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He stared at the man in the long mirror, dressed in a black suit, black shirt, his regimental tie, the medals on his chest, their weight heavy. The Military Cross and the Victoria Cross among others more undeserved than ever. He sighed, pushing away the feelings and placed the sand-coloured beret on his head, then looked away, unable to face what he saw. 

Liam looked just the same as he always had, but his eyes held a pain so deep it would never leave him. His best friend, the man he had grown up with, got into trouble with, joined the army with, and then followed into the Special Air Service was gone—dead. All because of a group who wanted destruction and hatred to rule the earth. 

He strode from the room, down the stairs, and out of the front door. He looked to the heavens and noted the rain clouds moving across the sky. He tossed his head and strode to his car. He would not be late for Ambrose; he would not let him down again—but that was because he would never get the chance. 

Crippling grief stole through his body, and he fought the impact as if it were a physical blow. Fifteen minutes, that was all it had been, but he’d arrived too late to save his friend from the attack which had eventually taken his life. Stealing his life force, taking Ambrose’s soul one piece at a time as he faded away until he was gone. No longer of this earth, no more would he be beside Liam on a mission.

Never again would he hold his son and turn his smile of affection on the woman he loved. Natai would grow up without a father, but Liam would make sure he knew him. He would make sure he wanted for nothing that was in his power to give him. Liam just mourned that it would never be Ambrose doing that for his son.

He would give his own life in a heartbeat if he thought it would bring his friend—no, his brother—back but it couldn’t. So, as he pulled up outside the home where Ambrose had lived with his small family, he vowed he would do whatever he could the make the blow Ambrose’s son had been dealt a little less painful. 

He glanced up as he climbed the steps to the front door and saw Gail standing in the doorway. She wore a long, black belted dress, black heels, and dark coat, her face pale and already tearstained before the day began.

“Hi, sweetheart,” Liam said as he came to a stop in front of her, leaning in to kiss her cheek. She turned empty, watery eyes on him before she spun without comment and walked back into the house. Liam hated the pain he saw in her eyes. Gail was normally so full of life, laughing and dancing with Ambrose in the kitchen. 

He’d never seen a couple laugh so much together; they had been a match made in heaven. Her fire and his calm, the love they had for each other could be seen in every smile or look. Liam had envied them in some ways, wanting that for himself, yet he never begrudged either of them. They made him a part of their family. Gail had never wanted to come between the friends and accepted Liam as part of Ambrose. 

Liam loved her almost as much as he knew his friend had but in a very different way. Gail was the sister he’d never had, so to see her so broken up over the loss of a man such as Ambrose was gut-wrenching.

“Uncle Liam.” 

Liam looked towards the stairs and saw Natai at the top watching him. At three years old, he was the spitting image of his father. Liam saw so much of his friend in the boy it caused his chest to ache.

“Hey, little man.” Liam held out his arms to his godson, and the boy raced into them, jumping the last step so Liam caught him. “Wow, you’re getting so big, I won’t be able to catch you much longer.” 

Natai regarded him seriously, his big brown eyes so full of sadness Liam almost sagged under the weight of it. “Mummy is sad.” 

Liam’s chest ached where his heart beat an unsteady tattoo, but he had to ignore his pain and do what was necessary for this innocent child. Bending, he sat on the bottom step, the boy on his knee, as he heard the sobs from the living room, followed by a murmur of voices which he couldn’t face. 

Twisting, he faced Natai. “Mummy misses Daddy, and that makes her sad,” he explained, not knowing how much to tell him.

“Why doesn’t Daddy come home then?” 

The question asked by the child had him wanting to weep. He clenched his fist to try and control his own emotion as he swallowed. “Because Daddy had to go to heaven where he could help all the other angels fight for the good people here.”

Natai angled his head as he chewed his lip. “Like Thor?”

Liam fought the grin that was suddenly on his lips at the thought of his friend dressed as Thor. “Not quite but it does mean you won’t see Daddy anymore and neither will Mummy, and that’s why she’s sad.”

“Are you sad, Uncle Liam?” 

God, this kid was killing him, making him want to lie on the floor and cry like a baby. “I’m very sad.”

“Me too. I don’t want Daddy to be an angel.” He laid his head on Liam’s chest. “I want him to play cars with me.”

“I’ll play cars with you, buddy.”

“Okay, Uncle Liam.” 

He heard the resigned tone in his voice, it wasn’t the same as Ambrose doing it, and they both knew it.

Gail walked out from the room and peered at them with grief etched into her expression. “The car is here.” 

She held her arms out for her son, and Liam stood and handed Natai to his mother who held on as if the child was the only thing keeping her breathing, and perhaps he was.

He opened the door and let Gail and Natai proceed him as the hearse carrying his best friend’s body drew up to the curb. A tight band of pain squeezed his chest and nausea swam in his belly as he saw the flowers covering the coffin. Son, Daddy, Ambrose, and their regimental insignia all made up in flowers so barely any wood showed. 

It slowed to a stop, and he helped Gail and Natai into the car behind the hearse and climbed in after them. Her family would follow and so would Ambrose’s mother and father, his sisters, and their families.

He stared out of the window lost in his thoughts over the next few minutes as they drove to the church where a majority of SAS soldiers found their final resting place. He alighted the vehicle and helped Gail out, keeping his hand on her back for support. 

He saw his friends from Fortis, his colleagues from Eidolon—Jack, Lopez, Reid, Blake, Waggs, Mitch, Alex, and finally Decker. They stood with their heads bowed solemnly as they waited for Gail to go inside with Natai and her family. 

He approached them then, and no words were needed as his friends squeezed his shoulder to offer their silent support or placed a hand on his back. Zack Cunningham offered his hand to shake, as did Dane, Daniel, Lucy, Nate.

He then stepped back and watched as the undertakers pulled the coffin from the back of the car.

Jack stepped close to him. “Are you ready?”

“No,” Liam answered honestly.

The weight of Jack’s hand on his shoulder was an anchor he needed. “I know, brother, but let’s give him the send-off he deserves. He lived a hero. He died a hero, and he’ll remain a hero, always.” 

Liam nodded, not trusting his voice to speak.

They began to get in position, Liam and Jack at the front, Dane and Daniel in the middle, and Zack and Mitch at the back. The others would follow behind and take their seats. 

As they hoisted their friend on to their shoulders and carried him inside to begin the service that would end with him committed into the ground, Liam struggled to catch his breath and knew he’d never breathe easy again.

The next hour was a blur as he kept his eyes on the mahogany coffin, not wanting to look away, knowing this was the last time his friend would be on this earth. He didn’t feel the tears that fell silently down his face until Gail handed him a tissue.

With Ambrose committed into the ground, they made the short drive back to Gail’s home where she was holding the wake. Liam grabbed a beer and moved to the back garden wanting some time to get his thoughts together.

He sat on the step, and a kaleidoscope of memories moved through his mind of time spent in this very place. Ambrose laughing and playing Nerf with his son, Ambrose getting pelted by snowballs as Gail and Natai hid behind the shed and ambushed him last winter. Ambrose and him as they built the swing set that now sat still. 

He drank and remembered. He had no idea how long he sat there before a presence behind him had him turn, tipping his head back to see Mitch ambling towards him, his relaxed gait tensed for once.

“Mind if I sit?”

Liam lifted his chin in ascent.

The two men sat in silence for a while, and then Mitch spoke. “When I was sixteen, I lost my best friend to gang violence.” 

Liam twisted his head in surprise at the words. Mitch turned his almost coal-black eyes to Liam, and he saw the pain was still fresh.

“He was so smart, so alive, and we got caught up in a world we thought we could control. It was fun, we were clever, had money and standing in the community, and then we didn’t. A rival gang wanted our turf, and it stopped being fun and clever. In one night, I lost my best friend and learned lessons no boy of sixteen should ever have to learn. My ma moved us away, and I knuckled down and worked hard to live a life worthy of him. To live for us both and do it in a way where he’d be proud of what I’d achieved. I pray every day that I’m doing that by saving others and giving back.” 

Mitch placed the empty bottle on the floor between his bent legs and glanced at him. “The pain never goes, it will always be a part of you. It will either bury you or it will make you strive to be the man he knew you were.” Mitch stood then and put a hand on Liam’s back. “I hope you choose the second one, my friend.”

Liam didn’t answer but he hoped so too, he just didn’t know if he had it in him.

An hour later he heard a commotion and stood to see what was going on. He found Gail in the kitchen; she was with her sister and best friend, who looked at him with bewilderment as Gail cried and started throwing mugs.

“Get Natai upstairs,” he commanded her sister who moved to do just that, leaving him and Gail alone as she continued to rant.

“Don’t you take my son anywhere.”

Liam moved to steady her as she swayed, and he realised she had been drinking. 

“Take your fucking hands off me.” The hate and venom had him pulling back as she glared at him with hatred in her face.

“Sweetheart, I’m not the enemy here,” he said slowly, his heart beating fast.

“Yes, you are,” she snarled. “If you had been there, he would be alive. Ambrose’s death is your fault. You killed him.” 

Liam blanched at her words, almost an echo of his thoughts from that morning.

“My son is fatherless because of you. My Ambrose is dead because of you.” She began to sob, and he approached, pulling her into his arms. She sagged and cried for a few minutes before she pushed him away with a heave. “Leave, get out. I never want to see you again, you murderer.” 

Liam stood frozen with anguish and pain at her words, at his loss. All of it too much, he turned and walked quickly for the door. He had lost more today than just Ambrose; he had lost his family. 

Liam Hayes’ heart hardened at that moment, but he vowed he would live a life that would make his friend proud, even if it killed him.
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The tension in the room was so thick, Liam could almost taste it. He stared at the man sitting on a lone chair in the middle of the room, his legs and hands restrained, a black bag made of harsh calico over his head. Jack and Alex on either side of him, along with Decker, a former FBI profiler, in the dark room that was Eidolon’s interrogation area. Decker always took part in these ‘interviews’.

This one though was different from any other interrogation he’d ever been part of, and he had conducted a lot in his time. All the men who worked for Eidolon had been through the extensive Resistance to Interrogation training, known as RTI, used by the SAS to train all of their recruits. The man in front of him was no different. What was unusual was that he’d once been a trusted member of the team.

Liam glanced at Jack, who nodded silently, giving Liam the signal to remove the cover from Gunner Ramberg’s head. Liam controlled the mixture of anger, betrayal, and fury inside him as he watched Gunner blink as his eyes adjusted to the light in the room. As he did, Liam saw him look around at each of the men present, assessing them as he would do in the same position. 

Finally, Gunner’s gaze stopped on Jack as the leader of the team—his old leader before he’d betrayed them. Liam clenched his fists in an effort to remain calm on the outside at least. What did surprise Liam was the lack of expression on Gunner’s face. It wasn’t what he was trying to hide that surprised Liam, but rather what he wasn’t hiding. 

He didn’t show signs of hate or dislike. In fact, Liam could see he was trying hard not indicate anything, yet relief was in his every movement. This surprised Liam, and he looked at Decker, wondering what he thought. Of course, Decker didn’t show a single emotion, the man was like a robot with the way he hid every personal feeling, as if worried someone would perhaps profile him.

Jack stepped forward his arms loose at his sides. “Nothing to say? No apology or excuses?” His voice was hard and cold, and Liam was glad he wasn’t on the wrong side of that.

Gunner angled his head to look up at Jack. “Is there any point? You’ve already decided how you feel.” Gunner shrugged, but it wasn’t without feeling, it was resigned. “I don’t blame you for hating me, fuck, I hate myself.”

“I hope you don’t expect us to feel sorry for you,” Alex growled from where he leaned against the wall, his arms crossed. 

Gunner twisted to him and shook his head. “No. But I’m praying with everything in me that you’re better men than I am. That you’re the men I know you to be.”

Liam let out a bark of humourless laughter. “You don’t know fuck about me.”

Gunner focused on him. “Don’t I? I know you still mourn Ambrose. That you always resented me for taking his spot on the team.” 

Liam dove for Gunner, his hand clamping around his throat as fury almost blinded him. “Don’t speak his fucking name. You’re not fit to lick his shoes. He was ten times the man you are, that I am.”

Jack watched, not interfering for a moment, letting Liam have his say. Gunner didn’t fight him or pull away, allowing the attack. Liam realised at that moment Gunner was taunting him, so Liam would punish him. He hated himself as much as anyone else in that room did, probably more so. Liam relaxed and let go, allowing Gunner to take a deep rasping breath. 

“You’re right, I’m not worthy of any of you, but I need your help.”

The room went silent at his request, and the men glanced to one another in question. Jack took the lead. “Why would we help you?”

“Because you’re good men.”

“No, we aren’t. We kill, we maim, and all in the name of our Queen.”

“Yes, you are because you don’t hurt innocents and you have a code.”

“A code you seem to have thrown away.”

Gunner hung his head before he tipped it up to Jack. “I had my reasons.”

Jack paced slowly. “Oh, we know. Milla. We know all about your sister.” Gunner’s eyes widened in surprise, and Jack continued. “Yes, we know all about Milla. What I can’t understand is why you didn’t come to us?” 

It was hard not to react to the betrayal in Jack’s voice.

“I couldn’t. They already had her, and if I’d told you they would’ve known. I couldn’t take that risk.” 

“How would they have known?” Decker asked, speaking for the first time. 

Gunner twisted to him. “I had to carry a chip with a mic and camera. If they thought for one second I’d signalled you, she would be dead.” 

Decker nodded but didn’t say any more, just lifted his chin at Jack.

“What is this favour?”

“I need you to find my sister and rescue her. I thought I could do as they asked but I can’t. I can’t lose her either.” His anguish and pain were on display for all to see, and Liam noted the dark circles under Gunner’s eyes. The man was exhausted, hanging on by a fraying rope. Liam thought of the women in his life, those he thought of as sisters and wondered what he would have done. He liked to think he would’ve done things differently, but would he? He didn’t know, and much as he hated it, his ire at Gunner faded just a fraction.

“Who are they?”

“A man who calls himself the Count. He has his headquarters at a strip club in London. Always has a team of highly trained muscle around, not Spec Ops but I’m guessing ex-military. He also has an Irish guy that just came on the scene. He seems high level, but I don’t know a lot about him, just that the Count trusts him.”

“Is the Count the top man?” Liam asked.

Gunner shook his head. “I don’t think so. He talks about his boss but never mentions any details. He is meticulous about it. I’m not convinced he even knows who it is.”

As Jack took all the information in, Liam knew Lopez would be working night and day with Will to uncover who the Count was, as well as trying to trace Bás.

“What did they ask you to do that you can’t?” Alex stood straight from the wall as he asked the question.

“They wanted me to kill Reid and Callie Lundholm.”

“And?”

“They want me to weaken Eidolon by taking out your partners. I’m sure you figured out I sabotaged missions.”

“We did. What we couldn’t figure out was why you failed. You had plenty of opportunities to do us all real harm, and you failed. Why?”

Gunner looked at Jack with a pained expression. “You were my brothers, the closest I had to family here. I didn’t want to succeed and hurt anyone. I was trying so hard to walk a thin line, but they must have figured out what I was doing. They sent me a video of a man standing over Milla’s bed.” Gunner swallowed, and Liam knew this was painful for him. “They asked if she was a virgin.” 

Liam’s lip curled in anger at the thought of the vulnerable woman being terrified by such a threat. 

“I had to go all in after that.”

“And if we do this favour, what will you do for us? Favours are for friends, family, or team members, not traitors.” 

Jack was being a hard ass, and Liam understood his stance and why he was forcing Gunner to work for this.

“Whatever you want. Name it, and I’ll do it.”

“I need you to stay undercover, go about your business and get me all the information I need to take these motherfuckers down.”

“What about Milla?” Gunner looked scared but was holding his own with Jack.

“We’ll make sure Milla is safe.”

“You need to hurry. I can’t hold off doing something and keep her safe.”

Jack tipped his head to Decker, who moved forward with the laptop and hit play. They all looked on as Gunner watched the video of Fortis rescuing Milla. 

He looked at Jack with hope in his eyes. “She’s safe?”

“Yes.”

Gunner sagged as if he was a balloon with all the air sucked from him, his head hanging as he sucked in vast pulls of air. “Thank you.” 

Liam could see his old teammate was sincere as the tension left his shoulders in a visible sigh. Liam was pleased they could do that for him even though he’d betrayed them. He could see now Gunner wasn’t evil, misguided maybe, but he’d lost his way. If he were honest, there had been many a time when he’d been close to losing his own way.

“They won’t believe I had nothing to do with this. How will I repay you?”

“Because this is the video the men who are blackmailing you will see.” Decker hit play and Gunner watched, before he looked away, his face ashen.

“You’ll go to them, tell them you received this through the post, and you want to see us all burn for what we did.”

“They may not believe me.”

“They will because you’re not our only inside man.”

“Oh?” Gunner angled his head to Jack in a query, but Jack shook his head.

“That’s privileged information. But you’ll leave any information for us in a chat room for this game.” Jack showed Gunner an app that had been added to his phone by Will, Jack’s tech genius brother who worked for Fortis.

“I understand. So, what now?”

“Now you get thirty minutes to visit with your sister to settle in your mind she’s safe, and then you go back undercover.”

Gunner nodded as Alex moved to release the restraints at his wrists and legs. Gunner stretched and offered a grateful smile. “Thank you.” He looked at the four of them individually before he spoke again. “For what it’s worth, my decision was the wrong one. I’ll regret losing what I had with you all for the rest of my life.”

Liam nodded but didn’t speak. What could he say to the man that he didn’t already know? They had to move forward now.

“I’ll have Waggs and Alex escort you to see Milla.” With that, Jack and Alex left the room, as he and Decker followed.

Liam knew there’d be much discussion on this now, but he needed a minute of fresh air first. He walked to the exit at the back and opened the door, feeling the camera follow him as he did.

His feelings towards Gunner had changed wildly during that interrogation, although to call it an interrogation was false. Gunner had given up the information readily. Taking some cleansing breaths to rid him of the emotions clogging his head, he turned to go back in and saw Jack striding down the hall towards him, a pissed off expression on his face.

“What?”

“I just had a call from Princess Taamira.”

Liam groaned at her name. The woman drove him crazy with her demands and her stuck up behaviour. Yet, when he was with her, he couldn’t help but wonder what she would feel like soft and pliant beneath him, if she’d only put all that fire to good use and let go of her prissy ways.

“What now?”

“She just fired her security team and is demanding you fly out to her.”

“For fuck’s sake.” Liam hung his head as he massaged his neck.

“You need to find out what happened.”

“Fine, I’ll be on the first flight out. But if I wring her pretty neck, you have to post bail.”

Jack chuckled. “Deal.”
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Taamira paced the length of her private suite, rubbing her hands together in agitation as she did, before spinning and returning to the open laptop on her desk. A picture of her working out in the private gym, a room only she used, was splashed across the sensationalist magazine that had been dogging her for months. 

Taamira sighed as she looked at the picture. What upset her was not that the photo showed her in tight-fitting clothes that were banned in public by her religion, it was the fact the only people who had access to that room were her private security guards. She shuddered as a feeling of vulnerability invaded her body.

Taamira glanced sharply at the door of her bedroom suite, where she had closed herself from the main room as the knock came.

Her head of security’s voice came through the door. “Princess, it’s Derek. I’m here with the team. We need to speak with you.” 

Taamira took a cleansing breath as she weighed up what she should do. The only people who could have leaked that photo was her security team, but she had no idea which one of them it had been. She’d not been so vulnerable and exposed since the attack that had changed her life. Changed her entire outlook on her family, on the privileged position she was in, and how she could use it for good.

Indeed, the men of Eidolon were the only people who allowed her vulnerability to disappear and gave her confidence. Her safety when she was with them wasn’t a consideration it was so natural. The men and women from Fortis gave her the same vibe. But most especially Liam, with his surly attitude, loud vulgar vernacular, and gentle eyes. He irritated her and sparred with her, not caring for her position as a Princess. No, Liam treated her as a woman, and for some reason, she knew she could be herself with him. 

Taamira even enjoyed the arguments they had and often found herself doing or saying things to initiate them. As the knock came again, she found herself having to make a decision regarding her security team. She had only one choice, and as she made it, she straightened her spine and walked to the mirror. Studying herself, she made sure not a second of doubt was evident on her face, nor a hair out of place. Her royal demeanour securely in place, she strode confidently to the door and pulled it open.

Derek took a step back as she moved past him, her head high, neck long as her mother had taught her, sure she looked every inch the regal Princess of the Isle of Eyan.

“Ask your team to assemble in the lounge area immediately.” Her voice was haughty and demanding, but it got her the deference she needed in this situation. She may not show it, but on the inside, she shook with nerves. There was a snake in her garden, and she needed to be careful.

“Your highness?” Derek cocked his head in question as he tried to assess her mood, but she hid even the slightest sliver of emotion from him. Derek was not a small man, but she had never sensed danger from him, and she didn’t now, but she couldn’t take the risk.

“Gather your team, now.” Her voice was ice as she spoke, and she saw the surprise in the man’s eyes as he correctly read her mood and the flinty tone as she gave her order.

Derek dipped his head and walked to the door, poking his head around it, ordering his team to do as she had bid. 

Taamira resisted the urge to straighten her clothing in a show of nerves as she watched the other four men walk towards her and stand a few feet away. They varied in size, all were large, with compact muscles and a similar vibe to the Fortis men, although she didn’t get that calm confidence from these men that she did with Fortis and Eidolon—something was missing. 

Taamira faced the men knowing one of them had betrayed her and still had no idea who it was. All of them had been pleasant with her and seemed good at their jobs. That they would do this shouldn’t shock her, and in some ways, it didn’t, but it did sadden her.

“I am sure you have all seen the picture which was leaked to the press of me in the gym yesterday.” She eyed each man individually, wishing she were better at reading people. 

“Princess,” Derek began, but she held up her hand to silence him.

“Given the fact that the only people who have access to that room are the five of you, I have no option but to terminate your employment with immediate effect.”

Five shocked faces looked back at her, and the men began to speak.

“Your highness, I assure you a full investigation is underway,” Derek began.

Taamira turned her gaze on the man who was in charge of this team tasked with keeping her safe from people who would do her harm. Instead, they had invaded her privacy and made her feel weak. “I am glad for that, but it does not change the fact that I can no longer trust any of you with my privacy or my safety. Therefore, you are relieved of your duties. Effective immediately.” 

Derek locked eyes with her, and she held her ground even as her hand began to tremble. Then he nodded, and she almost sagged with relief.

“As you wish, Princess. But I will remain in the vicinity until a replacement is appointed. To leave you without any protection is not in my nature as a guard or as a man.” Derek then tipped his head and ushered his stunned men from the room. 

Taamira called to him as he got to the door. “I will have your key passes.” 

She held out her hand to him, and he slid his hand into his pocket and handed her the pass, then took the ones his men held out. Once she had gathered them together, she nodded, and Derek and his team left the suite, closing the door silently behind them.

As he did, Taamira gripped the back of the cream leather couch and let her body sag with the weight of what she had done. Firing her entire protection was probably a very foolish move and would play right into the hands of anyone who wished her harm. But she could not be around people she didn’t trust. She had lived that life, where every word uttered, or action had to be twisted inside out and examined to see if damage was the outcome they intended.

Walking on slightly wobbly legs, but with her head held high, she moved to the door and secured the chain. Then she walked to the bedroom and closed the door, pushing a chair underneath the handle. 

Sitting at her desk, she looked at her image again as she moved the trackpad and woke the laptop from sleep. Her hair was wet and plastered to her neck, sweat running down her chest between her breasts. The tight workout clothes would be considered scandalous among her family and her people, and she worried what they would think. But as she looked at her reflection, she was reminded again of the oppression her sisters faced; this seemed like one more example of that. 

The men of her realm were permitted to wear whatever they chose, even going shirtless on the beaches. The women had to cover themselves for fear the men would not be able to control their sexual urges and they would get the blame. 

While she would not have gone this far in public given a choice, she did hope to elicit change and conversation among the people of standing who created the rules in her world. Being that they were predominantly male, she knew it was an uphill battle, but ever since her sexuality was used as a weapon against her, she had known that change was needed in her country. 

Men of all religions, of all lands, needed to see that women were equals. That to use the threat of rape against a woman was a charge equal to murder in her eyes and should be tried and judged as such in every country.

For now, though, she had to figure out what she would do regarding her safety and only one person came to mind. 

Liam.

Picking up her phone, she knew if she called him, he might refuse, the thought of being rejected by him scared her more than the threat. She called Jack instead, knowing he would enforce his cooperation if she demanded it. 
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