    She dragged her fingers over his shoulders, drawing him closer. “I need you. Hard and fast like before.” 
 
    They tore off each other’s clothes. She wrapped her legs high on his hips, angling her body to receive him. As he drove inside her in one hard shove, she sank her fingers into his hair and dragged his mouth to hers. 
 
    Hard and fast didn’t begin to cover it. Throw in their hearts tangled and a whole lot of pain mixed with love and uncertainty, and emotions drove them to the finish. Her pussy gripped him like a tight glove. 
 
    Every squeeze of her release and the moans breaking from her yanked him to the cliff’s edge. He leaped off with her, cum showering her walls. He bit back a roar and pounded her, yanking her body off the bed to meet his thrusts. 
 
    His mind blanked, and he collapsed on top of her, still aware enough to brace his weight so as not to crush her. 
 
    Her soft breasts flattened against his chest and her sweet breath rushed over his throat. “I love you, Slade.” 
 
    Oh fuck. Hearing that after all these years, just when he thought he’d never again hear the truth from her or the full force of her loving…she gave it freely. 
 
    Tears pricked his eyes. He stared down into her eyes. “I’ve never stopped, but now I love you even more. The time we’ve spent together this week has deepened my love for you. I—” His phone played several fast blasts as messages came through. 
 
    She blinked. “Your team.” 
 
    He rolled off the bunk and grabbed his jeans to locate his phone. It started ringing in his hand, and he brought it to his ear. 
 
    His teammate, Holland’s, cultured Bostonian accent projected into his ear. “Con told me to call. There’s a chopper coming for you. It will be there within the half hour.” 
 
    Lena’s stare was riveted on him as she sat up, her naked body luring him a step closer to the bunk before he registered what Holland was saying. 
 
    “Are you listening, Overstreet?” 
 
    His brain snapped to attention. “Chopper. Half hour.” 
 
    “Be on it.” 
 
    “How long will we be gone?” He caught the T-shirt Lena threw at him. 
 
    “Do we ever know? Just be on it. Charlie needs you.” 
 
    His lungs constricted, making it hard to force air into them. “See you soon.” He ended the call. 
 
    Lena stood up and they faced each other. A thousand things were left unsaid. So much more needed to be worked out between them. 
 
    “I have to go,” he grated out. 
 
    She raked her fingers through her loose hair. “I gathered as much.” 
 
    He stepped up to her, dropped the shirt he hadn’t yet put on and wrapped his fingers around her arms. “I hate leaving you.” 
 
    Her lips compressed into a wavy line. “Maybe the break will be good.” 
 
    “You don’t mean that,” he said with all the force pent up in his soul. 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t. I’ll…miss you, Slade.” 
 
    “Oh, MJ.” He yanked her into his arms. Her sleek muscles against his own would be the last thing he thought of before he climbed into the chopper on the roof and flew off to places unknown. 
 
    Leaving behind the woman he loved. And his child. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Lena scrubbed at the tears that wouldn’t quit leaking from the corners of her eyes. From the moment Slade walked out that door with the order for her to rest, she hadn’t been able to control the flow of tears. 
 
    She hated feeling like this. Hated that she hadn’t been strong enough to shut the vault on her feelings for the man. They’d tried once and look how that went. They were probably fooling themselves thinking that they could put any past hurts behind them and make a relationship work now. 
 
    Hitching herself onto a stool at the kitchen counter, she pulled the steaming mug of tea toward her and dunked the bag several times. The fragrant tea calmed her nerves if not her stomach. 
 
    After Slade kissed her goodbye, she thought her high emotion would keep her awake, but she lay back down and passed out for a solid hour. Then she took a quick shower and returned to work with her team. 
 
    When her morning nausea became too much, she slipped off to pop a pill and make some tea. But now that she was alone, thoughts struck like missiles. Would she see him again? If something happened, how would she ever forgive herself? How would she explain such a thing to their child? 
 
    Oh god, she’d left things too late, hadn’t’ she? She dropped her head into her hands and closed her eyes against the sharp sting of tears. 
 
    I love you, Slade Overstreet. Come back to me so we can fix this. 
 
    A soft voice cleared behind her. She opened her eyes and twisted on the stool to see Gia in the doorway, looking bright and fresh despite carrying the heavy weight on her delicate frame. 
 
    “No fair. You look so beautiful and I look like I’ve been in the trenches,” Lena said. 
 
    Gia issued a soft laugh and strode forward, a plastic bag in hand. “Are you kidding? I feel huge and clumsy.” 
 
    She set the bag on the counter next to Lena. 
 
    She arched a brow. “What’s this?” 
 
    “From Slade.” 
 
    She reared off the stool, ready to run to him. Then the truth hit her, and she let her body drop again. 
 
    “He told you to bring me food.” 
 
    Gia nodded, a sympathetic expression in her eyes. 
 
    With a sigh, Lena pulled the bag closer and took a peek in the box at a perfect golden-brown crepe covered in strawberries, glaze and whipped cream. 
 
    She let out a moan and threw the lid open. Laughing, Gia brought her a fork and then returned to the tea kettle to pour her own mug. While Lena ate, Gia leaned on the counter and watched. 
 
    “Why do I feel like Slade told you to watch me too?” she asked. 
 
    Gia coughed another laugh. “Sounds like you know him.” 
 
    Her heart gave a pang. She nodded. “I do.” 
 
    “He seems awesome and devoted. So what’s the problem?” 
 
    Lena set down her fork with the last bite of crepe still speared on the tines. “I’m not sure it’s real. It seems baby-induced. What if the same old problems are still between us?” 
 
    “What if they’re not?” Gia sipped. 
 
    Lena shook her head. “He doesn’t see me as an equal. He wants to protect me too much.” 
 
    “It’s not that he doesn’t trust you can handle things. He wants to support and protect you. It’s his thing. Everyone in Blackout is the same. They’re fierce. Trained to fight and protect. Of course, that’s going to spill onto the women they love.” 
 
    The fresh perspective meshed with Lena’s realization from when she saw that video of Slade chained in the garage. 
 
    “I see I’ve given you some things to think about. Now it’s time to deliver another message.” 
 
    Lena raised her brows, waiting for Gia to go on. 
 
    “Sparrow’s giving you the choice of going with Apollo to pick up some equipment we need or to stay and continue going through the things removed from Trey’s apartment.” 
 
    “Why would Apollo need me?” 
 
    Gia gave her a small, guilty smile. 
 
    “You asked Sparrow to give me a break.” 
 
    “I might have mentioned that you had been shouldering a lot more lately, conducting meetings and planning out strategy.” 
 
    She couldn’t be angry with her friend for caring. 
 
    But that made her think about how she’d blamed Slade for doing the very same things. 
 
    “Thank you, Gia. You’ve been such a good friend to me. But I’m going to stay and see this through.” 
 
    “Want me to tell Sparrow?” 
 
    She hopped off her stool and carried the empty food container to the trash. “I’ll do it myself. Thanks again for bringing me food—and for opening my eyes more when it comes to Slade.” 
 
    Gia threw her arms around Lena, and they embraced like the sisters they were in their hearts. 
 
    Then Lena went to dig through more intelligence and hopefully find a way to take that target off her and Slade’s backs…so their baby had a chance to grow up with its parents. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “Thanks for the lift!” Slade held up a hand to the chopper pilot and ducked out the door. In a crouch, he cleared the blades and took off in long strides for the black SUV that sat off to the side of the airstrip. 
 
    Being back with his team, fighting alongside them to see justice done, felt good, but being away from Lena was like having a tooth ripped out or an organ removed. A constant ache that didn’t quit. 
 
    As soon as he jumped into the back seat, he was greeted by thumps on the back from any team member who could reach and grins from those who couldn’t. 
 
    “Look at that ugly face.” Holland was one to talk—a big motherfucker with a jagged scar along his forehead that carved down to one ear. 
 
    “Missed you too, Holls.” He held out a fist, and they bumped knuckles. 
 
    In the passenger seat, Con twisted to sweep the group with a hard look. “Glad to have you back, Overstreet. Now down to orders. We got word that some of the group we thought we wiped out in Puerto Vallarta has been underground the past few weeks. They were scattered but now are planning to cross the border with the intent to rally more to join their ranks.” 
 
    “How did the intel come through?” Slade asked. 
 
    “Holland picked up some chatter on the dark web. It was intercepted and the order came directly from Commander Barrett. It’s gonna be quick and dirty, guys. We have extra forces on border patrol to form a barricade if needed.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure it’ll be needed. They won’t come quiet.” It had been hours since he left Lena. During the flight from the East Coast to the West, he couldn’t shake the expression she wore when he walked out the door and left her beautiful, vulnerable, her heart in her eyes and his child slumbering inside her. 
 
    He checked his phone one last time before switching it off and going into full ops mode. 
 
    They reached the border with all haste. When they spotted a dark car right where they expected it to be, Con gave the order. Their SUV careened into it in a maneuver meant to stun and disorient. Slade jumped out with the others, rifle up. 
 
    Holland had his six, and Slade trusted his brother-in-arms like no other. But Lena wouldn’t like knowing he was in the thick of it now, just as he would hate knowing she was in the same position. They had so much faith in all their teammates who would watch their backs and ensure they came home in one piece. 
 
    That day in Bosnia, he made sure Lena returned without harm, though she saw the situation in a different light. 
 
    Bullets flew in all directions. Slade’s fight mode kicked in. He locked eyes with one man he thought might be…persuaded…to talk if he lived long enough for Slade to question him. 
 
    He took off after the man. He ran five steps then stopped. When he made a sudden twisting motion, spinning toward Slade, a shot blew past Slade and the bullet hit the man square between the eyes. 
 
    He fell in one hard thud. Whirling, Slade saw Holland lower his rifle after taking the kill shot. 
 
    Slade didn’t have time to fully evaluate what just happened there…but he was pretty sure the guy had been about to fire on him. 
 
    But what if he weren’t about to fire at Slade? Holland had been standing in the same place Slade had been back in Bosnia. His action kept Slade alive the same way his had saved Lena. 
 
    She saw it differently, and now suddenly, his eyes were open and her point was a giant flashing sun in the fore of his mind. 
 
    He’d done it out of love, not to undercut her in any way…but now he saw a bigger scope of the event that day. 
 
    They quickly subdued the four people in the car and one more who emerged from the trunk after Slade pumped a few rounds into the metal. 
 
    Con circled the group and widened his stance. “Tie ’em and load ’em.” 
 
    Slade held one struggling man while Holland bound him with steel cables that couldn’t be broken. When he attempted to headbutt Slade in the face with the back of his skull, Slade dug his finger into the pressure point on his neck and sent him into a slump, unconscious. 
 
    Once they transferred the criminals to some FBI agents who would cart the men away, the team piled back into the SUV and headed back to their headquarters. 
 
    Now that the adrenaline dropped and Slade’s pulse returned to a more normal rhythm, thoughts of Lena filtered in again. She would be hard at work too right now, uncovering as much as possible about Ramon’s son and what those hand-drawn maps might mean. 
 
    The closer they drew to the airstrip, the more jittery he grew. Could he risk asking for more time away from his team? Could he leave Lena now when there was so much to say? 
 
    His mind snapped to a decision. 
 
    “Con.” 
 
    His CO swung his head to look at him. 
 
    “I request a few more days’ leave.” 
 
    Con’s stare pierced him. 
 
    “I’m owed the time off. I have it coming. I have something to take care of.” 
 
    He cocked a brow. “Does that something have to do with a certain member of Alpha?” 
 
    Everyone in the vehicle silenced, their personal conversations cut off in order to hear Slade’s response. 
 
    He drew a deep breath. If he was outing himself for being mixed up with Lena, so be it. He’d deal with the fallout later. 
 
    “That obvious?” 
 
    Con’s lips twitched. “I saw you together at that gala and then you disappeared together. We’ll drop you here and let you find your own way back to DC.” 
 
    Slade thrust a hand between the seats to grip his friend’s in a firm shake. They exchanged a nod of understanding that went deeper than the bonds of duty. Con was his brother. 
 
    “Go on. We know where to find you if we need you.” 
 
    The vehicle stopped and Slade leaped out with a wave at his teammates. Then he set off to find any transport that would get him back to Washington, DC…back to Lena. 
 
    This time he was going to make his intentions known. He was going to tell her that they were far from finished. 
 
    They were getting a fresh start. 
 
    Several hours and three transports later, Slade arrived at the door of Blackout headquarters. His need to see Lena launched his anxiety into outer space. Of all people, he knew the bad shit that could go down in a short amount of time. 
 
    He braced a hand against the wall, toe tapping, counting the seconds before someone gave him entry. 
 
    Too many minutes passed. 
 
    “What the hell is taking so long?” he growled under his breath. 
 
    Somebody was always here. When the team deployed, the support staff still remained in residence. 
 
    Another minute passed and nobody came. He pulled out his phone and was about to blow up Gia with text messages when the door opened. 
 
    He took one look at the creases on Mustang’s face and his blood drained out. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He pictured Lena hurt, injured. Shot. The baby lost. 
 
    “A teammate’s been stabbed.” 
 
    His mind rolled. His stomach pitched. Bracing a hand on the doorframe, he ground out, “Lena?” 
 
    Mustang gripped him by the shoulder, his hard fingers steadying him. “If it was Lena, you’d already know. Breathe, Overstreet. It’s Apollo.” 
 
    Fuck, Apollo stabbed. His friend. 
 
    “Where is she?” He still couldn’t make his lungs inflate. 
 
    “She’s at the hospital. I was about to head over there. I’ll drive you.” Mustang squeezed his shoulder as if he understood the shock Slade still hadn’t recovered from. And until he set eyes on his beautiful wife, he wouldn’t rest.  
 
  
 
  
   
    SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lena wrapped her arms around her middle and stared out the hospital window at the parking lot below. Beyond that, the city stretched out as far as the eye could see. And the leaden gray sky hung heavy over it all. 
 
    Her world felt as if it were splintering. First the shock of finding out she was pregnant, then of Slade coming back into her life broke her open in ways she wasn’t totally on board with yet. 
 
    The mess in Mexico was just part of the job, and it wasn’t the first time a volatile group had her in their sights either. But now it all felt more serious. Harder to shake off. 
 
    Finally, a hefty layer of guilt that she’d refused to go with Apollo weighed her down. 
 
    She turned her head and looked at the big man lying in the hospital bed. The woman he loved, Indika, had stayed by his side after they got word of the stabbing, and Lena urged her to go home and sleep for a few hours while she took watch. Thankfully, Indika gave in and agreed. 
 
    But that left Lena wondering if she’d ever be able to do the same if it were Slade. 
 
    She couldn’t see herself ever leaving his side. When she learned he was captured, nothing would have stopped her from reaching him. 
 
    She had killed to get him out of there safe. 
 
    For love. 
 
    And he’d done the very same thing in Bosnia. 
 
    Crap. Suddenly, the situation seemed lit up by bright lights. No more shadows lurked in any corner. She just knew without a doubt in the world that Slade loved her and would do anything to keep her safe. 
 
    A low, pained sound came from Apollo, and Lena turned from the window to hurry to his bedside. 
 
    A set of dark eyes met hers. She felt his gaze penetrate her too deeply, as if he read all her guilt and worry. 
 
    He lifted a hand and waved her closer. Her eyes were drawn to the tubes feeding into the back of his hand as she slowly moved closer. 
 
    “Stop looking guilty,” he roughed out. 
 
    Tears burned in her eyes, and she dropped her gaze to avoid him seeing. “Sparrow suggested I go with you. If I had, I could’ve stopped it. You wouldn’t have been injured.” 
 
    He wagged his head. “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “You lost a lot of blood. They gave you two transfusions.” 
 
    He slashed his hand through the air in dismissal. “Just a flesh wound. I’ve always bled like a pig.” 
 
    The unexpected chuckle bubbled up her throat. She sank to the edge of the bed with him and laid a hand on his arm. “What happened, Apollo?” 
 
    “I’m embarrassed to admit that my memory’s a little fuzzy.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding. Her brain had been pretty fogged the past few weeks too. 
 
    “I was sent for supplies and equipment. When I started to my car, a woman jumped out in front of me.” 
 
    She arched a brow. “A woman? Did you know her?” 
 
    He shook his head. “She was pretty upset. Crying and begging me to help.” 
 
    “Help with what?” 
 
    “Didn’t get that far. The cartel leader’s son jumped out and rammed a knife into my side.” 
 
    “Oh god…” The prospect made her insides shudder. It could have been any of them, and Apollo was big. If Trey had gotten to her, she could have lost so much. 
 
    Her hand crept toward her belly in a protective gesture. 
 
    “Did Trey say anything?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah. He said, ‘This is for my father.’” 
 
    Her fingers spread over her growing child even as she reached for Apollo’s hand. “I’m so sorry. That stabbing was meant for me. I’m the one who killed his father.” 
 
    A sudden shout sounded outside the door. Then a low, guttural voice. “You can try to stop me, but you’ll regret it.” 
 
    Lena jumped off the bed and faced the door just as Slade slammed into the room. Her gaze landed on him—oh god, he was safe and whole—and her insides trembled. 
 
    His stare locked on her face before traveling all over her body as if to convince himself she wasn’t the wounded party. 
 
    “It’s not safe for you to be here,” he ground out at her. 
 
    “Slade.” 
 
    “I mean it, Lena. Mustang will take you back to headquarters. You can wait for me there.” 
 
    She set a hand on her hip. “Wait for you there? You may be large but you’re not in charge, Slade. I’m staying right here with Apollo. I have more questions to ask him.” 
 
    In a few strides, he stood across the bed from her with Apollo caught in the middle of their lovers’ spat that never seemed to be resolved no matter how many times it came up. 
 
    “These guys know they put him in the hospital, Lena. They’ll know that we’ll be keeping watch.” 
 
    “This is a military hospital, Slade. Security’s tight. Besides, I can look out for myself and Apollo too.” She tipped her jaw a notch. 
 
    They glared at each other, and Apollo looked between them, probably piecing all the components together. 
 
    Slade’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not leaving you, Lena. Not with my—” 
 
    She threw up a hand. “Don’t even say it!” She cut a look at Apollo. “I’m sorry for our behavior. You need rest.” 
 
    A woman entered the room carrying a cup of coffee in one hand. 
 
    Lena stared at her. “Indika, I thought you were going home to rest.” 
 
    “Got a coffee. It’s all I need. I’ll take it from here. You lovebirds should go work out your problems instead of shouting it to the entire hospital ward.” She sent them each a pointed look. 
 
    Lena groaned. “Does everybody know?”  
 
    “They do now.” 
 
    Damn Slade for looking secretly pleased at the prospect. 
 
    With another groan, Lena skirted around the bed, grabbing Slade’s arm and dragging him out. She swore she heard laughter ripple behind her. Well, at least she and Slade had offered a lighthearted break from the stress of Apollo’s injury. 
 
    She hauled him over to the elevators and stabbed the down button. The minute the doors opened, she yanked Slade in after her. 
 
    The doors barely shut before he pinned her against the wall, trapping her with his big, strong, muscled, hot body, and kissed her. 
 
    His lips were searing. His tongue, slick and hot as he dragged it across hers. Her insides tingled to life, and her libido burst into flame. 
 
    He planted a hand on her ass and rocked his hips to grind his cock into her. Lena moaned and kissed him back with all the passion he so easily kindled. 
 
    Restlessly, she wiggled against him. God, her breasts felt so heavy. She needed them fondled, kissed, licked and sucked. She’d love his teeth grazing her sensitive buds right now. 
 
    Breaking from her lips, he kissed a path down the point of her chin to her throat and lower to the swell of her breasts peeking out of the V of her black T-shirt. 
 
    She dug her fingers into his thick hair, holding him where she wanted him most. “Yes, Slade!” 
 
    He tore away from her, panting, one hand planted on the elevator wall next to her head. His stare pierced her. “I’m not walking away from you ever again, MJ. It’s always been the two of us and it always will be. If I need to know my woman’s safe, then—” 
 
    She plastered two fingers to his lips, cutting off his words. “Then I need to know my man is safe too.” 
 
    A growl left him. He kissed her again—hard. The possessive crash of his mouth over hers stole her mind and she didn’t even realize the elevator stopped until she heard the doors open. 
 
    She ducked under his arm and broke for the exit. 
 
    “Where are you going?” He caught up to her in long strides. 
 
    “Just because we determined that we care doesn’t mean anything has changed. You’re still overbearing.” 
 
    “And you’re still stubborn!” 
 
    Luckily the doors leading outside were only steps away—they could take this argument to a more private spot without involving more people. It was bad enough that Indika and Apollo witnessed their tiff and most—if not all—of the team knew they’d once been married. 
 
    She took off across the parking lot with Slade hot on her heels. What was she supposed to do with all this love she had for a man she couldn’t live with? 
 
    “You’re staying with me until this threat is over.” 
 
    “Staying with you in the hotel? In your bed? Of course you want me there, Slade. All safe and sound, right? When are you going to accept that isn’t who I am?” 
 
    He pulled her to a stop and hovered over her. “When are you going to accept that you’re my whole fucking world?” 
 
    Her stomach bottomed out at his words. The flames in his eyes shook her to the core. 
 
    His throat worked. “If anything happened to you…I don’t know if I can go on,” he choked. 
 
    “Slade…” 
 
    “I want you. I want our child. I don’t know how, but—” 
 
    “That’s the question, isn’t it? Have you thought about how a baby changes things? Are you going to stay home and change diapers while I rappel into a foreign embassy?” 
 
    They faced each other, at a standoff. Just then, tires peeled on asphalt. Simultaneously, she and Slade spun toward the sound, and then Slade threw out an arm, shoving her behind him. 
 
    A steely arm banded around Lena’s throat, cutting off her air as she was dragged away from the man she loved. 
 
    The sharp point of a blade pressed to her side. Terror ripped through her along with a fierce instinct to kill. Not only for herself but for the threat against her child. 
 
    Apparently the mama bear instinct was a real thing, and it rocked her. 
 
    Slade reached for his weapon, but the voice she remembered from that video call in Ramon’s car ground out in her ear even as Trey pressed the knife harder against her side. “Don’t move!” he commanded in Spanish. 
 
    Slade’s eyes met Lena’s. In the depths, she read black fury that if unleashed would see the cartel leader’s son lying in a grave next to his evil father. 
 
    She saw terror too. 
 
    When Slade shifted his weight, she read his intent to jump the man holding her at knifepoint, and she saw how every scenario played out. 
 
    She couldn’t let him put her or the baby in danger with a sudden move, and if she made one, Slade might take the force of the attack. 
 
    Lena had to rescue them all. 
 
    “Slade, look at me!” 
 
    Her tone brought his attention back to her. 
 
    “I want this baby, no matter what I’ve said about it. It means giving up everything I worked so hard for, but I still want it.” Her voice broke as she implored him to forgive her for…well, everything. They’d both made mistakes and grown since then. She’d like to think this moment bridged their past with their future, and the rocky road here had given them the strength of character they’d need to fight the world going forward. 
 
    Slade’s jaw clenched. The tendon in the crease leaped. 
 
    Oh no. She knew that take-charge, I’m-gonna-fuck-someone-up expression, remembered it from Bosnia. If he went off, they’d lose everything. 
 
    “Slade.” She gave him a penetrating look, urging him to let her handle it. 
 
    He went dead still, hands still balled into fists but no longer reaching for his weapon. He was trusting her to know how to handle things. 
 
    Her mind crashed back into reality. The sharp point of the knife tore a hole through her shirt and pricked the skin on her side. This man had given a huge badass like Apollo a horrific wound, and he’d bled—a lot. She was much smaller, and she had to protect her body, the very thing that her child needed to sustain its life. 
 
    “What do you want, Trey?” 
 
    “I want my father back, you whore!” Hot breath rushed past her ear. 
 
    Her instinct was to fight and fucking fight hard. But she had to defuse the situation, and that meant using her wits, not her fists. 
 
    With her stare locked on Slade, she tried to force her body to relax. The tenser she became, the more agitated the man holding her would grow. 
 
    “You know it’s not possible to give you back your father,” she said in her most soothing tone, something that didn’t come easy to her. “So what will this get you? Let’s talk about what you need.” 
 
    “I need my father back. You ruined him and everything he built!” The stench of fear and sweat rolled off the man, leaving her gasping through a bout of nausea. 
 
    Do not puke.  
 
    Her nostrils flared as she dragged in a deep breath of fresh air. Slade’s chest swelled too, as if he breathed with her, for her and the baby. 
 
    She continued to talk to Trey. “Your father made bad decisions that got him in trouble. You have a bright future here. You’re getting an education. You can make something of your life.” 
 
    “That’s not true! Once I stab you and leave you to bleed out, I’ll be put in prison and it’s all over.” 
 
    “Deals are made every day. You don’t have to give up your dreams.” 
 
    “What do you know about my dreams?” His weight shifted against her. The arm with the knife loosened the tiniest bit, and Lena took the opening. 
 
    Right before she attacked, she saw fear blaze in Slade’s eyes. 
 
    “I got this,” she roughed out and saw his small nod right before she threw her elbow backward, ramming it into the kid’s nose. The crunch of bone breaking really turned her stomach, but she didn’t have time to think about it because she was too busy breaking his arm at the same time she swept his leg out from under him. 
 
    The knife clattered to the ground, and Slade kicked it away. Then he tackled Trey to the pavement, delivering a knee to the groin meant to end the bloodline. Fist cocked, he glared down at Lena’s attacker. 
 
    “This is for hurting my wife.” He slammed his fist into Trey’s mouth. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Slade propped himself on one arm to stare down at his beautiful—and very tired—woman. 
 
    A glance at the clock on the hotel nightstand told him Lena had been sleeping for twelve hours straight. The cocky part of him grinned at the knowledge that he’d worn her out so thoroughly with several shaking orgasms. An even cockier part of him was damn happy that the reason she was so tired was because of the baby he helped create. 
 
    The late afternoon sun peeked through the slats of the blinds and fell across the bed, carving into her body. Her hard, fit form was growing lusher. Her breasts she wanted sucked and played with were heavier and fuller, the nipples a deeper shade of rose. 
 
    He cut his gaze over her hips. They were the same size and shape as always, but the idea of them widening to bear the weight of his child left him hard and aching. 
 
    His cock bobbed on his abs. The urge to wake her and make her scream his name again almost broke him down as much as seeing that knife against her side. 
 
    She’d handled the attack much better than he would have done. His balls-to-the-wall response would have gotten her stabbed. 
 
    The soft brush of Lena’s breath reminded him of what he could have lost. And worse, that he needed to find a way to balance their life together. 
 
    Charlie would need him back soon. Within the week. That left Lena alone and pregnant to deal with whatever came next for her. 
 
    He wasn’t going to let her face it alone. 
 
    The ping of his phone on the nearby nightstand made her breathing change. She rolled onto one side, away from him, as he grabbed the phone and read the text from Gia. 
 
      
 
    How’s the little mama? 
 
    Tired. Probably hungry. 
 
    That’s good because dinner’s at HQ and you’re cooking, Overstreet. 
 
    He sent a laughing emoji, but Gia sent him an eyeball emoji, which told him she wasn’t joking. 
 
      
 
    What time? 
 
    1800. 
 
    We’ll be there at 1700. Lena needs to talk to Sparrow. 
 
    Are you sure you should be speaking for her? 
 
      
 
    He considered Gia’s question. Was he making calls for Lena again? 
 
      
 
    I think this time she will agree it’s time to have that talk. 
 
    OK. I’ll set it up. 
 
      
 
    When he laid aside the phone, he rolled back over to find Lena looking at him. He waited for the morning sickness she’d been experiencing to fully hit, but she surprised him by flipping on top of him. 
 
    With her straddling him and her soft, wet pussy against his cock, he issued a low groan. He latched on to her hips and held her in place, but she was having none of that and sank down over his erection. 
 
    They shared a moan. A heated throbbing settled in his groin, increasing in tempo when he palmed her breasts and she cried out. 
 
    “I need you, Slade,” she rasped. 
 
    He strummed his thumbs over her peaked nipples, watching pleasure play across her beautiful face. 
 
    “Slow, lover,” he urged. 
 
    She went still on top of him, her inner walls flexing on his length until he thought he’d lose his damn mind. The wanting built and built to epic proportions. When neither of them could take it anymore, he pushed his cock deeper inside her. 
 
    Lena cried out and began to ride him with hard, purposeful twitches of her hips, taking him deeper and deeper on every pass. He tweaked her nipples, making her cry out. When he wrapped his hand around her nape and brought her down on top of him so he could claim her mouth, he swallowed her moan. 
 
    She grabbed his wrist and brought his hand between their bodies. Understanding what she needed from him, he brushed his thumb over her clit. Juices flooded his cock and damn near stole his control. So did her sweet cries. 
 
    “Fuck me, Slade. Rub my clit!” She rocked faster and faster, bucking into his hand and cock. 
 
    The dark whip of need blasted through him. Pleasure stole through his body. 
 
    “Open your eyes, Lena. Look at me when you come.” 
 
    She flipped her hair out of her eyes and met his stare. He pumped his cock harder, faster, sinking into her tight, grasping heat until the release stole his every thought. 
 
    Her soft purr of bliss echoed off the walls, and she continued to ride him until she collapsed on top of him, breathing hard. 
 
    Smoothing his hand over her spine, he drank in the feel of her. 
 
    She turned her head, pillowing her cheek on his pec. “Who were you texting?” 
 
    “Gia.” 
 
    She looked up. “More food?” 
 
    He huffed out a chuckle. “She says I’m cooking, so that would be a yes.” 
 
    “Really? You’re cooking?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Tonight?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” He placed a gentle kiss on her forehead. “I told her that we need to speak with Sparrow.” 
 
    Lena went still. He held his breath, waiting for her to launch off him, throw on her clothes and make a run for the door. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said quietly. “It’s time I face what’s to come.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, I support you, MJ.” He cupped her jaw and drew her gaze to his. “Even if it means I’m the one changing diapers while you rappel into a foreign embassy.” 
 
    The light of love in her eyes damn near brought tears to his. “We’re going to be damn good parents, Parker.” 
 
    His grin stretched. “We are.” When he lightly smacked her tight ass, she moaned. “I’d better clean up if I’m supposed to be cooking for Alpha.” 
 
    “What’s on the menu?” She eyed him. 
 
    “Not sure. Tacos?” 
 
    Any semblance of humor fell from her face. Then she hurled herself off the bed and sprinted for the bathroom. 
 
    With a private smile, Slade followed…to hold her hair. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Lena’s nerves were frayed and her sensitive stomach was behaving even worse than normal. But here she stood in front of her commanding officer, prepared to break the hardest news she could imagine. 
 
    “Sit down, Graham.” Sparrow sank to his own seat behind his desk. 
 
    Lena took the chair and held herself still and upright, aware that he’d pick up on any nervous body language she displayed. She drew in a deep breath. 
 
    “You’re doing okay after your ordeal?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Been through much worse.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    After she and Slade incapacitated Trey, the FBI carted him off for questioning. Blackout rarely heard what happened to those people they stopped, but it didn’t make any difference to their lives. They lived for the fight, and once that was over, it became somebody else’s problem. 
 
    She steadied herself. She had to do this. 
 
    “You might have heard the rumors…” 
 
    “You and Overstreet?” 
 
    Relief flooded her that he already knew at least a portion of what she was about to tell him. She nodded. “It’s true. We were married.” 
 
    He sat back in his chair, that furrow between his brows that appeared when he was worried deepening. “If he’s done something to you, Lena, I’ll handle him.” 
 
    Her brows shot up at the brotherly show of protection. “What would he have done? Hurt my feelings?” 
 
    Sparrow let out a low chuckle. “I guess you’re right. But if I need to, I’ll take the matter up with Con.” 
 
    “No, it’s nothing like that,” she said at once. “Things have…rekindled between Slade and me.” 
 
    “If you were going to ask if you can both still fight on your respective Blackout teams, the answer’s yes. We operate separately for the most part. Except Bosnia.” 
 
    She kept her eyeballs from rolling in her head with the mention of that incident. “I wasn’t going to ask about the ability to fight on separate teams. I was…” 
 
    He waited, as patient as an older brother. 
 
    “Going to tell you that I’m pregnant.” 
 
    If she’d slapped the man, she wouldn’t have gotten more of a shocked reaction. He rocked back in his seat, jaw agape. 
 
    “Pregnant?” He looked her over as if he could see some external sign. 
 
    She nodded, fingers twisting in her lap. “I haven’t known very long.” 
 
    “And your plans?” 
 
    “I’m keeping the baby. I’m sure you know what Slade and I are facing, what with Gia and all.” Sparrow’s own child would be brought into the world that he fought to make a better place. And for the first time, she realized how much that must scare the hell out of him. 
 
    “I get it. And I’m seriously struggling to wrap my head around how we’re going to function without you for the upcoming months, Graham.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes. Horrible, ugly-cry tears. His words hit her like nothing else could. 
 
    “I don’t want to take this leave, but I have to. Life took the wheel, and now I have to adapt to the changes. I’m not unhappy about the baby.” She sniffled and dabbed at a tear leaking from the corner of her eye. “But I’m so damn sorry about leaving my team.” 
 
    He pressed a fist to his mouth, contemplating her for a long heartbeat. “We’ll adapt, as you said. Just know that whatever decision you make, you’re always welcome here.” 
 
    She nodded. Her heart lodged in her throat alongside a big lump of salty tears. Afraid she’d break down and bawl like the wimp she wasn’t, she quickly stood. 
 
    “I’ll keep you posted on the situation,” she told him. 
 
    He came around the desk and pulled her into his embrace. “Damn right you will, Graham. You’re Blackout—and you always will be.” 
 
    Feeling shaky and emotionally worn down, Lena walked out of Sparrow’s office. She only made it a few steps before Frost invited her to a game of poker. When she declined, Gia and Farah pulled her into a conversation about the best date to throw Gia’s baby shower. 
 
    Then she found Slade manning the stove. His back was to her, broad shoulders set and his pose relaxed. Who knew the man could cook? He’d been holding out on her for a long time, it seemed. His jeans hung on his hips, accentuating his carved ass and the long, lean hardness of his legs. 
 
    She sniffed the air. “That doesn’t smell like tacos.” 
 
    He twisted. When he looked at her face, he set down the wooden spoon he’d been stirring marinara sauce with and hurried to her. 
 
    “You’ve been crying.” He brushed his thumb along the corner of her eye. 
 
    She nodded and clutched his hand, holding it like a lifeline. “It wasn’t an easy thing to do.” 
 
    “And Sparrow?” 
 
    “Was like a big brother. Very understanding. He said all the right things.” 
 
    He enveloped her in his arms, tucking her head beneath his chin. She breathed in his personal scent she enjoyed so much and absorbed the support of the man she loved. 
 
    She did love Slade. And they were having a baby together. What was she waiting for? 
 
    She stepped back enough to look up into his eyes. All of a sudden, a string of words hit her tongue. She burned to speak them but was afraid of the power of the words too. 
 
    He searched her face. “What is it, MJ?” 
 
    A noise broke from her throat. Gathering her hand in his, she brought it to rest over her heart. Their gazes locked. 
 
    “I think we should get married, Slade. Again.” 
 
    Her statement blindsided him—she saw by the way his eyes flared and his jaw dropped. 
 
    “You’re joking, Lena.” His voice was gravel. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m dead serious. I love you, you love me. We have a little life coming.” She drew his hand to her stomach, and they both cradled their child in her womb. “What do you say?” 
 
    He swallowed in a hard gulp. “I’d say that Operation: Win Lena Back is a win.” 
 
    She laughed, and he let out a whoop, yanking her up into his arms. She threw hers around his neck and kissed him the way she wanted to kiss him every day…for the rest of their lives. 
 
  
 
  
   
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alpha versus Charlie. Winner buys pizza.” Apollo’s announcement had every person on both teams bobbing their heads in agreement and several grins were exchanged as the guys cockily placed bets on which team that would be. 
 
    The training field flooded with SEALs. When Apollo handed Lena a rifle, she rested it over her shoulder and strode out to take her position with her teammates. 
 
    “Hey, Graham!” Mustang called out. 
 
    She looked up from loading her weapon in preparation for the shooting competition. 
 
    “Welcome back.” Mustang grinned. 
 
    She returned it. It felt damn good to be back among her team. Even though she was the proudest momma of a three-month-old baby boy you could imagine, she was eager to jump back into the game. 
 
    She and Slade had spent months hashing out ways to make this all work. Their marriage, Slade Jr. and what she hoped wasn’t a rusty shooting instinct were all factors in how they’d decided to go forward. 
 
    So far, it worked out for Slade to temporarily take her position on Blackout Alpha. It meant he could remain close to her in DC. But now that her maternity leave was officially over, new decisions must be made. 
 
    Sparrow and Con both needed to sign off on their plan. And she was nervous. 
 
    Glancing across the field, she tried to pick out her husband among some of the significant others who’d attended today. Calling this a training was a formality, when really it was more of a big party they looked forward to all year. 
 
    She couldn’t find Slade in the crowd. The thought of him slipping out to change a diaper made her smile. 
 
    “Line up, Alpha,” came the call. 
 
    Lena crossed the open field to her position, narrowing her eyes on Charlie team in a threatening manner as she passed. Several guys openly laughed at her, which only put a smirk on her face and more determination in her gut to win this round. 
 
    At Sparrow’s signal, they all took aim and fired at the targets. Lena planted a bullet right where she wanted it in the center of the bull’s-eye. 
 
    “Nice shootin’, Graham!” Frost called to her. “How about a friendly wager between us?” 
 
    “Sure. What are the stakes?” 
 
    “Person who puts a bullet closest to the first one gets free babysitting.” 
 
    Frost’s beautiful baby momma was only a few months along, but the entire team was thrilled for him and Eden. 
 
    “You’re on. But just so you know, little Slade takes power naps like a born SEAL. Five minutes and he’s good to go another ten hours.” 
 
    Frost shot her a crooked grin. “I’ll take my chances.” 
 
    They got ready for their next round—and the side bet too. Lena could hit a target from three football fields away, so this would be an easy win. 
 
    A shout echoed across the field. “Lena, where’s the diaper rash cream?” 
 
    She raised her head, shifting her eye from the scope to the man far down the field at her back. Slade had their child hooked in one arm. 
 
    Was he serious? Asking her about diaper rash cream now? 
 
    Several guys snickered, which she ignored. 
 
    “It’s in the bag!” she hollered back. 
 
    “I’ll look again!” Slade waved at her. 
 
    She let out a breath and focused on the target once more. 
 
    “Hey, Lena!” 
 
    Dear god. What now? 
 
    She looked back at him. 
 
    “What age can the baby have ice cream?” 
 
    Lena faced forward and fired the shot. Without looking at where it hit, she handed off her rifle to Lachlan and hurried to grab the baby before his father gave him a terrible stomachache. If he’d already fed their three-month-old ice cream, then he was staying up all night walking the floor with little Slade. 
 
    Charlie team was up next, and while they took their positions, Frost approached her. 
 
    She arched a brow. “Well? Which one of us will be babysitting?” 
 
    “I will,” he griped. 
 
    She burst out laughing, which sent the baby propped on her shoulder into a fit of happy kicking. 
 
    “Damn, kids really can be cute, can’t they?” 
 
    She never thought the big SEAL would look so damn sappy, but it suited him. 
 
    She tilted her head. “Well, I don’t know about your kid, considering it will have your genes, but mine’s pretty damn adorable.” She swung the baby down into her arms and stared into eyes that were turning her shade of brown, while he possessed Slade’s dark coloring. 
 
    A tap on her shoulder made her turn. Sparrow stood in front of her, legs widened in the stance that meant he had official business to discuss. “Hand the baby to Gia. I need you for a moment.” 
 
    As she handed the baby to Gia, her stomach hatched butterflies. Suddenly, she was so nervous and she didn’t even know why when they’d already faced so much. Nothing could surprise her anymore. 
 
    As she tagged along behind Sparrow, they passed Charlie and Slade gave her a questioning look. She shrugged. Then she found herself standing in front of the entire Blackout team. 
 
    “Everyone, listen up. We’ve got a lot of rivalry going on here today, so keep it clean.” 
 
    Several people grumbled in response, which made everyone laugh. 
 
    “Now I have an announcement to make.” 
 
    Lena glanced up at Sparrow. His face gave nothing away. If he was about to say something bad, he would take her aside and do it privately, not to a crowd. 
 
    “Commander Barrett has been watching a certain member of the team for a couple years now.” 
 
    Her stomach pitched, and this time she couldn’t even blame morning sickness. 
 
    Sparrow went on, “This member of Blackout Alpha has proved herself again and again in the line of duty and she especially excels when it comes to strategizing.” 
 
    Her lips parted on a gasp. What was happening? Was he about to… 
 
    “I’m happy to announce that Lena Graham has received a promotion. And if she’ll accept the position as Blackout’s strategist, we will be in very, very good hands.” He leveled her with a look of affection. 
 
    Lena couldn’t stop the gasp from passing her lips. A promotion? She found Slade in the front of the group. Did he know about this? Judging by the look on his face, he didn’t know either. 
 
    A cheer went up, and everyone applauded. Sparrow patted her on the back. She shook his hand, a deep respect lingering in their gesture. 
 
    Her insides wavered back and forth, though. The promotion was more than she’d ever hoped for when she signed her Blackout papers. It also meant more time with her son, which benefited her little family. 
 
    But it meant she wouldn’t be fighting with her team anymore. 
 
    Could she simply give up that part of her life—walk away? 
 
    Looking around at the members of Alpha, her brothers in her heart, she realized that they needed her skills in another capacity. Her work could keep them alive. 
 
    She squeezed Sparrow’s hand harder. “Thank you. I accept the honor.” 
 
    When she moved straight to Slade, he looped his arms around her and swung her feet off the ground. More cheers and whoops sounded. A shrill whistle even echoed up and down the training field. 
 
    They broke apart and looked into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “Are you happy, MJ?” he rumbled. 
 
    She was. Love and joy bloomed inside her in the dark corners of her being, that she never believed would be filled that way again. 
 
    She nodded. “I have the best husband, a beautiful son and the most amazing job with a team I adore. I’m the luckiest woman alive.” 
 
    He leaned down and brushed his lips across hers in a tender kiss…promising a very steamy night in each other’s arms. 
 
    “I love you, Parker.” 
 
    “Love you too, MJ. Now what do you say about our own healthy competition?” 
 
    She cocked a brow. “What did you have in mind? Diaper duty? Laundry?” 
 
    He shook his head, a sly smile crossing his handsome face. Cupping his hand around his mouth, he whispered in her ear… 
 
    And heat spread throughout her body. 
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