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      Ninety-one, ninety-two, ninety-three. Sweat dripped from every pore of Cory “Reaper” Nipton’s body as he did what he could to stay in shape while deployed in Afghanistan and waiting for mission assignment. In his quarters, with his feet hooked beneath the legs of his cot, he counted out six more sit-ups.

      The door opened, and Reed Tucker—his teammate, roommate and best friend—stomped inside, scowling.

      Reaper completed one more sit-up. One hundred. Pausing in the upright position, he asked, “Have a good run?”

      “Hell no,” Tuck bit out and pointed to the wadded T-shirt on the floor between the two cots. “Can’t you pick up after yourself?”

      Reaper crunched a few more sit-ups and stopped. He rose, retrieved the shirt, and stuffed it into his dirty laundry bag hanging from a tent pole.

      Tuck was on a tear.

      Reaper shrugged and asked, “What bug crawled up your ass?”

      “Who said I had a bug up my ass?” Tuck clenched his fists and paced the length of the tent and back, his nostrils flaring, his eyes wild and angry.

      The guy looked like he wanted to hit someone. Since Reaper was the closest to him, he backed a step and raised his brows. “Well, if you’re not mad about something, you’re mad at someone. Let me guess. Is it the commander? Did he ask you to clean the head?”

      Tuck snorted and shot a glare at Reaper. “I’m not mad at the commander.”

      “Then who are you mad at? I’m not into twenty questions right now. I have to get to the mess tent before O’Connell.” He’d been working on his campaign to win the heart of Captain Delaney O’Connell, the only female helicopter pilot in the 160th Night Stalkers, the bravest, most experienced helicopter unit in the U.S. Army. They had the dangerous task of delivering and recovering Special Operations teams to hostile territory.

      Before they’d deployed from Little Creek, Virginia, to Afghanistan, Reaper had asked O’Connell to marry him in a bar, in front of his entire team. She’d put him off, saying she wanted time to think about it. Since then, he’d done everything in his power to sway her thoughts in his direction. “I want to leave a candy bar for the cook to give her as a special treat.”

      “That’s it.” Tuck rounded on Reaper, his fists clenched. “That’s the reason I’m so jacked up.”

      Reaper’s jaw dropped. “Because of a candy bar?  I have another, if you want it.”

      “No, I don’t want your goddamn candy bar. I want you to leave Delaney alone.”

      Reaper’s brows dipped toward the bridge of his nose. “O’Connell? Why? Did the commander find out I was courting her?”

      “No. The commander doesn’t know anything. But I do, and I want you to stop seeing Delaney.”

      Reaper had never seen his buddy this wound up before. Especially over a woman.

      Ever since BUD/s training, Tuck had been adamant about staying single. A SEAL had no right shackling himself to a woman.

      Completely confused by now, Reaper stared at his friend, trying to understand. “Why?”

      Tuck shoved a hand through his hair and turned away, mumbling, “Just because I asked you to.”

      Reaper had a plan. He wanted to be married to O’Connell before he turned thirty. The campaign to win her was in full swing, and he was almost positive he was making headway.  He couldn’t give up just because Tuck said so. “Sorry, Tuck. That answer isn’t good enough.”

      His friend stood with his back to Reaper. “You’re not the right man for her.”

      Anger flared in his belly, and Reaper clenched his own fists. Now Tuck had pissed him off. “I’m not?” Reaper grabbed Tuck’s arm and jerked him around. “Are you saying I’m not good enough? Just because I didn’t grow up with a silver spoon in my mouth doesn’t make me inferior. I’m a good SEAL, I make a decent living, and I care about her more than I’ve cared about anyone else in my life.”

      The muscle in the side of Tuck’s jaw ticked. “That’s not enough.”

      “Why?” Reaper crossed his arms and narrowed his gaze. “Give me one good reason why.”

      “Because…” A red stain rose up Tuck’s neck, filling his cheeks. “Just because, damn it! You’re not right for her.”

      “And what made you qualified to be the judge? You’ve been around her as much as I have. The three of us have been hanging out for the past six months.” He jerked a hand toward the door. “I care about her, and I think she cares about me.”

      Tuck poked a finger into Reaper’s chest. “You’ve never been serious about a woman before.”

      The poke made the anger flare even hotter inside Reaper.

      “You flirt with every female you come in contact with.” Tuck went to poke him again

      This time, Reaper grabbed his finger. “I’m done with flirting,” he said. “O’Connell is the only one for me.”

      Tuck snatched away his hand from Reaper. “How do you know? Another woman could come along and off you’d go, panting after her. Where would that leave Delaney?”

      What kind of question is that? Reaper shook his head. “I’m not going after another woman. I only want O’Connell.”

      “Damn it, Reaper. What if she doesn’t want you?” Tuck stood with his feet planted wide apart, his eyes narrowed, his fists raised and ready.

      Tired of the argument and the crazed look in his roommate’s eyes, Reaper pulled himself up straight, his chin lifting. “I told you. I’m out to convince her.” He poked a finger into his buddy’s chest. “Either you’re with me, or…” With a shoulder bump, Reaper shoved Tuck. “Stay the fuck out of my way.” Moving fast, he left the tent and headed for the mess hall. O’Connell would get her candy bar, and Reaper would be one step closer to sealing the deal with the woman who would be the mother of his children.

      “Reaper!” Fish called out from across the dirt road. “Grab Tuck. The Skipper wants us in Ops ASAP.”

      With a sigh, Reaper turned back to his quarters and stuck his head inside. “Time to rock and roll.”

      

      Later that night, two Black Hawk helicopters flew to their destination. Reaper’s only consolation to not having dinner with O’Connell was knowing she was the pilot who would fly them to and from their landing zone outside of the small Afghan village where they’d secure their target and get the hell out.

      A hill over from the village, the helicopters hovered above the ground. The SEALs fast-roped to the ground one at a time.

      Tuck took point. Reaper had his six, the rest of the team hit the ground and hustled toward the village. This was the same maneuver they’d practiced over and over back in Virginia before being deployed. They could perform this mission with one hand tied behind their backs.

      Before they reached the outer walls of the village, gunfire sounded. Tuck and the rest of the team hit the dirt and spent a few tense moments locating the source of the rounds. Reaper glanced through the night vision scope with one eye, the other open to watch for tracer rounds.

      A rumbling burst of machine gun fire rippled in the night. After two more tracer rounds, Reaper had his man in his sights and picked him off with a single shot.

      Tuck gave a hand signal, and the team was on the move again.

      Shouts filled the night air. The people inside the walls were on the alert. Those who were armed would be setting up positions on the rooftops and at the corners of buildings. The SEAL team’s job was to neutralize threats and push on to their target. Tuck arrived first, crouched and cupped his hand. Reaper stepped into it and flung himself and his heavy array of weapons to the top of the wall. Lying as flat as he could, he scanned the ground and the rooftops nearest him. So far, the area was clear. He dropped to the ground on the other side and provided cover as, one after the other, his teammates cleared the wall and landed on the ground nearby. The fourth man over stopped at the top, reached back and hauled Tuck up the wall, and they both dropped to the ground on the inside.

      Once again, Tuck took point, leading the team through the narrow streets. Reaper hung back, his gaze shooting to the tops of buildings and the rims of the outer walls of mud and stone surrounding the dwellings. The intelligence guys had briefed them on their target, their information gathered from a captured Taliban leader. Tuck would be counting doors to the right location.

      At the same time, Team Bravo circled the village to the rear of the building to block anyone attempting to sneak out the back when Team Alpha struck.

      A burst of machinegun fire kicked up dust near their feet and halted their progress. Team Alpha pressed their backs to the walls, hugging the shadows, giving the gunner as small a target as possible. The gunfire stopped, and a metal-on-metal clinking sound indicated either the gun had jammed or the shooter was reloading.

      Tuck pointed to Reaper then motioned for Big Bird, Fish and Gator to follow. The three men moved past, leaving Reaper to do what he did best.

      Inching out into the open, Reaper peered through his night vision goggles and picked up the heat signature of the shooter. He raised his NVGs, leveled his rifle, lined up his target in his scope, and held his breath.

      The shooter unjammed his gun and prepared to fire.

      Before he could, Reaper caressed his trigger. A single round launched from his rifle, hitting the man between the eyes.

      The man expelled air from his lungs in a soft grunt and slumped over his machine gun.

      After a deep breath, Reaper hurried to catch up to Tuck and the others.

      A couple of yards ahead, Tuck held up a hand. They’d arrived at their target.

      The team hunkered low. Reaper took up a position on the corner of a building, scanning the rooftops and the path from which they’d just come. He had the team’s six while Tuck got busy with explosives.

      Reaper waited, pushing his earlier argument with Tuck out of his mind. No matter how mad he got at Tuck, or Tuck got with him, they would take a bullet for each other. They were part of a team.

      A moment later, Tuck ran back to where Reaper was and motioned him to take cover. Tuck checked his watch.

      Reaper didn’t. His job was to provide cover while Tuck synchronized their efforts with Team Bravo’s. They all had to be in their exact places before the party began.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Reaper could see Tuck cover his ears, while he pressed the hand-held detonator.

      The explosion shook the ground beneath Reaper’s feet. Another blast, a moment later, sounded from the backside of the compound.

      Tuck rounded the corner first, Reaper followed. Big Bird and Gator brought up the rear. Ahead, the popping sound of gunfire kicked up dust around their feet and knocked chinks of mud out of the walls. Tuck ducked and rolled into the shadows.

      Reaper trained his NVGs at the roof, searching for the sniper.

      Tuck, positioned a few feet ahead, had a clearer shot and took him out.

      Leaving Fish on the outside of the structure to cover their rear, Tuck, Reaper, Big Bird, and Gator entered through the hole created by the explosives, and spread out.

      Team Alpha was to enter through the rear of the structure. Bravo would come through the front door. If they played their cards right, the distraction at the front would allow Team Alpha to secure their target. The trick was to use only enough explosives to penetrate the wall without killing those inside. Intel wanted the man alive for interrogation, which made the SEAL team’s job a lot harder.

      Tuck affixed C4 to the back wall of the residence, stepped back with the others, and detonated the charge.

      With dust still swirling around the hole, Reaper entered first, diving through the crumbled wall. He rolled to a crouch, weapon ready, his finger on the trigger. They’d practiced this maneuver several times stateside at Little Creek, anticipating resistance from within. Most members of the Taliban attended meetings with their leaders, while armed.

      In the fog of dust, the first thing that struck Reaper was the room was empty. No guns, no snipers, no Taliban—just rags and empty crates. Had they gotten bad intelligence? Had Tuck counted wrong?

      Someone had spray painted lettering on the wall in Pashtu. Reaper didn’t have time to stop and translate. He had a job to do. Clear the building, find the Taliban and secure their target. He moved toward the next room. From ahead, he could hear Team Bravo, coming in from the other side.

      Behind him, he heard Tuck curse, then yell, “Reaper, don’t go⁠—”

      Something touched his shin. His mind made the connection and he formed a curse in his mouth, and then the entire room erupted. He was flung through the air. Stunned, his ears ringing, he reached for his weapon, but couldn’t find it. Reaper fought to remain conscious. He had to help his team. Someone could have been hurt. From a long way off, he heard the sound of Tuck’s voice calling.

      “Hey, buddy. Wake up.”

      Reaper’s ears rang with a high-pitched whine, and muffled sounds came to him as if from a thousand miles away. He tried to open his mouth, to reassure Tuck he was all right. No sound came out. Nothing. I’m here.

      Pressure on his chest and the vast amounts of dust made breathing hard. No matter how much he willed his body to move or his eyes to open, nothing was working. As if his system was jammed and he needed a reboot.

      An explosion sounded nearby. Have to get out. The mind was willing, but the body wasn’t cooperating.

      The rumble of voices nearby reassured him.

      “Tuck?” A voice called from down a long tunnel. “Tuck?”

      Tuck’s response came from closer. “I’m here.”

      “You okay?” the other voice said.

      “Yeah.” Tuck sounded strained. “But Reaper’s down.”

      Was that why he couldn’t move? Reaper tried again to force his mouth and eyes to open.

      “Alive?”

      By now, Reaper figured the other voice was Big Bird.

      “For now,” Tuck said.

      Just give me a minute. I’ll be up and out of this dirt. I just need a minute.

      “We’re taking rounds and mortars,” Big Bird went on. “Team Bravo was hit hard. Two dead, the other three heading back to the LZ.”

      Dead? Who? Again, Reaper tried to reach for his weapon. I’ll kill the bastards. No amount of concentration helped. He couldn’t wrap his hand around his gun. It probably landed away from him when he’d been thrown.

      “Fish and Gator?”

      Reaper’s concentration faded. He was getting weaker.

      “Injured but mobile. Need help getting Reaper out?”

      I can stand, Reaper thought. Just help me to my feet.

      “I’m not sure what injuries he sustained.” Tuck paused and then said, “Holy shit. Shine your light over here.”

      A pale light penetrated Reaper’s eyelids. Still, he couldn’t open them.

      The shuffle of feet sounded close to his head.

      Then Big Bird said, “Fuck.”

      Movement sounded around him. Someone grabbed his right arm and pulled something tight around it. Pain shot through the numbness. Reaper felt himself slipping away.

      “We gotta get him out of here,” Tuck said, his words terse.

      “I know. You go ahead of me.” Big Bird’s deep voice rumbled through the darkness. “I’m right behind you.”

      More mortar rounds exploded, shaking the ground beneath them. They had to leave. For the first time since he’d been hit, he realized he might not make it out. Reaper focused, pushing back the inner darkness creeping up on him. When he opened his mouth this time, he was able to push air past his vocal cords. “Tuck.” He blinked and opened his eyes. A light shined down in his face, and he squinted against its brightness.

      “Yeah, buddy,” Tuck said.

      “Get out of here,” he said, the sound more of a hoarse whisper.

      “Not without you.”

      Reaper sucked in a breath, the effort harder than any training he’d endured in BUD/s. “If I die, take care of Delaney for me, will ya?” He tried to lift his right arm to touch Tuck’s arm, but it wasn’t working. But his left one did. With his strength fading, he touched Tuck with his left hand. “Promise.”

      Tuck frowned, a muscle jerking in his jaw. “Bullshit on all this talk about dying. You’re making it out of here alive, so hang on.” He bent, grabbed Reaper’s left arm, and dragged him over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry.

      Pain shot through Reaper, and he slipped into that black abyss of unconsciousness.

      He faded in and out as his body was jolted and jostled.

      Gunfire sounded around him.

      “Hang on,” Tuck said. “Hang on.” The word echoed again and again as he drifted in and out of consciousness.

      Through the ringing in his ears, Reaper heard the distant sound of rotor blades beating the air. Come on, Tuck. Almost there.

      Pain radiated throughout his body, seeming to come from his right arm. He blacked out and woke up, lying on the ground, with something heavy lying over his chest. The sound of gunfire and helicopter rotors filled the air. The pressure on his chest shifted.

      Tuck cried out, “No!”

      An explosion overhead lit the insides of Reaper’s eyelids. He blinked open his eyes to a huge fireball above him, rotor blades breaking away from the fuselage of a helicopter. It fell from the sky, crashing to the ground.

      Reaper’s last thought before he passed out was Delaney. He woke once more and stared up at the interior of a helicopter.

      Fish’s face swam before him. Fish was saying something. “He’s hanging on…”

      The darkness consumed Reaper. He didn’t surface again until the familiar thumping sound of rotor blades slowed to a halt.

      Hands rolled his body over and back onto a hard board. Pain ripped through him, and he hissed. The next thing he was conscious of was being lifted and carried across the landing pad then settled onto a gurney.

      He forced his eyes open and stared up into Delaney’s serious face. A huge sense of relief washed over him, pushing the pain to the back of his mind, if only for a moment.

      “O’Connell?” He tried to reach out with his right hand, but it wasn’t working, so he raised his left hand.

      Delaney grasped it. “Yeah, Cory, I’m here.”

      “You never answered.” He coughed, something thick and warm dribbled from the side of his mouth. “You gonna marry…me?” His eyelids were too heavy to keep open. He let them drift closed, and he waited for her response.

      “Sure, Cory. I’ll marry you. Just hurry up and get better.” Her voice cracked.

      A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. Damn. Even that hurt. “Tuck?”

      “I’m here.” Tuck’s voice sounded rough.

      Remaining awake was getting increasingly difficult. “Take care of her,” Reaper said, his own voice fading.

      “I will,” Tuck promised. “Until you’re back on your feet. Because you will be back on your feet.”

      Reaper would have chuckled, but that required more energy than he had. “That an order?”

      “You bet.”

      “Aye, aye,” Reaper said then blacked out.
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