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ZULU

 

Navy SEAL.

 

Sniper.

 

Mercenary.

 

The Navy trained me to be the best, but the Teams turned me into a deadly weapon. Every mission honing my tactical skills, I never missed a shot. Living for my brothers and the Trident I’d earned, I didn’t look past my next deployment.

 

Then my friend and former teammate made me an offer—private sector, government contracts, combat missions and the chance to fly my own jet. Retiring from the Teams, but not the mission, I joined Alpha Elite Security.

 

As second-in-command at AES, I demanded precision because I didn’t do things the wrong way. Until a mysterious brunette asked me for an exfil from her husband’s wake, and everything went FUBAR.

 

Code name: Zulu.

Mission: Exfiltrate.

 

 

ZULU is a standalone book in the exciting Alpha Elite Series by USA Today Bestselling author, Sybil Bartel. Come meet Zane “Zulu” Silas and the dominant, alpha heroes who work for AES!
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For my only child, my beloved son, Oliver.

You were my greatest gift. The world was a better place with you in it.

Everything in my life was better because of you.

Thank you for teaching me unconditional love, perseverance, and compassion.

You are and will always be my entire world.

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

 

Oliver Shane Bartel 2004-2020
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For my readers, thank you for all of your love and support.

Gratefully yours, XOXO
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Two years ago.

 

My arms heavy, my body weighted, I tried to open my eyes, but I was tired.

So tired.

And warm.

Much too warm.

Inhaling with a heaviness on my chest I didn’t understand, I forced one eye open.

Bright sunlight blinded me.

Quickly closing my eye as my head started to pound, I tried to turn away from the brightness, but I was pinned in place.

By warmth.

Warmth with a deep, even breath.

This wasn’t right…

I forced both eyes open.

Blinking against the bright sunlight, my gaze came into focus, and my breath caught.

A naked, masculine chest.

Oh, God.

A naked, sculpted chest attached to a muscular arm thrown over my bare stomach with large fingers splayed across my hip.

Oh, no. Oh no, oh no, oh no.

Panic-struck, heart suddenly pounding, I shoved at the arm to try to escape.

His eyes opened, and his serious, blue gaze met mine, but he did not move his arm.

Deep, sleep rough, the man who was not my husband spoke in his native Greek. “Kaliméra.”

Desperately trying and failing to remember anything from last night after the ceremony, anxiety coated my throat as English spilled out, and I foolishly asked a question that was too little too late. “Where is my wedding dress?”

Holding my panicked gaze with his calm resignation, he nodded behind me.

I glanced over my shoulder.

Oh, God.

White silk and lace, black custom tuxedo, dress shirt and veil—all of it was heaped half on a chair, half on the floor.

A strangled cry escaped past every single layer of poise I’d ever had.

Shifting in his bed, but not letting go of me, his hand tightened on my hip as the covers fell further away from his naked body. “Parisa.”

“No.” I tried to shove away from him, but his hand caught my arm.

Then my husband’s son switched to accented English and strung together two words that destroyed every last fractured piece of trust I’d stupidly been holding on to.

“I’m sorry.”
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Three Weeks Ago
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Zulu

Santorini, Greece

 

Scanning the cliff-top terrace overlooking the Aegean Sea, I glanced at the empty lower level before speaking discretely into my comm. “Western perimeter check. Clear.”

“Southern perimeter check, clear,” Vance “Victor” Conlon replied.

Echo grunted in disgust. “Unless you count some fuck behind the carport trying to score with a drunk blonde, heliport and east perimeter are clear.”

Victor chuckled. “You jealous he got to her first?”

“Fuck off, Twin,” Echo replied.

“Echo, Victor, focus up,” our boss, Adam “Alpha” Trefor, warned. “Interior check clear. Moving to upper level.”

“Copy,” Victor chimed at the same time Echo muttered, “Fucking bullshit assignment. I hate funerals.”

“Wake,” Alpha corrected.

“Same difference,” Echo complained.

“Zulu, incoming,” Victor warned a second before I heard it.

Heels clicked on the stone behind me, then her quiet voice carried on the breeze. “It’s like a hilltop prison up here.”

“Here we go.” Echo snorted. “Horny widow strikes at pretty boy pilot she’s been eye-fucking all night. Hundred bucks says she’s sucking your co—”

Muting my comm, I turned.

Brunette, young, stunning.

The widow.

I’d noticed her the second I’d laid eyes on her. She was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. “Mrs. Taralas, I’m deeply sorry for your loss.” I wasn’t. I’d met her husband. When Alpha started Alpha Elite Security, Konstantinos Taralas Sr., the Greek shipping magnate, was one of AES’s first clients. He was a ruthless son of a bitch who’d made a lot of enemies. He’d also been at least thirty years older than his widow. Hell, even Taralas’s eldest son was a few years older than her. Before laying eyes on the woman this afternoon, I would’ve bet my offshore bank account she was in it for the money.

But watching her systematically avoid Taralas’s three bachelor sons and every rich prick with an agenda all evening, I couldn’t tell if she was actually mourning her asshole of a husband or if she just wanted to escape this event as much as I did.

I hated being land locked.

I hated being trapped, period.

While I’d been on the Teams, a mission in Bosnia that’d gone completely FUBAR cured me of ever wanting to be trapped again.

The cockpit of a plane aside, I didn’t like being anywhere I didn’t have options, and this remote villa was a textbook setup for an ambush. One road in and out, perched on a cliff two hundred meters above the sea—the woman was right. This place was a fucking prison. Add in the fact that shit had felt seriously off since the second we’d stepped off the helo, and I was just waiting for something fucked up to go down.

With the same drink in her hand she’d been holding for two hours, the gorgeous widow nodded politely to acknowledge my condolences. “You’re with Alpha Elite Security, aren’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Long silky hair, dark eyes, perfectly poised—she was even more beautiful up close. “Is there something I can help you with?” I took note of her accent, or lack thereof, but I didn’t comment on her cliffside fortress assessment.

“Please, call me Parisa.” She stared out at the Aegean. “And the last name is Bahar, not Taralas. Konstantinos said his surname belonged to his first wife. Now they are together again.” She saluted her tumbler to the sea. “May they rest in peace.” She took the first sip I’d seen her take all night.

Stowing away the last name comment, I added another check mark to the asshole column for Taralas. “My apologies, Miss Bahar, I was unaware.”

“Parisa,” she corrected, holding her drink with both hands. “I’m surprised Kostas didn’t give you a complete dossier on me before coming here today.”

My instincts kicking into high gear, I discreetly scanned the terrace for Kostas or one of the other two sons Taralas had. “Parisa.” Repeating her sexy fucking name, I didn’t give it the attention it deserved because I was already glancing across the terrace again. Her tone, her comment, the shit that’d been nagging at me all night, trouble was coming. I’d been at this too long not to sense it. “Your husband’s eldest son didn’t mention anything besides the high-profile guest list and need for security.”

“I’m sure,” she absently replied, giving me a quick glance before looking back out at the ocean. “You’re not like the others.”

Shit.

Momentarily tabling this whole damn assignment, I turned. Then I did what I never fucking allowed myself to do. I stared, blatantly and unapologetically, at a client. Taking in every damn inch of this woman’s profile and sexy curves, I thought of all the ways I could make her fall apart.

Then I reined it in and sized her up for exactly what she was.

A strikingly beautiful widow at her husband’s wake.

I looked back out at the water.

Fucking Echo and his comment. I sure as hell wasn’t immune to a beautiful woman, but I had my limits, and a client’s widow was at the top of my no-fly zone. Not that I could deny she’d been glancing at me tonight, but Echo was wrong about one crucial fact. She hadn’t been eye fucking me.

I knew women, especially ones on the hunt. Allergic to commitment, one-nighters were my specialty. I could spot a woman looking for a good time a mile away. I also recognized when a woman was looking for more, and I avoided the hell out of them. Except this widow, she wasn’t either. Her glances aside, she’d only had one objective all night. Mission, avoid.

Until now.

Looking down at the sexy brunette and giving her my full attention, I stupidly took the bait. “The others?”

“The boss, the bastard and the playboy.” She nodded over her shoulder toward the ten-bedroom villa before glancing out at the ocean. “The other men you work with.”

Fighting a smile, I almost wished I hadn’t turned my comms off. “I’m not sure I should comment on that assessment.” Or ask where I fell in the lineup. Either way, she’d nailed Alpha, Echo and Victor.

“Which is why you’re different.” Looking up at me, she held her stare for a purposeful beat. “You’re the nice one.”

I fucking smiled. “Now I know I shouldn’t comment.”

Her locked expression held. “I need to leave. Can you please take me home?”

Alpha appeared on the other side of her. “Mrs. Taralas, your son-in-law is going to address the guests before dinner is served. He’s asked for your presence. May I escort you inside?”

Sparing me a glance as a flash of panic crossed her features, she turned toward Alpha, but she didn’t correct him like she had me about her last name. “Thank you for the offer, Mr. Trefor, but I’ve asked your associate if he would please escort me home.”

Looking over her head at me, Alpha raised an eyebrow.

Reading him loud and clear, but more concerned with what I just saw, I addressed the widow. “You’d like to fly back to the estate in Piraeus this evening?”

Alpha and I had flown the team on one of AES’s private jets from Miami to Greece after we’d gotten the call from Kostas that his father had passed. He was requesting security for the wake to insulate the guests and the event from media attention. But once we’d landed in Athens, Kostas made a last-minute decision and switched the location. Instead of the family’s main estate just outside the port town of Piraeus, he moved the wake to the Taralas villa in Santorini.

Unable to get into the landing queue at Santorini’s small, busy airport in time for the wake, we’d scrambled to get a rented helo, then Victor had flown us over. If the widow wanted off this island, as much as I hated to admit it because his piloting skills were reckless at best, the woman needed Victor, not me. He was the helo pilot.

“Not the estate, the Solace.” The widow glanced at Alpha. “I don’t need to be flown, just driven to the marina. The yacht is berthed, and the crew is waiting.”

Not missing a beat, like he already knew about this, Alpha nodded. “Of course. Zulu and I can take you.”

Parisa set her drink on one of the patio tables. “I appreciate the offer, Mr. Trefor, but please stay and do the job Kostas hired you for.” She glanced nervously toward the villa. “Mr. Zulu can take me. I wish to go right now, though.”

Konstantinos Jr., aka Kostas, walked up with the attitude of a man born into wealth. “Is there a problem? The guests are waiting.” Tossing his stepmother a hostile glance, his glare cut to Alpha. “I told you to get everyone inside. That includes her.”

Her.

Jesus Christ. Client or not, fuck this asshole. I made a command decision.

“Mr. Taralas.” Throwing the prick a warning look, I tipped my chin at Alpha, and took Parisa’s arm. “This way, sweetheart.” Not giving Kostas a second glance, I aimed for the side of the villa and turned my comm back on. “Victor, you copy?”

“Audio and visual,” Victor replied. “You making a run for it with the widow?”

“Told you,” Echo chimed in. “Knew it was only a matter of time.”

“Parisa,” Kostas barked, once he realized I wasn’t taking the widow inside the villa.

“Mr. Taralas, Miss Bahar has requested a reprieve,” Alpha placated, his even tone coming through comms. “I’ll walk with you to the dining room so you can address the waiting guests.”

“No, you won’t,” Kostas snapped. “Control your man.” The asshole raised his voice. “Parisa, stop right there!”

Upping our pace, I led a silent Parisa away from the dining room’s open patio doors. “Victor, Echo, I need wheels. We got any options up here?”

“I’m at the valet, staring at a line of options,” Echo replied. “What brand of ‘I’m a rich fuck’ do you want?”

Christ. “Preferably something borrowed and not outright stolen.”

Victor chuckled. “Where’s the fun in that?”

“Parisa!” Kostas yelled.

“Please,” the widow quietly pleaded. “I do not wish to speak to him.”

“Understood, sweetheart.” Glancing over my shoulder as Kostas aimed for us, I issued orders through comms. “Alpha, run interference. Victor, Echo, twenty seconds. Coming in hot. I need a vehicle ready.” Putting a protective arm around the woman, I pulled her in close, and her exotic scent hit me.

“Zulu,” Alpha clipped through the comms as Kostas yelled for Parisa again. “Stand down. This is drawing too much attention. We’ll supervise a meet.”

“Negative. The lady has spoken.”

“Not our assignment,” Alpha warned.

Victor chuckled. “He just made it his assignment.”

“I’m with Zulu,” Echo interjected. “Screw that prick, Kostas. He’s been a dick all night, and I’m out of fucks to give. Nothing good’s gonna come from letting him speak to her. Dead daddy or not, that motherfucker’s worked up, and I can guarantee it’s not from grief. He’s got a hard-on for stepmommy dearest. Zulu, I got you wheels. Southeast side of the carport.” The sound of an engine firing up came through the comms. “She’s running and waiting.”

Rounding the south side of the villa, I led the woman to the carport, where Echo was nonchalantly standing next to an idling Maserati.

Stepping in front of a protesting valet, who was yelling shit in Greek at him, Echo opened the passenger door.

I helped the woman inside as Kostas came around the side of the villa. Glancing back, I warned Echo, “Party coming up on your six.”

Echo smirked. “I’ll bounce that motherfucking party. Enjoy the wheels. Grind the fuck outta the gears.”

“Christ.” I was going to regret this. “Should I ask whose car this is?”

Echo grinned. “Don’t kick a gift horse in the mouth.”

“It’s look, not kick,” I corrected, aiming for the driver’s door.

“I’m a goddamn SEAL. We’re door kickers, not door lookers. Get the fuck outta here. I’ve got some ass to kick.”

“Echo,” Alpha retorted as he rounded the side of the villa. “Kostas is the client.”

“Yes, don’t beat the client,” Victor added sarcastically.

“I do what I do.” Echo turned as an enraged Kostas shoved the valet out of his path.

Getting behind the wheel, I threw the MC20 into gear.

Kostas’s angry yell carried through both the comms and the closed car doors. “That’s my car!” Reaching around Echo, he got in one fist pound against her window. “Parisa!”

The woman flinched, Echo put Kostas in a chokehold, and I gunned it.
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Parisa

 

“Parisa!” Kostas banged hard on my window.

Startled, I flinched.

“You’re okay, sweetheart. I got you.” His huge hand casually landed on my leg, and the man from the security team Kostas had hired gently squeezed my thigh in reassurance, as if we were intimate friends. Stepping on the gas, he nonchalantly sped away from the villa as if we hadn’t just caused a scene, Kostas wasn’t yelling, and we weren’t stealing his car.

I glanced at his forwardness as heat flamed up my thigh, but his hand was already gone. “He’s going to be very angry,” I warned the too-handsome man.

A frown creased his expression before he quickly masked it. “Any particular reason I need to know about?”

I went with the most obvious. “We stole his car.”

His smile was brief, but I couldn’t tell if it was real or practiced. “We’ll return the Maserati, but I was looking for intel beyond that. I have a feeling your stepson’s pissed off about a hell of a lot more than his car.”

He was. But I wasn’t going to tell this man about it. “I was never a stepmother to Konstantinos’s sons.”

“Understood. What’s Kostas’s issue with you?”

“I do not have any issue with him,” I evaded.

“I said Kostas, not you, sweetheart. But impressive diversion tactic.” He winked at me before taking a sharp turn. Then his voice lowered just enough to let me know he was serious but not issuing a demand. “If you don’t tell me what’s going on, I can’t help.”

He may have thought my diversion tactic was impressive, but his subtle nuances in tone inflection and expression had me beat. Any other lifetime, I would have been enamored with this man.

But I wasn’t living a different life.

I was living mine, whether I wanted to or not.

“I was not diverting.” That was exactly what I had been doing. Years of practice, I’d become an expert at it. “I don’t know why Kostas is angry.” It wasn’t a complete lie. The father he hated was gone, and there was nothing either of us could do about the past, but this was Kostas’s perpetual state, or it had been since I’d said I do. “He just usually is,” I added, realizing my mistake as soon as I said it.

“Usually?” the muscular Alpha Elite Security man asked, instantly picking up on my slip. “Do you spend a lot of time around him?”

“I do not.” I avoided him at all costs. I avoided every male with the last name Taralas. Konstantinos was no exception. Yes, we had an agreement. He paraded me out when he needed to use me, and I played the role of dutiful wife. But for the past two months, Konstantinos had inexplicably been tightening the leash he’d kept me on.

“Sounds like there’s a story there, sweetheart.”

“No story. I just seem to bring out the best in Kostas.” The lie, quickly followed by an admission of truth, albeit wrapped in cynicism, spilled out easily as if I could safely confide in this man, and that should have been a red flag. I couldn’t afford to let my guard down, not around anyone. Yet for some inexplicable reason, I’d gravitated toward this stoic man since the moment I saw him, telling myself that he had kind eyes, but that was also a lie.

He had striking, almost translucent, hazel eyes that were as unusual as they were stark, but I recognized the same look in them that all his colleagues carried like a warning.

They were soldiers first, men second.

Spending the last two years married to Konstantinos, I had seen too many males of the same breed not to recognize it, but for some reason, this man did not scare me. Not completely. It was why I’d enlisted his help over all the others. Which was an immense risk, but I’d had no choice after Kostas moved the wake.

His expression impassive, the AES security specialist glanced at me, but he didn’t comment on my cynical retort about Kostas. He took two more switchbacks on the twisting cliffside road, then he deftly pried. “Not a fan of the villa?”

Growing up, I’d never imagined a villa would mean a prison with no escape, uninviting furnishings, and unpleasant memories of a two-year sentence disguised as a marriage. Foolishly allowing a moment of self-pity, I once again said too much. “It was never my home.” Konstantinos only brought me there when he’d go out of town or wanted to keep me from working on the Solace.

“But a boat is?”

I wasn’t even sure what a home was supposed to feel like anymore. Sadly, the concept was even more foreign than feeling safe. I hadn’t felt a sense of belonging, let alone security, in so long that I’d stopped wishing for a place to feel protected and instead, started planning. As long as I didn’t tell this AES security contractor any more personal information, my plans were about to become my new reality.

Doing what I’d been practicing for years, I steered the conversation away from myself. “The yacht is comfortable. Zulu is not a common name.”

“Don’t think I didn’t catch that diversion tactic as well, sweetheart, but no, Zulu isn’t common in the civilian world.” He took a harrowing turn with ease as if he’d driven this car on this road a hundred times before, then he tossed my diversion tactic right back in my lap. “What about Parisa? Is it Greek?”

First intel, and now civilian, I took note of his military references. “My mother was Persian. She named me after one of her relatives.”

“Was?”

The still-new but all too familiar lance of pain and anger struck like a double-edged sword. “My parents are deceased.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” His tone reflected a true shade of solemn I had not heard when he had given me his condolences for Konstantinos. “Now you’ve lost your husband.” He glanced at me. “No easy day.”

More than his voice or the way he’d rescued me from Kostas tonight, more than the meaning behind the words he’d offered, something about him suddenly struck me. Momentarily taken aback, I unreservedly stared at him. It wasn’t until he glanced at me again that I saw it.

It was in his eyes.

It was the way he looked at me.

Something deep inside me stirred, and the realization was instant. This soldier named after the phonetic alphabet for the letter Z was being sincere. The way someone who had suffered loss themselves could be sincere.

I knew the consequences of trusting someone. It was a price I couldn’t afford, but in that moment, I not only wanted to trust this man, but I foolishly felt closer to him than I ever had my own mother.

The thought alone should’ve had me putting my guard back up. I recognized that the shock and stress of the past week were finally catching up to me. I definitely should’ve realized I was reaching for something that wasn’t there.

But for one second, I didn’t want to be practical or poised.

For a single, impossible moment, I wanted hope.

I wanted to believe I wasn’t imagining this connection, this tenuous pull that was as fragile as the impotent emotions surrounding circumstances. I wanted to not feel so alone, and I desperately wanted this complete stranger I’d met on a cliffside villa on one of the Cyclades Islands to be connected to my very soul.

I wanted it all to be tangible.

But reality was heavier than hope, and wishing was courting danger.

I could not change what was.

And staring at a strikingly handsome, dominant man would not change my past. Nor would it alter the path I was already barreling toward in a stolen sports car.

All I had now were facts.

Konstantinos was gone.

My father was gone.

This was my chance.

A chance I had been secretly planning for almost two years, but one that Konstantinos’s premature death had accelerated. Diligently and discreetly putting everything into motion while Kostas and his brothers had planned their father’s funeral, I was as ready as I could be.

Or I thought I’d been.

Picking the unwitting AES security consultant the moment I saw him. Carefully waiting for the risky but precise moment to approach—I knew none of it was fail-safe. It wasn’t even ideal, but I could not wait until after the wake when Kostas said we were going to talk. This was my only opening to get to the Solace with protection from Kostas and his brothers, Kairos and Giorgios. The latter I was the least concerned about, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous. All of Konstantinos’s sons were dangerous. He’d made certain of that.

Konstantinos’s anger and cruelty knowing no bounds, his death hadn’t exactly been a surprise, but the timing had taken me off guard. Dying at his desk from a heart attack, Konstantinos had lived exactly as the man he’d been—too much aggression, too much drink, and too much ruthless irreverence for any one soul to contain. Konstantinos may be gone, but he’d spread his self-righteous immorality to his sons.

I had to leave. Quickly.

For seven days, that thought had been my mantra. As far as I was concerned, I no longer owed anyone anything. All I had to do was avoid Kostas until I escaped.

But then he’d moved the wake. I’d had to quickly pivot, and everything in the last few minutes proved I’d only been lying to myself.

Thinking I could simply walk down to the dock at the Taralas main estate in Piraeus and quietly get on the Solace while everyone was occupied with dinner at the wake was one thing. But orchestrating a ride halfway across Santorini to the marina without Kostas or his brothers or anyone else noticing was ignorant.

As much as I’d been a prisoner a mere eight days ago when Konstantinos was alive, I was still one now. Which brought me back to what the soldier next to me had said. Maybe he was not wrong.

“No easy day,” I repeated, wondering what exactly had made this man adopt such a dire saying into his vernacular.

“Wish I could offer you something more, sweetheart.”

He was already giving me more than anyone else had in my entire life. He was providing me a chance to escape. That alone felt like it deserved a truth from me. “You do not need to waste your sentiments. I did not love Konstantinos.”

He merely nodded. “Four letters never made for a trickier word.”

I glanced out the window as my past seemingly sped into my present and gave away another piece of myself. “What a taciturn yet astounding truth.”

I felt more than saw him glance at me. “Ever been in love?”

Hurt, anger, shame—it all blended into a sea of self-blame that I knew intimately. “Not as you asked, but I loved my mother once.” Long ago. When I was too little to know better, and when she’d allowed herself to be my mother instead of my father’s pawn. Those early memories, they were the ones that crept up unsuspectingly when I was alone. Despite everything, including myself, I missed her in those quiet moments.

Unaware of my past, the stark-eyed soldier strung together three seemingly innocuous words in his steady voice. “And your father?”

The wounds as deep as my memories, my heart began to pound harder than when Kostas had banged on the car window.

There were not enough twisted roads on this rugged Cyclades Island to unravel the threads of intertwined hate I had for my father and my familial duty. Too many emotions to unpack in a lifetime, let alone a single drive, I didn’t want to discuss or even think about the man who had married me off. But I’d foolishly already opened the door, and this conversation was my fault. Dangerous vulnerability was the price I would always pay for honesty. I knew this.

But tonight, I had slipped.

I was tired.

Tired of the charade, tired of holding in so many unjust and broken pieces, and tired of never being in control of my life, I blamed my father. I blamed a monster of a man who ran a shipping empire. I blamed my mother. I even blamed Kostas. But I’d had a hand in charting this particularly disastrous course.

Had I made a choice and listened to my instincts, had I once said no, then maybe I would not be here tonight, attempting to escape with a stranger as he sped too fast down a dangerous road.

Familiar disquiet rupturing my already thin veil of composure, I gave the security specialist much more than I should. “I have never confused love with any of the emotions I felt for my father.”
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Zulu

 

Every word the woman spoke drew me in deeper.

I didn’t get involved with clients.

I didn’t get involved with shit outside work, period. The Teams had been my three-foot world, now the cockpits in the AES Gulfstreams were my focus. The military, the sense of duty you couldn’t explain to a civilian, it was bred into me. My father had served his country, first as a pilot, then as an instructor. He’d given the Navy twenty-five years until a test flight gone FUBAR took him out.

By then, I was already a SEAL. I’d never known a different life than the military. At every duty station my father’s career had taken us to, my mother made it comfortable for me and my sister, but home wasn’t a concept I dwelled on. Enlisting at eighteen was a given, but I’d set my sights higher than just being a pilot. By sixteen, I’d already had my private pilot’s license. Flying with my father in his old Cessna for as long as I could remember, the seed of adrenaline rushes had been planted. BUD/S fueled it, earning my Trident honed it, then a war in a sand trap fed it.

I’d lived to be a SEAL.

I loved the Teams—until Alpha and I lost our closest brother, Bravo, then buried two more Team members before Alpha took a career-ending hit to his shoulder. Getting out instead of taking a desk job, Alpha started Alpha Elite Security. Before the ink was dry on his business license, he had more clients than he could handle. One call from him and I was in. I’d been flying for AES ever since, keeping to my new three-foot world.

Until I’d laid eyes on the brunette tonight, it’d been enough.

Now I was listening to this exotic beauty and wondering how the hell she’d fallen into Taralas’s orbit. From a father she didn’t love to a husband who was a fucking bastard.

I gave her an empty sentiment. “Apologies you weren’t close with your father.” Whoever the prick was, he should’ve protected her from Taralas.

“It is what it is.” She shifted in her seat, and her subtle but intoxicating scent hit me again.

Already wrapped up in this woman’s circumstances, I wanted to ask her a hundred fucking questions, but thirty seconds in, her company proved she was more reserved than I was. I knew whatever was up with Kostas and his bullshit would piss me off, but I stupidly wanted to know. Hell, I wanted to fix it, even if that meant a permanent solution. Which was a dangerous fucking slope in my line of work. You didn’t risk that level of elimination for a woman you just met, had no verifiable intel on, and who, for all I knew, could be playing the victim. My instincts were telling me she wasn’t, that Kostas was a veritable threat, but truth was I didn’t know.

Aiming to get more intel out of her, I asked a personal question. “What happened to your parents?”

“They died in a plane crash.”

If it weren’t for years of SEAL training and countless missions that’d tested every limit I’d ever had, I would’ve swerved off the goddamn road.

Plane crash.

Her parents, my father—fucking plane crashes?

Jesus Christ.

“Do you know the statistical anomaly of dying in a plane crash?” Because I did. Acutely. I’d studied that shit obsessively after my dad’s plane went down.

Non-combat flight deaths were rare.

So rare that only one in eleven million deaths were from a fucking plane crash.

“I do not.” Her perfectly poised response filling the quiet interior, her voice didn’t even fucking dip.

My hands on the wheel, my muscles tight, my control zeroed in on the sharp turns of the narrow road, my headspace took a goddamn nosedive.

Then I gave her the statistic.

“You’re twenty-two-hundred times more likely to die in a car accident than a plane crash.” Sparing her a glance, I repeated the number because it fucking bore repeating. “Two-thousand-two-hundred percent.”

She turned in her seat and gave me the full weight of her attention. “How do you know that?”

Taking my foot off the gas, I looked at the woman. “My father died in a plane crash.”
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“My father died in a plane crash.”

I blinked.

But then I had no words.

I heard his statistic. I knew it must be rare because I did not personally know anyone else who had passed from a plane crash, much less one into the ocean where the plane was never found. One minute, my parent’s plane was on the radar, the next, gone. No debris, no bodies, nothing. An entire lifetime wiped clean by a body of water so vast it stretched as far as the sky.

There should have been something poetic about disappearing between the wide-open planes of blue skies and cerulean waters, but I couldn’t find anything profound in their deaths. I only simmered in anger and loss for something I’d never had.

Maybe I was no different from Kostas in that regard.

The thought much too sobering, I reached for the feigned composure I told myself I had become adept at. “I’m sorry you lost your father.” But then, as if I couldn’t restrain myself around this man, I opened my mouth and not only pried, but I engaged in conversation that I knew would only lead to a minefield I was not prepared to navigate. “Was the crash an accident?”

“Thank you, and yes. Test flight. He was a pilot in the Navy.”

My initial thought was another senseless death, but his father didn’t die while flying from Sicily to Paris so his mother could go shopping.

I spoke the truth. “What a terrible loss.”

Nodding in acknowledgment but not replying, he took another turn much too fast for the roads on Santorini.

Uncomfortable with the subject matter of death, for too many reasons to count, uncomfortable in general around this man, I changed the subject. “Do you always drive this fast?” The island was small and not built for the speed of a hundred-thousand-dollar sports car.

Besides, Kostas had probably already figured out where I was going. In fact, I now suspected he knew all week what I had been planning, and it was why he’d changed the location of the wake at the last minute. Unfortunately, that realization was too little too late. No matter how fast we drove now, I wouldn’t be able to outrun him. Not here.

Easing off the gas, the man who went by Zulu gave me a half smile that didn’t hold any depth. “Apologies. I’m used to a little more thrust.”

My cheeks flamed at hearing that last word escape his full lips, and I foolishly wondered what his real name was. “Thrust?”

“I’m a pilot,” he stated with a tone I couldn’t decipher.

Pride? Irony? Resignation? Maybe all of them. I didn’t know.

Glancing out my window at the stark cliffs that dropped into the midnight sea, I instead revealed another admission I should’ve kept to myself. “You were not flying the helicopter when you all arrived today. The playboy was.” Had I been thinking clearer, I should’ve cornered the other security specialist, the one with the flirtatious smile, and asked for him to take me to the Solace. It had a helicopter pad. Maybe then I could’ve outrun Kostas…or at least gotten out of port.

The pilot chuckled. “No, I wasn’t flying the helo. That was Victor. What makes you think he’s a player?”

The storm that had been building since the day my father made a deal with Konstantinos and married me off, pushed past my wall of defenses, and all at once, I lost my will for the decorum my mother had instilled in me since my first memories. “I said playboy, not player, and a woman can tell many things men do not think them capable of knowing.”

Briefly slipping his knee under the wheel, the pilot held his hands up for a second in mock surrender. “No argument from me, sweetheart.”

Breathing in a toxic mix of Kostas’s overpowering cologne and this man’s feigned easiness, I tried to push my wall back into place, but suddenly, I couldn’t ignore the one glaringly obvious possibility that I had stupidly not seen until this very moment.

A possibility that only heightened the dangerous enormity of my situation.

Kostas could’ve been lying.

Maybe he did not bring in extra security for the guests and to keep the media at bay for Konstantinos’s funeral. I knew who the specialized security team from the United States was. Konstantinos had hired AES many times, for reasons he had refused to tell me, but I knew what they were capable of.

How could I have been so stupid?

What if Kostas brought in AES to make sure I did not leave?

This pilot, his colleagues, they weren’t just trained soldiers turned private security.

They were mercenaries.

Two years ago, when I first met the owner of the firm, Adam “Alpha” Trefor in Konstantinos’s office, he was silent, impenetrable, and had a lethal stillness about him that I mistook for calm. Suddenly, looking at the man sitting next to me, I wasn’t seeing kind eyes. I was seeing that exact same impenetrable, lethal stillness.

Catching my glance, the pilot raised an eyebrow. “You okay, sweetheart?”

Whisking me away with a controlled calm, easily issuing orders through the communication device in his ear as if he had done it thousands of times before, driving Kostas’s Maserati like he owned it, this man was anything but the relaxed persona he’d given off all night.

And I’d foolishly approached him to get me away from the villa.

“I am fine.” Silently chastising myself, I rationalized that I could change nothing now. I was already in the car with him, we had already left the villa and the Solace was already berthed. There was no going back. All I could do was deal with what lay ahead. But I would not be able to do that if I were panicking in a car, not yet to the hardest part of this evening.

The unprotected walk down the marina to the Solace, and the time it would take her to get out of port.

Breathing deep, visualizing my end game, I told myself I was too close to lose focus now.

“Parisa,” he stated, as if he could recognize my lie.

Compartmentalizing, concentrating on my breathing, ignoring how he said my name in a way I had never heard before, I looked out at the rugged landscape with the whitewashed houses that clung to the cliffs. If I were lucky, I would never step foot on this island again, not unless I choose to.

Careful to avoid any kind of reply that would acknowledge both his tone and the saying of my name, I switched subjects. “You did not tell me about your name.”

“You didn’t tell me what just made you panic a second ago.”

Quickly weighing the outcome of the truth versus avoidance, I made a rash decision. “I was wondering if Kostas retained your firm this evening with the intent to keep me from leaving.”

The hired security consultant kept both his tone and expression professionally neutral. “Why would he want or need to do that?”

“Why does any man do what he does?”

“An evasion masked in mystery.” The perceptively dominant pilot glanced at me and gave that slight but disarming smile again. “I’m happy to answer that question for you, sweetheart, but I think you can do better than that.” His playful tone disappeared altogether. “Try again.”

I’d been around controlling, arrogant men my whole life, but this confident, alpha man who had not hesitated to get me away from Kostas, he was different. So different that I foolishly wondered who he really was. Not on the surface, but deep inside. Behind the covering of competency and highly skilled training very few men possessed, I wondered what made him tick. What would make him smile a real smile? What type of woman would intrigue him, hold his interest…make him fall in love?

Quickly taking a stilted breath, shocked I’d allowed my thoughts to travel that road, unbidden or not, I pushed it all away, tidying it up with a sweep of reality as sure as a freshly broomed floor. Then, since I seemed unable to restrain myself around him, I let slip with more of my carelessness.

This time, it was in the form of a partial truth. “I do not know what Kostas’s intentions are.” But I could guess, and I wasn’t staying around for it.

“Fair enough.” With merely a nod as if a transactional exchange had taken place, and personal information was the cost of doing business, he systematically answered my questions. “Kostas hired AES to insulate the family and guests from any media. He never specifically mentioned you. In my experience, men are usually driven by greed, power or lust. And lastly, Zulu was my call sign when I was active duty. It’s not my birth name, but it may as well be at this point. Can’t remember the last time someone used my given name.” He glanced over as he maneuvered another turn. “Your mother is Persian, and you live in Greece, but you speak English without an accent. Were you born here?”

Maybe this was how it all worked.

Maybe this was how dissemination of information in the normal world took place. Someone said something personal, another person would reply in kind, and nothing was used against you for manipulative gain. The concept foreign, I refrained from shifting uneasily in my seat, or worse, giving away any sort of nervousness by smoothing the skirt of my dress or adjusting my windblown hair. Confident women, unbreakable women, they did not primp in front of a man. Especially not one of power.

Testing this new transactional exchange, I gave only a small piece of my complex upbringing. “No, I was not born in Greece.” My mother had purposely gone to my father’s relatives in the United States when she was pregnant. But I did not say that, let alone explain it, because even if I had wanted to give this man more, my history was too complicated to unravel in a speeding Italian sports car on a Greek island as we chased the hairpin curves on narrow roads. “You were in the military.” Ingrained habits part of my makeup, I shifted the conversation back to him, but I purposely did not phrase it as a question to see what he would do.

“Navy SEAL,” he answered decisively, layering in his brand of dominance without pause.

Equal parts awe, intrigue and fear swirled through my nerves. He was much, much more than a merely well-trained soldier. “Thank you for your service.”

He spared me a quick smile, but this time, it only lifted half of his full lips, and it was full of mischief. “Careful, sweetheart. You’re showing your true colors.”

I looked out at the midnight cerulean-blue ocean. “Which are?” The only colors I knew right now besides the sea were whitewashed buildings clinging to windblown cliffs.

“American.”

“I was.” Born and later educated in the States, my childhood was spent half in Italy, half in Iran. I traversed two very different cultures in two very different countries only to land in yet a third country with another culture after getting a formal education. I honestly didn’t know what I was anymore. Greece was no more my home than Italy, Iran or the United States.

“You’re not now?” he asked perceptively.

“I have an American passport.” I also had Italian and Greek passports. The latter courtesy of Konstantinos’s connections, the former because my father had been Italian. But despite my position and having spent half my childhood with my mother’s family, I did not have an Iranian passport.

The SEAL took another sharp turn. “I’m sensing a story here.” He glanced at me again. This time with the serious expression where he carefully locked away all emotion. “Dual citizenship?”

“Triple actually. How did you get the call sign Zulu?”

“Oh, no.” He threw me a smile. “You first. You don’t get to drop a bomb like that and not explain, sweetheart.”

There it was again. Sweetheart. Another lifetime, under any other circumstances, I almost might have thought it flattering. But I’d be a fool to think he used it exclusively with me, let alone not recognize that all the men from Alpha Elite Security, while various shades of lethally intimidating, did not lack for female attention from many, many women.

Ignoring his pet name, I acknowledged the other part of his statement. “I can do as I choose.” For the first time in my life, I actually could. There would be ramifications for my actions—I knew that—but the distinct difference was that now both Konstantinos and my father were gone. I could make my own decisions. Ramifications or not, the choices would be mine.

As if he could possibly know what I meant, or the extent of my circumstances, the Navy SEAL gravely agreed. “Yes, you can.”
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My cell vibrated for the second time, and I couldn’t ignore it again, but fuck, I wanted to. There was something about this woman. I could listen to her sexy voice forever, but I wasn’t fucking blind. The woman was hiding something. I was guessing she had something going on with the stepson, but shit wasn’t adding up.

Cursing myself for not reading the background check that AES’s in-house hacker, November, had run and sent to all of us before getting on the Gulfstream, I glanced at the caller ID then answered my cell. “Go ahead, Echo.”

“You’re on speaker,” Echo clipped. “Me and Twin are behind you, but you got trouble.”

“Twin. Right,” Victor drolled sarcastically. “Victor, Vance, Conlon—all of them are acceptable, unless you’re incapable of remembering even your own name. In which case, I’ll excuse it, but I’m taking away your M4.”

“I didn’t even bring my M4 to this rock, motherfucker. Anyway, Zulu, turn your fucking comm back on. I hate cell phones. I’m not chasing your ass to call and warn you again. Head on a swivel. Deranged stepson number one followed by sidekick stepson number two are on your six.”

“Copy.” I glanced in my rearview mirror but didn’t see any headlights. “How far back?”

“Don’t know,” Echo answered. “But closer to you than we are. That motherfucker Kostas is driving like we’re on a Formula One course on these narrow-as-shit roads. We left a few seconds behind him, stepson number two right after, but they’re both already out of my sights.”

I glanced again in the side and rearview mirrors and caught a glimpse of one set of headlights a few switchbacks behind us. “I have visual. Your ETA to the marina?”

Screeching tires sounded through the line, and Victor cursed. “If Echo doesn’t kill us first, we’re six minutes behind you.”

“Stop being a pussy, Marine,” Echo interjected. “Your seatbelt’s on. You’re fucking fine.”

“Copy on ETA.” I took another turn, and the marina was in my sights. “I need a sitrep on Alpha, whether or not the brothers have firepower, and if Kostas’s two bodyguards followed.” The last thing I wanted was an armed standoff. I wouldn’t hesitate to shoot those assholes, but killing clients was bad for fucking business.

“Trefor was doing damage control at the villa with Taralas’s third son, Giorgios, when we left,” Victor replied. “Said he’ll be behind us shortly. No confirmation on firepower, but it’s a safe assumption. Kostas usually carries, and last I saw, his muscle was still in position in front of the Taralas chopper, but who knows where they are now. And for the record, I’ll take being a Marine any day over being a SEAL if this is how they teach you to drive in BUD/S.”

“They don’t teach you how to drive in BUD/S, motherfucker,” Echo quipped

“Clearly,” Victor retorted.

They were lucky I was sitting next to a woman, otherwise, I’d ream them both for fucking off and arguing. “Anyone read in November yet?”

Echo snorted. “What’s hacker boy going to do from a parked Gulfstream in Athens? Kick in some doors?”

“Door kicking. Right,” Victor said dryly. “The SEAL’s answer to everything. Kick, breach, fire. I’m beginning to understand why you’re single, Echo. Zulu, I’ve already contacted November and brought him up to speed. Texting now to see what he can find out about this boat.”

“Not a boat. It’s a super fucking yacht,” Echo corrected. “Christ, do either of you ever read the bios on clients that November sends?”

Before every assignment, November sent whatever intel he had on the clients. Most assignments, I kept to the cockpit. When I wasn’t flying, I was tracking and scheduling maintenance on AES’s fleet, so I usually didn’t bother. Now I was regretting not reading the email as I pulled into the marina. There was only one super yacht berthed at the end of a long dock that was exposed as hell, and fuck me, the boat was over two hundred feet in length.

I needed backup STAT.

“Focus up,” I ordered Echo and Victor as I threw the Maserati into park, and headlights flashed ten meters behind us. “We’re at the marina. I’ve got company, and I only have one side piece. Echo, step on the fucking gas. Victor, get with Alpha and find out how much reinforcement Taralas has on the island. I’ll contact November and see what he has on the Solace’s crew. Switching to comms.” I hung up and turned on my earpiece.

Parisa twisted in her seat at the sound of another vehicle approaching. “You do not need to be concerned about my crew.”

“No offense, sweetheart, but I’m withholding judgment until I have more intel.” A twin to the Maserati we were in flew into the marina. “November, you copy?”

“Affirmative.”

“I’m about to take a hundred-meter stroll down an exposed dock with armed tangos on my six and no backup. I need a sitrep on the Solace’s crew and capabilities, STAT,” I demanded through comms as a third Maserati turned in to the marina.

“Contacting the captain,” November replied.

The second Maserati slammed on the brakes, feet from our position. “I’m on borrowed time, November.”

“Copy, standby.”

The driver’s door flew open, and Kostas got out.

“November,” I warned.

“Speaking to the captain.” November paused. “Okay, he’s armed and says he’s former Israeli Navy. I’m running background now but don’t have verification yet. Assuming he’s telling the truth, and dependent on his former rank, I may not get much. He did confirm the widow was clear to board. He’s waiting on deck, and he said he won’t let Kostas get past him.”

Fucking great. “Copy.” Sparing the woman a glance, I reached for my door. “Stay here until I come get you.”

“Parisa!” Kostas yelled, aiming for her door.

“Wait.” Shrinking back from her window, she glanced at me. “You do not understand. The crew on the Solace is fine, but Kostas…” She hesitated a fraction of a second. “He is not trustworthy.”

Understatement of the century. “I wasn’t expecting otherwise.”

The third Maserati pulled up on Kostas’s six. The driver’s door opened, and Kairos got out.

“Kairos is even less trustworthy,” the woman warned.

“More company incoming,” November warned through comms as two black sedans tore into the parking lot from the south entrance.

Sparing the beautiful brunette a glance, I issued her an order. “Elaborate.”

“I cannot explain what I do not know.” She glanced over her shoulder as if in a panic. “I owe Konstantinos’s sons nothing. I don’t know why they are doing this. I was not expecting them both to follow. In truth, I thought Kostas might react poorly to me leaving, but not like this. Except… he usually seems to have an agenda.”

No fucking shit. A hard-on agenda for his father’s widow, but I decided to play into her game. Throwing her a practiced smile, I aimed. “I can handle a jealous lover, sweetheart.”

No blink, no facial tic, no reaction whatsoever, she didn’t give a single tell. She also didn’t say shit.

For the second time in my career, a split second of doubt hit, and I hesitated. Not sure what the fuck I was dealing with, I dropped the smile. “I’ll handle this. Stay.” As I got out of the Maserati, Kairos grabbed Kostas from behind and yelled something at him in Greek.

“Alpha,” I clipped through comms as four guys in suits got out of the sedans. “Where the hell are you?”

A distinctive background noise sounded before Alpha answered. “On approach, fifteen seconds.”

Kostas threw off his brother and glared at me with the kind of rage any man would recognize.

“I don’t have fifteen seconds,” I warned. “Not unless you want me to end this with your client getting his ass beat and four unknowns sporting new bullet holes.”

“Stand by,” Alpha ordered a split second before I heard the thump of rotors echo across the marina, and our rented helo came into view.

Ignoring the bird and the four men, his suit jacket unbuttoned, shoulder holster with a 9mm showing, Kostas strode right at me. Zero fucking self-preservation, he drew his weapon two feet from me and aimed point-blank at my temple.

Then the fucker yelled. “Get. Parisa. NOW.”

The helo touched down.

A Lamborghini flew into the lot.

Alpha got out of the bird.

Echo and Victor got out of the Lambo, weapons drawn.

I glared at the son of a bitch. “Do you know why you’re still breathing?”

Victor chuckled through comms. “I personally would’ve told him what happened to the last mate who drew on you.”

“Fucking Christ,” Echo muttered. “Do us all a favor, Alpha, and let me pull the trigger. I’m sighted on the prick’s grip. He doesn’t need his right hand.”

“No,” Alpha commanded through comms before flanking the asshole. “Kostas,” he clipped. “Lower your weapon.”

Kostas’s nostrils flared. “He. Took. Parisa.”

“The plot thickens.” Aiming at Kairos, who was standing in front of the four men, Victor moved to my right.

Still sighting on Kostas, Echo moved left. “Hundred bucks says stepson number one’s fucking the widow.”

Victor chuckled. “No sane person’s taking that bet. But if I were in the mood to gamble, I’d raise the stakes. Ten thousand says he fucked her and did her dirty. Otherwise, stepmother dearest would get out of the Maserati.”

“To do what?” Echo half-snorted. “Ask for a repeat pounding while four guns, another stepson, and four useless tools watch?”

“I’ve met crazier women,” Victor casually commented.

Alpha ignored them both and spoke again to Kostas. “I’m not going to repeat myself. Lower your weapon, or both you and your brother will need assistance to walk away from here.”

“Kostas,” Kairos snapped. “Listen to him.”

His 9mm still pressed to my temple, the asshole glanced at Alpha. “I said I wanted to talk to her. Your man took her anyway.”

“He didn’t take her, she asked to leave,” Alpha corrected in a controlled tone I’d heard enough times to know what was coming. “Last warning, Taralas.”

The asshole’s glare cut back to me, and his nostrils flared.

I was done.

Grabbing the muzzle of his gun and his wrist, I twisted. Taking his piece and spinning him, I pinned his arm behind his back and kicked the back of one of his legs. As he stumbled, I slammed his face into the top of the Maserati. “I’ll answer the question for you, asshole. You’re still breathing because I’m not going to end your life in front of your father’s widow on the day he was buried. But if you pull a fucking gun on me again, you’re dead.” I threw the asshole off his own goddamn car and turned Kostas’s 9mm over to Alpha. Then I opened the door and held out my hand. “Let’s go.”

Wide-eyed, the woman looked at me for half a fucking second.

Then she took my hand.
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No choice, I took his hand.

I knew the message it would send. I knew the ramifications I could face. Angering any Taralas man was a bad idea. I just wasn’t sure I cared anymore.

The moment the former SEAL wrapped his warm, strong fingers around mine, I was floating. Floating away from this marina, from my own life, from reality.

Pulling me out of my seat like everything was normal, as if he hadn’t just slammed Kostas face-first into his own car, the man who I no longer thought had kind eyes tucked me under his arm and turned me toward the long dock leading out toward the Solace’s berth.

His voice deep and quiet, he asked a question I wasn’t sure was directed at me. “Who are the four hired guns?”

I did not say anything. My knees suddenly feeling like they would not support my body, I shook.

“Parisa, STOP!” Kostas yelled down the dock. “You are not getting on that yacht!”

My heel caught, and I faltered.

Pulling me closer against his hard body so I did not fall, ignoring Kostas, not even glancing back, the SEAL calmly spoke. “You need a lift, sweetheart, or are you going to make the walk in those heels?”

My mother’s voice suddenly drifted into my mind with a memory.

“A woman always wears heels, Parisa. Heels or barefoot while you are in the bedroom. Nothing in between.”

“Maadar,” I pleaded, the tight shoes pinching my eight-year-old feet and making me stumble. “I do not want to wear these shoes. I cannot kick the soccer ball in them.”

“No, Parisa.” Her stern reprimand taking me aback before she switched to the gentle, quiet voice she always used with Papa. “You are done with soccer. You are too old. It is time you learn. A woman never sweats. You will practice until you are able to walk in these shoes.” She kissed my head. “Dooset daaram. Now try. Keep to your toes until you are more steady.”

The pilot’s arm moved to my waist. “Not to rush you, sweetheart, but we need to move a little faster. Can you hustle in those sexy shoes, or do you need me to carry you?”

I was quick in heels. I had been since before I’d learned how to wear makeup. But I was beginning to wonder if I would ever be quick enough to outrun Kostas. His pursuit, his very public display, his desperation to speak to me—it was all alarming. “I can walk, but Kostas is not going to stop once we get on the Solace.”

The pilot glanced down with a frown before giving me a look that said he was half a second away from picking me up. “Who were the suits with Kairos?”

Realizing he had been asking me the question before instead of speaking into the communication device in his ear, this time, I answered. “Kairos prefers to hire his own security.” Except I did not believe for one moment that the men surrounding Kairos were an actual contracted security agency like Alpha Elite Security.

“None of them drew weapons.”

“That is not Kairos’s way.” He was much more subtle about his dealings.

The frown didn’t ease on the pilot’s handsome face as he scanned the boats on either side of us. “November, sitrep,” he said, short and fast, as if issuing an order. “Copy that. Name?” he asked a moment later. Another pause and he glanced down at me again. “I’m short on time to run backgrounds on your crew right now. Who hired Tomer to captain the Solace?”

“I did.” After carefully vetting him. “I began the search when I commissioned the yacht.” I’d needed someone I could trust. Isaiah Tomer, a former Israeli Navy Commander, was both a skilled marksman and a captain. He was also a gentleman. Fifteen years older than me, he had experience, and he had never once flirted or been inappropriate. In all of our interviews, he’d treated me with the same level of respect I had seen men in business receive from other men. Best of all, Isaiah was not from Greece, Italy or Iran. He had no connection to either my family or Konstantinos. “I hired him once the build began. His experience and expertise proved invaluable before the Solace was even seaworthy.”

Surprise crossed the SEAL’s features before he quickly masked it. “You commissioned the Solace.”

He did not phrase it as a question, but I answered it anyway, albeit vaguely. “Yes. An early inheritance, if you will.” It was my one condition for marrying Konstantinos Sr., and the only time I had stood my ground with my father. Not that I needed his permission because I had a trust, but he could have easily sabotaged the build had he so chosen. “The Solace is mine.”

Two meters from my yacht, the Navy SEAL pilot stopped short. “Then why is Kostas chasing you?”

I stared up at the tall man with his unusual green, blue and amber-colored eyes, full lips and dark hair. His expression unyielding, his disposition still, his muscles pushing at the confines of his expensive custom suit, he was the most alarmingly handsome man I had ever met.

Giving off both the impression of intelligence and lethally controlled danger, he stared at me with an expression in his eyes that said he had lived a thousand lifetimes. But the smooth skin of his chiseled features not covered by his five o’clock shadow said he could not have been much older than Kostas.

I wanted to trust him.

God, how I wanted to trust this man.

But how did one explain lifetimes of wealth and power that had begun before I was ever a thought, and would continue long after I was gone from this earth?

All I could do was speak the truth. “There will always be circumstances beyond my control.” Men had sought power through wealth and violence for as long as history existed.

The pilot’s tone turned more dominant and unyielding than anything I had ever heard from my father or husband, and he did it without raising his voice. In fact, he became quieter. “Try again,” he commanded with lethal intent. “Tell me right now what’s going on, or you’re not getting on that boat, Miss Bahar.”

Anxiety crawled across my exposed skin and whipped around me with the ocean breeze.

I said the one thing I could.

“My father and Konstantinos had an agreement. Now they are both dead, and I do not care about the past. Apparently, Kostas does.” I turned toward my purposefully named yacht and walked aboard.
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Zulu

 

Pivoting and giving me the fuck off walk, she boarded the damn boat.

Some prick in an actual captain’s uniform, with a piece in a holster at his waist, met her and took her hand before throwing me a look.

Instantly hating him, I held his stare. “November, you hear what she said?”

“Heard and already running it.”

“We should’ve already had intel on this.” I didn’t know what the hell was going on with November lately, but he’d been preoccupied. Anything we could’ve dug up on this assignment should’ve been on file before we’d landed.

“Understood,” November replied absently. “Working on it.”

“Copy,” I answered November as Kostas stepped it up a notch and yelled at Alpha in Greek. “Alpha, fuck Kostas. Ask him exactly what the problem is or end this. Otherwise, I’m getting on this boat and making sure the widow gets out of port.”

“I’m with Zulu,” Echo cut in. “Shoot this motherfucker.”

“Echo, Zulu,” Alpha clipped before issuing an order. “Stand down.”

Kostas switched back to English and went nuclear. “Turn your fucking communication device off and give my gun back! You are all going to pay for this!”

“Comm off,” Alpha stated before Kostas’s swearing cut out.

“Jesus Christ,” Echo muttered.

“Clock’s ticking.” I watched the captain keep his hand on the widow’s back as he led her across the lower deck. “Anyone know why Alpha is taking a soft stance on this?”

“Negative,” Echo answered.

“No clue,” Victor added.

“Taralas was an AES client before I came aboard,” November replied. “Reworking the backgrounds now.”

I didn’t fucking argue the point, not about Taralas being a long-time client or the background we should’ve had. Before November, Alpha handled the background checks, but no one could touch November’s skill set. As far as Taralas Sr., AES had made a lot of money off him when he’d needed specialized security on some of his shipping routes. I knew Alpha, and he wasn’t only intelligent as hell, he was loyal. If he thought he could work Kostas and either placate him or get the intel we needed, he’d give it a shot, and I’d give him another two minutes to do it. Then I was making a decision.

“November, while you’re at it, see if the woman has something going on with the captain.” I watched the prick take her hand again and help her up the stairs to the second deck.

“For fuck’s sake,” Echo cut in. “Grow a pair and ask her yourself if you want to fuck her. Hell, get in line. Every prick that woman shakes her ass at wants a piece of her. Case in point, Captain Ahab.”

“Watch it,” I warned Echo.

The fucker snorted. “Trust me, I have. Me and every other asshole with a pulse at that wake was watching it. A grieving window pours her sexy ass into a dress that tight, you fucking notice. Twin and I have a bet on whether or not she actually consummated that sham of a marriage with old man Taralas. My money says he couldn’t get it up. The widow walks too fucking perfect in those sky-high heels. Trust me, she wasn’t getting pounded.”
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