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      Dear Reader,

      

      Fall of the Trident is the third book in the Seasoned SEALs Series.

      As with all my books, each is a stand-alone, but you may wish to read Spring Unveiled and Summer Heatwave, the first two books in the Seasoned SEALs Series to better understand the relationship between the characters. There is an overarching villain throughout the series whom I hope you increasingly come to hate and despise.

      You will also find crossover to some of my characters found in other series including the Never Forgotten Trilogy and Black Swan Series.

      Thank you again for purchasing Fall of the Trident. I truly hope you enjoy the book.

      Always,
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      Can the love of your life happen twice?

      Vice Admiral Cade Lister had continued to function for five years after losing his much-loved wife to cancer, but he hadn’t been living. His work hadn’t changed so it had become his life. He went from one command to another, wherever the Navy sent him.

      His world was focused on the SEALs he commanded…until the day in his exuberance over a highly complicated operation, he hugged his administrative assistant.

      Marta Merkel had been a force to be reckoned in the SEAL world. For over twenty-five years, since her SEAL husband had been killed on active duty, she could make or break a career.

      Even though they were single adults past fifty, she worked directly outside his office, controlling his work life.

      With years of baggage, could they make this work?
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      Vice Admiral Trevor Maddox yawned so wide his jaw cracked. He rubbed his large hand over his face trying to scrape away some of the tension of the past thirty-two hours. He was getting too old for this all-nighter shit.

      Glancing at the multiple clocks that ringed the room like crown molding, he confirmed that it was just after four o’clock in the morning the next day in Afghanistan. Every wall contained at least one large flatscreen with helmet-mounted cameras streaming live, photographs from overhead drones, or maps with blinking dots, each representing a Navy SEAL under his command.

      Hundreds of his men were deployed on secret missions to rescue and extract all remaining Americans and natives who had helped the U.S. Armed Forces during their nearly twenty-two-year occupancy of the war-torn country. In some cases, it was just a single man or woman in a city of hundreds of thousands. In others, his men would be responsible for removing an entire family from a remote village filled with nosy neighbors who supported the new Islamic fundamentalist government.

      All missions had to be conducted completely covertly. His men couldn’t get caught in the now Taliban-controlled country.

      Most of the teams had already extricated their high-value targets. Their refugees were on airplanes flying to the United States while others were in helicopters headed to safety in nearby Pakistan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, or some other country still friendly to the United States.

      Unfortunately, not all the missions had gone as planned.

      “Blue one-seven alpha this is OpCen one. Come in blue one-seven alpha,” the ominous voice from the control center at USSOCOM announced through the speaker phone.

      “OpCen one, this is Blue one-seven alpha.”

      “Blue one-seven alpha, you have blue two-niner alpha and blue two-five charlie one click from your location.”

      Captain Evan Hubbard let out a deep breath. “Thank Christ.” Everyone in the room had recognized the complicated designation system created by the United States Special Operations Command because multiple services were involved. Blue designated Navy SEALs, green for Army Special Forces, red for Marine SpecOps, and yellow for Air Force Para-Jumpers.

      In this case, the team led by Lieutenant Dylan Chaney was about to get some much-needed help.

      Trevor could see the relief on his friend’s face knowing the young man Evan had come to think of as the son he never had would soon be able to complete his mission.

      “We’ll get our boy home,” Trevor quietly reassured. He zoomed in on Herat. It was the third largest city in Afghanistan located in the northwest corner only eighty miles from Iraq. Definitely a dangerous area of the country. When Dylan’s team had arrived at the home of his designated high-value target, the man’s wife had informed him that six hours previously Taliban soldiers had rounded up everyone who had ever helped the United States or its allies.

      They had been taken to a school built for girls by a world humanitarian organization. Since the new government did not believe in educating females, the well-built structure had become a staging area for those arrested and awaiting public execution on the playground.

      After passing along the vital information to other teams in the area, Dylan had gotten the woman and her five children on their way to safety. He and the remainder of his team had reconned the school and developed a strategy to rescue all the captured men but needed reinforcements to implement the plan.

      Lieutenant Chaney is going places, not just because he’s the father of Evan’s grandson, but he’s a damn good officer.

      The door to the conference room opened and Marta Merkel, administrative assistant extraordinaire, at least in Trevor’s opinion, slid in with trays of food stacked three high.

      The woman was his lifesaver. She certainly knew what she was doing as the civilian assistant to the commanding officer of Naval Special Warfare. Sure, she had worked in that office for over twenty-five years, the last decade at the desk directly outside his office, but the woman knew his job better than he did. He was her fourth NSWCO and regularly shared her experience making him look fucking good.

      Marta set the trays on a credenza and had just turned back toward him when Dylan announced, “Blue one-seven alpha, blue two-niner alpha, and blue two-five charlie ready and in position. Do we have a go?”

      Trevor felt her gaze on him. That’s Dylan, she mouthed. May I… She pointed to her feet. He gave a slight nod knowing this wasn’t her first experience watching a team in live action. Her security clearance was equal to his. Besides, as best friend to Evan’s new wife, Genevieve, she personally knew Dylan and his four-month-old baby, Ian.

      “Blue one-seven alpha, blue two-niner alpha, and blue two-five charlie, you have a go. I repeat, you have a go.”

      Everyone’s attention went to a side screen where the eerie green of night vision technology made it difficult to discern images.

      “On my count.” Dylan counted backwards followed by an explosion that rocked the building in front of them. Someone pointed to the drone footage that showed explosions at the four outer doors.

      The barrage of bullets was so loud Trevor felt as though he was in the building with his men.

      Shouting in English and Pashto filled the air when not drowned out by the echo of gunfire.

      It took less than a minute to sort out that every local man was on their lists as HVTs.

      What felt like a lifetime later, which in truth was less than six minutes, men moving in a line could be seen through the green haze on the screen. Once outside, Dylan reported, “Blue one-seven alpha, blue two-niner alpha, and blue two-five charlie, moving to extraction site. Eight targets down. No casualties.”

      The conference room erupted. The four team commanders present leaped out of their seats shouting and pumping their fists in the air. His relatively new Executive Officer, Rear Admiral (lower half) Paul O’Connor, joined in the excitement.

      Trevor realized he was on his feet when he was embraced in a bear hug by his friend, Captain Evan Hubbard. When the big man turned to congratulate someone else, Trevor watched Marta trying to hold in her jubilation, smiling ear to ear.

      Caught up in the excitement, he turned to his administrative assistant and wrapped his arms around her and picked her up off the ground.

      “He did it.” Marta threw her arms around his neck. “Dylan did it.”

      “Damn straight he did.” Trevor leaned back to look at the beautiful woman in his arms. He hadn’t held a woman in over five years. It felt so fucking good. Leaning forward, he placed an excited kiss on her lips.

      Heat rushed through him, awakening body parts that had been dormant for years. His cock twitched as it started to fill.

      What the fuck? He hadn’t had an erection since his wife had passed away. Not that it was anywhere close to its full size, it had still shocked him.

      Setting Marta back on her feet, he made sure she was steady before he released his arms from around her.

      Suddenly realizing what he’d done, Trevor quickly glanced around to see if anyone had seen him kiss her.

      Whew. Everyone else was caught up in their own excitement.

      The stunned look on her face made him take a step backward. He couldn’t read her eyes because his gaze was darting everywhere reassuring himself that no one had seen his moment of indiscretion.

      He was the fucking commander of all Navy SEALs, West Coast to East Coast and those stationed around the world. It was his job to set an example and kissing his administrative assistant was completely unsatisfactory. Hell, she could stride back to her desk and write up a complaint against him, and rightfully so. He could be court-martialed for several things starting with conduct unbecoming an officer and ending in sexual assault.

      One glance back at Marta told him everything he needed to know. She was in shock. She hadn’t moved since he’d let her feet touch the ground. Her fingertips were at her lips as though holding in a scream.

      He stepped close enough to her so only she could hear. “Marta, Ms. Merkel, I don’t know what overcame me. I sincerely apologize. I am so very sorry.”

      She blinked and it was as though she had regained all her senses. “Don’t worry, Admiral, I’m equally at fault. I was caught up in the moment.” She then smiled at him, but it wasn’t her normal admin to boss show of white teeth. “And I’m not a damn bit sorry.” She winked at him before turning on her heel and striding out of the room with a little bit more swing in her step than he’d ever noticed before.

      Trevor slumped down into the chair at the head of the table he occupied for nearly a day and a half. He watched the large blue dot representing Dylan’s enhanced team move quickly north to Turkmenistan. He watched until the helicopters had crossed the border to safety before widening the map until he could see all of Afghanistan. No blue dots.

      All U.S. Navy SEALs were safely out of Afghanistan, their multiple missions complete.

      Slowly letting out a deep breath, he realized just how exhausted he was. “Gentlemen.” Trevor stood. “It’s been an eventful few days. We all need some sleep. I suggest everyone go home. When our men return, we’ll give them a hero’s welcome home. I’m going to take my own advice and go home to sleep. I’ll see you all tomorrow morning.”

      On the way past Captain Hubbard, Trevor stopped and shook his hand. “I’m so fucking proud of Dylan.”

      “I am too.” He smiled. “I think I’ll go home and tell Ian that his daddy made everyone proud today, tomorrow, whatever the fuck it is. Genevieve will be happy that she’s no longer on twenty-four-hour baby duty. We’ve come to the conclusion that there’s a reason God gives children to young people. When that baby lays down to take a nap, I need one too.”

      Trevor chuckled. “Yeah, I remember those days…and nights…and days.” He suddenly missed his children. They usually talked on Sundays, but he’d been called into the office by USSOCOM late Saturday night. He hadn’t made it home to do more than catch a few hours’ sleep, shower, and put on a clean uniform before returning to his office. Helping General Lyon decide on a single strike, then dividing the list between all the services, had taken days. No one in history had ever tried such a bold move.

      And it fucking worked.

      While the world press was busy concentrating on the evacuations at the capital, Kabul, and focusing on the politics, hundreds of special operators were fulfilling promises made by those wearing boots on the ground.

      As Trevor walked out of the conference room his gaze swept the office. The building was old, built in the nineteen forties. But it had good bones. It had served his SEAL predecessors well for over fifty years.

      Heading toward his office, he could see Marta sitting behind two large computer screens, typing away. She ran the office like a well-trained squad. She should. She’d probably sat in every desk in the large room. Trevor knew she’d worked there for nearly thirty years, even before her husband had been killed in action.

      The closer he got, the more guilty he felt. He needed to apologize to her again.

      “Ms. Merkel, may I see you in my office?” Trevor asked as he passed her desk. He couldn’t look at her. He was afraid he’d see the horror in her crystalline blue eyes because he’d kissed her. It had been extremely inappropriate of him.

      “Yes, sir.” She stood and grabbed a pen and the ever-present spiral tablet she used for taking notes.

      Stepping into his office he was unsure where he should position himself for this conversation. Behind his desk seemed so formal since they usually sat and discussed most matters in the casual seating area off to the side. But the soft comfortable chairs separated by a lamp table and a coffee table in front of them was exactly that, casual and comfortable.

      The conversation he needed to have with her was neither.

      He heard the door close behind him as he stood between the two areas still undecided.

      She moved toward what he thought of as her chair.

      “Marta,” he called out hoping to stop her. Maybe they should talk standing up facing each other.

      She continued toward her seat and sat down. She crossed her legs at the knee, placed the open spiral tablet on her raised thigh, and poised the pen as though ready to write.

      Fuck. She had great legs. Strong and muscular from surfing several mornings a week. He also knew she did yoga at sunrise on the beach most days. That probably accounted for her very toned arms.

      “Sir?” Her voice was urgent as though she’d tried to get his attention several times. She quickly stood setting her pad and pen on the coffee table. She took a careful step toward him, concern evident in her voice. “Admiral Maddox? Are you okay?”

      He was about to give her the standard answer of yes, I’m fine, but then realized it was a lie. “No. I’m not okay.”

      Grabbing his elbow, she tried to guide him toward the overstuffed chair. “Why don’t you sit down? You’ve been through a lot in the last week.”

      He held his ground. “And I’ve told you many times, it’s okay for you to call me Trevor when we’re alone.” Although she’d never done it. Even socially when he was out of his uniform, she’d always called him Admiral, his rank, not his name. Did she only see him as the stars he wore on his shoulders or collars?

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. She had continued to be professional and here he was looking at her magnificent legs.

      He stepped away from her grip on his elbow.

      “Ms. Merkel, I called you in here to speak with you privately and apologize once again for…” Christ. He couldn’t even say the word kiss. “My behavior was completely inappropriate. I never should have hugged you.”

      He swallowed deeply around the lump that was growing in his throat. Man-up Maddox. Admit when you’re wrong. “And I sure as hell never should have kissed you. I want to apologize to you again.”

      She cocked her head to one side. “Did you enjoy that kiss?”

      Fuck. Is this a trick question?

      She raised one eyebrow. “Don’t you dare lie to me.”

      He hesitated.

      She stepped in closer until they were only inches apart. “Trevor, it’s just you and me in this room. Since your door is closed, no one is going to dare walk in without knocking and waiting for your permission. Tell me the truth. If I weren’t your administrative assistant what would your answer be?”

      He looked down into silver blue eyes but couldn’t read anything beyond the questions. Did he dare tell her the truth?

      He hadn’t kissed a woman on the lips since the day his wife died.

      It had been over five years, and he missed holding a woman in his arms, luscious curves pressed against him. Their brief brushing of lips made him want more. He longed for feminine company. Someone to talk to over a meal they had made together rather than the frozen box he took from the refrigerator and heated in the microwave, eating alone while he watched historical documentaries.

      And his body had sure as hell taken notice. He was pleased that his cock had reacted.

      He wanted what he had for twenty-five years with Carol.

      Trevor couldn’t tell Marta the truth.

      “But, Ms. Merkel, therein lies the problem. You are my administrative assistant. I depend more on you than anyone else. I can’t afford to lose you.” He took a step backward and realized he was breathing hard. “Please accept my apology for hugging and kissing you. You have every right to report me.”

      She stepped over to the coffee table and picked up her pad and paper. “Don’t worry, I have no desire to ruin your career. Besides, if I report you, I’d have to report myself. I too, was caught up in the excitement of Dylan’s successful mission.” She looked directly into his eyes. “I’m not going to apologize for hugging and kissing you.”

      She invaded his personal space then went up on her toes and brushed her lips across his. “I’m going to thank you.” She turned and walked to the door.

      With her hand on the doorknob, her back to him, she whispered, “Thank you. It’s been a damn long time since a man held me and kissed me.”

      Trevor stood frozen in place watching the door close.

      He couldn’t follow her out…not sporting a hard on.

      What the hell am I going to do?
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      Marta walked straight to her desk and did something she hadn’t done in years. While standing, she shut down her computer, moved all confidential and secret files to her safe, grabbed her purse…and headed toward the door over an hour before quitting time.

      She felt the eyes of everyone in the office on her back.

      Stopping at the receptionist’s desk, Marta pasted on a smile. “I’m headed out.” She forced a smile wider. “The admiral gave me the rest of the day off.”

      As she scanned the many faces of her dedicated employees, she made an instant decision. In an unprecedented move, Marta raised her voice. “Everyone who has had to work overtime this week, thank you. I truly appreciate your dedication. Go home. Get some rest. Enjoy your life. I don’t want to see you back here until after noon tomorrow.”

      Refocusing her attention on the receptionist, she suggested, “Laura, please follow after-hours protocol for those of us who are leaving. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      As she strode across the tiled lobby, it dawned on her that she hadn’t given a time of her return. Maybe it was a sign that she, too, would take the morning off.

      At the raised volume of several jovial male voices, she glanced toward Captain Hubbard’s office. He was still there surrounded by his commanders.

      Good. She could call Genevieve before he got home. Damn, she needed her best friend.

      As soon as she hit the parking lot, she clicked her key fob to start her car. Maybe it would be cooled down two degrees by the time she opened the door. Although the temperature was always moderate on Coronado Island with highs in the mid-seventies even in August, the sun was damn hot.

      She opened the door to her white Honda Accord and wished she’d had the nerve to buy the cute little two-seater convertible she’d looked at before purchasing her conservative car. Given her position on the base, she’d always thought it more appropriate for her to drive a traditional sedan because she was a civilian employee. It was fine for the newly graduated ensigns, and still-single lieutenant junior grade officers to drive sexy sports cars, but she was pushing fifty-five years old. She should act like it.

      Or not, according to Genevieve. Some of the other women in her sunrise yoga class agreed, but several of them were hunting husband number two or three and living well off divorce settlements.

      Marta had made her own money.

      No one except her broker knew she was a multimillionaire.

      When John had died in combat over twenty-five years ago, she’d already been working in what was now called the Naval Special Warfare office on the Naval Base Coronado. With her degree in business, she had easily gotten one of the lead positions and made more than enough money to live comfortably. Because of the insurance the mortgage company had insisted upon, her house had immediately been paid off. On the advice of a retired captain turned financial advisor, she had taken his military life insurance and invested it.

      She most certainly could afford the silver BMW convertible.

      Instead, she slid into her moderate car and redirected the chilly air from the vents at her face.

      Marta quickly texted Genevieve to see if she was able to talk. Now that her friend was in full-time grandmother mode, taking care of Ian while Dylan was at work or deployed, a text notification wouldn’t wake up the four-month-old.

      Five seconds later, her phone rang.

      “Is everything okay?” Her best friend asked concerned woven through each word.

      “Yes. No.” Marta didn’t know if she was coming or going. Her head was still spinning at how bold she had been with Trevor.

      “Is it…is Dylan…” Fear and trepidation filled Genevieve’s voice.

      “No. Dylan is fine. He’s safe.” Marta quickly added, “You didn’t hear this from me, but he’s on his way back home. Matter of fact, they’re all headed to the United States. No casualties on our side.”

      “Thank God!” Genevieve let out a long breath. “Is that what you called to tell me?”

      “No,” Marta confessed. She sucked in the cool air as if it could fortify her. “I called to tell you…”

      You can say the words. This is Genevieve. You can tell her anything.

      “I kissed Trevor Maddox.” She said the words as fast as she could.

      “You what?”

      “You heard me. I kissed Trevor Maddox.” Then she thought about it a second. “Actually, he kissed me first.”

      “You kissed your boss?”

      “Technically, yes. The second time for sure.” She could admit to herself that she had been slightly stunned the first time when he’d picked her up and quickly laid his lips on hers. In the end, she had been an active participant.

      “You’re not making any sense. Start from the beginning,” Genevieve demanded.

      The beginning? Marta had to think about that. She’d been attracted to the Vice Admiral since the day he had shown up to take command of all Navy SEALs worldwide. He’d been so nice to her, a true contrast to his predecessor who had been married but had been cheating on his wife and expected her to cover for him. When she refused, he threatened to fire her, and she threatened to tell his wife and the Inspector General. He had retired soon after at the suggestion of the Secretary of the Navy.

      The beginning for her was much more recent than Trevor’s arrival. “Do you remember telling me two weeks ago that I needed to put myself out there again?” Ever since Genevieve had fallen in love again with her ex-husband, she’d been pushing Marta to find love.

      “Yeah, it was right after yoga. We had just gotten our iced coffee and I was pointing out several possibilities in the shop and as men walked past.” Thank goodness Genevieve remembered. “You said someone had already caught your attention…oh my God. You were talking about Trevor.”

      “See, this is your fault.” She put her car in gear and started toward the base gate.

      “Fine. It’s my fault. I need details and make it quick. I expect Ian to wake up any minute.”

      Without giving any operational details, Marta explained the excitement in the room and how Trevor had picked her up off her feet in an enthusiastic hug and kissed her quickly.

      She relayed his apologies in the conference room, “I told him that I wasn’t a damn bit sorry, which I am not, then I sashayed out of the room.” Maybe sashayed wasn’t the right word but she was sure Genevieve understood.

      “So, that’s where it ended? But I thought you said there were two kisses.”

      “I went back to my desk, and he called me into his office a few minutes later.” She wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but for a minute there, she thought she might be getting fired. She’d never spoken to any boss so boldly in her life. On the flipside, she hadn’t felt this connection to anyone in years.

      “There were a few awkward moments in there, especially when he seemed to be off in neverland, not responding at all when I called his name. I guess he was just trying to decide how to approach our kiss. So, I pinned him. I asked him if he enjoyed the kiss.”

      “Oh. My. God.” Genevieve sounded as excited as Marta.

      “He wouldn’t answer the question. So, then I asked what his answer would be if I weren’t his administrative assistant.” Marta let out a long sigh. “That’s when he pointed out the truth. I am his administrative assistant and then he apologized again and pointed out that I could report him. Like I’d ever do that. Hell, I’m just as much, if not more, to blame. Then I reiterated that I wasn’t going to apologize for hugging or kissing him. Instead, I thanked him.”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “I most certainly did, right after I kissed him.” She thought it was important to add, “It wasn’t like a real kiss. I just brushed my lips into his. And I’ll tell you, it felt so damn good.”

      “He didn’t kiss you back? Grab you and pull you up against him as he ravaged your mouth?” Genevieve suggested.

      “No. I turned around and walked out of the room, closed everything down for the night and left.” Marta was so proud of her dramatic exit. Happy, too, that she’d rewarded her employees.

      “Are you headed this way?”

      Marta looked around. She’d been driving on mental autopilot. As always, her gaze automatically went to the ocean. She was almost home. “No. Thanks for the invitation, though. It looks like the tide is coming in, so I think I’ll grab my board and catch a few waves.” She loved to surf. It was just her and the water. Her skills against whatever Mother Nature threw against the shore.

      “Why don’t you come over for supper?” Genevieve invited.

      “Thanks, but I’ll take a rain check. Besides, Evan will be home soon and you two haven’t seen much of each other in the past week.” A giggle slipped out. “Enjoy your husband. I’m glad somebody’s getting laid.”

      When Genevieve and Evan got back together shortly after their daughter had died in childbirth, her friend had confessed that sex was even better with him the second time around. Maybe it was because they were fucking like newlyweds. They acted like it, too.

      Lieutenant Dylan Chaney, their grandson’s father, had become the son-in-law they didn’t have. Since he’d never been told of Kylie’s pregnancy, they had never married, but Genevieve and Evan had taken the young SEAL into their family.

      Marta and John never had children. They always thought there was plenty of time. Each wanted to be well-established in their career before they brought babies into their lives. Every time Marta got to babysit for Ian these days, freeing Genevieve and Evan for a few hours while Dylan was deployed or away on assignment, it was like a gift. She would never have grandchildren because she’d never been blessed with children.

      Letting out a deep sigh, she pulled into the same neighborhood where Genevieve used to live before she gave the house to Dylan after moving into base housing with Evan.

      Twenty minutes later, Marta dumped her beach gear on the same patch of sand she’d been using for decades. She waved to some of her fellow surfers as she jogged to the water’s edge, the board under her arm. Perfect timing. The tide was about to peak.

      She’d caught several waves and felt wonderful. Free. Exhilarated in a way nothing else could give her. She wasn’t as young as she used to be, so she rehydrated and rested a few minutes on the sand warmed by Southern California’s sun, enjoying a rare midweek day off. Before the tide went out, Marta returned to the chilly water. Even in the summertime, the water temperature rarely reached seventy degrees Fahrenheit.

      Grabbing her board once again, she paddled out beyond the rollers. Her attention was on the swells behind her, judging which one would give her the best ride.

      “Hey, Marta, you got a new man?” Zelle, an afternoon regular, shouted over the crashing waves beachside.

      “What?” How could the thirtysomething girl know about Trevor? She couldn’t. She must be talking about something else.

      Zelle pointed. “If not, some guy is camping too damn close to your gear.”

      Marta squinted but couldn’t see that far. Yes, something shaped like a person was moving next to her stuff. It almost looked as though he was stretching out his legs and leaning back on his elbows, but at this distance she couldn’t make out much of anything else.

      Damn these old eyes. Maybe I should get that LASIK surgery.

      She had that debate with herself many times but always came to the same conclusion; she’d then have to wear glasses all day to be able to see her computer. Currently, her nearsightedness kept her from the torture of glasses.

      Squinting again as the water gently picked her and her board up, whoever was there blended in with the sand. She needed to go ashore and face the intruder.
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