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CONTENT NOTE

 

PHOENIX’s story picks up right where PARAGON, book one of the Paragon Operations Series, left off. If you would like to read about how Phoenix and his heroine first meet, you can grab your copy of PARAGON here. I won’t say that reading PARAGON first is imperative, but I do recommend it if you would like the full experience of this amorous couple. And please forgive me for not being able to fit this couple’s seductive story into one book. I’m so thankful you’re here, taking this journey with me. I hope you enjoy the ride!

 

XOXO - Sybil


PHOENIX

 

Operator.

 

Agent.

 

Tertia Optio.

 

I used to be a Navy SEAL. Now I was whoever I needed to be, as long as I stayed invisible. That was my one overriding mission. Anonymity. It kept me breathing.

 

Your breath, I didn’t care about.

 

If you crossed my path, you’d be as dead as my old life—an existence so far gone, I no longer remembered it.

 

Until she stepped into the darkness behind me. Ma petite intruse.
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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 mother.

Thank you for teaching me grace under pressure, courage, and the kindness of acts of love.

Thank you for fighting cancer as hard as you could.

I love and miss you beyond words.

I know you already have, but please hug Oliver for me.

Rest in peace, Mom.

Love, your daughter. XOXO

 

Millicent “Millie” Demski 1941-2025
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For my readers, thank you so very much for all of your love and support.

Gratefully yours, XOXO
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Bravo

Ten Years Ago.

Operation Desert Force.

Location classified.

 

“Northwest corner of the building, retreat, retreat, retreat,” Alpha ordered through comms.

Hostile gunfire rang out across the compound.

Dragging the hostage, Zulu hit Alpha’s position first. Firing in short bursts, Echo and Delta followed. Crouched low, I brought up the rear, but the last damn place we needed to be holding was against this blown-out pile of rubble.

Reserving ammo, I scanned through my scope, then spared a glance at our Team leader and my best friend, Alpha. “What are we waiting for?” We’d taken down our target, we had the hostage. Our mission was complete.

“Intel from Command.” Alpha nodded toward building two. “Possible second HVT.”

“No easy day.” Smirking at the irony, I turned toward the building and threw Zulu a command before Alpha could stop me. “Cover me, Zulu.”

He dropped and sighted. “Copy that.”

Alpha spoke to overwatch through his direct comm link, then ordered me to stand down. “Hold position, Bravo. Waiting on sitrep from Command.”

“I’ll get the intel sooner,” I argued. “Sixty seconds. One sweep, and I’ll know who we’re after.” This terrorist cell had been swarming their leaders. It’s how we got the first HVT. One minute of recon, and I’d know exactly who the second target was.

“Wait,” Alpha commanded.

Shots flew over our heads, the hostage hit the dirt, and Delta and Echo returned fire.

“We don’t have time to wait.” This mission was already jacked—insertion had been delayed, dawn broke, the compound was teaming with tangoes. We needed to bug out.

Rounds from an incoming convoy with a roof-mounted belt-fed rained down on our POS, punctuating my thoughts as the hostage took one in the leg.

Alpha’s usually guarded expression twisted with anger. “I’m going in. You and Zulu cover me.”

Not fucking happening. We had a deal. Alpha was Team leader, I was tip of the spear. That was how we operated best. “I got this.” I held up my fist. “Relay the intel from Command when you get it, and remember the promise.” Always the promise.

Alpha fist-bumped me and recited our deal. “I promise I’ll take care of her if you kick down your last door.” Her being my younger sister. Dead parents, no living relatives, Maila was all I had left. She and Alpha.

“You better,” I warned. “Or I’ll come back and beat your ass before kicking your ass.” Already Oscar Mike, I hit the southeast side of the building and kicked the door in.

Sweeping to clear entry, I made it one step inside.

Then the world detonated.

The explosion deafening, the blastwave threw me. My back hit hard ground, my chest compressed, pain flared. A wall of fire roared.

Shit fell on top of me. My vision tunneled.

And darkened….

 

Hands gripped my ankles.

Jerked forward, pain radiated. Sucking in smoke and dust, I reached for my weapon.

My wrists were grabbed.

Kicking out, I yelled. “Alpha!”

Flames swamped me.

I was lifted off the ground.

I fucking fought.

A face got in mine. Ops Core FAST helmet, rail system, night vision, tactical lights. Mouth open. Fucker yelling. Everything ringing. Camo. Uniform. One of us. One of us.

I stopped fighting.

Started reading lips.

Couldn’t.

Fire. Smoke. Pain.

Dragged backwards.

Lights out.

 

Bounced.

Sucked in breath. Fucking ribs killing me. Bounced again. Same fucker in my face. Mouth open. Saying shit. Ringing.

Goddamn fucking ringing.

Hard bounce.

Out.

 

Jostled.

Slow exhale. Slower inhale.

Awake.

Fuck, awake. My Team. My weapon.

Eyes open.

Dark. Hum. Helo. No…. Transport?

Where the fuck was my Team?

Where was my weapon?

“He’s awake.”

English. American accent.

Exhale. Turn head.

Cargo. Transport. Ranger fuckers lined up, kitted out. No Team. “Where’s my Team?” Throat raw. Cough.

Same fucker from before. In my face again. Weird eyes. Insane eyes. Green? No. Gold. Not kitted up. Not in Army camo. MARPAT cammies. Desert version. Marine.

I moved.

Fisting the fucker’s blouse, I yanked him toward me. “Where the fuck is my Team?”

“You have a call.” He shoved something in front of me.

Sat phone. No Alpha. No Team. What the fuck? “TEAM,” I demanded.

“CALL,” he ordered.

Phone in face.

Sat up. Grabbed it. “Alpha?”

The line crackled. Click sounded. Then, “Son. While we have not spoken directly in years, I trust you know who this is. For the sake of national security, keep that fact to yourself.”

My head fucking spun.

Team not here. Operators I didn’t know. On a C-130 transport, when our exfil was helo.

Shit sank in.

I replied. “Yes, sir.”

“Apologies for the explosion. Rest assured, your Team is intact, but maneuvers had to be made. I know this was not the career trajectory you imagined. Hell, it wasn’t what I imagined for you either when I met you long before your father was the Vice Admiral and I was in office. Unfortunately, we’re here now.”

Where the fuck was here? “Sir?”

“I need someone I can trust. Your father, may he rest in peace, assured me before he passed that you would be the right man for the job.”

Years-old memory popped. My father. Hand on my shoulder. Newly pinned Trident on my chest.

“You’re not the best man, son, but you’re the right man. Remember that.”

I replied automatically to the Commander in Chief. “Yes, sir.”

“Excellent. Before we start, I also apologize for the manner of your extraction and minor injuries. We had to make it believable beyond a reasonable doubt. You understand.”

My brain still fucking scrambled from the explosion, I shook my head. “Sir?”

“Your death, son.”

Gut punched.

Sat phone in hand, my head sank to my knees.

The Commander in Chief delivered his orders. “Petty Officer Second Class William Nilsen is officially deceased. Your new call sign is Phoenix. You report directly and only to me. Your missions will come through direct communication from either myself or Ground Branch. You’ll operate independently. You’ll have every resource at my disposal available to you through indirect channels, but you do not exist. Not to the Oval Office, not to this administration, not to the United States of America. Are we clear?”

Motion sickness I’d never had crawled up my throat. “Yes, sir.”

“Questions?”

“My sister.” My eighteen-year-old sister. Who had no one except me.

“She’ll be taken care of. Her future is assured.”

Not good enough. “With all due respect, sir, she needs to know I’m alive.”

“Son.” There was an impatient exhale. “You know that’s neither prudent nor secure, for her sake. Understood?”

In that moment, I didn’t care. This was my sister we were talking about.

But this wasn’t about me.

I knew who I was speaking with. Who my father had been. There was never going to be a choice. This was honor. Duty. I’d taken an oath.

I will obey the orders of the President of the United States.

“Yes, sir,” I replied.
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Four Days Later.

Location undisclosed.

 

Ninety-six hours of medical, debrief, psych evals disguised as interrogation and procedures.

The latter was worse than waterboarding.

Crash courses in intelligence gathering, HUMINT, SIGINT, GEOINT. Need-to-know intel on the Special Activities Center. Download on their Special Operations Group. Same shit, different ways of saying it, all on repeat. Complete and total deniability. Highly trained human weapon. A dozen synonyms for Black Ops. I fucking got it. SOG. Paramilitary. Ground Branch. Tertia Optio.

As covert as it fucking got.

Four days of this shit, and I was itching for my M4. Hell, I’d take my Sig. If I didn’t see daylight soon, maybe for sport I’d disarm one of these nameless fucks crawling around this subterranean concrete maze, then clear my own path aboveground.

As if he could read minds, the crazy-eyed fucker from the explosion, from the transport—the sat-phone-wielding Marine—glanced at me as we traversed another underground tunnel.

Expression locked, staring straight ahead, silently counting strides, I didn’t give him the satisfaction of meeting his glance.

The fucker had been on me since the transport. Watching, hovering, breathing down my neck. Every step I took, he was there.

But he barely spoke.

No one addressed him by name.

And he’d lost the Marine cammies after we’d gotten off the transport and had been in civies ever since.

So was I.

Except they weren’t my clothes.

All black. All new.

Yesterday, I’d bitched about the boots.

This morning, after my allotted three hours’ sleep, I’d woken to a new pair. Danner MEBs. Marine Expeditionary Boots. They matched the Marine fucker’s boots. Except he wasn’t a Marine anymore. I didn’t know what the hell he was. I didn’t ask.

He took a corner like he knew this maze, then stopped at a door, punched in a code that was the seventeenth variation he’d used on eighteen different keypads. I’d memorized every one.

The lock clicked, and he pushed the door open, but then he altered his behavior.

He didn’t walk in first.

He cocked his head once.

Interior pitch-black, no weapon on me, my senses on high alert, I smelled the distinctive scent of gun powder and metal. Adrenaline surged, and I didn’t hesitate.

Angling past him, I walked in.

Then the door shut behind me, the darkness became a pulse, and I heard his breath.

I lowered my voice. “No lights.” All the other rooms we’d been in had motion-activated lighting.

“Anteroom. Step forward.”

It took three paces.

Then the lights went on a section at a time, illuminating a fucking arsenal. The twenty-foot-long room was narrow, five feet wide in the middle, but the entire length, both sides, floor to ceiling, was lined with rack-mounted weapons. Everything from handguns to rifles, belt-feds, and RPGs.

There was also every tactical component you could think of. Optics, suppressors, sights, extended magazines, specialized grips.

A virtual SOF candy store.

Then there was the rear wall. It was all body armor, cold-weather gear, accessories, and electronic devices.

I glanced back at the Marine.

He slid a hand into his pocket. “Pick your gear.”

I didn’t ask for what. I walked the room.

Then walked it again.

I caught his watchful stare. “Weather?”

“Cold.”

I grabbed a jacket. Black, weather resistant, insulated. My size. Shrugged into it. Then I strode back to the pistols and reached for what I knew. Sig P226 MK25. No serial number. I checked the magazine. Loaded. Shoving the 9mm into my back waistband, then grabbing a cell and small laptop, I nodded at the Marine fucker. “Good.”

He pulled out a cell, swiped, and quickly typed.

While he was distracted, I nabbed a second cell and slid it into my rear pocket.

He looked up. “Anything else?”

“No.” Wherever the fuck I was going, whatever the hell I was assigned to do, this would hold me until I could get my own gear. Shit that wasn’t being tracked or monitored, because the only way I was doing this was on my own.

With my own gear.

Everything from the clothes on my back to weapons, servers I’d secure myself to track and hack my own shit, to vehicles, places, and eventually, support.

If I was officially dead, then I was dead to everyone the second I stepped out of this goddamn bunker.

The Marine fucker turned toward the anteroom.

I followed.

He waited for the automatic lights to turn off. “You took a second cell.”

Bonus points for observation. I didn’t deny it. “You’re not going to worry about that.” I was armed. He wasn’t.

“You can’t ever call her.”

“Her who?”

He didn’t answer. He opened the door to the tunnel, the meager light spilled in, but he didn’t immediately walk out.

He glanced back at me.

This time, I held his eerie fucking stare.

Two beats later, his hand came up, palm open.

I glanced down. SIM card. I looked back up. “Mine?” I’d asked him twice for my old cell phone. Twice, he’d ignored me.

He didn’t reply now either. But his chin lifted a millimeter.

I took the SIM and shoved it into my pocket. Then I asked. “What’s your name?”

“Saint.”

He didn’t look like a saint. He looked like a Marine fucker who’d garotte you in your sleep.

Saint stepped out of the anteroom, then glanced down the tunnel. “Take the left corridor. Two hundred yards, there’s a door.” He recited a code, then handed me an envelope. “Good luck.” Pivoting, he walked in the opposite direction.

Two minutes later, I was in an alley. Muted daylight, the air cold enough to see my breath.

I scanned my surroundings twice, three times.

Then I checked the envelope.

Passport, wallet with an international driver’s license, cash—euros, bank card, credit card, and one condom.

Pocketing the wallet and passport with a new name, tossing the envelope in a dumpster, I powered up the first cell phone.

Then I walked out of the alley.
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Two guys with guns wearing no kinda uniform I ever saw stood on either side of Gram, and I knew in an instant—it was happening.

Pretending like I didn’t know I was the reason they were here, I stood tall like Mom taught me and looked from one scary guy to the other, right in their eyes. Then I looked at Gram like I wasn’t scared of anything. “What’s going on?”

Both men staring at me, the bigger one spoke up first. “Son, we need to talk.”

I didn’t take my eyes off Gram. “Who’re these guys, Gram?”

“U.S. Marshals,” the younger guy answered. “Why don’t you have a seat.” He nodded at the chair in front of me, the one that would put me opposite Gram and facing all three of them like this was some kind of firing squad.

“I don’t need to sit.” I was fifteen and taller than one of them. They couldn’t make me do anything in Gram’s house that I didn’t want to do. Not unless they were here to arrest me, and I doubted that. “Say what you came for, then leave.”

Gram’s face turned even more stern. “You tell these men everything they want to know. You hear me, boy?”

Something thick stuck in my throat, but I looked directly at the older Marshal and used the deep voice God gave me. “What do you want?”

“We’ve been made aware of a situation,” he started in, then stopped. Raising an eyebrow, he adjusted his hands on his thick belt.

Knowing he was expecting me to ask what kind of situation, I didn’t say a word.

He hiked his eyebrow higher. “I’m gonna need to see your cell phone, son.”

I didn’t tell them my mom had never allowed me to have a cell phone, not until the day she died. Instead, I did as I’d promised her.

I lied.

“I don’t have a phone.” Not one like the kids in my old school in the small town where we used to live had. Those were fancy smartphones. The small cell I was hiding wasn’t like those.

“Well now, son, here’s where we’re gonna have a problem. Your grandmother here….” The older Marshal raised that eyebrow again, but this time he squinted his opposite eye as his big hand landed on her shoulder. “She is your grandmother, son, ain’t she?”

“You heard what I called her when I came in.” Careful of my words, I didn’t say yes, I didn’t say no, and I didn’t call this house home. Not that Gram’s place felt like home—nowhere did—but I wasn’t saying any more than I had to.

“Right.” The older Marshal patted Gram’s shoulder, then rested his hand on his belt again. “Getting back to it, your grandmother here already told us she doesn’t have a cell phone. Problem is, a cell phone was used in this very house. In fact, it was used a few times. So I gotta ask, son—and remember you’re talking to a Federal Law Enforcement Officer—do you have a cell phone?”

“No.”

The Marshal nodded at the younger one. “Eddie, go check his room and all his belongings.”

“That’s enough.” Gram stood and used a lie of her own making. “The boy ain’t without friends. Those kids come and go, and the boy don’t control who uses what where.” She pointed at the younger Marshal. “You’re not ransacking my house.” She turned her finger to the older one. “And you’re not harassing this boy no more. So unless you want to arrest me for being old and tired of your maltreatment, you best get.” Arm extended, she pointed toward the front door. “Exit’s thataway.”

Both staring at me, neither Marshal moved.

Gram raised her voice. “I said, get!”

The younger Marshal didn’t take his eyes off me as shook his head. “Do you even know who you are, kid?”

“Eddie,” the older Marshal warned. “Go start the truck.”

Looking put out, the younger Marshal walked past me real close like he was itching for a fight.

The front door slammed a second later, and the older Marshal smiled at Gram without showing his teeth. “You and I both know what’s going on here.”

Gram’s hands went to her hips. “I know you barged into my home without a warrant.”

The older Marshal’s smile dropped real fast. “This isn’t about a warrant.”

“Then I suggest you leave before I call the District Attorney.”

Eyeing Gram, the Marshal stepped back. Then he turned on me with that squinted expression. “You know who you look like, son?”

“Get!” Gram yelled before aiming for her kitchen. “And don’t slam my door on your way out!”

“Wouldn’t think of it,” the Marshal yelled back before lowering his voice so Gram wouldn’t hear. “You better watch your back, son. You get an answer to one of those texts you been sending, I suggest you call me before it’s too late.” Tossing a business card on the table, he walked out of the dining room.

My heart jumping, I stood there until I heard the front door latch shut. Then I went to the kitchen. “Gram—”

“Don’t you Gram me, boy.” Stirring a pot of the same stew we had for dinner last night that had next to no meat, she didn’t even look up as she aimed her pointer finger at me. “You get too. I ain’t in the right mind to speak civil.”

Pushing my fist to my chest to try to get the jumping to stop, I turned to leave and saw the one thing I loved most in this house. Forcing myself to walk past the piano, my legs felt like lead, but some kinda itch had me thinking about going out that front door.

Like Gram knew my thoughts were reckless, she hollered after me. “I know you done something, boy, and I ain’t gonna ask. But I swear to the good Lord, if those men come round here again, I ain’t covering for you.”
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Isla

Four Weeks Ago.

Port of Santa Cruz de Tenerife.

Canary Islands, Spain.

 

Watching from my window as the giant boat gently floated toward the docks as if it were drifting instead of being expertly navigated, I fumed.

Kidnapped and locked in a cabin of a luxury yacht simply because I’d been squatting on the outside terraces of a place in Côte d’Azur.

Cap d’Antibes to be exact.

Except it wasn’t simply a place. The five-terraced estate sat perched above the Mediterranean, had fantastic views, and belonged to an infuriating, blond-haired, green-eyed, lethally handsome, former Navy SEAL.

The same SEAL who owned this stupid boat.

Except I didn’t know either of those pertinent facts when I’d swum to the property from an ill-fated sailing trip on a catamaran.

The estate, including the multi-story mansion perched on the top terrace, had been unoccupied.

For almost two months, I’d helped myself to the fruitful garden and pristine pool cabanas. I’d fished in the sea from the SEAL’s dock, cooked in his outdoor kitchen, slept under the stars on his plush loungers on the pool terrace, and I’d successfully avoided the myriad of security cameras that were all over the estate.

The latter was what the SEAL had a problem with.

Which was how I ended up here. Twenty-four hours and hundreds of miles later, pulling in to a port far from France while locked in an opulent guest cabin on a sixty-five-meter mega yacht. That and the small issue of a sniper who’d also shown up on the SEAL’s estate right after said SEAL found me picking his lemons.

Neither the sniper nor the ensuing shoot-out had been my fault.

All right, the sniper’s presence was my fault. But he’d only aimed at the SEAL because the SEAL had aimed at me. Bygones. I prided myself on not living in the past, and today wasn’t going to be any different.

Especially not after what a SEAL had done to my body last night.

The memory made me shiver, and traitorous need pulsed between my legs.

Silently reprimanding myself, remembering my anger and the fact that I needed to get out of here—if for nothing else than the sake of my pride—I shouldered my backpack that held everything I owned. Then, using the paperclips I’d fashioned into a makeshift lockpick and the skills from being raised by a survivalist, I broke out of my cabin.

Less than a minute later, I was a deck below, breaking into the owner’s suite.

Phoenix Erikson.

Or so he’d said.

The lock gave, and I pushed the door open.

Immediately assaulted by his masculine scent, my head swam, and the memory of last night surfaced again. Except this time, it was in torturous detail. Hard biceps, long, strong fingers, heady musk, cruel dominance, and dark commands.

I stupidly sucked in a breath.

Vetiver, citrus, and raw masculine power filled my senses with intoxicatingly addictive danger. The kind of danger I fed off because nothing about me was normal.

I didn’t have a job.

I didn’t have an address.

I didn’t have any money in my wallet.

I had a tactical backpack, a journal, and the skills to live off the land.

And that’s what I did.

I traveled, I explored, I lived.

Life. On my own terms.

Which was why I needed to ignore the scent of a SEAL and how it reminded me of his perfect Cap d’Antibes villa that he didn’t even stay at.

Quickly scanning the huge suite that stretched the entire width of the boat, every inch a lavish expression of wealth, I bypassed the suite’s private balcony that would’ve given me an unobstructed view of the port. Walking through the bedroom, refusing to look at the bed, I went for the office area and tried the drawers on his desk.

Locked.

Using my makeshift lockpick again, I wondered why a man like him, with all the sophisticated security measures he had on this boat, would have such a simple lock on his desk.

Then the plug turned in the pin tumbler, and the top drawer opened.

Bingo.

The passport and cell he’d taken from me.

I pocketed my passport, then grabbed my cell. Quickly powering it up, I glanced over my shoulder to look out the windows as the boat inched closer to the docks. “Come on, stupid phone.” I was out of time.

The cell came to life, and I typed in a number I knew by heart because it was the only number I’d ever used.

Then I sent a text. Two words.

While I waited a couple seconds, hoping to give the message enough time to go through, I scanned the suite one more time. Then I deleted the text, wiped the cell’s memory, and dumped it back where I’d found it. Not bothering to lock his desk drawer, I headed out the way I came, but before I made it to the door, something on the counter in the en suite caught my eye.

I couldn’t stop myself.

Stepping into the bathroom, I grabbed the small glass bottle and shoved it into a side pocket on my backpack.

Then I was out of the cabin, rushing down an interior corridor, past the yacht’s central spiral staircase. Hustling from one end of the main level to the other as quietly as I could, I exited through a slider at the rear of the grand saloon right as the thrust of the engines reversed, then quieted.

The boat went eerily still, but the chorus of men shouting got noisier.

The two other men on board besides the owner, the loud asshole and the quiet asshole, threw thick ropes. Men on the dock caught them. More bumpers were dropped over the sides of the ship, and everyone moved like they were in a coordinated musical production, yelling their lines.

Daring to peek out past the covered side decks, I glanced up at the bridge.

Standing sentry just outside the wheelhouse on the helm deck, his gaze fixed toward the bow and the men tying down his giant beast of a ship, the Navy SEAL didn’t see me.

I slipped back into the shadows.

Then, with one last glance behind me, I took the outside stairs down to the lower deck that would’ve led to the beach club if it was open. It wasn’t, but the small edge surrounding the outside of it was all I needed.

The dock lines were pulled taut, the mega yacht inched closer to the pilings, and I jumped.

Someone whistled, but I was already hauling ass.

Flipping my backpack to my front, ducking my head, rushing but not running, I wove in and around workers on the docks. My heart pounded, and I gave it a fifty-fifty shot that the SEAL would follow me.

A minute passed.

Then two.

Another ninety seconds, and I was assuming seventy-thirty odds in my favor, which was enough of a margin to stop aiming for distance between me and a SEAL and start looking for cover.

Two terminals over, I spied fishing boats.

Perfect.

Risking a quick glance at the docks behind me, I took in everyone I could see, but no one resembled a Navy SEAL or the two SOF operators who’d been his crew.

Exhaling, I focused ahead and turned toward the other docks.

Twenty minutes later, I was hiding behind an older fishing vessel as I watched the mega yacht in the distance. No SEAL in sight, no one standing on the decks scanning the docks, and as far as I knew, no one coming after me.

Good.

Now I had a decision to make.

Taking my focus off the sleek yacht in the distance, I watched an MSC containership that was being towed into port by an emergency response vessel. As it got handed over to port tugs, a rusted old voice spoke in Spanish behind me.

“That is a big backpack for a little girl. What are you doing here?”

Sparing a glance over my shoulder, I took in the weathered fisherman who looked eighty but was probably decades younger. Not bothering with Spanish, I dismissed him as a threat and gave a half truth. “Vacation.” My whole life was a vacation—of sorts.

The fisherman switched to broken English. “What kind vacation is spying on port?”

“I’m not spying.” I was decision shopping. Or I had been. The MSC containership would be perfect. “I’m watching.”

A million little wrinkles, like lines on a nautical map, creased the skin around his eyes as he frowned. “Watching for what?”

“A ride.”

He followed my gaze and scoffed. “On broken cargo ship?”

I smiled. “A cheap ride.”

“I give you cheap ride.” Shocking even me, the old man made two fists and jerked his arms back and forth as he thrust his hips.

I gave him the finger.

He threw his head back and belly laughed as his protruding stomach escaped the bottom of his dirty, worn shirt. When he recovered, complete with pulling his shirt back down, he winked at me. “You have cojones.” Then his expression sobered, and he nodded at the MSC containership. “You no want cheap ride on that. I hear on radio last night. Is broken fuel pump.” He tsked as he shook his head. “Be in port days. Week maybe. Big ship, big headache. Parts no come soon.”

Even better. “Perfect,” I murmured, glancing around the port just in a case a SEAL had escaped my vigilance.

“Is no perfecto.” The old fisherman shook his head again, then jabbed a thumb toward the distant cruise ship terminal. “That is perfecto ride. Good for little girl with big pack.” He took a step and beckoned. “Come. I take you. I have car.”

Cruise ships weren’t good for my wallet or my taught religion of staying away from security cameras, and this conversation had gone on too long.

Smiling, I hefted my pack higher on my shoulders. “Thanks, but no thanks. Like you said, I have cojones.”

This time he didn’t laugh. “Port is no safe.”

It was safer than dozens of places I’d been. Hell, it was safer than my childhood. But it wasn’t safer than a giant yacht with a black hull, bulletproof glass, and more electronics and security cameras than a presidential residence.

I gave the old fisherman his wink back. “Adios, viejo.”

Not waiting for him to reply, I stepped around him and glanced toward the sixty-five-meter beast that was still refueling.

Unable to stop myself, my gaze went to the wheelhouse deck to the tinted, reflective windows on the bridge.

A shiver shot up my spine, my core pulsed, and I quickly looked away.

Then I headed toward a broken containership.
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Standing at the helm station of my sixty-five-meter Heesen as I brought the mega yacht into the marina, I glanced at Helios.

“Don’t give me that fucking look,” the former Delta operator warned.

“What look?”

“Like you’re still hung up on that crazy-ass blonde trespasser from last week that you fucked all night, right before she up and left your ass in Spain. Or should I say, broke out of that locked cabin, then left your pussy ass.”

“One, not that it’s any of your business, but I didn’t fuck her.” Not full penetration. But I was still thinking about everything else I had done. In detail. “Two, it wasn’t last week. It was thirty-six hours ago, and I was at the helm with you for eight of those hours that night, navigating through the storm.”

“Now you’re gonna blame the weather?” Helios snorted. “Should’ve known you SEAL fucks were one pump chumps. And for the record, three days on your fucking boat feels like a damn lifetime. You’re lucky I didn’t bail in Tenerife with that crazy bitch, and fly back to Miami.”

“Watch it,” I warned.

“Or what?” Helios smirked as he glanced starboard where his brother, Ares, also former Delta Force, was deploying the fenders. “You’ll fire me?”

No. I’d eliminate him if he spoke about my petite intruse like that again.

Except the woman wasn’t my anything.

Finding her on my Cap d’Antibes property had been… unforeseen.

The fact that she’d avoided all my security cameras had been a setback.

But when the sniper that’d followed the bikini-wearing trespasser onto my property engaged in a firefight with Helios, it’d turned critical.

So I’d kidnapped the drifter.

Bringing her on board the Paragon, I’d told myself it was to contain the situation, get answers, then either eliminate or neutralize the threat. But the second the little trespasser’s feet had hit the decks of the Heesen, she’d looked up and smiled at me without reservation.

My world had simultaneously suspended and zeroed in with laser focus, then the woman had made me a liar.

Staring down at the blue-eyed blonde, selectively ignoring how her mere presence had threatened everything I’d been planning, I hadn’t contained anything. I’d disregarded my own rules of no engagement and, for a single beat, I’d gone there….

My dominance. Her agency. Hard sex.

Every breath of hers under my control, I’d tasted the possibility.

Then I’d shut down my depravity and reminded myself I didn’t have time for a little intruse—especially not one who’d made my cock so damn hard, I’d forgotten who I was.

Now, I had even less time and zero margin for distraction.

Focusing up, I checked speed, wind, current, and tidal conditions. Then I switched to the bow and stern thrusters, and answered Helios. “I don’t fire my operators.” If any of the Tier Ones working for me at Paragon Operations wanted out, they could walk. So far, none had. “If you became a problem, I’d eliminate you.”

Helios glanced at Ares again, the only other crew we had on board, and gave him a hand signal to move to the stern before he leveled me with a glare. “You may as well put that fucking Sig to my head and pull the trigger. Because this shit?” He jerked his chin toward the busy marina. “It’s fucking suicide for me and Ares, and everyone else on the team. You’re hanging a goddamn beacon around our necks, telling every undead motherfucking terrorist we ever pissed off exactly where to find us.”

That was the plan.

The burner I had sitting on the bridge rang with an incoming call.

Maneuvering the Heesen, I gave Helios an order. “That’s Cypher. Put the call on speaker.”

Helios swiped across the screen, then snapped at my hacker. “What?”

“Fuck you too, Helios,” Cypher clipped. “Where’s Nix?”

“Stroking his thrusters so he can fuck us real good.”

“I’m right here, Cypher.” I spared Helios a warning glance before I gave Cypher a heads-up. “You’re on speaker. Sitrep?”

“You’ve already got eyes on you,” Cypher replied.

I hadn’t expected otherwise. “Who?”

Cypher downloaded, Helios cursed, and I pulled the Paragon into her berth as I thought of the blonde.

Isla Sennan—no employment history, no permanent address, no digital footprint, no current ID.

She’d done us both a favor when she’d walked off my ship three days ago.
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“Number one rule. Situational awareness,” the deep, familiar voice reprimanded, shocking me out of my solitary bubble as I sat watching all the boats.

Turning, I held my hand to my forehead to block the bright sun and smiled wide, but I didn’t get up from my coveted bench that I’d claimed before sunrise. “Hi! You found me.”

“I always find you.” Scanning across the marina, my brother didn’t smile. “You should’ve heard me come up on your six.”

Still smiling, knowing he was right, I played it off. “I did.” I hadn’t. “I knew it was you.” Even though no one else ever looked for me, I hadn’t been thinking about him. I was obsessing over a different former SEAL. One with piercing green eyes and a dominant, tyrannical disposition that made my brother seem outright docile. Which was a problem. And the very reason why I’d dropped my guard and neglected the first rule our father had taught us—always be aware of your surroundings.

I’d been neglecting a lot of things.

For weeks.

Which was also a problem. And why, I was sure, my brother was here. “I did text you.” Two words. Ebb tide. It was our code for all clear, status normal. Except nothing about me had felt normal in a month.

“That was twenty-nine days ago.” He scanned the docks. “Then the cell went cold in the Canary Islands.”

“Yeah, sorry about that.” I’d had to leave the phone. For many reasons. Mostly my own sanity. But the reality was, it’d been compromised. I didn’t live life with many rules, but this was one I kept. I never revealed my brother’s identity or existence. And he didn’t reveal mine. Not that I had a pressing reason like him, but the way we’d been raised stuck with a person.

“Miami Beach,” my brother stated without any intonation, ignoring my apology. Which was as close to his version of forgiveness as I’d ever get.

I let out a small laugh. “Don’t like it here?” I kinda did. Before a week ago, I’d never been to South Florida, but something about the energy of Miami Beach seemed… familiar.

“I don’t like having to repeatedly do this.” My brother looked down at me and let the reprimand hang there a moment between us. Then, knowing me too well, he deftly changed topics. “Another boat?”

“I don’t know.” I had been thinking about it. Pick a boat, take off again, go somewhere new. There were plenty of options coming and going, and even more empty boats to choose from if I wanted to squat, but that was another problem.

For the first time in my life, I didn’t want empty.

Or to aimlessly drift.

I looked back at the crystal-blue water as it picked up shimmering hits of sunlight and I wondered how I’d gotten to this mentally stagnant place. I’d spent the past ten years making sure I didn’t have problems. I never let the little things bog me down, and I didn’t stress over things I couldn’t control. But now?

I had too much noise in my head, and all of it had the distinctive hum of regret.

“Come on.” My brother grabbed my well-worn, fifty-pound tactical backpack with one hand and slung it over a shoulder before holding out his other hand to me. “I got us a room.”

“That sounds ominous.” My brother didn’t like to have both of his hands occupied at the same time unless they were on his sniper rifle, and I didn’t like rooms. I liked air and water and sunlight. Preferably warm sunlight, cool breezes, and enticingly clear waters. With two out of three, Miami wasn’t bad. There were trade winds, but they weren’t cool. They were heavy with humidity. The first night here, when I’d slept on the beach, those languid, sultry excuses for a breeze had kept me comfortable. Since then, the climate had grown on me.

His expressionless gaze locked on mine, his arm still extended, my brother didn’t comment.

“Fine.” Sighing, I took his hand.

He pulled me to my feet, then scanned the marina as he adjusted my backpack.

“You know, I can carry my own shit.”

“You could keep one of the dozens of cell phones I’ve given you and follow protocol.” His patented stare landed on me. “Especially after the last time I saw you.”

“Your protocol,” I corrected, purposely ignoring his latter comment.

“Ours,” he argued. Except my brother didn’t argue. He merely stated things without any change in tone. Whether or not you agreed or even if what he said made you upset, it always somehow came off as if it were your issue and not his.

“In my defense, I didn’t purposely lose the last phone you gave me.” I wasn’t about to tell him it’d been taken by an infuriating SEAL who wasn’t completely dissimilar to my brother. I also wasn’t going to tell him how that SEAL had tried to lock me up on his mega yacht—twice. Besides, abandoning a compromised cell was one of our standard protocols. Not that it was any great loss. I hated cell phones, and minus the one text, I’d never used that one anyway.

Considerably taller than me, his muscles large enough to block the sun, my brother made shade as he stared down at me with lines of thought creasing his brow. His eyes searched mine, but it didn’t look like he was seeing me at all as he stood perfectly still for two long moments.

Then he leaned down and kissed the top of my head. “I know.” His voice turned a hairbreadth softer. “And hi.”

My arms went around him, my heart rate settled, and air thick with humidity and familiarity filled my lungs.

Everything went right in the world as I hugged my brother.
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“We’re out of time and options. I need a decision.”

Holding a burner to my ear in one hand, another cell in the other, I looked at the texted picture for the second time today. It was the first and only picture I had, but it wasn’t new. Neither were the texted videos that’d followed.

“Nix,” Cypher clipped.

I pocketed the encrypted cell that had my old personal number on it, and compartmentalized. “What?” That first text, two months ago, had changed everything.

“Did you hear a damn word I said?”

No. I was mentally itemizing every action item I still needed to implement for my plan. “Make the call.”

Cypher’s tone went from irritated to exasperated. “Which fucking call?”

“Neil Christensen.” Cypher could deal with the former Danish Special Forces Jægerkorpset turned real estate developer.

“One, I already talked to him. He gave me the same shit he told you. Two, I’m a hacker, not your real estate broker or personal assistant.”

Cypher was a hell of lot more than a hacker. “You’re cybersecurity, overwatch, and IT.” Former SEAL and Delta Force, he was also an assaulter and a sniper. I was lucky he was behind my computers, let alone working for me.

“Like I said, not your fucking PA. Make a decision and do it STAT. The rest of the equipment’s incoming. I need a location.” Cypher hung up.

I dialed Christensen.

He answered like he always did, in Danish. “Ja.”

“It’s Phoenix. I want the building.”

“I have already told you and your hacker. The building is not for sale.”

“Everything’s for sale.” For a price.

“Not for you.”

Staring at the Atlantic from the oceanfront penthouse suite in the Four Seasons Surfside, I silently cursed. “What will it take?”

No response.

“Work with me. For old times’ sake.” I knew this wasn’t about money, but I’d pay whatever he wanted.

“It does not matter what name you use now, there are no old times between us. The building is not for sale. Tell your hacker not to call me again.”

“Poor choice of words.” Admittedly. “We saw a lot of deployments together. I’m asking for a favor based on that history.” I took a gamble. “And it’s not like you to hold on to a building that size.”

“My business is not open for discussion. We are done.”

Fuck. “Wait.” Before he could hang up, I switched tactics. Asking the Jægerkorpset for help was transparent at best, but like Cypher said, I was out of options. If I wanted to pull this off, I needed a location, one that fit all my criteria, and I needed it a month ago. The building in question was it. “I need your help, Christensen. From one operator to another. Can you tell me what it’ll take for you to sell to me?”

Silence.

I used one of the few Danish proverbs I knew. “No one is rich enough to do without a neighbor.”

Christensen replied in Danish before flipping back to English. “Ingen er saa rig, at han ikke trænger til en nabo. If you are going to use the proverb, learn the proverb.”

I switched to Danish. “Egen arne er guld værd.”

“A hearth of one’s own is only worth its weight in gold if one earns it. You are wasting time. This conversation is over.”

“What do I have to do to earn it?” I didn’t beg. I made women beg. On their knees, on their back. For a lick, suck, finger, a fuck. Except I hadn’t fucked a woman in a long time, a month ago notwithstanding, and this Jægerkorpset was making me beg like a goddamn submissive.

“Speak with your kin.”

That’s what this was about? “I’ve spoken with Alpha.” Briefly. Adam “Alpha” Trefor, former SEAL and Team leader, now owner of Alpha Elite Security, wasn’t technically my relation, but he had married my sister. He’d also given me an ultimatum twenty-eight days ago. Following the trail I’d left, tracking me and the Paragon to the Canary Islands, he’d been waiting on the docks when I’d pulled in to refuel. Then he’d given me a month to come clean to my sister, in person, that I was alive. Otherwise, he’d said I’d officially be dead to them both. Not that I wasn’t already. I hadn’t seen Alpha or my sister in a decade, not since my faked death and subsequent reimmersion as a weaponized asset for the Commander in Chief.

Wasn’t my choice.

I had a dead Vice Admiral to thank for that. The same Vice Admiral I used to respect, used to call father. Now, if he were alive, I would slit his throat and watch him bleed out.

“Trefor is not your blood,” Christensen clipped.

With all of my tradecraft training, intelligence work, and PSYOPs, this was an exact scenario I should’ve predicted and compensated for. Strategic, tactical psychological operations were nothing new to me. But the reason I was coming in, the reason I’d allowed myself to be compromised, the trail I’d left for Alpha to find, was entirely fucking new—as of two months ago.

Analyzing a former Huntsmen Corps’s motives like I should have when I devised my strategy, I read him in on the next step of my plan. “I’m heading into AES HQ tomorrow to speak with my sister.” Also to talk with Alpha, because I needed both of them on board for this to work.

“Call me after.”

I needed the building before. Cypher was right, I was out of time. I’d spent the past month fast-tracking my plans, but more importantly, having the building in my possession before I spoke with my sister and Alpha was my bargaining chip. “I need the real estate, Christensen.”

The dedicated elevator to the suite opened, and Helios stepped off.

“You need to cross the threshold,” Christensen clipped, landing one of his cryptic comments.

Looking pissed off as usual, Helios prowled the open-plan living area.

“Then you’ll sell me the building?” I asked Christensen, aiming to get his word.

“Then you will tell me how the reunion went.” Christensen hung up.

I pocketed the cell. “Helios.”

The six-and-half-foot warfighter turned from where he stood scanning the view. “I can’t believe I’m about to fucking say this, but I miss the boat.” He nodded toward the elevator. “There’s no goddamn privacy here. Walking through that lobby every fucking day is asking for trouble. You wiping our digital footprint?”

“Ship,” I corrected for the countless time, silently not disagreeing with his sentiment. The armored sixty-five-meter Heesen mega yacht, currently offshore with one crew, was a much more enticing prospect than a hotel penthouse. “And Cypher’s handling the security cameras here.” Or he would once I was gone. Until then, I couldn’t continually wipe the hotel’s servers without drawing suspicion. “Sitrep?”

“On which fucking problem?” Helios sank into the couch. “Because you have a fuck ton.”
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With one arm, my brother hugged me back.

Then, over too soon, he pulled away, but not before noticing something I didn’t want to think about. “You’re not wearing your barrette.”

“Yeah.” The golden barrette that he’d given me. The one that doubled as a lockpick but also had a serrated knife on one edge and could be used as screwdriver or about a dozen other applications if needed. Another casualty of the infuriating, kidnapping SEAL. “I sort of lost it.”

My brother glanced down at me. His expression hadn’t changed, but I could read him all the same. Skepticism and judgment drove the slightest lift of his left eyebrow.

“I might need another one,” I admitted, hating that I had to ask.

He scrutinized me for another two seconds, then let me off easy. “Noted.”

“Thanks.”

With only a nod in acknowledgment, my brother led me toward the marina parking garage to a tinted-out SUV that had the small, telltale barcode sticker that rental car companies used.

“You rented a vehicle?” Usually he avoided it, especially when he could borrow one.

“Quickest way to get to you.” He unlocked the SUV and tossed my pack into the back seat.

“About that….” I opened the front passenger door, got in, and waited until he was behind the wheel. “How did you find me?” I’d been in Miami… I didn’t know how many days exactly. I didn’t count time, but it’d been close to a week. Admittedly, I hadn’t been doing a stellar job of watching for a tail, but I had been avoiding security cameras.

My brother spared me a glance before he backed out of the parking spot and aimed for the garage exit.

“Come on. It’s only fair. I always tell you how I did it when I find you.” I turned up the air-conditioning, then immediately turned it back down. Apparently, I’d gotten used to South Florida temperatures.

“You’ve never found me.” Scanning the street, he pulled into Miami Beach traffic and headed north.

“Not true. Remember Iceland?” I smiled at the memory.

“I let you find me in Reykjavik.”

“That’s bullshit, and you know it.” Years ago, when I was still calling him regularly with his mandated monthly wellness checks—my wellness, not his—we’d been on the phone when I’d heard a woman tell him good day in Icelandic. Except I hadn’t known it was Icelandic at the time, and I’d definitely never heard a woman on our calls before, in the background or otherwise. More than curious, especially when he wouldn’t tell me where he was, I’d become a sister on a mission. “Do you know how many people I had to ask what Góðan daginn meant before someone recognized the language?” I’d been in Spain at the time. Not a lot of Spaniards knew Icelandic. “And you never even appreciated how complicated it was to get there.”

“You took one containership from Bilbao to Reykjavik.”

“Yes, but I had to get to Bilbao first. Then that route from Spain to Iceland took twenty days and twelve hours. And by the way, those last hours were the worst.” I still shuddered at the memory. I never wanted to hear chunks of ice hit the hull of a containership again. Also, it’d been cold as shit when I’d stepped off that boat. Thankfully, my brother had not only answered his cell when I’d called him from port, but he’d also still happened to be in country. I only stood there shivering for twenty minutes before he came to meet me. But none of that diminished the fact that I’d found him. Once.

“You could’ve asked me to arrange air travel.”

“I’m not falling for that trap.” He always warned me off air travel. So had our father. “It’s impossible to fly anonymously, especially when you purchase a plane ticket.”

“I didn’t say I would’ve put you on a commercial flight.”

Dismissing his comment, I watched the densely packed landscape of Miami Beach turn from high-rises and hotels to more spread out, luxury residential buildings interspersed with mansions. “Where are we going?”

“Here.” He pulled into the Four Seasons Hotel at The Surf Club.

“This is….” Oh my God. “Turn around.” Not good. At all.

“No.”

I looked at my brother—the one person I thought I knew better than anyone. The only human who’d risked his life for mine. He looked out for me. He’d taken care of me. He’d protected me. “What are you doing? This is, this is….” I waved my hand at the cobblestone drive, travertine columns, giant terracotta planters, lush greenery, and waiting attendants. It was sheer opulence and outrageously expensive. It was also a place that would have a lot of security cameras, and my family did not do security cameras.

“It’s fine.”

It wasn’t fine. He would be caught on security cameras, and our father had always said that was a death sentence for operators. Which I knew was an obsolete thought process now, especially with the sophistication of technology, but the fear was ingrained, and the habit of staying off the grid was second nature. Besides, this place was probably a thousand dollars a night. That was a luxury I didn’t need or want. “You can’t afford this.”

“Yes, I can.”

Before I could ask how, my brother had stopped the SUV, and my door was opened.

The valet, tall and trim with a closely shorn beard, smiled as he held my door with one hand and kept his other politely angled behind his back. “Good afternoon, ma’am.” He glanced at my brother. “Mr. Stanton. Welcome back.”

Stanton? My brother had been here before?

Without missing a beat, my brother thanked him as another valet opened his door.

I got out.

My brother handed the second man a folded bill, then opened the rear passenger door, grabbed my backpack, and addressed the first valet as he came around the vehicle. “We’re in for the night, Alvaro.”

“Of course, sir.” Alvaro nodded at me and shut my door.

My brother’s hand landed on my back as the second valet drove off with the SUV. Then he led me through a lobby that was all at once elegantly grand, modern, and storied. With sweeping high ceilings, curved arches, brass-trimmed hexagonal light fixtures, tropical green plants, and perfect potted palms, it was a vision. My brother didn’t pause to look at any of it. He didn’t even scan the other guests.

Drowning in the architectural beauty of the seamless mix of contemporary and classic Miami, inhaling the scent of ocean breezes, night jasmine, and cool air-conditioning, I wanted to sink into one of the couches and watch the world go by.

But my brother was briskly leading me to an elevator, where he swiped a card key.

Once we’d stepped onto the waiting lift and the doors closed, I looked at him. “Stanton?”

“New alias.”

“Now a defunct alias.” He wouldn’t use it twice.

My brother didn’t answer.

The elevator doors opened to a private oceanfront suite, and he strode into the open-plan living area that also had a full kitchen.

My first thought was holy shit.

My second was that this was definitely more than a thousand dollars a night.

Dumping my backpack on a low, pale gray modern couch, my brother headed toward one of the two bedrooms that flanked either end of the suite. “Groceries are in the fridge.”

I stared at the stunning turquoise ocean, then glanced back at the gleaming white kitchen. “What’s the catch?” And what was my brother doing these days that he could afford this place?

“I’m grabbing a shower.” Ignoring my question, scrolling on a cell phone, my brother didn’t look up. “There’s local fish, fresh herbs and vegetables, fruit. Should be enough there for you to come up with something.”

I wasn’t offended. The opposite, actually. My brother knew I loved to cook my own food.

I obsessed over it.

But that wasn’t what I was asking.

This suite, the hotel, the view, him staying the night, or at least him telling the valet we were in for the night—my brother didn’t do that.

“Hey.” Something was off. “I asked a question.”

He stepped out of his boots, pulled a wallet out of his back pocket, and dumped it on a dresser before setting his cell down next to it. Then he looked at me. “I made you an appointment. Tomorrow.”

My stomach dropped, and panic hit. I shook my head. “No.”

My brother’s expression hardened. “You’re going, Isla.”

“No way.” No, no, no way.

“Oh nine hundred. I’m taking you.”

I stepped back.

His gaze shot to the elevator-slash-entry-door, then landed back on me as he raised an eyebrow. “What happens when you run?”

After years of experience with this exact scenario, my whispered response was automatic. “You follow.”

“Always, Isla. So save us both the trouble and don’t take off. The end result will be the same. You’re going to the appointment tomorrow.” He nodded toward the kitchen. “Make yourself something to eat.” He shut the bedroom door.
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“Sitrep on the planes,” I clarified for Helios.

“Which ones?” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “You’ve had me in the air for two weeks straight.”

“The Bombardiers.” I checked my personal cell. No new texts.

“You already know Ares and I took delivery of them. They’re fucking flying buses, but that’s what you wanted. Range, speed, and cargo capabilities.”

“Bombardier Global 8000s achieve Mach zero-point-nine-four with a range of eight thousand miles.” They weren’t buses. “The Falcons and the Gulfstreams?”

“I know how fucking fast the 8000s can fly, same as you know that pulling in your entire fleet is like waving a surrender flag. The guys are already asking questions.”

“Direct all inquiries my way, and I concede nothing.” I did, but not how he thought.

“I’m not saying shit to anyone. You haven’t even told me what the fuck you’re actually doing besides leaving your six wide open. And that last statement is bullshit. You’re surrendering your anonymity. Mine, too, as long as you stay in this fishbowl of a hotel suite.”

“You could’ve called in a sitrep.” Using my current burner, I pulled up security feeds for the residential property that should’ve been finished last week. “The aircraft?”

“The Falcon 8Xs and Gulfstreams are all parked, split between Miami Executive and Opa Locka. The rest of the smaller planes, we brought in this week. You ready to fucking talk?”

Glancing up from my cell, I mentally ran through the list of shit I still needed to handle. “About?”

“A fucking sniper that showed up at your Cap d’Antibes property a month ago, on the exact same day as you.”

It wasn’t just a sniper—the shooter had been trained in Spec Ops, his accent was American, and he hadn’t been alone. “And?” The memory of a five-foot-three blue-eyed blonde in a green bikini with a calculated smile, tight cunt, and tactical backpack hit me the same as it had a month ago and every day since. Broadside.

Helios eyed me. “And he wasn’t alone.”

“I know.” Fuck, I knew. Every second that wasn’t occupied with implementing my plan was taken up reliving that little trespasser’s scent. And the way she’d run headfirst into the firefight Helios started.

“Did you look for the sniper? Because Cypher and Ares did. Neither found shit, and you haven’t mentioned it once since stepping off your boat. Kidnapping that insane blonde chick was one thing. Not saying a fucking word after she took off when we refueled in Tenerife, not going after that sniper—is another. You know what that shit says to me?”

Yes. That my attention was divided, and I was fucking slipping. “I have more important things to handle. The sniper, whoever he was”—an angry boyfriend, husband, brother, or father of the little trespasser—“didn’t send it. He only returned fire once you unloaded.” More importantly, the sniper hadn’t followed me or the Paragon. Subject closed.

“Your fucking point?”

Christ, Helios was exhausting. “If he’d wanted me dead, I would be.” The sniper had the shot. He hadn’t taken it. I wasn’t going to fucking discuss with Helios how I’d been momentarily distracted by an arresting enigma of a woman who was still featuring prominently in the caprices of my sexual depravity.

“That’s what you’re telling yourself? You’re not dead, so it’s all good? What the fuck, Nix?” Helios challenged. “That sniper had you in his crosshairs while you stared at tits and ass, forgetting the basic fucking training they teach SEAL fucks like you.”

Forcing my jaw not to tick at his tits-and-ass comment, I remembered exactly how the little trespasser had looked when she was on her back, naked, legs spread. “You think I forgot?” I wasn’t asking about the goddamn sniper.

“Jesus fucking Christ. Don’t get fucking shot because you’ve got your dick hanging out.”

“As I said, I’m here.” For now. “And SQT is more advanced than basic fucking training.”

Helios shook his head. “Could’ve fooled me. Seeing your dumb ass throw the chick over your shoulder and run for cover instead of shooting her when you had the chance looked a hell of lot like retreating.”

Technically, kidnapping. “Not always a bad tactic.”

Incredulous, Helios looked at me like I was insane. “It was your fucking property.”

“That I only go to once a year.” Not worth dying over. Neither was the woman. I couldn’t afford the headspace she was already occupying. Which was why I’d stopped tracking her after we’d left port in Tenerife, and told Cypher to do the same. I knew she’d sent a two-word text to a burner that was now offline, then got on a containership. Anything beyond that was irrelevant to my plan.

“Then why keep the fucking place?” Helios challenged, walking me right into my own trap and hanging me with it.

I didn’t tell any of the men who worked for me why I had the estate in the South of France, or why I didn’t allow it to be used as one of Paragon Operations’ safe houses. Nor did I tell them why I went there once a year for twenty-four hours on the anniversary of my faked death. I wasn’t about to explain that kind of sentimentality.

I rerouted back to Helios’s original comment. “You mentioned other problems?”

“Christ.” Focusing up, Helios sighed. “You’re being tracked. Yesterday and today. Someone was on me when I came and went.”

The whole point of being here was to draw out any threats. “Who?”

“Didn’t fucking see, but I felt that shit. I was followed.”

I didn’t dismiss Helios’s instincts. They were the most honed weapon in his personal arsenal. “Did you tell Cypher? Check the security feeds?”

“I’m not a hacker, and I’m telling you, motherfucker.”

“Copy. I’ll handle it.” I’d check the hotel’s security feeds later or deliberately walk through the lobby myself.

“Bullshit. You’re gonna ignore what I’m fucking telling you, and do whatever the hell you want.”

“One, I’m not ignoring you. Two, I’m not operating without an objective. Three, if you have a specific complaint, fucking say it.”

“What goddamn part of all the shit I’ve been saying isn’t sinking the fuck in? You coming in was a bad fucking idea, Nix. For all of us.”

Using my intelligence training, I flipped the script on Helios. “How’s Feralyn?”

His jaw immediately clenched. “I’m not here to discuss my stepsister.” He pushed to his feet. “Whatever the fuck you’re up to—setting up shop on top of Alpha, moving off your goddamn boat, pretending your concentration hasn’t been shit for months—I don’t fucking care. Pull your head out of your ass and get straight. Both Ares and I were on that dock in Tenerife a month ago. All of us heard Alpha and that SEAL fuck of his warn you. Alpha gave you thirty days to come clean. That was four fucking weeks ago. Quit idling in his territory. Make amends, or do whatever the fuck you’re gonna do, but do it by tomorrow, because Ares and I live here.” He looked pointedly at me. “Feralyn lives here. You read me?”
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