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ALPHA

 

Billionaire.

 

Mercenary.

 

Navy SEAL.

 

The Teams trained me to be a killer. War taught me to be ruthless. Then an ill-fated mission proved I was human. Combat wounded, cut loose by the Navy, I had a choice. Fade into obscurity or use the skills I had.

 

Alpha Elite Security was born, and three years later, my company was the most sought-after security contractor in the world. Five global locations, ten company jets, every one of my employees military trained—we were the best of the best. Overseeing operations, I didn’t have time for women or anything other than growing my company. My success rate unmatched, I’d never lost a client.

 

Then I got a call, the only call that would get me back in the field. She was missing. The woman I’d left behind seven years ago. Now I had one objective.

 

Code name: Alpha.

Mission: Extraction.


 

For my beloved son, Oliver.

You are still, and will always be, my entire world.

I love you, Sweet Boy, and I miss you beyond words.

 

Oliver Shane Bartel 2004-2020
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Two months ago

 

My attention already shot, the vibration against my leg was only an excuse. Discreetly reaching into my pants pocket, I slid out my cell and read the text.

Calling in ten seconds. Answer.

I glanced at my friend and employee, Zane “Zulu” Silas, and tipped my chin toward the door.

Speaking to three executives from a Fortune 100 company that was having supply issues with one of their manufacturing facilities because it was in a hot zone, Zulu didn’t falter in his assurance that we could eliminate their problem as he nodded at me.

“Gentlemen, if you’ll please excuse me, an urgent matter has come up.” I stood. “Mr. Silas will be able to answer any of your questions and give you a schedule of our fees. Thank you for reaching out to Alpha Elite Security. We look forward to your business.”

My cell already buzzing with an incoming call, I walked out of the conference room on the forty-seventh floor of AES’s Manhattan headquarters.

Striding into my corner office, I shut the glass door and answered the call. “What’s up?”

“I’m your best fucking friend is what’s up,” Vance Conlon, my first hire, boasted.

My best friend was dead. “Because?” I demanded.

“Because I’m having fun with your newly updated proprietary face-recognition software.”

Staring at a skyline I hated, I didn’t bite.

“You going to ask how much fun?” he taunted.

“No.” He’d tell me. Vance never called unless he had something to say. “And it’s not proprietary. We’re testing it for the military, and you’re not supposed to have access to it yet.”

“Okay, Alpha, you win, I give.” Vance chuckled. “I found her. Twenty-five minutes ago, she walked out of JFK and got in a cab. And for the record, I don’t give a shit whose software it is. If you didn’t want me using it, you shouldn’t have put it on the servers.”

The air kicked out of my chest, and I leaned against my desk for support. “What else?”

“Right, you knew I wouldn’t stop there.” I could practically hear him gloat before his tone turned all business. “Anyway, speaking of software, I hacked the cab company and tracked her. The driver has his GPS set for a small grocery mart near her co-op. If you leave the office now, you can get there before she’s done shopping for cheap white wine—Californian at least—dark chocolate, and mild salsa. Which if you ask me, the latter is sacrilegious and the first is just in poor taste.”

“Do I want to know how you know her shopping list?”

“Do you want to know how I know you’re leaning against your desk looking like you’ve just had your ass kicked?” he countered.

Goddamn it. Glancing up, I scanned the bookshelf in front of me. “I’m sweeping my office after we hang up.”

“Yes, do that,” he replied absently as he typed on his computer from wherever the hell he was today. “Check the lobby and the conference room while you’re at it. Let me know what you find.”

“I’m going to regret introducing you to November, aren’t I?” Nathan “November” Rhys was the best cybersecurity specialist I knew. The Air Force’s loss was my gain when he went civilian.

“No, but you’re going to regret not grabbing a car in the next three minutes if you want to stalk that market and see her.”

I didn’t comment. Vance knew the drill. I didn’t see her, ever.

I looked out for her, kept tabs on her travel, and occasionally checked her bank account balance to make sure she didn’t need anything—but I purposely never crossed paths with her.

Vance gave me an exaggerated sigh. “Right. No contact. And why is that exactly?” The question rhetorical, he didn’t wait for an answer. “Oh, that’s right, because you have no balls.”

I stared out at skyscrapers and miles of grayness. I didn’t want to admit my control was slipping. It’d been years. Her life was different. Mine was… fuck, really different.

Except it wasn’t.

I was still flying in jets, chasing down bad guys and collecting a paycheck for people shooting at me. I just wasn’t doing it for the Navy as a SEAL anymore. Regardless, Vance had a point. Time had passed, and seven years of hard-practiced resolve was wearing me down.

“Tell you what,” Vance continued, “I’m going to read into your silence, and….” He trailed off as he typed. “There. A service not affiliated with AES just had a drop-off at your location. The driver’s swinging around, and he’ll be downstairs in thirty seconds. Since this isn’t one of our own, no one will be the wiser. Go lurk in the shadows. You’re good at that. Or walk the fuck up to her. I don’t care, just lay eyes on her. For all we know, it’ll be three weeks again before I spot her, and maybe seeing her will change your attitude.”

I didn’t say no. I hesitated.

Then I was walking.

The phone still to my ear, my feet moving, I hit the call button for the elevator before I could tell myself everything I’d built wasn’t for her or the opportunity of this moment. “I don’t have an attitude.”

“Yes, you do.” Vance chuckled as the doors opened immediately. “You have an attitude that says you haven’t been laid this side of the decade. Also, you’re welcome for the waiting lift.”

Christ. “Did you hack the building’s security for this or call in a favor with the guys in the command room?”

“Unlike sailors, a Marine never tells.”

Ignoring his Navy versus Marines jab, I stepped into the elevator that I normally would’ve had to wait for. “This is a mistake.”

Vance’s usual casual tone turned somber. “We’ve all made mistakes. Walking into a grocery store in Manhattan doesn’t come close to making the list, but regret does. Go see this woman, Trefor. It’s time.” He hung up.

Adrenaline filled my veins like a fix. A fix I only got from two things in life. But it’d been years since my last HALO on the Teams, and even longer since I’d seen her. Two addictions, and neither one curable.

I’d left the Teams, but I’d never left her.

Impatient, I watched the last few floors tick down on the display, and a moment later the doors slid open to the busy lobby. Stalking across the polished floors and out the revolving doors, I made my way to a black Town Car double-parked in front of the building.

Opening the rear passenger door, the driver, an older gentleman, smiled. “Good evening. Mr. Adam Trefor, I assume?”

I nodded in acknowledgment even though after years of being a civilian, it was still odd to hear people call me Adam instead of Alpha. “Do you know where we’re going?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Hurry,” I demanded.

“Of course, sir.” He shut my door, but he didn’t hurry. He couldn’t. It was fucking Manhattan at eighteen hundred hours on a Thursday.

Thirteen punishing minutes later, he pulled in front of one of those small, overpriced delis that doubled as a grocery store for basic needs that Manhattan was infamous for. Before I could get out of the car, my cell vibrated with a new text.

Perfect timing, she’s still inside. Last aisle by the white wines. But grab the Peju Province. You can thank me later.

Vowing to find a new assignment for Vance the second I was back in the office, I glanced at the driver. “Can you circle the block until I come back out?”

“Of course, sir. Take all the time you need.”

“Thank you.” With a nod, I was out of the car and buttoning the jacket of my custom Ermenegildo Zegna suit as I aimed for the front door of the market.

Ignoring the glances from women shopping by themselves, I cut across the front of the store and rounded the corner on the last aisle.

Then I stopped dead in my tracks.

Jesus.

Blonde, ethereal, delicate, and more beautiful than I remembered, the only woman I’d ever loved stood mere feet away from me in a pale green dress.

Staring, my heart pounding, the air in my lungs nonexistent, all I could think was how unforgivably selfish I’d been on the worst day of her life.

I deserved her hate, but I told myself that was seven years ago. Time was on my side, and it’d been long enough. She had to forgive me.

Move, Trefor.

Make the move.

As if sensing my presence, she suddenly looked over her shoulder, her gaze landing exactly where I stood.

But she didn’t look up at me.

Not all the way.

Her head slightly dipped, her gaze cast down as if staring at my legs, her emerald green eyes didn’t meet mine.

Fuck this.

I stepped forward.

The man came around the corner from the opposite end of the aisle. Dark haired, bearded, he smiled wide and kissed her cheek. She looked surprised, but she let him take the basket that was perched on top of her small rolling suitcase and the bottle of wine from her hand.

Turning to the shelves of red zins in front of me, I tried to ignore the strike to my chest that wasn’t at all like the goddamn kick I’d felt in my office. This was a full-blown, direct hit IED.

Leveled to nothing but shrapnel, I stood there.

I just fucking stood there.

Rooted like a coward, I watched the asshole put the wine back on the shelf and dump the basket on the floor. Taking her suitcase and smiling again as he spoke to her, he nodded toward the front of the store.

She said something I couldn’t hear.

He threw his head back and laughed.

Not even cracking a smile, she listened as he spoke again.

Then she nodded, and they both turned toward my position.

I didn’t hesitate.

I turned the corner, crossed the front of the store, and walked out.
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My nerves shot, my light jade Armani wrap-front dress wrinkled from too long of a day, I stared blankly at the bottle of Californian sauvignon blanc in my hand. The hair on the back of my neck prickled, and adrenaline coursed through my tired body.

I was being watched.

I could feel it.

The small market in upper Manhattan was packed right after the workday ended, but it wasn’t that. This was something else.

Someone else.

My shopping basket perched on top of my small rolling suitcase, I held both handles in one hand as I stared at the familiar wine I would buy, open, pour into a glass, then not drink.

Maybe have a few sips.

But I didn’t really drink.

Not that I couldn’t hold more alcohol than most men twice my size, I could. Genetics and being raised by a father and brother who thought a key component of self-defense was learning how to hold hard liquor without getting alcohol poisoning had only been the beginning. I’d been initiated to a state of drunkenness by age sixteen that I never wanted to repeat again, but go figure, I liked the taste of white wine. For a few sips. Maybe my father and brother should’ve included wine in their initiation and I wouldn’t be standing here staring at what bottle I least wanted to waste.

Mentally shaking away thoughts of my past, I focused on the tingling sensation that was now stronger than it’d been a moment ago.

Inhaling, I chanced a glance over my shoulder but purposely didn’t lift my head enough to meet anyone’s direct gaze.

Impatient women in expensive clothes, store clerks stocking shelves… and a man in a suit.

An expensive suit.

Like the ones you saw all over Manhattan, but this suit wasn’t covering the underused legs of a business executive who sat behind a desk all day.

No, this suit was barely containing muscular thighs with the impeccable cut of its fine wool.

My breath caught, and I dared to look higher.

An expensive, fine leather, designer belt hugged a tapered waist.

My stomach flooded with a swarm of butterflies, and goose bumps raced across my suddenly heated skin. A rush of warmth I hadn’t felt in so long it was no longer familiar settled in my chest like a physical weight.

I told myself I shouldn’t.

I forced myself not to.

Do not look up.

This wasn’t me. I didn’t get these reactions anymore. I didn’t have wayward emotions, and I certainly didn’t stand in grocery markets and flush over the cut of a man’s suit as it hugged his muscular legs.

This was not me.

But the sensation of being watched was careening with the riot of physical reactions storming my body, and this was happening.

For the first time in years, I didn’t want to be the woman I’d become. I didn’t want to stop myself from looking up, only to walk away with a bottle of wine I wouldn’t drink and retreat to a rented apartment I hadn’t furnished, but I didn’t have a choice.

Before I could take that step in the opposite direction, the man’s custom-suited legs moved with a step toward me.

Unable to stop myself, I started to look up.

“Ah, my beautiful American.”

Cologne swamped me as my head snapped in the opposite direction from the suited man.

Dark brown eyes crinkling with a full smile met mine as the bearded man leaned down to kiss my cheek. “You should not have to do your own shopping.”

“Khalaf.” I covered my shock, just. He had never kissed my cheek in public. “What are you doing here?” How did he find me? We’d parted ways in London too many hours ago to count.

He tsked as he took first my basket, then the wine. Placing the bottle back on the shelf, he shook his head. “A beautiful woman does not need alcohol to feel good.” His warm smile covered the sting of his reproach. “Come, I will feed you. You do not need to be in here alone, looking for your dinner.” He set the shopping basket on the ground right in front of us as if it was someone else’s problem to pick up.

“Where are your guards?” He never went anywhere without them, and he never did anything as pedestrian as coming into a market.

Khalaf gave me a look of amusement, as if I were ignorant, before taking the handle of my suitcase. “They are in the car out front. I spotted you as you walked in and had my driver pull over. After London, I have been thinking….” He trailed off, but his eyes stayed on mine.

I swallowed. “About?”

“I do not think it was happenstance that we met in the lobby of that hotel.”

All the tingling warmth left my body, but I didn’t so much as blink. “No?”

“No,” he said definitively as he leaned forward. “You may have been in London at that hotel for a work conference, and I for meetings, and now we are both here in New York, but this is not happenstance that is putting us together.” He paused for dramatic effect. “It is fate, and it’s time we act upon it.” He nodded toward the front of the store. “What do you say, my beautiful American?”

Words meant to be a lighthearted dance between flippant and playful dragged heavily across my dry tongue. “I am not looking to get married, Khalaf.”

He laughed in earnest. “Oh my darling girl, you are much too beautiful for that.” His eyes crinkled again as his voice dipped seductively low. “But a mistress?” He made a low, humming sound as if in delight. “A man should be so lucky. Come. I will feed you, and you will tell me everything you desire. Then, maybe, if you are a good girl, I will take you with me on my next business trip.”

Still feeling like I was being watched, taken off guard by Khalaf’s presence, my instincts begging me to look toward the suited man but circumstances forcing me not to, I merely nodded at Khalaf.

“Good,” he murmured, taking my reaction as consent. “Then it is settled.” He turned in the direction of where the suited man had been standing. “Let us make fate happy.”

The aisle now void of those muscular thighs in fine wool crepe, an overwhelming sense of loss I couldn’t explain settled in deep. My choices stripped long before this evening, I followed Khalaf and his cologne, but as we turned the corner on the last aisle, an entirely different kind of fate mocked me.

A masculine scent ghosted across my senses like a memory.

Cold wind and sharp angles.

It filled my head, and the reaction was instant. Regret mixed with a longing I kept buried deep, and I desperately inhaled.

The scent was already gone.
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Seven Years Ago
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Adam

 

“This is so fucking fucked,” Zulu muttered.

I didn’t say anything. I straightened the sleeves of my full-dress uniform in a useless attempt to cover the bruising on my left hand. The laceration on my cheek, I couldn’t do anything about.

I raised my right fist to knock.

“Wait,” Zulu clipped.

I glanced at him.

Same dress uniform, similar cuts and bruises, the rage and defeat in his eyes mirroring my own, Zulu looked beat to hell. “You promised him.”

I knew what I’d promised Petty Officer Second Class William “Billy” Nilsen. I knew exactly what I’d said before his last mission, what I said to him before every mission. It was a version of the same thing I’d promised before we’d enlisted.

Three days ago, my fist had bumped his and I’d given him the words I never thought I’d have to follow through on. “I promise I’ll take care of her if you kick your last door down.”

Billy had held my stare like he always had and given me the same response he always did. “You better, or I’ll come back and beat your ass before kicking your ass.”

Trying to block the memory, I glanced at Zane. “I know exactly what I promised him.” But that didn’t alter what we had to do right now.

“We both told him we’d take care of her.” Zane jabbed a finger toward the front door of the house I knew better than my own growing up. “We knock now, it’s bullshit.”

“I know,” I reiterated.

“Telling her he’s dead, then turning around to catch transport in twenty-eight minutes isn’t fucking taking care of her.”

Anger, rash and instant, exploded on the only damn friend I had left in this world. “What do you want me to do?” I demanded in a furious whisper. “Call it in and tell them to send someone she doesn’t know to do the next-of-kin notification? He was our brother,” I spat.

“She’s eighteen,” he spat right back in a hushed tone, just as angry.

“I fucking know how old she is, goddamn it.” I was acutely aware of how old my dead best friend’s sister was. She was eighteen going on thirty, because being raised by a widowed father who was a vice admiral in the Navy and having your only sibling become a SEAL before you were a teen didn’t leave room for a childhood, let alone innocence. Add in the fact that her father was already six feet under thanks to a fucking aneurism last year, and I didn’t want to knock on this door.

Fuck, I didn’t want to knock.

I didn’t want to break the heart of the only woman who’d ever looked at me like I made the sun set and rise. Except she wasn’t a woman when she used to look at me like that. She’d been a child with pigtails and skinny legs and more smile than common sense.

I was the latchkey kid from the wrong side of the tracks with dirty clothes, worn-through shoes and anger always lurking beneath the surface. But her five-year-old self took one look at me the day her brother dragged me home like a stray, and she’d smiled ear to ear.

That was the beginning of the crack in the wall around my sixteen-year-old heart.

Thirteen years later and I was about to destroy her world.

Orphan her.

Make her feel more alone than I did the first day I laid eyes on her.

I didn’t want to fucking knock.

But I had to, and I only had a few minutes to do it. Zane and I needed to get our asses back downrange and catch the motherfuckers who’d done this, but first I needed to do the right thing and let her hear the news from someone she knew. Then I needed to get my head on straight and finish the mission.

I didn’t have time to stand on a doorstep I’d crossed more than the cracked pavement leading up to the dump of a house I’d grown up in. I was wasting precious time I could be with her. Doing what, I didn’t fucking know.

Holding her.

The same way I’d held her last year after her father’s funeral once everyone had gone home. Billy had taken a bottle of Jack and disappeared into the backyard, and she’d been standing in the middle of the kitchen looking at all the food. Then she’d burst into tears, and I didn’t think.

I was on her faster than I had a right to be. My arms were pulling her against my chest, and my lips were on the top of her head, telling her bullshit lies about how everything would be okay.

It hadn’t been the first time I’d hugged her or kissed away her tears like I was her blood brother.

But it was the first time I’d felt the curve of her hips and the swell of her breasts and smelled the perfume she’d taken to wearing that wasn’t anything like the strawberry shampoo she’d used as a kid, because at seventeen she wasn’t a kid anymore.

She’d had the curves of a woman, and fuck, had I noticed.

I’d noticed so goddamn hard, I wouldn’t even admit to myself the reasons why I hadn’t touched another woman since that day.

My head fucked, anger warring with grief, I glanced at Zane. “Her age doesn’t change what we need to do.”

“We’ll be back in a week,” he argued. “Hell, a few days if the intel this time isn’t fucked.”

“Will we?” I could be standing on his parents’ doorstep next week in my service dress blues.

Zane snorted. “Don’t go fucking soft on me now. You know exactly what I’m saying. She’s got no one. In a week, we can come back and one of us can stay with her. Billy would be pissed as hell about this. You fucking know it.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” I lied. My best friend would be more than pissed. His sister was his world. Despite the string of ever-present nannies because their father had hardly been around, Billy’d taken on the majority of the responsibility of raising her since losing their mother when he was thirteen and she was two. In the past twenty-eight hours, I’d thought more than once that some cosmic bullshit had intervened and taken his life first. Had she gone before him, Billy wouldn’t have handled it. At all. “I know he wouldn’t have wanted her to be notified from anyone other than us.” I also knew Zane was right.

We could’ve waited a week, but I was selfishly standing here because I needed to see her. I needed forgiveness that I didn’t save her brother. Not that I deserved it.

Before I lost my nerve, I knocked.

The sound carried through the early dawn as the first rays of the sun caught the neighborhood. A dog barked, and sprinklers turned on.

There was no movement in the house.

I knocked again.

Zane cursed.

Faint, distant, I heard feet on stairs a second before her muffled voice. “Coming.”

Adrenaline rushed, the rock in my stomach grew and I hated myself. Her bare footsteps on wood floors echoed in time with the countdown of seconds that was left before I destroyed her life.

The lock clicked.

I fucking held my breath.
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Adam

 

The door creaked open, and there she was.

Maila Marie Nilsen.

Emmy for short.

My Emmy.

For a split second, the little girl who’d grown into a beautiful young woman took me in with surprise and the beginning of the smile she always gave me. But then her gaze cut to Zane, our uniforms, and a fraction of a second later, horror distorted her features.

“No.” Vehemently shaking her head, she stepped back. “No.”

I stepped forward. “Maila.”

“No,” she shouted, tears already streaming down her face. “Don’t you dare.” One hand fisting against her mouth, the other lashed out and struck me. “Don’t you dare say it, Adam Trefor,” she sobbed. “Don’t you dare!” She struck me again. “NO.”

I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her to my chest. The pit in my stomach lodged in my throat. “I regret to inform you Petty Officer Second Class William Nilsen lost his life in the line of duty.” My voice broke. “Billy’s gone.”

“Nooooo!” Her wail filled the picture-perfect morning with the destruction of war as both her fists hit at me with devastation. “No, no, nooooo!”

Zane closed the door behind us.

Sobbing, shaking, the force of her assault giving way to grief, her body started to slip as her knees gave out.

Sweeping an arm under her legs, I picked her up. “I got you.”

“No, no, no.” She choked on her cries.

I carried her to the same leather couch her brother and I had been on over a decade ago when we’d sworn to each other that we’d both pass BUD/S together or die trying. Not letting go of Emmy, I sat.

Her hands over her face, her bare legs limp on my lap, her chest shook with anguish as she cried no over and over.

I didn’t tell her it would be okay.

I didn’t hush her.

I didn’t give her the promise her brother made me swear to.

I tightened my arms around her, and I let the shit I’d been holding in for twenty-eight hours go. “I’m sorry, Emmy.” Tears slicked my face. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

Squatting next to us, Zane held a glass of water for her. “Drink, honey.”

I released my hold on her just enough so that she could take the glass.

Her hands shaking, the look in her eyes killing me, her sobs turned to a low keen as she looked from Zane to me. “D-d-did he s-s-suffer?”

The image of the last time I saw her brother both enraged and haunted me.

I would never tell her that the only identifying marker we had once we’d gotten inside the blown-out building was his MK 17 and too many body parts to count. “No.” Placing my hand over hers so she didn’t spill the water, I brought the glass to her lips. “Take a sip.”

Zane grasped her shoulder. “It was instant, sweetheart. We can’t give you any more details, but I will tell you this. He died a hero. His actions saved the rest of the team.”

She drank, but then she dissolved into a fresh wave of grief.

Zane caught my gaze, then lifted his chin toward the clock on the wall.

I was a selfish asshole, and Zane had been right. I should’ve waited a week.

Nodding toward the kitchen, I issued Zane an order. “There’s a list of numbers on the wall by the phone.” I’d written it myself and taped it up the week before Billy and I enlisted. The numbers had changed over the years, some were scratched out, some were added, but the sentiment was the same. It was a list of people to call in case of an emergency. A list of people Emmy could call. People she could rely on. Because even back then, despite wanting nothing more than to be a SEAL, it’d felt like shit leaving her behind.

“Call Mrs. Jansen,” I directed Zane. “The second number listed is her cell.” The neighbor was the closest thing to a grandmother Emmy and Billy had ever had.

Emmy cried harder as she choked out words through her sobs. “Y-you can’t call her. It’s too early. She’s sleeping.”

I threw Zane a look, but he was already moving. Locking down my own emotions, I took her face in my hands and held her broken gaze. “You need people here with you right now. People you can lean on.”

She grabbed the front of my uniform as understanding took. “Don’t leave me.” Fear and desperation mixed with the devastation in her eyes. “You’re all I have now, Adam.” Her breath hitched on a sob. “You’re all I have left.” She buried her face in my chest and wept. “Don’t leave me. You can’t go back.”

My chest fucking caved in as impotent anger flared. “You know how this works.”

Her head shook violently, her sun-kissed shoulders trembling, her long legs draped over my lap. Wearing only pajama shorts and a tank top, her soft, sleep-messed hair covered my chest and, God forgive me, I wanted to carry her upstairs, crawl into bed and hold her for fucking eternity.

“No, no, no,” she cried, smelling like woman, fresh sheets, and pain.

So much damn pain.

Her grief palpable, I wanted to kiss her as much as I wanted to find the assholes responsible for Billy’s death and destroy them limb by limb. But just like on a mission, I had no room for emotion right now. “I have to go back, Emmy,” I said quietly, using the childhood nickname I wasn’t sure matched the woman she’d grown into but was so ingrained, I said her name in my sleep.

Her sob was as painful to hear as it was to witness. “Billy nicknamed me that.”

Guilt crushed me. “I know.” Selfish and full of regret, I tried to justify my decision to come here today. “I’m sorry I can’t stay, but I didn’t want a stranger to give you the notification. We took leave just to get here to tell you in person so you heard it from us, but our mission isn’t over.”

She covered her eyes and wept with soul-crushing sobs. “Billy, Billy.”

I wrapped my arms around her, but I was a fucking bastard. I was already scanning the doorway to the kitchen, looking for Zane to come back and put a barrier between me and her. Drowning in guilt that her brother was dead, that I hadn’t saved him, I’d thought I needed to do this, but now I wanted an exit strategy.

I was going to kill every last terrorist responsible for this.

Zane walked into the living room with the phone to his ear. “Mrs. Jansen’s packing a bag so she can stay, then she’s on her way. She wants to know how many days.”

“One week,” I told him. “Then I’ll be back.”

Maila’s sobs paused, and she looked up at me with a tearstained face. But it wasn’t with the innocent face of a five-year-old girl. It wasn’t even with the face of the woman who’d answered the door a few minutes ago before I’d destroyed her life.

She looked at me with grief and fear, but then her features twisted with anger. “You liar. You don’t get to promise you’re coming back. I hate you, Adam Trefor, I hate you.”

Before I could process the Maila Marie Nilsen storm that’d just slammed into me, she was off my lap and aiming for the stairs.

Her slender, bare foot hit the first step, and she paused only long enough to yell at us as a sob shook her slight frame. “Get out, both of you!”

I was on my feet to go after her when a hand hit my chest.

“Brother,” Zane quietly chided. “Maybe you should give her a little breathing room. Let her process this for a moment.”

We didn’t have a moment. We didn’t even have a few minutes. I sure as fuck was going after her. “Let Mrs. Jansen in. Tell her to call the other numbers. I want Emmy surrounded by people she can trust. She doesn’t deserve to be alone.” Not like this. Not orphaned and thrust into a world where she had no blood relatives left. It wasn’t lost on me that I was in the same boat, but this wasn’t about me. I could handle myself. I always had. This was about her.

For two seconds, Zane leveled me with a look that said exactly what he thought of my decisions, but then he stepped back.

If I hadn’t been lying to myself, shutting down every damn thing in my head so I could mission focus, I’d be staring at the naked truth.

It’d always been about her.

Thirteen years ago, I’d walked into this house and a little girl had smiled at me. I didn’t know then what that weighted heaviness in my chest was.

But I fucking knew now.

I took the stairs two at a time.
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Maila

 

No. This wasn’t happening. No.

My brother.

My only brother.

With sobs stealing my breath and tears blinding me, I ran up the stairs.

I’d lost everything.

Everything.

Daddy, now Billy.

I didn’t even remember my own mother.

I had no one, no one, except a stray boy my brother had brought home, but he wasn’t a boy anymore. Adam Trefor hadn’t just grown into a man, he was a Navy SEAL. A cold, calculating, impenetrable SEAL who was going back to the very same place that had killed my brother, and I couldn’t breathe.

First Daddy, then Billy, and now Adam was going back to the same world full of war and danger that had killed every man I loved?

Why, why?

A fresh wave of tears mixed with anger, disbelief and so much grief that I couldn’t do this.

I wouldn’t.

I would not stand here another minute drowning in memories and wishing for a life I would never have again. I couldn’t wait for another visit from a uniformed man telling me Adam was dead, if I even got that, because who knew who Adam had listed as his next-of-kin. He didn’t have anyone.

Adam was just like me, or I was like him. What did it matter the order? It changed nothing. Adam had been where I was now for years already. Hell, maybe his whole life. Alcohol and hard living took his mama years ago, but she’d never been a mother to him.

Once, we’d all been a family. The Nilsens and a stray boy. Four souls brought together by life’s shitty circumstances but forged by need. My mama had been long gone, and Daddy was always halfway around the world on deployments or hiding in his study when he was home. It was always just me and Billy and whatever nanny we had at the time. I loved Billy more than words, and I knew he sacrificed his whole youth to take care of me the very best way a young boy could, but sometimes I was ashamed to admit, I’d felt like something was missing.

Maybe I had more love to give, maybe I was missing a mama I couldn’t remember, or maybe I just needed more love.

I was only five years old, I didn’t know.

But then Billy came home with a quiet boy with black hair and blue eyes that were so stark, they were almost haunted. He was so broken but so beautiful, I couldn’t help the smile that’d spread across my face. I knew that very instant that nothing would ever be the same again, and I’d been right.

Everything changed.

Suddenly, there was a teenager around who knew how to make grilled cheese sandwiches and put Band-Aids on my skinned knees, and who was so reserved but so very capable he’d acted more like an adult than a sixteen-year-old. But he also had just enough impressionable youth left that Daddy started coming out of his study to give all the advice he’d already given me and Billy another go around.

Adam was drawn in by Daddy’s attention, Billy and I loved having Daddy out of the study, and the next thing we knew, Billy’s room got a bunk bed and Adam stayed over anytime his mama wasn’t feeling good. Which was a lot. But I selfishly didn’t care.

Because the Nilsens became a family.

What’d always been me and Billy and a revolving door of nannies became me and Billy and Adam and a father who started sending the nanny home when he wasn’t on leave. What used to be me and my big brother and a man I called Daddy but hardly ever saw, became something so much more.

We became a four-person unit that laughed around the dinner table on holidays and shared milestone events. My heart had been full. So full that I didn’t want our happiness to end. I wanted it to last forever, and that forever started to look a whole lot like piercing blue eyes and dark, unruly hair as the boy Adam grew into the man Adam.

I couldn’t pinpoint the very moment I fell in love with Adam Trefor, but I knew one thing for sure.

I’d loved him from the second I’d first laid eyes on him.

I knew he saw me as a child, as the younger sister of his best friend. But I saw him as more, and I’d had a plan. Then Daddy died.

Now Billy was gone.

I couldn’t do this.

No escaping the sobs, no way out, my mind disconnected from my body, and suddenly my suitcase was on the unmade bed and I was ransacking drawers.

“Maila.”

I didn’t want to hear my name spoken with concern by not a Navy SEAL but the man I’d fallen hopelessly in love with. A man who’d held me so tight after Daddy had died that it’d felt like he loved me as much as I loved him.

“Maila.”

I didn’t want this.

I didn’t want to smell the distinct scent of military transport intermixed with a subtle, masculine cologne that was like cold wind and sharp angles, because no matter how many times I’d seen Adam smile, the starkness that never left his eyes was a part of every single thing about him.

I couldn’t do this.

I couldn’t breathe in my favorite musk that was mixed with starched uniform.

I couldn’t stand here and pretend I wasn’t losing everything.

So I hopelessly, frantically threw clothes into the suitcase.

“Stop.” The quiet command came a second before huge, muscular arms wrapped around me from behind. “Stop, Maila.”

I sucked in a sharp breath.

Before today, the last time Petty Officer First Class Adam Michael Trefor called me by my full name, his arms were around me. Except he hadn’t said my name. He’d breathed it on a hoarse whisper as he’d buried his face in my hair and surrounded me with his huge arms and unwavering strength.

My stomach didn’t bottom out like it did a year ago, because the ground underneath me was already gone. But an ache I knew well, one I’d been harboring forever, grew, and I hated myself.

My brother was dead, and I was thinking about his best friend.

Anger surged, and I twisted away from him. “Let go of me.”

He did the opposite.

Quick, commanding, he grasped a handful of my hair and yanked both my head and my body.

My neck arched, my head fell back, and my chest landed against his impossible strength. I gasped.

“Stop,” he ordered, fury contorting his features.

A hundred words pushed at my mind as tears leaked from my eyes. Stop what? Stop crying? Stop running, stop grieving, stop living, stop loving? Stop what? I didn’t have anything left to stop, because my world had already stopped the second I opened the front door.

But I didn’t say that.

I didn’t say anything. There weren’t any words left. Billy was gone, Adam was leaving, and my whole family was relieved of this pain crushing me from the inside out, but I was left here to endure it. By myself.

A new kind of sob, one full of a self-loathing survivor’s guilt that piled on top of the isolating grief, broke free, and I couldn’t hold back the single question swirling in my head anymore.

“WHY?” My fist pounded against his chest. “Why me?” I hit him again. “I did everything right. Everything. I never complained. I never begged Daddy or Billy or you not to serve. I never did anything wrong. I was a good girl. I was a good person.” Why was this happening?

His nostrils flared, his eyes turned to a storm like the ocean at night and he pulled my hair even tighter. “You did nothing wrong, and none of this is your fault. You hear me?”

“I did everything wrong.” I cried harder. “Billy’s gone, and it’s all my fault. I didn’t ask him to stay after Daddy died. Why didn’t I ask him to stay?”

“Do not do this,” Adam ordered in a lethally commanding tone I’d never heard from him. “You know what your brother would want. You know he wouldn’t want you to think this. He did exactly what he was trained to do, what he loved to do. His actions saved the team. He didn’t hesitate, he didn’t falter. He fought with courage.” Adam shook me. “Honor that.”

My mind, my thoughts, my heart, they all fractured. “I was four years old.” Another sob escaped. “Four. When Daddy told me the only honorable way a man dies is for his country.” I hated my father in that moment. I hated every single breath he ever took for his country because it was a breath he didn’t take for us. “He told Billy that. He trained him to think like that. He drilled it into him. He drilled it into you. He forced his beliefs on all of us, and now look what’s happened.” Both my fists hit his chest. “They’re dead, and you’re going back to the place that killed them!” I burst into tears.

Before I took my next breath, Adam Trefor, the Navy SEAL, the unwavering, unfaltering stoic man, he was on me.

Fisting two handfuls of my hair, his lips crashed over mine.

With the force of a violent tempest, he angled my head and thrust his tongue into my mouth.

Everything I had ever wanted came to fruition and crashed into my worst nightmare. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t think, I could only feel. Every fiber of my being wanted to drown in Adam’s angry, desperate kiss. I wanted to bury myself in his dominant grip. I wanted to disappear into his strong arms and too-tall frame and forget every single moment that’d led up to this.

I wanted to be his because I didn’t want to be me.

I wanted to be Adam’s and nothing else.

Not the girl who lost her entire family. Not the orphan at eighteen. Not the girl who was waiting for bad things to happen, only to have them come true.

I just wanted to be his and live in this possessive, dominant, demanding kiss forever.

I wanted to be the woman who deserved the hunger he was devouring my mouth with. I wanted to be the woman who elicited this response from a man like Adam, a response not conditioned by grief and backed by pity.

I wanted to be whole.

The thought no more than materialized, and his grasp on my hair tightened, only to use it to pull me away from him.

His lips wet from our kiss, his eyes a lethal cocktail of fury and desire, his expression was more stern than I’d ever seen it. Holding me like he possessed every inch of my body and mind for his dominant will, he laid down words like they were an unbending order. “You will stay here, and you will wait for me. One week. Once I’m back, we’ll bury him together. Then we’re going to talk about this. Understand?”

Bury him.

Two words and my loss came crashing down around me all over again as if hearing it for the first time, but worse. The impossible reality of this hit me like a freight train. My throat tried to move with the reflexive response of a swallow, but nothing could push down the pit of despair that’d come roaring back. “He’s here?”

Adam’s piercing stare with his blue eyes that were the color of the tropical ocean right before the sun rose and gave it depth held me captive for three impossible heartbeats. Then, ever so slightly, his head lifted in acknowledgment. “We brought him home.”

I had to know.

I didn’t want to know, but I needed to. I knew myself. I knew how I processed grief. I knew the questions and regrets and guilt I would face in the coming days and months. Hell, I was already there. It was a place I knew intimately but never, ever, wanted to be. But that place was my cross, and I had to ask what I knew my soul would need to know. If I didn’t, I would forever wonder, and asking now before he left may be the only opportunity I’d have.

Fighting the unending tears that did nothing to ease the grief, I asked, “Is he… in a casket?” Was his body in one piece?

Studying me like he always had, except looking at me different than ever before, Adam’s gaze didn’t falter, but he said nothing.

“Don’t sugarcoat.” I needed to know. “Tell me the truth.”

“There was an explosion.” He paused. “Suicide bomber.”

My breath hitched, then everything went still.

A clarity I never wanted or asked for suddenly became a part of my being as much as my own name.

I knew what I had to do.

Turning away from Adam, I picked up a shirt I’d haphazardly tossed in my suitcase and carefully folded it with shaking hands. “You can go now.”

“Alpha,” Zane called as his footsteps sounded on the stairs. Stopping at my doorway, he eyed me, then Adam. “Time.”

I focused back on my suitcase and tried not to lose myself in hopeless tears.

“Give me a minute,” Adam clipped.

“We don’t have a—”

“Now,” Adam cut him off.

Ignoring Adam, Zane walked into the bedroom and silently pulled me into his arms. His huge muscles no less impressive than Adam’s or Billy’s or any of their other team members, he hugged me tight. “Love you, girl. You were his reason. Know that. Know that he didn’t go down without a fight.” He pulled back to look into my eyes. “He’d expect the same of you.” His lips touched my forehead for longer than a normal kiss, then Zane retreated.
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