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      Posing as a couple leads to hot nights and dangerous days, but when their undercover mission implodes, revenge is everything, love is impossible, and they have nowhere left to run.

      Zach has always been a man torn between duty and family. Strong, capable, and fiercely dedicated to being a SEAL, he’s made countless sacrifices to ensure the safety of his country and his son. Driven by guilt, he leaves newborn Charlie in the care of his estranged twin brother, and no one, not even his grumpy self-absorbed team mate, Kai, can make him change his mind. Their partnership is nothing but a clash of personalities, with Kai’s fiery nature and Zach’s stubborn focus on duty, but as they navigate their latest undercover mission, every barrier between them disintegrates.

      Kai, former 427 Special Operations Aviation Squadron, raised in a survivalist environment, is a skilled helicopter pilot, a loner, and never wanted a partner. When he’s kicked out of the service for not being a team player, he moves from black ops to the new Shadow Team, alongside Zach. The team want him for his ability to color outside the lines, and challenge authority—he just wants a job that gets him into the action.

      As their covert operation takes a dangerous turn, they run for survival, hemmed in by imminent dangers. With no one else to trust, they must lean on each other. But as their bond deepens, and passion explodes, will they live to see another day?
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      Always for my family.
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      Classified Location

      The routine extraction had started like any other mission, with adrenalin coursing through my veins and the buzz of excitement tempered with nerves. We were in the middle of hostile territory to rescue a 427 Special Operations Aviation Squadron crew of three, plus two civilians—five Canadian souls in all. Deep in the ruins of a bloody coup, our team was way behind enemy lines where the hostages and the original extraction team were being used as bargaining chips.

      Five hostages, twelve insurgents, easy in and out.

      Nothing we hadn’t done before.

      Until friendly fire pinned us down.

      “Sit rep,” Lieutenant Commander McKenzie ordered.

      I waited for my space, “Bravo three,” I confirmed, and hunkered down next to Oz—Bravo four—SEAL teammate, friend, and the best person to be next to in this shit.

      This was never meant to be a balls-to-the-wall fight. The job was supposed to be silent extraction, not fucked-up-bullets-flying-everywhere, but that had gone to shit as soon as one hostage had managed the unthinkable and gotten himself free.

      He was free with a weapon, using it on the bad guys to block them from entering the remains of a building where he and the four others were imprisoned, but he impeded our rescue op. Something about how he held himself and advanced with confidence—or idiocy—told me he wasn’t just another grunt caught in the crossfire. There was a spark in him, a flicker of defiance that resonated with me viscerally. He was a lone figure with his back to the shattered door, his expression determined despite the odds stacked against him.

      “Two civilians at the rear,” Oz confirmed and motioned to the left of us. Were the hostages getting out? So, our guy with the gun was laying cover for the others to escape? How far did they think they’d get? They were in the middle of nowhere, but red tape had delayed extraction, and I could only imagine the erosion of hope that anyone would come for them. No wonder they were hobbling away barefoot to god knows where. I weighed our options with a sense of urgency bordering on desperation—Oz and I were closest, but to get them all out safely and to exfil, we needed to get the prisoner with the weapon to get out of the damned way.

      “Who the fuck is that?” I muttered, staring at a scrap of human in torn and bloody camo, shorter than me, with dark hair, skinny, his back to the broken bricks of the ruined building, nothing to shelter him, spraying bullets like he was the freaking terminator.

      Oz slithered close to the edge of our vantage point. “Has to be 427 crew.”

      By a process of elimination, this was Henderson, Andrews, or Milner, decimating the assholes who’d taken them captive but aiming right at us as collateral.

      Bullets tore through the air, kicking up dirt and debris dangerously close to where Oz and I crouched. The sharp cracks of gunfire echoed in my ears, drowning out all other sounds except for the pounding of my heart. The crossfire had us pinned down between opposing forces.

      “Bravo three, four, pinned,” Oz confirmed, so at least the rest of the team would know how vulnerable our position was.

      “Someone get that 427 to back off,” I said, gritting my teeth as a bullet came so close it grazed my face and burned like a fucker. I cursed, pressing a hand to the wound, and my fingers came away red. “Fuck!”

      I scanned the tree line to our left for any sign of movement, ignoring the injury, my finger poised on the trigger of my weapon. Every instinct screamed at me to keep moving, to find a way out of this trap, given we were the closest to the hostage with a weapon, but I knew any sudden movement would only draw more fire on us. I pushed at Oz and gestured to the trees, five fingers up, my message clear—if we could get there, then we’d have a way of getting behind the guy and wouldn’t be in the middle of this crossfire. Oz nodded; his expression was grim but determined as he braced himself for the dash across the open ground. I counted the seconds in my head, waiting for the perfect moment to make our move. Watched the spray of bullets from the hostage with the gun, seeing the pattern. Five.

      “Stay low!” I shouted over the chaos, my voice barely audible above the cacophony. “Go!” I shouted, breaking into a sprint as bullets whizzed past us, kicking up dust and debris in our wake. Every muscle in my body screamed with exertion as we raced towards the relative safety of the trees. When we reached the tree line, relief shattered as Oz stumbled to his knees and gripped his side.

      Hurt.

      He’s hurt.

      I dragged him to cover. “Bravo four down,” I announced, searching for the wound, finding a through-and-through and a lot of blood. I tore open the QuikClot and slapped it front and back, and only then did I pull Oz deeper into the trees as he cursed up a storm.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      His pulse was steady, and he blinked at me, pain carved into his face.

      “That fucker shot me!” Oz snapped as he tried to push himself upright, succeeding on the third attempt. I didn’t correct him because I didn’t know whether the bullet had been friendly or enemy fire.

      “Head to exfil,” I ordered, using my six-month seniority on him despite us both holding the same rank. “I’m stopping him.”

      I slipped away before Oz could stop me, glancing back to see him torn between following me and understanding that, injured as he was, he’d hold me back.

      The two hostages who’d made it out, one in a 427 uniform, both broken and covered in blood, stilled as I drew closer. I gestured for them to keep walking toward the trees, hoping I could emote enough that they would understand we were there to help. I received a nod from the civilian, but the injured 427 pilot could barely walk, and their progress was slow.

      Approaching the damaged building from the rear and keeping low to the ground, I ended up four feet behind the wall where the hostage-turned-gunslinger was raining fire on the insurgents and my teammates. As I advanced with caution through the chaos, I stumbled across two more hostages, both shaky and hurt, trying to get out. I thumbed behind me, and they helped each other over rubble as I stole a look through an open window, focused on the man outside, immersed in the firefight, running out of ammunition, and holding a death wish.

      He was laying down protective fire in controlled bursts, but what did he think was going to happen when the bullets ran out? With grim determination, he fired his weapon, each shot aimed at the enemy, but stopping my team from getting close. How had he not gotten himself killed yet? I closed the distance between us, moving swiftly and silently. A body lay behind the man with the weapon—a captor in flowing white, blood in a pool under him, his eyes wide and vacant, his throat cut. I jumped over the crumpled heap of man, reached out of the door, exposing myself to bullets, and gripped the gunman by the scruff of his neck. He whirled on me, his knees bent, already pivoting to take me down as we fell backward into the gloom. His eyes widened in recognition as his fist met my eye socket, but he was exhausted and beaten. I shoved him down with a knee to his lower back, holding him away from the line of fire and then dragging him into the relative safety of the darkened interior of the house.

      “Stay down,” I ordered. Despite his exhaustion, evidenced by his hollow cheeks, dulled eyes, and blood-covered body, I recognized him from the pre-mission briefing—Kai Henderson, 427 co-pilot. His clothes hung loose on him, evidence of the weight he had lost during the three weeks’ captivity. Dark bruises and scrapes marred his skin, showing the physical toll of imprisonment, but there was a defiant glint in his eyes, and he gripped the stolen AK-47 tight as he rolled to stand.

      “Get the fuck back,” I snapped.

      He didn’t move a freaking muscle, just tipped his chin.

      “My crew, my responsibility,” he summarized and shifted to the other side of the door.

      “Bravo three, clear, hostages to the rear,” I said as I stared at the scrap of man who thought he could be a human shield to the people behind us. “Fucking idiot!” I cursed at him, but he didn’t waver. Brave or stupid? I couldn’t tell. Maybe torture had caused him to lose his mind? He glanced at me, focus in his startling blue eyes, and despite the chaos unfolding around us, he didn’t move. It wasn’t until the rest of the SEALs breached the door and flooded into the house that he relaxed, albeit for a millisecond. When they reached us, they began to secure the area, and half the team split for the hostages.

      McKenzie, a twenty-year SEAL veteran and our team leader, faced up to Kai and tried to take the weapon. Still, Kai wasn’t letting go, his eyes flashing with defiance as he moved between the SEALs and the hostages, torn between his instincts to protect and the authority of a ranking officer.

      “Stand down, airman,” McKenzie said, firm and commanding.

      Kai’s grip tightened on the weapon, his jaw clenched, his eyes unfocused, and it was then I noticed blood dripping from his hand. I inclined my head towards the evidence of his injury, and McKenzie nodded. Henderson was losing blood, oblivious to it in his attempts to save his crew and the hostages. For a moment, it appeared he might defy the order—his gaze locked in a silent standoff with our leader. I held my breath, ready to step in, but then, with a resigned sigh, Kai lowered the weapon, his shoulders slumping and adrenalin draining away. McKenzie took Kai’s weapon and then placed a hand on his arm.

      “You did good, kid,” he said.

      “Not a kid,” Henderson snarled. A myriad of emotions swirled in his blue eyes, just beneath the surface—defiance and a fierce determination to hold his ground. Although his features showed signs of exhaustion, he was all raw energy, prepared to confront any challenges, and pissed at the kid label. “Not. A. Fucking. Kid.”

      “Okay,” I said, giving him the respect he deserved.

      Somehow he’d survived three weeks of being held—obvious torture in the ligature marks around his neck and dark bruises marking his pale skin—he’d disarmed a guard, killed said guard, and then gone trigger-happy on his captors, all to keep his team and the civilians safe.

      Nope.

      Kai was certainly not a kid.

      He had a warrior’s spirit, and like knew like.

      His knees buckled, and being closest, I caught him as he fell. He didn’t weigh enough to drag me down, and with McKenzie assisting, we carried him out of there to exfil. Back on the MH-60 Seahawk, rotors spinning in a sapphire sky, we worked to stop his bleeding, and through it all, he gritted his teeth and never let out a single whimper. Instead, he rambled on about the MH-60, weapons systems, crew, and airspeed, as if the helicopter was the most precious thing in his world. He focused on me, and I grasped his hand as he fought to stay awake, as he stared at me with bloodshot eyes. He closed them, and I nudged him to keep them open.

      Stay with me, Henderson.

      Stay with me.

      “You have such pretty eyes,” he babbled, between gasps of pain, “so green, so pretty.” Oz snickered next to me, and I gave my friend a death stare. If the pilot needed to ramble to handle the pain, then that was okay with me. “Your hair is on fire!” Henderson added and attempted to poke at me, although his hand was slippery with blood, and he couldn’t lift it high enough.

      “On fire?” Oz asked and leaned over me to stare at our rescued hero. “Is he talking about your hair, Red?”

      I elbowed Oz, and he fell back to his position, still smirking. I didn’t hate my nickname. Jeremiah Osborne had become Oz for his last name, and I’d become Red for the color of my hair. It was a rite of passage, but listening to him messing with me wasn’t funny.

      “Hey,” Henderson tried to talk. “Hold my hand? Okay?” I only made out some words, but something about him got inside my head when he gripped my hand and told me I had pretty eyes and hair that was on fire.

      The brave, stupid, gorgeous hostage made me feel things: regret we hadn’t met in a smoky club instead of a destroyed building where he’d been a prisoner, and the impulse to go to the hospital with him just to make sure he was okay.

      Dangerous.

      I never followed up on what happened to the rescued people, but I did check that Henderson made it out of the hospital okay. Allegedly, he’d disobeyed orders to stay with the hostages and put his crew in danger because he refused to leave people behind.

      Some said brave, some said stupid.

      All I knew was that he was still a 427 helicopter pilot and had survived the ordeal.

      That was all any of us could hope for.
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      The next time I saw Kai, a year had passed, and we were working with the 427 for only the second time in my career as backup to a situation that was more emergency retrieval and less planned extraction. I hoped Kai would be around, but dealing with a 427 crew didn’t mean Kai would be there.

      So, a big part of me was elated to see him in the hangar. With his dark tousled hair and piercing blue eyes, Kai was a study in contrasts. A head shorter than me, he was all quiet strength that belied his compact frame, every muscle defined beneath his flight gear. Although we were at opposite ends of the hangar, I stared and waited for him to notice me, but why would he? He’d been unconscious most of the journey to base, apart from waxing lyrical about my hair and eyes.

      Oz elbowed me. “Hey, isn’t that the 427 flyer we… y’know?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Brave kid,” he muttered, although Henderson wasn’t a kid. Yeah, he had to be at least ten years younger than me, but that was nothing in the grand scheme of things.

      “Yeah,” I said, just for something to say.

      “Didn’t he hold your hand the whole way back to base?” Oz deadpanned and elbowed me again. “All doe-eyed and thankful.”

      “I don’t remember,” I lied.

      “Liar. Anyway, I’d tap that,” Oz whispered.

      “No, you wouldn’t.”

      “If he had boobs then,” Oz joked.

      I rolled my eyes at him. He was always trying to get me to hook up with someone, but I didn’t shit where I ate, and a hookup was off-limits.

      “Oz, Red? Something to add?” McKenzie asked.

      I schooled my expression. “No, sir,” I said, at the same time as Oz.

      We were working with 427 on this extraction because we’d been on active training maneuvers nearby. A family was lost in the frigid North Atlantic off the coast of Newfoundland. Kidnapped. We were the extraction/rescue team, with 427 helicopter guys acting as transport and overwatch. As SEALs, we rarely worked that closely with the Canadian Air Force, but this mission involved rescuing a Canadian family.

      We were in the wrong place at the right time.

      Story of our lives.

      And there was Henderson, all sexy and focused. I wondered if he still thought I had pretty eyes.

      “… get over there to lock mission parameters in,” McKenzie ended his briefing, and I reacted on instinct with a, “yes, sir,” along with the rest of the team. Across the hangar from us, the flyboys from 427 were on the receiving end of a speech being delivered with loud, barked commands from some LT who’d decided they needed reprimanding over something. I had to wonder what Henderson had done now.

      Of course, I knew he’d survived, and I even knew he was back on active duty, but my brief foray into collecting intel didn’t tell me anything more. I hadn’t gotten close enough to him yet, wondered if he was nursing residual pain from the bullet that tore into his shoulder, whether his blue eyes would be clear of exhaustion, but I could hear his voice, becoming strident as the minutes ticked on.

      The guy in charge of the 427 side of this rescue, a blustering, self-important flight lieutenant, had his arms crossed over his chest. He was flexing his muscles and getting off on being in control of his team, barking at Kai and two others ranged in front of him.

      Mostly at Kai, who wasn’t backing down.

      Rank and respect are everything to a good warrior—McKenzie was a hardass boss of our SEAL team, but he deserved the respect he received. This LT with his snarl and the way he stared down at his pilots, was some way into abuse of power territory, all shouting and disparaging.

      “Grandstanding fucker,” Oz muttered next to me.

      He had a point—this could all be a show. The 427 LT might posture and act the big I-am in front of the visiting SEAL team, but in doing so, he was making himself look like a fucking idiot.

      The three-person crew—two men, one woman—stood before him. Kai I recognized, but the other two weren’t the personnel we’d rescued. As we moved closer, the LT shot us a glance, but gave no sign he would be stopping. At least this close I could see Henderson clean-shaven, tidy, without the grime and torture that had marked his skin, and I was stunned at how beautiful he was.

      Pretty.

      Masculine, sexy, aggressive.

      His dark hair was short but wavy, bordering on messy. He was slim, filling out his flight gear in all the right ways, and right now this snarling man was in front of the other two, was the target for the abuse his LT was dishing out and confronting it head-on. When the LT stepped forward, Henderson shifted to shield the rest of the team, the same as he’d done in a war zone, his shoulders back, hands clenched into fists. Protective. Defensive. Alert.

      Interesting.

      Hell of a lot of sexy intrigue in that small package.

      “Heads up,” McKenzie warned under his breath as we drew close enough to find out what was going on.

      Henderson, still getting his ass handed to him, was shouting at his superior. “Lieutenant, please⁠—”

      “That’s enough,” the LT ordered, and glanced at our boss with a roll of his eyes. Yep, this was proper alpha shit. What the LT didn’t know was that our Lieutenant Commander had more alpha in his little finger than this LT had in his entire body.

      But no, Henderson wasn’t being cut off. “With respect, sir,” he began with no respect at all. “Your flight plan will compromise getting the extraction team on target.” Oh, wait, this shit going down was about us and this mission? “Lower altitudes enable us to react to⁠—”

      “You’ve said your piece,” the LT snapped, “and you have your orders.”

      There was silence, but I knew it wouldn’t last—Henderson was fighting for his crew, as he’d done when he’d faced down a group of insurgents with limited ammo.

      Was it wrong I was turned-on?
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      Lieutenant Asshole’s voice echoed through the hangar as he postured like a peacock for the SEAL team on the other side. The guy was new to the lieutenant rank in the 427, and how he made it to that level, I didn’t know. He was a real piece of work, already on my hit list today for reaming one of my crew for lazy posture—the fuck—and now refusing to listen to reason over my mission-critical input. As soon as the SEAL team entered the space, he was more interested in inflating his ego than ensuring the mission’s success and his people’s safety. If he had anywhere near the hours at the cyclic as I did, then his opinion might matter, but he hadn’t seen the combat I’d been part of. Hell, he’d been fast tracked to LT, and the rumors were that it was to move him off other people’s plates, which is why I had to deal with him shouting at me. This wasn’t our first run-in, and I was this close to losing my shit.

      I didn’t respect many people in life, not until they had earned it, but Lieutenant Tramell had never come close to proving he was capable of command, and yeah, I might not handle him as well as I should, but fuck that noise. The guy epitomized everything I despised in a leader—arrogant, stubborn, and devoid of common sense.

      What was worse than him making himself look big by belittling me and my crew in front of the SEALs was that this was the same team who’d pulled us out of the desert. They’d already seen me go off-book to protect my crew and the hostages, messing it up for them, and now they’d think I was incompetent on top of that.

      Not that the team leader seemed worried as he strolled over to the LT.

      As McKenzie and the LT squared off, I couldn’t help but size up the SEAL team. Among them, I recognized the tall, muscled redhead who’d dragged me out of a hostage situation and held my hand during the helo exfil. There was something about his piercing green eyes that had kept me focused even as the bleeding got out of control and I’d been dipping in and out of consciousness—an attraction, or a connection I couldn’t ignore.

      I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought about those green eyes occasionally.

      Or that the hazy memory of coming on to him made me hot inside.

      “Lieutenant Commander McKenzie,” the SEAL team leader introduced himself. “How about someone explains what’s going on here when we’re only fifteen minutes from step-off?”

      “I’ve dealt with it,” Lieutenant Asshole said, and as one, the entire SEAL team inhaled. Their LC outranked our LT and McKenzie made a show of peering at the LT’s name sewn into the uniform.

      “Lieutenant Tramell,” he said and waited.

      I glanced at the redhead when I felt the weight of his gaze on me. We exchanged subtle nods, and I tried not to stare at his emerald eyes or count the freckles on his cheekbones. He was tall, broad and sex on legs. Dressed in black, he was every wet dream I’d ever had.

      “Sir,” Tramell offered after a pause, and just like that, he was in his place.

      “Lieutenant,” McKenzie drawled, as if he wanted to underscore what happened. “The safety and security of my team, along with your team, and the retrieval of the hostages are my responsibility. All operational decisions fall to me as the senior operator.” Unspoken was the do we understand each other?

      McKenzie took a step closer to the LT, and Tramell snapped his mouth shut, twin flags of anger staining his cheeks, then McKenzie paused, because of course he did—he was a master of this shit.

      “Lieutenant?” he prompted after Tramell said nothing.

      “Yes, sir,” Tramell finally acknowledged. I bet that hurt, and I had to stop myself from smirking.

      “Explain what is happening here?” McKenzie asked.

      The LT blinked at him, stuck between a rock and a hard place.

      I waited long enough for him to answer before I jumped in. “This mission is over before it starts,” I said. “Sir,” I added as an afterthought.

      McKenzie flicked a glance between the LT and me, and I wondered if he understood I was a long way past salutes and shoulders back to Lieutenant Asshole.

      Tramell bristled. “Henderson, you are out of order⁠—”

      “Enough!” McKenzie snapped, holding up a hand to stop the LT talking. “Continue, Henderson.”

      I stiffened, but didn’t hesitate. “I can maneuver more effectively to provide support or extract you if we take a lower run to drop off. My LT respectfully disagrees. Only what he’s failing to understand is that I’ve done this before, and there’s pressure showing a storm cell in that region that could have unpredictable wind patterns. Flying lower will give us better control over our descent and minimize the risk of being thrown off course by the turbulence.” I was on a roll, and McKenzie wasn’t stopping me. “If we want any chance of getting your team and mine back in one piece, you’ll want to listen to me.”

      McKenzie nodded, then turned to the LT, who was red in the face as if he were about to explode.

      “And your opinion, Lieutenant Tramell?” McKenzie asked in a deceptively calm tone.

      Tramell twitched and couldn’t quite meet McKenzie’s steady gaze. He gestured at me, sneered, then faced McKenzie. “Sir, with respect, Master Corporal Henderson is a loose cannon and⁠—”

      “People will die,” I interrupted. Asshole.

      “That’s enough, Master Corporal,” McKenzie said.

      I wanted him to listen to me—to respect me—and I reacted on instinct, taking a step forward. Because that was a good move against a highly trained SEAL team, not.

      My LT loved this, preening that he’d stopped me from talking. “Mission parameters remain in place,” he said, all oily and superior.

      “You’re wrong. Storm Kira wasn’t even on our radar at oh-five hundred and has⁠—”

      “You have your mission, Master Corporal,” the LT sneered. “Rotors spinning in ten.” Then, with another exaggerated roll of his eyes, he stormed toward the comm, and didn’t glance back, all pretense of respect for the SEAL commander gone.

      McKenzie turned his attention to me. “You talk to all your commanding officers that way?” he demanded.

      “Only the idiots, sir,” I said under my breath, and waited for McKenzie to smack me down. I was unpredictable, quick to anger, and passionate for sure, but I knew my skills.

      “Eyes on me, Master Corporal Henderson.” I met his stare, and my chest tightened. He didn’t seem pissed, more concerned. “Are you right about this storm?” he asked.

      I wasn’t sure I heard him correctly. “Sir?”

      “Are you right about the storm and the approach?” he repeated.

      “Damn right I am, sir.” I lifted my chin.

      “Who’s the pilot in charge?”

      “I’m the PIC, sir.” I gestured at the two others near him. “Copilot Bowers, and Crew Chief Crowley.”

      McKenzie nodded at the other two before gesturing back at the men behind him. “This is my team. You remember us, right?”

      I nodded, glanced to my left and focused on my SEAL. My gaze lingered for a moment. “Yes, sir.”

      “You keep my team and your crew safe,” McKenzie said. “We get this family out safe. We come home. Agreed?”

      “Yes, sir,” I replied. “And my orders?”

      McKenzie pressed a hand to my shoulder. “You’re the PIC. It’s on you to keep all of us alive.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Now, McKenzie was a man I could learn to respect.
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      The adrenalin from the rescue coursed through my veins, and I was edgy with the intensity of it all. Fighting the LT had been another day at the office, but flying the Griffon in the storm, only sixty feet above the boiling sea was enough to give me a hard-on. God, I loved my job.We’d come out to celebrate, or more like commiserate, when we were back and in a ton of trouble for insubordination.

      Or at least I was.

      The three of us took a table at the back of the room. Good lines of sight on the SEAL team who’d all ended up at the same place—not that there were many bars in the locale, so I guess it was inevitable.

      The SEALs were laughing and chatting at another table, their glasses clinking. I couldn’t help but let my gaze wander over to them, drawn in by the easy camaraderie and sense of brotherhood radiating from their group.

      But mostly I was staring at him.

      The one who’d caught me when I’d fallen at his feet, the one who’d held my hand when I thought my time was up, the one who’d captured my attention.

      The redhead with a rugged, handsome face and a body that could stop traffic, I’d heard one of the others call him Red, which wasn’t that original. I’d already watched him head up to the bar, and I stole glances at his ass in sinfully tight jeans and a snug Henley that hugged his every curve, his muscles straining against the fabric in all the right places. He should be on the cover of a magazine, all brooding intensity and raw sex appeal.

      Exactly my type for some hot and heavy fucking in a back room.

      I wonder if he’s into men. God, what if he is, and he’s a toppy fucker, and I could go to my knees and⁠—

      “You’re an idiot,” Bowers repeated for the fifth time since we sat down.

      “Leave it, Bowers,” Crowley said—she was probably as fed up of hearing Bowers go on about today’s idiocy as I was.

      “You know what the LT is like. Jesus, all you had to do was yes sir, and then you could have done your own thing anyway⁠—”

      “He wouldn’t have learned shit if I⁠—”

      “Leave it,” Crowley shouted, and both Bowers and I subsided under her snapping. I would miss these two when I left 427, not because they were friends—I didn’t do friends—but because they were efficient and made a good crew. Still, I didn’t want them around me now, when I wanted a quiet night and not one where they added criticism to my already turbulent thoughts.

      Anyway, all of their messing with my head was breaking into my obsession with the SEAL’s ass.

      As Bowers called me out on my refusal to toe the line, frustration rose within me and it hadn’t diminished yet, and yeah, it was harshing my buzz. Tonight wasn’t the first time someone criticized my methods, and it wouldn’t be the last, but no one got me or how I worked. There was a reason I operated the way I did—an underlying moral code that went deeper than just a desire to rebel against authority. I wasn’t a man who put up with shit and held his tongue. Raging against authority had been beaten into me by a father who believed corporal punishment was a good thing, a mother who vanished after letting him get on with it, plus the rest of Dad’s comrades marking their rules on my skin.

      Fight authority.

      From a young age, my family in the compound instilled in me the idea of fighting the authorities and taking down the government. It was part of their whole survivalist ideology, a belief that the government was oppressive and that we needed to resist its control over our lives and find peace. Of course, the understanding of peace didn’t extend to the internal wars my pop and his buddies dealt with while financing said rebellion by moving drugs and guns.

      Joining the military contradicted all those beliefs, but I needed it.

      I craved structure; I needed it, but the bits of me that were broken weren’t healing fast enough, and I wasn’t able to channel my desire to protect and serve into something constructive all the time I reported to bloated assholes who knew jackshit. I was a walking contradiction, stepping out of that compound and into the military, but enlisting wasn’t only about following orders or blindly serving authority. It was about using my skills and training to make a difference, to protect the freedoms and values I believed in. It was about being part of something bigger than myself, but I wasn’t laying all that on a team who didn’t know the real me.

      “So you wanted to die today? Is that what you’re saying?” I shot back. “You can’t negotiate with assholes like Tramell. Show them you’re not afraid to push back and then bring people back alive.”

      Bowers sighed, his expression angry, and then falling into resentful. “You don’t always have to resort to confrontation.”

      I clenched my jaw, the urge to argue rising within me. “Maybe that works for people who don’t care about their team.” I clenched my beer so tight I was surprised I didn’t snap the bottle in half.

      Bowers powered out of his seat, and I wondered if he would lash out. Part of me wanted him to launch himself at me, anything to get rid of the anger curling inside me. “Fuck you!” he shouted in my face, his hands in fists at his side. “This is our careers you’re messing with.” I sensed some SEALs watching this go down. Great.

      I didn’t move a muscle. “I get shit done, no matter what it takes.”

      There was a moment of tense silence as Bowers stared at me, frustration in his eyes, the disappointment at my unwillingness to play the game. If the only way to get a promotion was to follow orders without pushback, then I didn’t want to move up. Me getting a discharge was one moment of insubordination away, even if I’d been right about today. Particularly when it had taken every effort for me not to lay the LT out on the floor with a well-timed punch.

      Maybe I’ll do that tomorrow. Sanctimonious Ivy League prick.

      Bowers leaned in, his voice rough and dangerous, and I tensed, waiting for him to strike. I’d let him get one hit in, but then his ass was mine. “This could be it for you.”

      “Yep.” I knew it was. “But I was right today.”





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/hmfalol-title.jpg
HOW
FOR A
LIFE OF
Lies?
RJ] SCOTT

Bove Gane Beoks






OEBPS/images/llb-large-logo-960.jpg
Love e Lot





OEBPS/images/hmfalol-jpg.jpg
USA TODAY BEST-SELLING AUTHOR

RJASGOTT





OEBPS/images/hmfalol-title-then.jpg
THEN





