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HELIOS

 

Ranger.

 

Sniper.

 

Stepbrother.

 

Yeah, you heard that right. Stepbrother. With a stepsister who made me forget the one damn thing I’d spent my entire life aspiring to be.

 

One step ahead.

 

I’d been selected from the Army Special Operations Command’s 75th Ranger Regiment for Delta Force. The unit was my home. Taking down terrorists was my specialty. I took a few hits, but I was always one step ahead… until they took her.

 

Now I had a new mission, and trust me, no one was walking out alive except for me and my stepsister.
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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


[image: ]



For my readers, thank you so very much for all of your love and support.

Gratefully yours, XOXO
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“Ferrah, Ferrah!”

Eight years in, and I still wasn’t used to the alias. Gripping my Sony Alpha 7R V camera in front of my chest, I squatted next to the seven-year-old whose hair was almost the same color as the strawberries her mother grew. Half pressing the shutter button to auto focus, then fully depressing it, I caught a gorgeous toothless grin. “Good morning, Amelie.”

“Did you take my picture? Can I see? Can I see?” A tiny little arm wrapped around my neck, and the child leaned her head on my shoulder as wisps of red curls blew in our faces.

“Amelie O’Brien, don’t be crowdin’ her!” her mother scolded. “It’s barely sunup. Give the poor woman some space.”

Quickly showing Amelie her picture, I glanced up at the single mother I took promo shots for in exchange for the sweetest berries in Miami. “Good morning, Rigan. And it’s okay. Amelie’s good.” She knew not to touch my beloved Sony Alpha that had been my birthday gift last year, given as an upgrade for a camera previously gifted eight years prior.

“She’s bold is what she is,” Rigan replied with her lovely Irish accent. “And mornin’, yourself.”

“Oh look, Mommy! Ferrah’s camera took my buckies out of the picture.” The child made a funny face like a horse. “When are those tooths coming back?”

“Don’t be telling tales, Amelie. You didn’t have buck teeth, and the new ones will come when they come.” Rigan glanced at me. “I have coffee. You lookin’ for a cup?”

“No, thank you.” I gave Amelie a quick one-arm hug, then stood. “I just came to take a few shots before it got crowded.” In half an hour, the farmer’s market would be packed. An hour after that, Rigan’s Berries would be sold out of fresh fruit, and there’d only be her homemade jam left. Before that happened, I wanted to capture some images for the seasonal campaign Rigan was running on her socials.

“Grand time to do it, then. I’m just settin’ up.” Rigan held out her hand for her daughter. “Come, my child. Let’s get the rest of the strawberries out.”

In purple rain boots, a pink tank top, and green shorts, Amelie skipped to her mother. “Can I eat the ones I drop?”

Rigan shook her head in mock exasperation but threw me a wink. “Don’t be thinkin’ I can’t see you drop them on purpose.”

Amelie’s wide-eyed expression of innocence, followed by an animated shake of her head, sent her curls into a dance. “I don’t drop any on purpose, Mommy.”

I snapped another picture of the child. Then I moved on to the pints and quarts of berries stacked like perfectly imperfect red pyramids in green cardboard boxes. A dozen shots later, right as the first customers of the day approached, I had what I needed.

Stepping back, I gave Rigan a quick wave. “I’ll edit these at home and email them to you this afternoon.”

“A million thanks, Ferrah.” Grabbing a brown paper bag, Rigan reached for one of the quarts. “Don’t be leavin’ without some berries.”

“Next time.” I nodded at my camera. “I have more clients to shoot this morning.”

“Of course. Best of luck to ya, and thanks again.”

“My pleasure.” Glancing at the little girl with dirt on her clothes and a strawberry in her hand, I wondered what it would’ve been like to have had a loving parent. “Goodbye, Amelie.”

Smiling wide, she waved how an excited puppy waged its tail—fast and frantic. “Bye, Ferrah!”

With my camera strap secure around my neck and my Alpha 7R V protectively in hand, I turned left and headed for one of the citrus farmers I took promotional shots for.

But then I stopped dead in my tracks.

Three paces ahead, standing in the middle of the aisle, was pure evil.

A slow smile twisted his scarred face, and he hooked two fingers into the V of his shirt as he pulled the material aside.

Sunlight landed on the tattoo covering his chest.

My vision tunneled.

The clamor of the farmer’s market disappeared, and a dead man took a step toward me.

I turned and ran.

Halfway to my truck, I realized my finger was depressing the shutter button.
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Past
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Helios

Twenty-Three Years Ago.

 

Stupid.

She was stupid.

I hated her father.

And I hated how she looked even more.

That dress. Her tears. Her shiny shoes like this was a real church day. His hand holding hers too hard like he was hurting her. Like I cared.

I hated all of it.

“Helios, Ares, meet your new sister. Feralyn, these are your brothers.” The stupid jerk who was gonna marry Mom smiled at my brother. “Ares plays the piano.”

“Liar,” I blurted. “My brother hasn’t played the piano since we started baseball.” Something a real dad would know. This jerk wasn’t my dad, no matter what Mom said. She was crazy. I hated her too.

“And this is Helios.” The jerk smiled at me, and I hated him more. “He’s apparently the expert on his brother’s activities.”

I didn’t know if he was trying to make fun of me, and I didn’t care. Someone had to look after Ares, and it sure as hell wasn’t him or our useless mom. “She’s not our sister.”

The same stupid smile stayed on the jerk’s face when he hadn’t smiled at us since the first time he met me and Ares. Right afterwards, Ares had gone to our room for two days straight and read his stupid books. Didn’t talk to Mom. Didn’t even talk to me. The third day, I ripped a chunk of pages out of one of his favorite books, the one about a hobbit and a ring and some dumb shit called Middle Earth. There was no Middle Earth. I told Ares that when I’d ripped out the pages. He’d cried.

Like Fera-whatever-her-name was crying now.

All silent-like.

I hated it.

I hated it more than the stomachache I got when I taped all those stupid pages back into Ares’s book.

Anselm Grayson gripped my shoulder a lot harder than he was holding his kid’s hand, but I didn’t flinch. “Within the hour, once I marry your mother, Feralyn is going to be your sister, and you’re going to be nice to her. Do you understand me?”

I stood taller because I knew a bully when I saw one. I’d punched a bunch of them, and one day, I’d be taller, and I’d punch this jerk. “You’re not my dad. You don’t get to tell me what to do.”

“Helios,” Ares whispered under his breath.

I didn’t listen to his warning or pay attention to the way Ares spoke all quiet-like when he was scared. I wasn’t afraid of this jerk. He couldn’t push me and my brother around. “What?” I demanded, not backing down or looking away from the jerk as I answered Ares.

Still all quiet—Ares was always quiet—he spoke only a little louder. Just enough for me and the girl to hear him. Maybe the jerk too. “He’s right. When he marries Mom, Feralyn becomes our stepsister.” He looked at her.

The second he said her name and got that look on his face, like she was some kinda prize, I got mad.

Real mad.

My fingers curled into fists, I started to turn toward Ares, and the hand on my shoulder clamped down hard. “Listen to your brother, Helios. He’s smart. He knows what he’s talking about.” The jerk smiled bigger at Ares. “Don’t you, Ares?”

My brother looked from the girl to the jerk, then at his shoes. “Yes, sir.”

“Good man, Ares. Now, if you’ll excuse me, my bride is waiting. All of you behave. Helios, take care of your new sister.” The jerk walked off.

Getting even more mad, I turned on Ares. “Don’t call him sir. He’s a nobody to us.”

“Daddy’s not nobody. He was in the Air Force.”

The second I heard her voice my glare snapped from Ares to her.

Her weird eyes that were the same color as her hair—like dead grass gone all yellow-brown—dipped and her head followed. Then I noticed two things at once.

She talked even quieter than Ares, and her voice sounded like music.

Not real music.

The kind those tinkling wind chimes made.

Suddenly, my chest felt tight like it did when I had to tape Ares’s book back together, and I was opening my mouth. “The Air Force is stupid. Everyone knows the Army is better.” I set my glare to challenge, but she wasn’t even looking at me. “I’m gonna be an Army Ranger.”

Tears dripped on her dress, and she took off.

Ares followed.

I stood there. Mad… and something else.
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I hated weddings. I hated dancing. I hated stupid music, and I hated parties.

The girl was still crying.

I hated that too.

Her face was like a faucet that just dripped, dripped, dripped.

Ares kept giving her pieces of toilet paper.

She didn’t even take them.

She just cried. All through the ceremony, the gross dinner, the stupid cake cutting, and now the dancing.

Sitting at a table in the back of the room that the jerk had put us at after he’d married our mom, telling us not to get up until the housekeeper came to take us home, I kicked Ares’s chair.

Handing her another piece of toilet paper, Ares looked up at me.

“Quit giving her toilet paper,” I ordered, wondering if he’d shoved a whole roll’s worth in his pocket when he’d snuck off to the bathroom.

“She’s crying,” he argued.

I looked at her. “Quit fucking crying.”

Her face scrunched up, and she let loose.

Ares looked at me like he wanted to punch my face in. “She’s just a kid.” Patting her shoulder, he shoved more toilet paper at her.

We were all kids. Or me and Ares were. She was a baby. Or a toddler. Or something. I didn’t know how old she was. She’d only talked that once, and she was fucking small. And stupid. And her stupid fucking tears kept coming like her jerk of a father hadn’t already married our shitty mom.

Fuck this.

I shoved my chair back and stood.

Ares looked at me with wide eyes. “He said not to get up.”

“I don’t care what he said. He’s not our dad. Wait here.” I took off.

Walking around the outside of the room to avoid the tables and all the people dancing, I made my way toward the front of the small stage where the shitty band was playing shittier music.

I made it all the way to the table that was next to the dance floor without the jerk or Mom looking up once.

Spying the biggest piece of cake that was already dished up, I swiped the plate and headed back.

The girl was still crying.

Holding out the plate, I bargained. “Stop crying, and you can have cake.”

She and Ares looked up at me, but neither said anything.

I raised an eyebrow at her. “You hear me? You want this?”

She looked from the cake to me. Then she spoke for the second time. “Wh-what about your piece?”

You couldn’t pay me to eat wedding cake. Not for a million bucks. “You promise to stop crying?”

She nodded.

I gave her the cake.

She dug in, and her faucet turned off.

I sat back in my chair.
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Helios

Twenty Years Ago.

 

Pulling into the elementary school parking lot, seeing the little prick grab her arm as she tried to walk away from him, I gunned it into a space and threw the old truck into Park. “Oh, hell fucking no.”

“Helios,” Ares warned.

I was already out of the truck, engine left running, as I stormed across the schoolyard.

Ares caught up to me right as my fist sailed. “Helios, stop—”

My first punch hit the fucker dead center in his face.

Blood gushed. The bullying prick wailed like a pussy, my stepsister cowered, and I gave Ares orders.

“Grab Feralyn and get her in the truck.” She didn’t need to see me beat the shit out of this asshole. There was also that whole other issue.

Ares could touch her. I couldn’t.

The girl still cowered from me like she did when she was that little kid in a party dress at a bullshit wedding with bruises on her arms.

I was still fucking pissed about those.

Ares took her hand, and she let him, just like she always had. Except this time, he put his whole damn arm around her and whispered in her ear. Fucker was her security blanket.

I took on another role.

While Ares played hero, I beat the shit outta anyone who touched her. Today was no different. This little prick was going down.

My second punch, harder than the first, was already making contact with the asshole’s rib cage. Then I let loose. The crack of bone sounded, and his pathetic cry cut off mid-wail as I really fucking hit him. The prick was such a damn pussy, the fight wasn’t even satisfying. “Touch Feralyn again, and you’re fucking dead.” Two teachers and the SRO Sheriff came running toward us. “You fucking hear me?”

The pussy, lying on the ground, bleeding from his nose, clutching his stomach, didn’t answer. He cried like a baby.

“I said…” I kicked him. “Do you…” I kicked again. “Fucking hear me?”

“Freeze!” the SRO yelled.

Fuck the Sheriff. And fuck this grade-school prick. “You touch her again, you’re dead.” Backing up, glare amped to threat, I yelled at the SRO, “Where the fuck have you been? This guy assaulted one of your students.” I knew the goddamn language. “A female student who’s half his size and grades younger. Check your security footage.” Lazy fucking dick. “You’ll be hearing from our father’s attorneys.” I turned toward the truck.

“Stop right there!” the SRO warned.

I didn’t listen.

I never fucking listened to bullshit from bullshit adults, especially when it came to the girl. Stepsister. Fuck. Whatever.

I got back in the truck, peeled out of the lot, passed an incoming ambulance with sirens going, and drove a mile away from the fucking school before I allowed myself to glance at them.

Ares and the girl. Huddled.

I swallowed down rage. “She okay?”

Ares looked up. If you didn’t know him, you’d think his expression was blank.

It wasn’t fucking blank.

And she wasn’t fucking okay.

I pulled the truck over, threw it in Park, and put my arm across the bench seat. Then I clipped out the command that was the only damn way the girl let me get close. “Come here, Feralyn.”

She flinched.

But then she scooted.

Away from Ares, across the seat, and under my arm.

Then she leaned against my side.

My hand landed on her breakable little shoulder, and I tried not to think about that prick grabbing her as I took a stupid-ass breath to calm the hell down. “You okay?” I didn’t feel any calmer, but at least my voice and tone didn’t sound like I was mad at her.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“You don’t have anything to be sorry for. That little fu—” Shit. “That little prick is another story. He had it coming. How long has he been bothering you?”

She shrank against me.

Before I could open my mouth, Ares beat me to it.

“It’s okay. You can tell us.”

Her head tilted up, and she stared at me with that look. The same one she’d been giving me since that stupid fucking wedding. Like she needed permission to speak. Except now, it was like she wanted my permission.

I should’ve fucking discouraged this shit. Told her she didn’t need me or Ares around to use her voice or stick up for herself.

But I didn’t.

I nodded.

She glanced at Ares. “A while.”

My hands fisted. “What’s a while?”

Her head dropped, and her voice went fuck-my-life-up quiet. “Since September.”

“All fucking school year?” I roared, throwing the truck back into gear. “I’m gonna kill that motherfucker!”

A small-as-shit hand landed on my arm. Then her voice—that voice—hit. “Helios.”

I fucking paused, but I didn’t look at her. “What?”

“You need to pick up Christie.”

I took a breath. Then another. “Yeah.” Christie. My girlfriend. At least as far as they were concerned. In reality, she was just another chick I screwed around with. I looked down at the girl. “So?”

Those weird-ass whiskey-colored eyes, or amber according to the internet when I’d looked that shit up—whatever the hell color they were—they stared at me like I could do no wrong. But she was also looking at me with fear. “You told Christie yesterday that you were picking her up from work.”

I didn’t need a kid to remind me what I did with my fucking hookups. “Your point?” Twenty-three more months, I silently chanted.

Twenty-three months, and I’d be property of the US Army. Two fucking years and this routine, this truck, her stares, her voice, it’d all be Ares’s problem. I wanted to simultaneously beat the fuck out of my brother for not being more protective of her and be able to take a damn breath without worrying that I had to protect both of them.

Hell, I wanted a breath that didn’t include Feralyn Alva Grayson.

And I wanted to legally shoot shit—after I became a Ranger.
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Feralyn

Eighteen Years Ago.

 

“Do you have to leave right now?”

Holding the heavy plate real careful, about to walk into Helios’s bedroom even though I wasn’t supposed to ever, ever go in there, I stopped just outside his door when I heard Ares’s question.

“Why fucking wait?” Helios replied.

My eyes got wet.

Ares’s voice turned real quiet, like it did when he was mad. “She made you a cake.”

“Never said I wanted one.”

The sound of Helios’s bag being zipped made me flinch, but his angry tone made me step back.

“Don’t be a dick. She’s upset, and she did this for you.”

“So fucking what? She’s been upset since she was old enough to realize she didn’t win the fucking parent lottery. None of us did. You don’t see me losing my shit over it.”

Tears came.

“That’s not why she’s upset, and you know it,” Ares argued.

My arms shook.

“What the fuck do you want me to do, Ares? Stay here and take care of your asses? Not fucking leave this bullshit? You gonna tell me next that I shouldn’t have enlisted, that I don’t have a right to live my life? All I goddamn do is take care of you two. Man the fuck up. You know how to drive. You fucking take care of her now.”

Tears landed on the frosting I’d made all by myself.

“I do take care of her,” Ares snapped. “And I never said not to leave. It’s one cake.” He raised his voice. “The least you can do is have a damn piece!”

I dropped the cake.

The platter broke, frosting landed on my bare feet, and I clapped my hands over my mouth.

Two blond heads popped out of Helios’s doorway.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Helios muttered. “Are you goddamn kidding me?”

“It’s okay, Feralyn.” Ares pushed past him. “I’ll help you.”

I was already running.

Down the main stairs, through the living room, past the kitchen and TV room, up the back stairs, and to my room over the garage. Slamming my door shut, but not bothering with the lock because Helios had broken it, I shoved my dresser as hard as I could.

The heavy wood slid halfway in front of the door.

Then I rushed into my closet, dropped to the floor, and hid.

The awful tears were falling so fast, but now I was also sobbing, and I couldn’t stop.

Helios hated me. He hated me, and he was leaving, and I made him and Ares fight on the day he was going into the Army, and this was all my fault.

Stupid, stupid cake.

I hated the Army.

I hated the military. I knew what enlisting meant. Daddy had left Mommy when he went away with the Air Force, and now Helios was going away, and I wouldn’t see him for a long time.

No one would.

And his mom wasn’t even here to say goodbye.

Both her and Daddy were gone on another trip, and Helios wouldn’t even get to say goodbye to her, and I’d never gotten to say goodbye to Mommy, and I’d messed up everything.

If I’d been better, if Helios and Ares didn’t have to take care of me all the time, maybe Daddy and their mom would be here now. Maybe they would—

“Feralyn!” Helios yelled, making me jerk backwards. “I’m not doing this shit with you right now. I’m fucking leaving. Get your ass down here!” Hollering from the bottom of my stairs, his voice was much deeper than last summer. It was deeper than even a month ago, and now he yelled even louder.

Holding my hands over my mouth, trying to make my crying silent, I pushed back into the corner of my closet.

“Don’t make me come up there,” Helios warned.

“Helios,” Ares snapped.

“What?” Helios demanded in a tone that said you better not mess with him. And no one did, not even his mom or my daddy. Except sometimes Ares did, like just now, but it was always because of me, and that made me cry harder because they were real brothers, and I was just… me.

“Don’t yell at her.” Ares’s tone took on a warning I’d never heard.

“I’m not fucking yelling. This is yelling. FERALYN!”
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Helios

 

Aiming for the girl, Ares took off.

With the green duffel I’d gotten from the Army surplus store over my shoulder, I stood there and silently cursed.

That fucking cake.

I didn’t ask her to make me shit.

I hated birthdays.

It’s not like me and Ares’s mother-of-the-century ever fucking remembered them. Not that I gave a shit. I only cared about this birthday because now I was legal. Eighteen, and no one could fuck with me. Except the Army, but that was by choice, and the recruiter was waiting for me.

Fuck.

Dumping my bag, I headed up the back stairs to the shitty bedroom over the garage the kid had moved into about two seconds after I’d gotten my driver’s license. At first, I didn’t realize she’d swapped rooms so she could hear the garage door every time I drove the old truck her dad had left behind.

Took me a week to figure that shit out.

Then I’d stopped parking in the garage. But she never moved back to her old room.

I still remembered her small ass dragging all her shit, piece by piece, to that tiny fucking bedroom meant for a nanny. Not that one had ever been hired because me and Ares were supposed to take care of her—all the fucking time. Which was bullshit. I didn’t even have a driver’s license, let alone know how to drive, the first time our mom and Feralyn’s piece-of-shit sperm donor took off to Costa Rica for some property development scheme they’d invested in. By the time I got my driver’s license, they were spending over half the fucking year there. If it wouldn’t have fucked over me and Ares in the process, I would’ve called Child Protective Services on her shitty dad a long time ago.

Instead, I was grabbing the handle of her door that had a busted lock courtesy of yours truly. The first time she’d barricaded herself in her room, I’d lost my temper. Then I’d solved the fucking problem. Or so I’d thought. Now her door was only opening a fucking inch before it hit solid wood.

Christ.

“Your dresser again?” Seriously? “Open the fucking door, Feralyn.” Putting my shoulder into it, I shoved. The damn piece of furniture only moved half a foot. “Last warning before I break shit!”

The dresser scratched across the hardwood floors, and the door swung open.

With her window behind him wide open, Ares stood there, out of breath, looking mad as hell. “She’s in the closet. Again.”

“And that’s my fucking fault?” Shoving past him, I knew it was my goddamn fault. Fucking kid. Girl. Stepsister. What-the-fuck-ever. “Feralyn!” I stomped toward the closet.

Knees to her chest, huddled in a ball, hands over her face, she sat on the floor in the back. Crying. And shaking.

Fuck me.

“Stop crying and get up,” I ordered.

She didn’t move. Or stop crying.

Standing behind me, Ares breathed down my neck.

I wished like hell I was already gone. I wished for a lot of shit, or used to. Now I just wanted her to stop with the tears so I could leave without being a total fucking dick. But she wasn’t letting up, and I was on a timeline.

Christ, I was gonna regret this.

Walking into the closet, I squatted in front of her. “You gotta stop crying so you don’t trigger your asthma.” The last thing I wanted to deal with right now was a fucking trip to the ER. Been there, done that. Fuck asthma. But fuck this crying bullshit too.

She immediately retreated. “Y-you said no c-coming in-into the b-b-bedroom.”

“That’s the rule for my bedroom.” I had dirty fucking magazines, condoms, and other shit in my space that she didn’t need to see. Half the time, if I was home, I had some chick hanging out in my bed. So yeah, my room was off-limits to her. But her room was another story. “Come on.” I held out my hand.

She glanced behind me.

“Look at me, not Ares. He isn’t the one leaving.” And he sure as shit wasn’t squatting in front of her, trying to stop her tears. I didn’t give a fuck that he’d scaled the back of the garage and gotten into her room through the window to unblock the door. I would’ve had the dresser moved with another shove. “You want to see me off from the closet while you’re crying?” It was a dick thing to say, but desperate times and all that shit.

Like I knew she would, she swiped at her face. “No.”

“Then come on.” I wiggled my fingers.

She took my hand, and I pulled her to her feet.

Ares backed up, and we walked out of the closet, but I didn’t let go of her.

I took her down the stairs, grabbed my bag without breaking stride, then led her through the house and to the front door. Letting go of her hand to grip her shoulder, I placed her next to Ares.

Then I took a mental snapshot as they both stared at me.

Christ, she looked small as fuck. Gold hair the same color as her eyes, half Ares’s height, she mimicked Ares’s pose—my fucking pose. Shoulders proud, jaw set. The only thing both of them were missing was a don’t-fuck-with-me expression.

Ares looked like he always did—shut down.

The kid looked like she always did—a deer in headlights. But one that’d been crying.

Before the fucking guilt could sink in for leaving them, I laid out the rules. “Rule number one.” I stared Ares down. “Keep fucking track of her.” He knew what I meant. Feed her, protect her, get her to school, pick her up, make sure her piece-of-shit father checked in once a week. Good fucking luck to him on the last part, but he still knew to try.

Ares nodded.

I focused on the kid and gave her more than any of our shit parents ever had, which wasn’t saying a whole damn lot. “Rules number two and three. Do your homework. Get good grades.” Someone in this house had to. May as well be her. I glanced between them. “Last rule. Contact me if you need to, but don’t expect an immediate reply.” I had Basic Combat Training, AIT, and Airborne School to get through. Then Ranger Assessment and Selection Program, and I’d been warned RASP was no joke. It was why I’d been working out twice as hard for the past year. “Questions?”

Her lip trembled, but the kid spoke up. “When are you coming home?”

I didn’t say never, but fuck, I wanted to. It was half the point of wanting to be an Army Ranger for as long as I could remember. Never having to fucking come back here. The other part was fighting and protecting something worth a damn, which included my brother, the kid, and my country. But fuck our parents. They weren’t worth shit. Fuckers hadn’t even bothered to come check on two minors when they knew my ass was leaving today. But since the girl was still a kid, I didn’t say any of that shit to her. I also didn’t sugarcoat. “I won’t be back for a long time.”

Her eyes welled.

I pretended it didn’t feel like a kick to the gut as I turned to Ares and held out my hand like I was some kind of fucking saint. “You got the truck keys and the bank card her dad left. See you when I see you.”

Ares reluctantly shook my hand. “I don’t even have my driver’s license yet.”

He had a learner’s permit. Close enough. It was more than I’d had when I was first left in charge of them. “You’ll figure it out.” I turned to Feralyn.

She burst into tears.

Like an asshole, I put my hand on top of her head to stop her from coming at me and clinging. “Don’t cry all the time for Ares. You know he hates that shit.”

“Helios,” Ares warned, low and quiet as he moved closer to her.

“Not saying anything you both don’t already know.” I could handle her fucking tears. Ares couldn’t. He caved. But this shit wasn’t my problem anymore.

At least, that’s what I told myself.

Hoisting my duffel, I spared them each one more glance. “No goodbyes.”

Then I was out the door.

I didn’t look back as I walked down the driveway and crossed the street.

I still didn’t look back when I hit the corner.

I fucking couldn’t.

I was crying like a goddamn pussy.
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Feralyn

 

The front door slammed shut, and he was gone.

Really, really gone.

Then I was running.

“Feralyn!”

I didn’t stop when Ares called after me.

I didn’t stop at all.

I ran all the way through the house, up the back stairs, and to my room that I used to like. But now it smelled like Helios and the laundry soap he used to wash all our clothes, but he was gone, and I hated it.

I hated everything.

I hated Helios for leaving.

I hated how everyone left.

Mommy, Daddy, Helios. And Ares was going to be next.

Not bothering to shove the dresser in front of my bedroom door because Ares would just come in through the window again, I ran into my closet to hide, but this time it didn’t feel like a ruined-cake kind of hiding.

It felt like when Daddy told me Mommy had gone to heaven.

Or when I met that older boy named Ghost, who Daddy said was my half brother, then I never saw him again.

It felt like the end of something, and I couldn’t stop the tears. No matter how small I curled up, no matter how hard I wished for Helios to come back, I knew nothing would make those wishes come true.

Everybody left.

And I was going to be all alone.

“Hey.” Ares walked into my closet.

Swiping at my face, I turned my back on him. “Go away.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Of course you can!” Mad, I turned back around. “You just—” I stopped when I saw what he had in his hands.

Holding two coffee mugs overflowing with cake and frosting that was all messy and smeared over the sides of the cups, he held one out to me. “Here.”

I took the mug that had a fork jammed into the middle of the mess. “What are you doing?”

“Eating cake.” He sat down on my closet floor and took a big bite from his mug.

“I cried on the frosting,” I blurted.

Ares swallowed and looked up at the ceiling for a second, like he was thinking. Then he looked back down at his mug and dug his fork in. “Well, it still tastes good.” He took another bite.

“But I dropped it.” I’d ruined it. I’d ruined everything, and it was Helios’s birthday, and he never got a piece of the cake before I dropped it.

Ares chewed and swallowed. “Like I said, still tastes good.”

The stupid tears wouldn’t stop, except maybe now they felt different. “I broke the platter.” I confessed, “It was your mom’s.” I wasn’t supposed to touch it. I wasn’t supposed to do a whole lot of things in this house.

Ares shrugged. “She’ll never notice, and I didn’t scoop up any of the cake that was by the broken dish part.” He nodded at my mug. “Try it.”

I took a small bite.

Then a bigger one.

“See?” Ares asked. “It’s good.”

It was a little salty. Maybe I didn’t read the recipe right. “It’s not like store cake.”

“No,” Ares agreed. “It’s better. I’m getting more. Wait here.” He stood and walked out of my closet.

I took a bite that was all frosting.

Then another.

When Ares came back and set a paper plate full of mushed cake on the floor between us, I’d already finished what was in my cup.

“Give me your mug,” he ordered.

I handed it over.

Holding the handle of the coffee cup, Ares used it like a ladle to scoop up more cake. Then he handed it back to me and smiled. “Dinner.”

I took the mug.

We ate ruined birthday cake for dinner as we sat on my closet floor.
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Ten Years Ago.

 

Ares unlocked the front door to the house and used the keypad to disable the alarm he’d had installed years ago, before he’d left for basic training. After stepping inside and scanning past the small entry hall, he held the door open for me. “Just give me a minute to change, then we’ll go to lunch. Think about where you want to go.”

“Okay.” Smiling, holding the small piece of plastic with my picture on it, I walked into the house, but I didn’t have to think about where I wanted to go to celebrate.

Ares grabbed his Army-issue green duffel from where he’d dumped it on the floor an hour ago. “Did you hear from them?”

I glanced up. Ares was so much taller now than he was when he was eighteen. And if I didn’t know his personality, his looks would remind me of Helios. They had the same dirty-blond hair and light gray-blue eyes. They also had the same muscular physiques, or they used to. I hadn’t actually seen Helios in years, but I could imagine.

“Not yet.” I didn’t have to ask who Ares meant. Them was our parents. Well, my dad and his mom. They were in Costa Rica—again.

Ares tipped his chin, but his expression didn’t change, and he didn’t ask if I’d heard from Helios. “Be right back.”

“No rush.” I looked down at the small rectangle of plastic as Ares silently headed toward his old bedroom.

Finally, finally, I had my driver’s license. I was free—well, legally—to drive anywhere. Not that I hadn’t been driving for years already. Just like Helios had before he’d gotten his driver’s license, just like Ares had after Helios enlisted and left, and just like I had after Ares enlisted. Thankfully, none of us had ever gotten caught.

And despite growing up in kinda not great circumstances with absentee parents, I thought we’d all done okay so far, and that made me smile again. We had each other. Well, me and Ares did. Helios occasionally checked in via text or a rare phone call. And while I didn’t like being alone, I didn’t mind it anymore when Dad and my stepmom were out of the country. The house was quieter, and I could do what I wanted, which wasn’t much. I kept to myself. I’d started photography as an elective and loved it, and I was getting good grades. So I’d kept my promise to Helios on that front.

For a second, I thought about trying to call him.

But then I mentally shook the thought away and stared at the picture on my new license, dissecting every aspect of it. I tried to look at it how someone else would see me. Admittedly, how Helios would see me. Well, how he would see me now.

I felt my face flush.

Studying the picture for a second longer, I had to admit that Helios had been right all those years ago when he’d said my eyes were the same color as my hair. At least in this tiny photo, they looked the same. I’d put some eyeliner on before I’d gone to take the driver’s test to try to make my eyes look a different color. Darker maybe, but it didn’t matter. They looked how they looked, and I’d listed brown as the color because they didn’t have an amber eye color option, but that was what my eyes were—amber. Not brown, gold or hazel.

I tucked the license into my wallet, then looked up at the hallway mirror.

My hair wasn’t amber, though. Not really.

It was more flax. Maybe golden blonde. I didn’t know. It was the same color my mother’s hair had been, and my eyes were somewhere between the color of my mother’s light brown and my father’s light blue.

Wearing civilian clothes instead of Multicam camo pants and a tan T-shirt, Ares came back down the hallway in dark jeans and a black polo made of that material that never wrinkled. “You ready?”

I smiled. “I am.” I loved and appreciated my brother.

Ares had timed his leave so that he could come home and take me for my driver’s test, and I was so, so grateful. If I’d had to wait for my dad, it would’ve been another month before I could’ve taken the test.

I was also grateful Ares had made sure to teach me all the driving rules before he’d left for Basic Combat Training and Advanced Individual Training. Then he’d followed in Helios’s footsteps and went through Airborne School before the Ranger Assessment and Selection Program. But unlike Helios, Ares had come home almost every time he’d had leave.

I’d gotten to watch his transformation from teenager to soldier, then to Ranger.

If I thought about Ares at my age versus the war-hardened Ranger in the 75th Ranger Regiment that he was now, I would have been shocked at the metamorphosis. Inches taller, twice as muscular, he moved with complete silence, and he spoke even quieter now.

But he was still the brother I knew growing up—protective, caring, and considerate. Now he just came with a side of soldier. Okay, he was mostly all soldier now.

Taking me in with a single scan, a habit that’d shown up after he’d gone through RASP, his sharp gaze met mine. “Would you like to drive the truck or the new SUV?”

Yeah. That.

The new SUV he’d shown up in an hour ago, minutes before my DMV appointment. To be fair, Ares had texted, saying he was running late. He’d blamed traffic by the airport but promised he’d be here in time to take me to my driver’s test. Then he’d shown up in a brand-new Toyota 4Runner when he’d always rented economy cars or taken a rideshare every other time he’d come home on leave.

I didn’t mention the SUV earlier, and we hadn’t spoken about it. Like, at all.

When Ares had first pulled into the driveway, I’d been so excited to see him, I ran and hugged him before he’d even gotten out of the driver’s seat. Hugging me back, he’d held me tight and lifted me off my feet as he got out of the SUV. Then he’d set me down, grabbed his duffel, and jogged it to the front door. After he’d tossed it inside the entryway and locking up, I’d driven us to the DMV in the old truck.

I stared up at Ares for a moment, but I couldn’t read anything in his reserved expression. “So, that’s not a rental?”

“No. It’s your new vehicle.”

Mine. Right. “Who bought it?” Even though I asked, I knew Ares would be aloof about who’d actually paid for it.

In fact, he’d probably say something like it was a gift from the family. But I had my suspicions about who would actually buy me a new SUV, and it definitely wasn’t my dad. Despite his success in property development in Costa Rica, my father didn’t like to pay for anything brand-new. And that shiny white 4Runner looked like it’d just come from a dealership’s lot.

Ares reached past me to pick up the keys from the entryway table. “It’s a gift, Feralyn.”

I asked outright. “From you?”

“From all of us,” he replied as a tiny flex of his jaw showed, confirming my suspicions on both what he’d say and who had purchased it. “Ready?”

Helios had bought the 4Runner, but he’d made Ares pick it up and bring it home. That was why Ares had been late in getting here this morning. I was also sure Helios had told his brother to tell me the SUV was from everyone, probably more like threatened him with bodily violence if he didn’t say that.

I should be grateful and not mad. I really should.

But Helios hadn’t bothered to come home for one holiday or birthday or anything. Most of the time, he didn’t even remember holidays. And forget about birthdays. When he did text, it was sporadic, always bossy, and I’d stupidly saved every one he’d ever sent.

“I’m ready.” As I grabbed the old truck’s keys, my cell vibrated. “But I’m driving the Ford.” Fishing my phone out of my purse, I glanced at the screen. Speak of the devil.

Helios: You better have passed that test.

“One second. It’s Helios. I need to reply.” That was another one of Helios’s rules. If he texted, I had to reply. But if I texted him? It wasn’t the same rule. So I’d stopped initiating texts with him years ago. I’d also stopped calling.

Ares stood silently by as I quickly typed.

Me: Of course I passed.

His reply was almost immediate.

Helios: Need proof.

“Oh my God,” I muttered, taking my license back out of my wallet and snapping a picture before sending it to him. I waited a second to make sure it went through, then I dumped my cell in my purse. “Okay, now I’m ready.” I turned toward the front door, and all of a sudden, it burst open.

With his six-foot-six height and the width of his shoulders taking up the entire doorframe, wearing tactical pants in Multicam, impossibly large combat boots, and an olive drab T-shirt stretched across his huge pecs and even bigger biceps, stood Helios.

Narrowing his eyes, he looked from the keys in my hand to me. Then his voice—deeper, rougher, harder—filled the entire entryway and wrapped around me as he held up his cell phone. “If you passed the test, then why the fuck are you driving that old truck instead of the new SUV?”

“Helios,” I whispered, awestruck.

“Feralyn,” he mimicked, overexaggerating a whisper.

For an impossible second, all the air was sucked out of my lungs and Ares was all but forgotten as I stared at the beast of a man my stepbrother had become.

Then Helios smirked. “Jesus fucking Christ. Sixteen years old, huh?”

“Sixteen,” I repeated, completely stunned at the sight of him. He didn’t even look like my stepbrother that’d left for the Army. But he really, really, really looked like Helios. Or how I would’ve imagined Helios would look as a Tier One operator, but more so. A lot more so.

The corner of his mouth tipped up, and he held out an arm. “Come here, Haven.”

Forgetting every single reason over the past ten years why I was mad at Helios, I rushed to him. Melting under his arm, wrapping mine around his hard waist, I inhaled the long-lost familiar scent of laundry soap, but now it was mixed with something new and masculine. “You’re here.”

Squeezing my shoulder once, he kissed the top of my head and lowered his voice. “Yeah. I’m here.”

“Lunch?” Ares asked.

“Hell yes.” Helios dropped his arm. “I’m fucking starving.” He snatched the 4Runner’s keys from Ares. “But we’re not taking that old-as-shit truck, and I’m driving.” He glanced pointedly from my purse to me. “You got your meds?”

I hated how he said meds, and I wasn’t a little girl anymore who needed to be reminded to carry my asthma inhaler. Especially now that I’d started running to both build up my strength and increase my lung capacity. But I was too happy to see him to explain any of that or argue over his choice of words. “Yep.”

“Then let’s go.” He turned toward the door.

Smiling, I looked back at Ares.

His gaze trained over my head, staring after Helios, his jaw ticked.
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Jesus fucking Christ.

Long as hell hair, short skirt, cropped tank top, makeup, painted nails, and some kind of beaded or sparkling flip-flops, she didn’t look sixteen.

Feralyn Alva Grayson looked like a fucking court-martial.

One I was gonna get if any prick high school fuckers showed up at the house asking for her.

If that shit happened, a UCMJ violation was going to be the least of my worries. Hiding the goddamn bodies would be the real problem. Not that I didn’t have experience in that fucking arena.

Eyeing Ares as I opened the front passenger door for her, I shook my head once before he reached for the rear door.

Picking up on my silent command, Ares didn’t get in the 4Runner.

Too distracted to notice the exchange, Feralyn stepped on the running board, then got in the new SUV exactly like any other excited teenager—animatedly. “Oh, this 4Runner is nice!”

I didn’t fucking look at her thighs as she sat—I’d eat a goddamn bullet twice over before I ever fucking did that. But I hoped like hell, for Ares’s sake, that he’d taught her the minimum fucking basics about appropriateness and how to protect herself. Because if she wasn’t wearing something that covered shit under that short-ass skirt, if she was flashing her underwear to the whole goddamn universe, I was gonna pound Ares’s motherfucking head in.

“Great,” I muttered, slamming her door as I glared at Ares.

“Problem?” he asked.

“Yeah. I’m this close to a fucking Article 32 hearing.” I was either gonna beat my brother or any motherfucker who looked at Feralyn in that outfit.

Pulling his silent bullshit, Ares stared.

I fucking lost it. “What the fuck have you been letting her wear?”

My brother’s locked-down Ranger gaze didn’t give a fucking inch. “What have you been letting her wear?”

Motherfucker had the balls to ask me that shit with a calm-as-fuck tone. I reminded him what the hell he’d promised ten goddamn years ago. “I’m not the one here. You are.”

“Exactly.” He got in the damn truck.

Fucking stewing, I walked to the driver’s side and got behind the wheel. Firing up the SUV I’d bought sight unseen, I cranked the AC and backed out of the driveway. It took until I’d driven out of the neighborhood before I was calm enough to speak in a normal fucking tone. “Where to, birthday girl?”

“Isla Canarias!” She practically bounced in her seat. “Croquetas, plátanos maduros, and a banana shake—I can’t wait! It’s my favorite.”

I hit the brakes and looked at the woman-child in the front seat. “What the fuck happened to the Double Cubano at Enriquetas being your favorite?” Every time me or Ares didn’t feel like cooking, that’s where we’d take her. Enriquetas. The place was a local Miami institution since fucking forever. Cuban sandwiches were her favorite. Always had been.

“Oh my God.” She smiled and her cheeks blushed—which was also fucking new. “Double Cubanos are so messy. I can’t eat that in this outfit.”

“Are you fucking serious?” Did she forget how to lean over a goddamn plate in the past ten years?

The smile dropped, and the deer-in-headlights look I remembered came back. “Um, yes?”

“That’s a question?” Was this fucking payback for when I was a teenage prick?

“My shirt’s new.”

It didn’t look fucking new. “It looks old.” Five-sizes-too-goddamn-small old.

Her eyes bugged out. “Ares just bought it for me. Well, last time he came home. He took me shopping.”

Rage hit, and I glanced in the rearview mirror. “You and I are gonna have a fucking conversation later.” This shit was out of control, and it stopped today.

“No, we’re not,” Ares threw back, but in his uber calm tone that said shit was about to get FUBAR if I didn’t back down.

Me and him had always been in different battalions before I left the Rangers for Delta Force, but I’d seen my brother in action. When Ares switched on, that motherfucker switched the fuck on. He was a goddamn beast on the battlefield. Which you wouldn’t fucking know by looking at him, and that shit only made him more lethal. Add in his sniper skills, and I was man enough to admit my younger brother was a fucking legend.

But this shit with Feralyn?

Hell fucking no.

“Yeah, we are gonna talk.” I stared him down a beat, then looked at the girl in the front seat who used to be a lost little kid I felt responsible for.

I still felt responsible.

But fuck me.

“Stop fighting,” Feralyn scolded before looking directly at me. “Both of you.”

Jesus fucking Christ, this was gonna be the longest ninety-six I’d ever taken. “I’m not fucking fighting.” I was. But not how she thought. Feralyn had no damn clue what real fighting was, and I was gonna keep it that way.

“I see you still like to swear a lot,” she quipped, all fucking prim as she tugged her skirt down.

Taking a corner, refraining from immediately telling her to stuff that fucking comment, I drove through a turn before glancing at her.

She fucking smiled. Wide as hell. Then the woman-child winked.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” I muttered, grabbing a spot in front of the restaurant, then throwing the SUV into Park. “Don’t get me fucking arrested today, Haven.”

“What?” She looked horrified. “Why?”

Groaning, I cut the engine and shoved open my door.

Ares, that motherfucker, threw me under the bus. “He doesn’t approve of your outfit.”

Her voice pitched high. “Oh my God. What’s wrong with my outfit?”

“Nothing.” Fucking everything. “Just don’t flash anyone.” Then I won’t have to beat the motherfucking shit out of any assholes.

She gave me the horrified look. Again. “I’m not that dumb. I have boy shorts on underneath my skirt.”

Boy shorts? “Fucking great.” I didn’t ask what in the ever-loving fuck goddamn boy shorts were. I got out of the 4Runner and threw Ares a glare.

He gave me the finger.

I mouthed fuck you.

Then, flanking a sixteen-year-old, we walked into the restaurant.
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Feralyn

Eight Years Ago.

 

Frantically reaching through my bookbag for my cell, I walked twice as fast as I normally did across the campus. “Come on, come on.” Where the hell was my phone?

I glanced behind me again.

The creepy dude I saw outside two of my classrooms yesterday, the same one who’d followed me after I’d left the art building tonight, he wasn’t there, but I didn’t trust it.

Not trusting anything right now, I picked up my pace as I hit the edge of the darkened parking lot and started jogging right as my hand closed around my phone.

Practically weeping in relief, I yanked it out and quickly dialed.

Ares picked up on the fifth ring. “Feralyn. Why are you still at school?”

I wasn’t surprised by his greeting or the fact that he tracked me. Both he and Helios had the tracking enabled on my cell phone so they could see where I was at any moment. “I’m leaving now. I’m walking to my car.” I zeroed in on my 4Runner parked in the very last row, where the only open spot had been earlier today.

“You’re out of breath from walking?” he demanded, his tone suddenly abrasive.

I tried to fake a laugh. “I’m not that out of shape.” I probably was if my racing heart was any indication, but I knew that wasn’t why he was asking. “My asthma’s fine.” Sorta. It’d gotten way better since I’d started running two years ago, but it acted up when I was stressed, like right now. “I’m just rushing is all.”

There was a beat of silence, then Ares’s voice turned hard. “Why?”

Using my shoulder, I swung my bag in front of me so I could reach into it with my free hand for my keys. “I, um….” Footsteps sounded behind me, and I glanced back.

No dark-haired man.

No students.

No one at all—which was weird.

“Feralyn?” Ares asked in a clipped tone.

“Yeah, I’m here. Sorry, I just….” My fingers brushed against my keys, and I grabbed them.

“You just what? What’s wrong?” Ares demanded.

“Nothing.” I yanked my key ring out of my bag, aimed the fob at the 4Runner, and hit the Unlock button. “I just, um, miss you.” I ran at the driver’s door.

“Feralyn,” he warned.

Wrenching the door open, I threw my bag across the center console and jumped in, then slammed the door shut and locked it. “I’m good.” I scanned the parking lot as I started the SUV. “I’m in my car now. What are you doing?” I put the call on speaker and tossed the phone on the dash as I buckled my seat belt.

Ignoring my attempt to change the subject, Ares played the role he always did with me—protective older brother. “Tell me what’s wrong or I’m looping Helios in on this call.”

I almost snorted. “I’m eighteen, not ten.” Throwing the SUV into Drive, thankful I’d backed into the parking spot, a trick I’d learned from watching Helios, I gunned it. “That threat doesn’t work on me anymore.” It totally did. “Besides, Helios wouldn’t answer you anyway.”

“He would if he knew you were in trouble.”

I wanted to say bullshit, but the truth was, I didn’t know what Helios would do anymore. I didn’t even know where he was or what he was doing. Other than the fact that he’d been with Delta Force for years, which I was forbidden to speak about for obvious reasons, I didn’t know anything about what Helios did. I hadn’t even seen him since my sixteenth birthday when he’d said my outfit sucked without actually coming right out and saying that, which was worse in Helios speak.

“I’m not in trouble.” Glancing back at the parking lot, I didn’t see anything, but something felt off. Something I didn’t know how to explain and knew better than to talk to Ares about. I’d just needed to hear the comfort of his voice, to feel connected to someone or something as I hustled through that parking lot. But I knew how Ares was. He wouldn’t let this go, not unless I gave him some part of the truth. He knew me enough to cut through any lame excuse or lie anyway, so I went with the obvious. “The parking lot just looked extra dark tonight.”

“Again, why were you on campus so late?”

Turning onto the access road that fed all of the university’s parking lots, I tried to think of an excuse that didn’t give away how much I hated college. Or that after only a couple weeks into my first semester, I was already behind because I hated how the classes seemed arbitrary or contrived, especially the art ones. And I really didn’t want to tell him that I no longer wanted to go to college at all, not after he and Helios had paid the tuition.

“You’re stalling,” Ares accused, but the tone of his voice had shifted from overprotective to brotherly concern.

“I am,” I admitted

“Why?” he asked quietly.

Gripping the 4Runner’s steering wheel, I blurted out the truth. “I hate it here.”

Dead silence.

Oh God. “I’m sorr—”

“Quit.”

Braking for a stop sign, I looked at the phone as if it were a video call and I could see his face and know if he was kidding, but Ares never kidded. “What?”

“Withdraw. Or stop attending.”

“But you and Helios paid for it.” And it wasn’t a small amount of money.

Neither confirming nor denying what I’d said, Ares made me once again realize how lucky I was to have him. “Your classes ended hours ago. I hear the stress in your voice. You’ve grown up in an unconventional way, and you’re old enough to know what you want and don’t want. Withdrawing from classes you hate isn’t going to hinder you, Feralyn.”

I exhaled a breath I’d been holding for two weeks. “I love you.”

“Same. Now keep driving. Text me when you get home.”
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