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Tipping the bottle back, Waggs drained the beer before placing it on the headstone with the other full one. Five years had passed since his brother had been laid in the ground at the Camp Nelson National Cemetery, close to his parents’ home in Lexington, Kentucky, and not a single day got easier.

Waggs sank to the cold ground and propped his elbows on his knees as he read the headstone.

Aaron Wagner

9th June 1982–8th November 2015

A loving son and brother.

Waggs hated the epitaph that didn’t, not for one-second, capture the essence of his twin brother. Everything written there was true, but Aaron had been so much more than just a son and brother. He’d been a friend, the best damn friend anyone could ever ask for. His best friend. They’d shared everything from the first moment their hearts had begun to beat—first steps, first words, first fight, first girlfriends. 

He and Aaron had done everything together, even joined the army together. Then they’d applied for Special Forces training together where their natural competitiveness had got them through ninety-five weeks of gruelling hard work, but they had both got through it, the bond they shared stronger than ever. Ending up in the 5th Special Forces Group stationed at Fort Campbell, Kentucky, together had been the icing on the cake for the brothers who were so close.

Serving alongside Aaron as a Green Beret had been the biggest honour of Waggs’ life. He’d become a medic, and Aaron had trained as a sniper. Between them, they’d been invincible, able to read each other’s thoughts and actions with the eerie accuracy that only twins could do. He’d often known before Aaron did when his brother was sick or hurt, happy or sad, and the same had been the case for Aaron.

When Aaron met Willow Yates, he’d been so damn happy for him, burying his own attraction to her until he was sure he had it under control, that nobody knew he loved Willow too, and not as the sister she’d one day become after Aaron asked her to marry him and she said yes. Then they’d deployed to the sandbox straight after the engagement, and a routine aid mission had gone to hell. 

Waggs grabbed the bottle of whiskey and took a swig, enjoying the burn of liquid as painful memories flooded his mind. 

A child no older than eight or nine had run up to Aaron in the village, which wasn’t unusual; it happened when they visited the villages, keeping peace among the people of Afghanistan. Yet this had been different. Waggs had an awful gut reaction that something was wrong. Everything around him dimmed until he could see the four men at the corner of the village watching the child. 

He’d seen the looks of malice and triumph on their faces, and he’d known, but before he had a chance to react, the bomb had exploded. The force had thrown him backwards, to the ground, winding him and knocking him senseless for a second, and then he’d rolled, and his vision had blurred. As the smoke receded and he’d seen Aaron, or what was left of him. Waggs had scrambled to his brother, his brain trying to assess the damage. The medic in him knew it was too late, but the brother fought the horror of reality.

He’d grabbed Aaron’s hand as his brother blinked up at him in shock, the bottom half of his body mostly gone, the fact he was still alive giving Waggs false hope. 

“Hang in there, Aaron. We’re gonna get you some help.”

He tried to see what he could do, but even if he had an operating table in front of him, the damage was too extensive. His bottom half was just torn flesh, blood, and gore, the stuff of horror movies, but this wasn’t a movie; it was his brother’s broken body.

“Aiden.” His brother coughed, and his lips were covered in the blood from his lungs, which Aiden knew were full of blood.

“I’m here, Aaron.”

“I’m scared.” 

Waggs fought tears as he held on to his brother’s hand tightly, willing him to live despite everything. “Don’t be scared, Aaron, I won’t leave you.” 

And he hadn’t. He hadn’t left when his brother drew his last breath and slipped from the world, leaving him alone for the first time in his existence. He sat by his coffin as they waited for a plane to take them home, and he sat by his side on the aircraft. Waggs never left his twin once until they lowered him into the ground and his casket was covered in mud.

Closing his eyes, he relived those days over and over, only allowing himself to do it on the anniversary of his brother’s death. If he let it out at any other time, then he knew he’d crawl into the ground and die like Aaron had, like he wished every day he had. 

His brother had every reason to live, and yet he couldn’t save him. It was something he struggled to live with, but it was the guilt of what he’d done next that ate him up every night. It was the reason he fought to help so many find the peace they sought because he’d never have it again.

The funeral had been horrific, his mother sobbing, his father holding her up both physically and mentally, as Waggs had stood stoic in his dress uniform, knowing that if he let the grief free, it would consume him until he was a mess on the ground. 

Willow had sat silently crying, with her aunt supporting her, and Waggs had once again wished it had been him who died. He loved Willow, and so had his brother. She’d chosen well with Aaron, not that it had been a choice. Nobody knew how he felt, and he’d make sure it stayed that way, but he’d look after her. 

Aaron had loved her so much and Aiden would make sure she was okay. The only problem was he’d taken it too far; they both had. He’d left Kentucky for his last tour before he retired from the military, his heart no longer in it and hadn’t seen her again until the call that changed everything, telling him he was going to be an uncle, and it shamed him enough that he’d run thousands of miles away and joined Eidolon.

They were his brothers now, and he loved them and would die for them, but nobody would ever replace his twin because they couldn’t.

Standing on legs that were unsteady after drinking most of a bottle of liquor, Waggs poured the rest over the headstone. “Love you, bro. I wish every day it had been me who died.” He tried to swallow the sob that lurched up to his throat and failed. “I miss you so much, Aaron. I wish you were here, and you could see the beauty you created. If I could go back, I’d make sure you lived. I let you down and I’m so sorry.”

Tears tracked down his face as the silence of the cemetery surrounded him, and he let the grief out. Tomorrow he’d shore it up and go home, back to Hereford where he could breathe a little easier from the guilt and shame, but first, he needed to see her.

As Waggs walked the few blocks from the cemetery to Willow’s home on the outskirts of Lexington, he tried to remember the sound of his brother’s voice and couldn’t. It made him panic, so he called up his saved messages and played the last one Aaron had sent him. The sound of his brother’s voice almost made his legs give way, the loss was so intense. Physical pain never hurt this bad, this was like living with a dagger through the heart.

He got to the red door with pink and purple flowers in the front yard and stopped. Part of him knew he shouldn’t be there, that no good would ever come of it, but that didn’t stop him knocking on the door. He held on to the frame as he swayed, the alcohol he’d consumed catching up with him.

The door opened, and there she was, the love of both his and his brother’s life. 

Willow gripped the door frame, and he could see him being there hurt her and yet he couldn’t stop. She was looking up at him with her dark chocolate brown eyes. Her long lashes swept across her pink cheeks as she closed her eyes briefly, her arms crossed over her middle as if to protect herself. “What are you doing here, Aiden?”

“Please, Willow, I won’t stay long.” 

Willow sighed and his eyes went to her small breasts, her flat tummy, and down to her long-tanned legs that made his mouth water. She was wearing sleep shorts and a tee and looked so young. Yet the pain she held was there in her eyes. 

Stumbling past, he caught her scent, and it was like coming home. It was so familiar and yet hurt so much. Fresh and floral, it danced around him. She uncrossed her arms, and he could see the points of her nipples through the top she wore. Her chestnut hair had waves in it today and fell to her shoulders. She looked pretty, but then she always had. Even grief hadn’t dulled her light.

Moving past him, she opened the bedroom door and stepped back. Waggs stopped, staring at the precious form of his sleeping nephew. 

AJ was just five years old and had been conceived the night before he and Aaron had redeployed. He walked closer and sank to his knees by the bed, looking at the boy who was the image of his father in every way and, therefore, him too. He stroked the blond hair back from his head and wished his brother were there to see his son, to play catch and teach him to ride a bike.

Aaron would be horrified with the way Aiden had abandoned Willow and AJ, but he’d be furious if he knew the rest.

Waggs straightened and saw Willow leaning against the door-jamb, arms crossed over her middle as if it physically pained her to watch him with AJ. He leaned down and kissed the child’s head, wishing he were a better man.

Moving back into the hallway of the single storey home, he looked around and saw that it really was a home. Willow had made this a place for her and her son, with pictures of his father around the room, some including him in them, too. He picked one up and studied it, and it showed him and Aaron with their arms around each other’s shoulders the day they’d passed their Special Forces training. The smiles on their faces and the hope and excitement were gone now for both of them.

“You can’t keep doing this, Aiden. You’re only hurting us both.”

He turned and looked at her, the peachy flesh of her lips, the curve of her breast in the cheap white t-shirt, and he thought she’d never looked more beautiful.

“I know.” 

Then he dropped the picture on the side and took her in his arms, backing her against the wall and kissing her like she was the air he needed to breathe. Each tearing at the other clothes as passion and grief, love and betrayal consumed them, and they did the one thing they shouldn’t do. It had begun the night they’d buried Aaron, and every year on the anniversary of his death they’d found solace in each other’s arms.

It was never spoken of or talked about—it just was. It was the one night he allowed himself to pretend that she was his, that life hadn’t dealt them the cruellest of blows. They spent the night in each other’s arms and then in the morning he was gone. 

She was back to being a mother, and he went back to his life on the other side of the world.
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Waggs straightened the mint green tie at his throat and then turned to the groom at his side, who was making an absolute meal out of pinning on a button-hole. “Here, give me that.” Waggs plucked the white orchid from Gunner’s hand and proceeded to pin it on his lapel. Grinning, he patted the man he’d thought twelve months ago was his enemy on the shoulder. “There you go, all set. Not sure what a woman as gorgeous as Lacey sees in your ugly ass but that’s true love, I guess.”

Gunner chuckled. “Me either, bro. Me either. I’m just glad as fuck she does.”

The wedding would take place at Charleston Court Hotel, where they were currently getting ready. To say he’d been shocked when Gunner had asked him to be best man was an understatement, but he’d been honoured as well. He and Gunner had grown close since his return to the fold. In fact, the entire team seemed tighter, more unified, now. They still had issues to deal with, but those didn’t cause a fracture like the Gunner issue had.

“You ready to get married?”

Gunner sucked in a breath through his nose and blew it out a show of nerves not often seen by any of the Eidolon men. “Yes, I can’t wait to marry her.”

Waggs smiled and clapped his friend on the back, ushering him towards the stairs. The Charleston was a beautiful old mansion owned by the Duchy of Cornwall. It had been a gift to Gunner from the Royal Family, allowing the wedding to be held there. 

Waggs saw the other Eidolon men on the right-hand side, all acting as part of the wedding party in some way, their significant others all seated behind them. The men and women of Fortis Security sat on the left side of the room with their children. There were so many kids now Waggs struggled to keep up, and he had a feeling it wouldn’t be long before Eidolon went the same way, if the way Alex and Blake kept fussing over Evelyn and Pax was any indication.

Gunner headed for his Amma and his sister Milla, who was wearing a beautiful gown to match the bridesmaids. Milla was an amazing person, and so was Amma, and they loved Gunner and Lacey. 

Waggs took his place by Gunner’s side as the music began to play and Lacey walked down the aisle on her own. When she was asked why she was doing it alone, she told them it was because nobody had the right to give her away to another person except herself, and he understood that. She looked stunning in a white dress with lots of frills and lace, which Waggs didn’t have words to describe. 

Her bridesmaids, Skye, Roz, and Bebe, stood behind her and everyone watched as the two became husband and wife. Promising to love each other and protect each other for life. Waggs knew that was never on the cards for himself, and he’d made peace with it. It was one of the only things he’d made peace with. To marry someone and drag her into his life when he’d always have feelings for another woman he couldn’t have, was cruel and senseless, and he was a lot of things, but that wasn’t one of them.

After the wedding was finished, it was time for photos, and he smiled until his face hurt. He went around ordering people into groups for the photographer, and felt it was more of a military operation than a wedding at that point. 

It was late afternoon, and he’d just sat down after giving his best man’s speech when Lopez tapped him on the shoulder. He looked up at his friend, just wanting two minutes to down his pint and take a piss before he had to start again.

“Chick at reception is asking for you.”

Waggs frowned. “Asking for me?”

“Well, she asked for Aiden, and as you’re the only Aiden I know, I figured it’s you.”

Waggs felt his heart beat wildly in his chest for just a second until he wrestled it under control. It couldn’t be her, surely, but she was the only person who called him Aiden. Certainly, none of the handful of women he’d been with since he’d hit the UK five years ago knew him by that name.

Lopez lifted his pint and drank. “You going or what?”

“Yeah, of course.”

Waggs stood and hurried to the reception area and stopped dead. There, dressed in faded jeans, a pink t-shirt, and a grey cardigan was Willow. She had AJ in her arms, and he looked as if he were asleep. 

Panic assailed him, and he rushed toward her as she looked up, and he swore he saw relief on her face. “Willow, what’s going on?” He took her elbow and guided her to a bench seat at the side, sitting down beside her and feeling the heat coming from her body. She looked exhausted, like if she didn’t sit down, she’d fall down. His hand rose, and he stroked the soft curls of AJ’s head.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know where else to go.” 

He saw her lip wobble, and it was so unlike her, he felt worry crowd out the surprise. “Talk to me, honey.”

She looked up at him with big brown eyes, and he saw fear, real fear. For herself or her son, he didn’t know, and he didn’t care. He’d protect them both with his life.

“I’m in trouble, Aiden, and I didn’t know where else to go.” Her lip trembled, and he saw tears flood her eyes, and he could no more stay remote from her than walk to the moon.

Reaching out, he gently pulled her towards his chest and wrapped her and AJ in his arms. The second his hand touched her skin, he realised she was burning up. “Jesus, Wills, you’re burning up. Are you sick?”

“It’s just a cold. I’ve been a little stressed lately.”

“Hmm, we’ll get to that in a bit but first, let’s get you home and into bed.”

Willow pulled away and looked up at him with big doe eyes. “But it’s your friend’s wedding, and I really don’t want to spoil it. I can wait here for a while until you can leave.”

Waggs cocked his head. “Gunner will understand.”

“Gunner will understand what?” Gunner appeared at his shoulder with Lacey and blinked when he saw Willow.

“This is Willow, my brother’s fiancée, and my nephew.”

Gunner looked at him with a thousand questions but not surprise, and he wondered how much his friend knew. “I didn’t know you had a nephew, Waggs.” Lacey slapped his arm and sat down on the other side of Willow. “Hi, I’m Lacey and this is my husband, Gunner. It’s so good to meet you.” 

Waggs watched as Lacey took Willow’s hand in her own and shook it, and it felt like all his worlds were colliding.

“I’m so sorry to barge into your wedding.”

“Nonsense, the more, the merrier, and if it weren’t for Waggs, there wouldn’t be a wedding. So a friend or family of his, is friends of ours.” Lacey looked back at Gunner. “Right, sweetie?”

Gunner observed him as if asking him what he needed him to do, then nodded.

“Of course. Please stay and have some food and drink. Feel free to dish all the dirt on Waggs that you want.”

“I was actually going to take Willow home. I think she has a fever.”

Lacey lifted her hand and placed the back of it on Willow’s forehead. “Oh, honey, you’re burning up.” She looked up at Waggs. “Take her home and call us if you need anything. You’re officially off the hook.”

Lacey stood and moved back to Gunner’s side where he instantly pulled her into his arms, as if even that tiny amount of time apart was too much. 

“Is anyone in there sober? I need a ride.”

“No, please. I don’t want to cause problems.” Willow stood, and as she did, she swayed so hard Waggs had to grab both her and AJ to stop them from hitting the floor.

Waggs looked to Gunner for help even though it was his wedding. “Decker doesn’t drink. The health freak doesn’t like toxins in his body.”

“Can you get him for me?”

Gunner nodded and went to pull Lacey away, and she stopped him.

“I’ll stay and help Waggs. She looks ready to drop.”

Gunner nodded and hurried off to get back up.

“Give me the child, and you hold on to Willow.”

Waggs pulled his sleeping nephew from Willow’s weak arms, and the fact she let go so quickly told him how bad she felt because she was like a lioness with her son. Waggs checked his nephew for a fever and found his temperature was fine; he was just exhausted by the looks of it. He passed the boy to Lacey, who cuddled him into her side. 

“I don’t want to die.” 

Willow was slurring her words and obviously hallucinating, but the way she said the words struck him as real and made his gut clench. He held her tight and kissed her head. “I won’t let anyone hurt you, Wills.”

Gunner came back with Decker, who quickly weighed the situation and took in every single mannerism, reading their body language, and most likely coming up with the exact right conclusion, knowing his luck.

“She sick?”

“Yeah, fever. I need to get them to my place so I can take care of them.”

“I’ll get the car.”

Waggs nodded and waited impatiently. He needed to get Willow and AJ safe so he could find out just what the fuck was going on. She sure as hell didn’t fly halfway around the world for help because she was sick. Or did she? Was Willow dying? Had she come because she was going to die and wanted his help with AJ?

“Don’t borrow trouble, brother.” 

Waggs looked up at Gunner, who was watching and nodded briefly, not able to articulate his thoughts and fears and knowing his friend was right.

Decker came back and took AJ from Lacey as he carried Willow, who was almost out of it now, and got them in the back of the car. He climbed in after them, and after making sure they were secure, buckled in.

The drive home was less than twenty minutes, but in that time, Willow had got even hotter and was groaning. He managed to get her out of the car as she vomited all down his jacket. Ignoring the sour smell, he took her straight to the bathroom as Decker carried AJ through to Waggs spare bedroom and laid him on the bed.

Decker stuck his head in the bathroom. “Is it normal for him not to wake up when he’s moved around like that?”

“Yeah, his dad was exactly the same as a kid.”

“Do you want me to stay?”

Waggs shook his head. “No, thanks. I got it from here, and thanks, Deck.”

“Any time.” Decker paused, and Waggs looked up. “This the one who has you so fucked up?”

Waggs went silent, not able to admit it even to himself.

“I’m going to take that as a yes. Call if you need anything and when you find out what’s going on with her and why she flew around the world to see you suddenly, let us know. We have your back, Waggs.”

“Thanks, Deck.”

Decker left, and Waggs quickly stripped his ruined jacket and shirt off and took off Willow’s tee and jeans, tossing them in the laundry. With her wearing less, he checked her over, looking for any bruising or signs of infection or sepsis, and found none. He picked her up, noticing how light she was and how much weight she’d lost, and worry hit him anew. 

Placing her in the middle of his bed, he got some fever reducer and lifted her head. 

“Come on, Wills, drink this for me and it’ll make you feel better.” It took several attempts, but eventually, he got the medicine into her. Within half an hour, her fever was coming down, and she was sleeping soundly. Waggs checked on AJ and saw he was still sleeping, so he went to clean the bathroom.

As he picked up her clothes to put them in the wash, a thumb drive fell out of her pants pocket. He looked at it wondering what was on it that was so important she’d carry that and nothing else, not even luggage.

One thing was for sure, he was going to find out.
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Waggs had taken a quick shower and thrown a load of laundry into the machine before he checked on Willow again. Her chest was rising and falling steadily, but she still had some redness to her cheeks, so he pulled the quilt off her and left the sheet. It was strange seeing her in his bed.

He’d be lying if he said he hadn’t, in his wildest dreams, imagined it as some sort of secret fantasy he knew wouldn’t come true. A bit like fancying a celebrity you knew you’d never meet. It was safe and untouchable, and yet, he was standing over her now, watching her sleep. It made him feel like a creeper, so he backed away and pulled the door almost closed so he could still listen out for her.

It was almost seven pm, and his stomach rumbled as he realised he hadn’t eaten since the wedding breakfast. Walking down the stairs, he was glad he had a three-bedroom home. Sleeping on the couch wasn’t his idea of fun, and he’d done his time sleeping in shit places.

Poking his head in the fridge, he found some bacon and slapped it under the grill. He toasted some bread to make a sandwich, adding a layer of brown sauce. With the plate and a mug of coffee in his hands, he went into his living room and sat on the couch, turning the TV on low.

His home was comfortable, if that was a style. Two large comfy couches, an armchair, coffee table, and a big TV on the wall made up the central portion of the living space. His apartment was in a shared house with Mitch and Autumn, and Bebe, who lived across the hall. It was an open plan, where the kitchen flowed into the dining room and then the living room. Waggs preferred it; perhaps it was the open sight-lines, or maybe just that he hated to be cramped.

He was finishing his sandwich and feeling more human when he got a text from Jack asking if everything was okay. He’d known news would travel fast between the Eidolon team and their wives and girlfriends. Pax and Blake had married the end of last year, and so had Alex and Evelyn, but Will and Aubrey had put their wedding off until Eidolon had sorted things with Frederick Granger. 

Jack and Will’s father had been partly behind the threat, not only on them but the monarchy too, and was now on the run. Jack was hunting him, and when he found him, the entire team would be there to take him down.

Waggs knew his friends would be curious about the fact he’d never mentioned Willow and AJ to them, that in itself was unusual, and he understood that, but talking about Aaron was still hard for him.

Jack and Will knew about his brother and his family, but they let him keep that private. It wasn’t a secret as such, but he knew it would bring questions he wasn’t prepared to answer because it would’ve meant holding a mirror to his own behaviour.

A sound in the hall caught his attention, and he stood, moving to the door leading to the hallway. Waggs stilled as he saw AJ standing halfway down the hall. Waggs felt his breath catch in his chest, pain so awful he felt like he could hardly breathe for it. He looked so much like Aaron that it was like looking in a mirror of time.

Waggs moved slowly making his way toward the child, knowing this must be frightening for him. “Hey, AJ.”

AJ had his thumb in his mouth and was eyeing him warily but what he said next was like a sucker punch. “Are you my daddy?”

Waggs closed his eyes to ward off the pain and anguish rushing through him. Grief for his brother, regret that he wasn’t there, but also, he was ashamed to admit envy that he couldn’t say yes. He forced his eyes, which were surprisingly wet, open and shook his head. “No, I’m your Uncle Aiden. Your daddy was my twin brother.”
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