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BLADE

 

Battle born.

 

SEAL.

 

Loner.

 

Ringing out of BUD/S was never an option. Third generation Navy SEAL, the Teams were in my blood. I earned my Trident, and a year later, my brother earned his.

 

As Tier One operators, the battlefield was our playground.

 

Then I got a cryptic call. Enemy combatants, coordinated attack, no survivors, catastrophic loss—my brother was dead. Two days later, I was carrying his coffin off a transport. Except my brother hadn’t been deployed at the time of the attack, his new wife was missing, and no one was talking.

 

Intent on answers, I left the Teams and joined Alpha Elite Security. With the private military contractor as my cover, I went looking for payback and found it—all five feet of her.

 

Code name: Blade.

Mission: Vengeance.
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For my only child, my beloved son, Oliver.

You were my greatest gift. The world was a better place with you in it.

Everything in my life was better because of you.

Thank you for teaching me unconditional love, perseverance, and compassion.

You are and will always be my entire world.

I love you, Sweet Boy, and I miss you beyond measure.

 

Oliver Shane Bartel 2004–2020
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For my readers, thank you so very much for all of your love and support.

Gratefully yours, XOXO
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Seven Years Ago

 

Wearing my only dress, the same one I’d put on five years ago for my father’s funeral, I glanced down the hall as my stomach churned.

“What the fuck are you waiting for?” Henry shoved past me and walked out of my bedroom. “Let’s go.”

“What happened?” I blurted.

“What?” he snapped, pivoting as he buttoned the cuffs of a dress shirt I never knew he owned, let alone seen him wear.

Forcing myself to meet his gaze, I tried to stand my ground. “You’re angry all the time now. I don’t know what I did, but we don’t have to do this.” He clearly didn’t want to.

A year ago, when he’d first made eye contact with me from the front yard of the house across the street and winked, I maybe would’ve been stupid enough to believe he felt something for me. But even then, I knew Henry was that guy.

Seven years older, tattooed and cocky, he hung out with the wrong crowd.

He also had a different girl every night, his parties were legendary, and his reputation went way beyond the drug-dealing rumors.

Everyone knew Henry Ashland was bad news.

Including his own mother, who used to kick him out at least once a week, usually while screaming and throwing one of her empty bottles of alcohol at him as she chased him out of the house. Their dirt front yard was littered with broken glass, and the place looked like a war zone. Or it had until the house was foreclosed on, Henry’s mom took off with some boyfriend, and Henry moved into my basement.

Sort of.

He crashed on the couch down there, left dirty clothes all over, and stunk up the place with weed and alcohol—when he slept here.

Which wasn’t all the time.

Or even half the time.

Sometimes he was gone a week. Other times, it was just a few days or overnight. But the one constant was that he never said where he went, and I never asked. I only made that mistake once, and I had the scar to prove it.

Now I knew.

There were two very different versions of Henry.

One was charm and swagger. I hadn’t seen that version directed at me since he’d carried an armload of clothes over from his house and called me sugar tits before dumping the pile in the basement my grandfather had converted to a den.

Like a cruel joke, the memory played in my head.

“Good news, sugar tits.” Coming in through the back door like he owned the house, carrying a pile of unfolded clothes, Henry winked at me. “I’m your new roomie.” Checking out my tits and smirking, he waltzed toward the basement. “But play your cards right, and maybe when you’re not nursing your old man or being the high school nerd, I’ll find a good use for those tits, and we’ll hang.” He winked.

Color flooded my cheeks. “He’s my grandfather, not my dad.”

Stopping at the top of the stairs, Henry’s expression sobered for a second. “Oh yeah, that’s right. Your old man ate a bullet in Iraq.”

Shocked by how he spoke so bluntly about it, I glanced at all the ink covering both of his arms. “It was Afghanistan. And it was an IED.”

“Still a shit way to go. Stupid fucking war, if you ask me.” He shook his head. “Is that why your Pops lays in bed all day? He sick about losing your old man or something?”

I admitted a truth I hadn’t said aloud to a single other person. “He has cancer.”

“He gonna die?”

I kept the realty to myself. “We all die.”

He smirked. “Ain’t that the truth.” A crooked smile tipped half his mouth up. “Live it while you got it, sugar tits.” With another wink, he disappeared downstairs.

Shaking away the memory, I hated to admit how that version of Henry had been nice.

Well, nice-ish.

Then he’d gotten nicer.

Sort of.

And Grandpa had gotten sicker.

Then one night, after an emotionally draining day of taking care of a grandfather who’d never wanted the burden of raising another kid, Henry resurfaced from a two-day disappearing act while I was doing dishes. After waltzing in through the back door with a cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth, he grabbed my hand and dragged me downstairs without saying a word. Weak, sad, exhausted, and tired of feeling scared and helpless, I let him pull me onto the couch.

When he lit up a joint, I watched.

When he kissed me with cigarette breath, I didn’t push him away.

When he yanked down my pants, shoved up my shirt, and pinned my legs, I didn’t protest.

He told me I’d love it.

He told me he’d take good care of me.

His skin smelled like alcohol, the den was a fog of weed, and I’d believed him.

He rough-fucked me.

Slapping my tits, gripping my throat, pounding into me so hard that he left bruises, he called me a dirty whore over and over as he choked me. Then he expelled his anger and his release all over my chest. Smirking as he yanked up his pants, he told me he knew I’d love taking it like a slut right before he slapped my face so hard my teeth rattled.

I didn’t love it.

I didn’t even like it.

But I still felt that slap like it was reverb, amplifying every single part of my life—except reality.

Dirty and ugly and chaotic, it’d terrified me.

That version of Henry terrified me.

But Mean Henry had done something no one else ever had. He’d taken me out of my own head.

Now he was my drug and supplier, and he used both as a weapon.

Henry looked at me like he always did now—like I was shit and I deserved his wrath. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

I stood taller, but I was only an inch past five feet. “You don’t have to do this.” That was good. I could make this about him. Henry was always all about him.

He caught on. Quick. “I don’t have to do this?” Anger flared hot in his crazed eyes, and he gave me the glassy but somehow meaner gaze he had when he smoked the hard stuff. “You think this is about me? You think I’m doing this shit for myself?” Suddenly seething, his nostrils flared. “You fat fucking pig, you think you can get someone else to do this shit for you?” Taking the step between us, he leaned down to my face. Then, jabbing his pointer finger into my chest so hard it would be another bruise added to the landscape, he fumed with the quiet version of his rage that he reserved for whenever someone else was within earshot. “You’re lucky I’m doing this, you fucking cum whore.”

“Henry,” my grandfather yelled from his bedroom.

Glaring at me, Henry stood to his full height, then called out in a cordial tone he never used when it was just me and him. “Coming, Pops.” Scanning the length of me, he shook his head in disgust as he lowered his voice to unfiltered disdain. “You don’t even fit in that ugly-ass dress. Get some fucking control and lose weight, you pig, or I’ll tape your mouth shut and tie you to the radiator in the basement.”

“Henry!”

“Coming!” Henry abruptly grabbed one of my nipples through the offending dress and twisted so hard, my body contorted.

Opening my mouth with a soundless scream, bending into the punishment to try to staunch the pain, I did what I’d become an expert at.

I didn’t cry out or shed a single tear.

Releasing me only to aim a silent pointer finger at my face in warning, Henry then turned toward my grandfather’s room. “We’re coming, Pops!”

“Then get in here!”

Henry disappeared into the bedroom that smelled like Vicks and stale body.

I sucked in a breath.

“Where is she?” my grandfather demanded loudly.

“Fixing her dress.” Henry chuckled. “You know how women are.”

“Don’t you ever have a laugh at my granddaughter’s expense, young man, or I will haunt you from my grave.”

My stomach dropped.

Henry’s voice sobered. “Never, sir. I don’t disrespect her like that.”

“You better not,” Grandpa warned before addressing the other man in his bedroom. “Reverend, go see if she’s got cold feet or just dragging ’em.”

“Yes, sir.” A second later, the minister popped his head into the hallway and glanced at me.

I quickly dropped my gaze and brushed my hands over the dress that was too tight around my boobs, hips and ass, but in all fairness, it was purchased when I was twelve years old. “I’m sorry.”

“For what, child?”

I looked up. “I’m not a child.”

The older man’s face softened like it had at my father’s funeral. “No, I suppose you’re not anymore.” His expression turned impassive as he stepped all the way into the hall and lowered his voice. “Though you are only seventeen, young lady. In the eyes of the law, you aren’t an adult yet.”

But I was old enough to become emancipated, drive, and get married—with written permission. “I know my rights.”

“I would imagine you do,” he said not unkindly.

Henry stepped out in the hall. “Reverend, Pops wants you.”

“Of course.” The minister smiled at me, then went back into my grandfather’s bedroom.

Henry’s expression hardened with an unspoken threat, and he jerked his head toward the open door before walking back through it.

Six months, I silently chanted.

Six months and I would be eighteen.

Drawing in a breath, I started toward the bedroom, and the back door banged open.

“Lynnie? Is everything okay? I know you said not to bug you, but I saw the minister’s car and wondered if everything was…” Xander, the boy next door, stopped in his tracks as he rounded the corner and saw Henry step out of my grandfather’s bedroom. Except Xander wasn’t a boy anymore. “…okay,” he finished, glancing from Henry to me. “What’s he doing here? Is this why you told me to go away?” His throat bobbed like he was swallowing something painful. “Please tell me you’re not messed up with him.”

Tall and lanky, looking like he hadn’t grown into his shoulders yet, Xander was everything I avoided—genuinely nice, honest, and concerned. After my father died and my grandfather got sick, I saw the writing on the wall. I knew I was on borrowed time, but I’d just been trying to get through high school unnoticed. Because if the authorities knew I was taking care of my last remaining, terminally ill family member, they’d intervene. The last time I’d taken my grandfather to his doctor, the oncologist had gone from threatening to call Child Protective Services to saying it was his obligation to call. And that would be bad. Like take me away from my grandfather bad.

Irrationally, even though I knew deep down my grandfather resented my presence, it was my biggest fear.

It had been since he’d told me he was sick, handed me a copy of his will, a Do Not Resuscitate form, and told me to run away and not come back.

I didn’t leave.

I couldn’t bring myself to, but I also wasn’t stupid. If anything happened to my grandfather before I turned eighteen, I was screwed. Which was why I’d started avoiding people.

Especially people like Xander.

And especially since I’d grown boobs.

Xander’s cheeks turned red when he talked to me now, and that wasn’t the kind of attention I needed. Not from someone who’d also started bringing over food his mother had cooked for us. I didn’t have a mom, at least not one I remembered, but homemade meals by a concerned adult were also a hard pass.

So I’d told Xander to stop bugging me.

Publicly.

In a shitty move straight out of a scene from Henry’s life, I’d stepped onto my front porch one night as Xander was bringing over another homemade meal and I’d raised my voice.

The look of hurt on Xander’s face still bothered me.

But Henry’s smirk as he’d stood watching from his front yard had been the first nail in my coffin. The next morning when Henry intercepted me as I left for school, then walked me the entire way, that was the second nail.

They’d been pounding in ever since.

And I still didn’t know if Henry just happened to be coming home that morning or was up early or if he’d planned the whole thing because he knew his mom’s house was going into foreclosure.

I didn’t want to know.

“Messed up with me?” Glaring at Xander, Henry threw an arm over my shoulders. “You looking to get your ass kicked?”

“Henry, don’t,” I warned, praying—praying—he didn’t tell Xander why the minister was really here.

“Oh, now you don’t like violence?” Henry smirked.

Xander cast a furious glance at Henry before looking at me with alarm. “What’s going on, Lynnie?”

“Yeah, Lynnie, what’s going on?” Henry taunted, digging his fingers into the soft flesh of my upper arm.

“Nothing, Xander. Go home.”

Xander glanced frantically from Henry’s hand on my shoulder to me. “You want me to go get my mom? She’s home. Or I can call my dad.”

Henry laughed. “That’s fucking rich.”

“What the hell’s going on out there?” Grandpa yelled. “Get in here!”

I fought tears, and for the second time in my life, I ignored my grandfather. “It’s okay, Xander. Just go.”

“I’m not leaving you.” Xander looked at me like I was the insane one here.

Maybe I was. No, strike that. I definitely was. “You have to go.”

“Nah.” Henry dropped his arm. “I got a better idea.” Grabbing Xander by the front of his shirt, he shoved him into the bedroom. “You can be our witness.”

Looking like he’d been punched in the stomach, Xander stumbled back.

Aiming a cruel stare at me, Henry lowered his voice. “Since you’re so intent on protecting the nerd, maybe I’ll make him do the deed of fucking my fat whore of a wife while I watch. How’d you like that, you dirty slut?”

“Henry!” Grandpa yelled.

“Coming!” Henry yelled back before yanking me toward the door, then pushing past me to stride into the bedroom first.

Frozen where he’d left me, wanting to throw up, I stared at my grandfather’s hospital bed while Xander stared at me.

Henry nodded at the minister. “We’re ready.”

The minister looked from me to the nightstand that was littered with too many bottles of medications to count. “My apologies, Gerry, but I have to ask. Are you of sound mind to make this decision?”

Rooted in the doorway, I thought about running. Just turn around, grab the car keys, and go.

“Course I am. Don’t I look it?” Grandpa coughed, then waved an impatient hand. “But I don’t have all day. I already gave these two permission to get married, and you’ve got a job to do, so do it.”

“Married?” Xander practically yelled.

Grandpa looked at Xander like he was just noticing he was there. “What are you doing here, son?”

“He’s our witness.” Henry slapped Xander on the back. “He’s even gonna hang out and celebrate with us after. Aren’t you, nerd?”

“What? No!” Xander shoved away from Henry and looked at me as words started tumbling out of him like dominos. “Lynnie, what are you doing? Don’t do this. Just—just wait, okay? I’ll marry you. I mean, I want to marry you. But we’re only seventeen. Please, don’t do this. Don’t do this.”

“Xander,” my grandfather snapped.

“Yes, sir?” Xander replied, instantly straightening his back like he was in formation.

“Aren’t you going into the Army?” My grandfather coughed. “Don’t you leave for basic training soon?”

A pile of bricks landed in my stomach, and I couldn’t keep the hurt out of my voice when I had no right. “You enlisted?” And my grandfather knew?

“Yes, sir, after graduation,” Xander replied to Grandpa before looking pleadingly at me. “I was going to tell you. I was just waiting for the right moment, and then you told me to get lost. But now….” He glanced briefly at Henry. “Don’t marry him, Lynnie. Please.” He dropped his voice, but we all heard him. “I know what you’re doing.”

Henry smirked. “Yeah, she’s marrying me.”

“How are you gonna take care of my granddaughter if you’re shipping out, son?” Grandpa didn’t wait for a reply from Xander. He gave the minister an order. “Let’s get this show on the road. I’m tired. She’s marrying the Ashland kid.”

“Gerry, I think your granddaughter needs to be allowed to speak for herself.” The minister looked at me like only a man of God could—with holy judgment. “Do you want to go through with this, child?”

I hated that he called me child.

I hated how Xander was looking at me.

I hated Henry.

And I hated this world.

The doctor had told us to call hospice weeks ago. My grandfather refused. He said he wasn’t allowing the death brigade into his house—not unless I ran away or got married.

So this was my choice.

I looked the minister in the eye. “I’m not a child, and I’ve already made my decision.”

The older man’s gaze held mine for a moment that lasted an eternity, then he nodded. “All right, then.”

Xander tried to push past Henry and walk out.

Henry stopped him with a hard shove to his chest and a fake smile. “You’re staying, nerd. You’re now my best man.” Then he grabbed my hand in a punishing grip and spoke under his breath. “Wipe that fucking pathetic look off your face.” He yanked me toward the minister. “Make it official, Reverend.”
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Two Years Ago
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Blade

 

Choking in my service dress blues, I fucking stood there.

One by one, the fuckers on his Team removed their Tridents from their uniforms and pounded them onto the casket.

Another half a dozen Team guys I served with followed.

Then I didn’t have an excuse not to move.

Stepping up to the goddamn box, I looked down.

Twenty-one Tridents and an EOD pin glinted in the sun against the high-gloss wood.

Church would’ve fucking hated this.

Not that it mattered what the hell he’d wanted. Now or thirty-two years ago. Our lives and deaths were planned before we hit the womb.

We were battle born.

Raised with one goal.

Earn the Trident.

Be that warrior.

Loyalty beyond reproach. Humbly serve as guardian. Character, honor, uncompromising integrity. Control your emotions. Welfare and security of others before your own. Accept the responsibility.

Earn that privilege every goddamn day.

Train for war. Fight to win. Protect your teammates. Be stronger than your enemies. Accomplish the mission. Do not fail.

And never fucking quit.

Never quit.

Removing my Trident from my uniform and slamming it down on the casket, I silently cursed the SEAL Ethos. “Fuck you, Church.” I pounded the pin into the wood with my fist, barely refraining from calling him a fucking quitter. “Never out of the fight.” You were supposed to get back up, goddamn it.

Never out of the fucking fight.

I slammed my fist one more time over the medal. “Till Valhalla, brother.”

My former Team leader’s hand landed on my shoulder. “Blade.”

“Fuck off.” Turning away from the bullshit funeral and that goddamn casket, I walked the hell away.
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Juniper

 

“Day drinking? Seriously, Reena?” Not that I was complaining, I didn’t have crap else to do. But now my head was swimming, and the only person I called friend in the entire world wasn’t the type to shirk her responsibilities, even for a day.

Smiling wide, my bestie—who was too pretty and too nice to hate, but you wanted to anyway—pushed another shot toward me. With her perfect tan, perfect straight blonde hair, perfect-without-trying skinny-ass body, and perfectly pert au natural boobs, she was enough to give any woman an inferiority complex. “We’re celebrating!” She giggled, but like her smile, something eensy teensy seemed off. “Besides, we’ll need these shots before I leave.”

Okay, scratch that.

Something was definitely off.

I narrowed my eyes at her. “You never need alcohol. You’re up to something.”

Her face fell for a split second, but then she added even more brightness to her smile until I was blinded. “I’m getting married!”

Right. That. “Yay,” I fake-cheered, then threw back the shot and coughed.

She patted between my shoulder blades the way she did everything else—gently and with care. Except today she wasn’t really being careful. At least, not with me. She’d been shoving shot after shot toward me while she’d noticeably slowed way down. Like, stopped at two—or was it three—slowed down. “Do you need water? I can get you some.” She stood.

Shitfaced, but not so much that I was seeing two of her yet, I grabbed her wrist. “I don’t need water.” I needed a gallon of it and about six Advil if I was going to survive the hangover that was coming. “Wh-what’s going on?” Shit. Was I slurring?

“What do you mean?” She glanced over my shoulder toward the entrance to the bar.

“Okay.” I held up one finger. I think. Actually, it might’ve been two. “Now I know you’re messing with me.” My hand slapped down on the sticky tabletop. “Unless there’s a hot guy behind me, which….” I tried to hold up my finger again, but my hand was stuck. Or I was drunker than I thought. “Which, we both know you wouldn’t look if there was.” Reena was the loyalist of all loyal girlfriends. “You love what’s his face.” Shit. “Oh my God!” I forgot about my sticky stuck hand. “I forgot his name! You’re getting married, and I forgot his name?” That was bad.

“Shh, shh.” She reached for my hand, which was apparently unstuck and sticking up. “Put your arm down.” She giggled, but it was like a nervous giggle. “It’s Charlie, and stop yelling.” Her face went kinda pale, and she looked past me again. “You’re causing a scene.”

“Oh, no.” No way. “I’m not causing anything.” Okay. Yep. That was a slur. “You.” I pointed at her as my stool swayed. “You’re causing a scene. A big ole wedding-in-secret to a secret man with a secretive past—or present—whatever.” I hiccupped. “He’s a secret—I mean a scene. BIG scene.” I held my hands out wide. Oh my God. “Wait!”

“I already told you that I’m not waiting.” Leaning forward, she tried to push down my arms.

I leaned in too. “No, not that.” Then I whispered. Sorta. “He’s big, right?” I nodded toward my lap and whispered louder. Or softer. “You know.” I grinned. “Down there.”

Her eyes went wide, but then her face went beet red, and I couldn’t help it.

I burst out laughing. “I’m right. I knew I was right!” Her secret secretive soldier, military man, whoever the hell he was, he was hung. “Like a moose, right? Tell me I’m right. Big ole, big ole, Charlie is a MOOSE!” I grabbed the last shot and threw it back. Nothing burned, but I hiccupped again. “Why else would you be marrying some guy you just met and barely know who I haven’t even seen a picture of?” I slammed the glass down and answered my own question. “Because he’s Charlie McMoose Dick!” I grinned.

“Oh my God.” She shook her head, but then she grabbed my hand and pulled.

“Wait.” I almost fell off the stupid stool that was too high for normal short people like myself but not for perfectly long-legged blondes like Reena. Or moose-dicked hot guys. “Where’s the fire?” I wanted a hot guy… with a giant moose.

“Come on.” Reenie tugged again, and my flip-flopped feet hit the ground. “I have to use the restroom.”

“Ohh, shoot. Now that you mention it….” I really had to pee. Like a racehorse. “Wait. Is he horse hung or moose hung?”

“Juni,” she scolded in an actual whisper as she pulled me past… well, no one looking at me. But at her?

“What? It’s a legitimate question.” I glared at some old jerk checking out her ass in her cutoffs. “Mind your business, grandpa.”

The old guy looked at my tits, then leered at me and raised an eyebrow.

I gave him the finger—after I pressed my upper arms in close to give the ladies better cleavage, because fuck him.

The asshole mouthed two words at me. Wanna fuck?

Reenie yanked me around the corner and into the hallway leading to the bathrooms. “Stop causing trouble.”

“Me?” I asked innocently. “I never cause trouble.” Okay, that was definitely a slur. And a lie. “I mean, I try to never cause trouble.” But trouble always found me.

“You know what I mean.” Reenie pushed open the door to the ladies’ room and pulled me in behind her.

Suddenly having to go really bad, I rushed to a stall. “No, I don’t.” Oh my God, oh my God. “I waited too long.” I barely got the door closed, yanked my leggings down, and sat. Then I realized what I’d done, but I was already peeing. “Oh my God, I sat on the toilet seat of the sticky bar!” Shit. “Now I’m going to have, like, pussy cooties. Or someone else’s piss on my ass. Oh my God, why, Juni, why?” I gagged. “I’m gonna hurl.” I quickly grabbed an obscene amount of toilet paper that was thinner than washi. “This toilet paper is like wiping your ass with a Japanese lantern. Except it’s not my ass, it’s my lady bits, and that’s worse.” I yanked my pants up, stepped on the handle to flush and kicked my way out of the stall.

Reenie was looking out the window of the bathroom.

“Oh, shit.” I forgot about washing my hands and walked up next to her. “Is there a creeper?” I stood on tiptoe and tried to look out, but the windowsill was all grimy. “Eww. Now I need to wash my hands and dip them in lye.” I went to the sink and pumped the soap thingy five times. “Why are you acting all sus?”

“I’m not acting any way.”

“Yes, you are.” I used my forearm to turn on the water, then wanted to wash that as well. This bathroom sucked. “This bar is sketch.” I was drunk. “We’re day drinking.” What were we talking about?

“We’re celebrating,” she replied in a fake cheerful voice she’d never used before today.

I side-eyed her as I rinsed my arms all the way up to my elbows like I was some kind of surgeon. “How long have I known you?”

She smirked.

My eyes went wide. “No way! Did you just give me attitude?” My bestie was a lot of things, and all of them were sweet. “Did Reena Alano just show irritation?” I stupid-grinned. “I’m so proud.” I used to be like her. Well, sort of—mostly I was just quiet. Until I learned the hard way that life dished out the harshest punishments for the quietest, most behaved young girls.

Reena’s genuine laugh came out, and she shook her head. “You’re impossible.” She washed her hands. “And a terrible drunk.”

I nudged her shoulder. “Yeah, but I’m a fun drunk.” I winked.
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Blade

 

I drove.

All the fucking way to Florida.

To the last place my brother had called me from.
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Juniper

 

Reena leaned her head on top of mine for a second and sighed. “I’m going to miss you.”

“You’ll be on your honeymoon.” I got all teary. “You won’t even think of me.” What was I going to do for two weeks without her? She’d been my one constant since I’d wound up in Miami.

Her arm went around my waist, and she stared at us in the grainy mirror of the shitty bathroom. “I’ll always think of you, my friend.”

“You said bestie wrong.” Uncomfortable, I half hugged her back and sucked in a breath, but something tickled at the back of my mind. “And no mushy crap. I drank way too many shots of….” I looked up at her and narrowed my gaze. “What were those things, anyways?” What was tickling? “Were you trying to poison me?”

“Bazooka Joes.” She giggled. “And no, I’d never poison you. I want to help people, not harm them. Remember?”

How could I forget? “Yeah, yeah, irony of all ironies, you’re studying to be a nurse to save lives while you get us shitty drunk during the day. Or afternoon. Whatever.” I didn’t know what time it was anymore. “And I still have no idea what those shots were, but if I puke milky-blue-colored shit later, I’m taking pictures and posting them on your Insta. Hashtag Reenie tried to kill me. Hashtag Bazookas.” An idea brewed. “Oh! Then I’ll take a picture of my boobs and post that too. Bazookas. Get it? In fact….”

I reached for my cell, but it wasn’t tucked into the top of my bra where I usually kept it. All that was there was a single house key that wasn’t mine. “Oh shit.” I looked at my bestie as panic hit. “We left our phones out there.” This time, I grabbed her. “Oh my God, Reena! You’re supposed to be the responsible one.” I tugged on her arm. “We need to get back to the table, like, now.”

Seemingly unconcerned, she checked her hair in the mirror. “They’ll still be there.”

Was she high? “Did you start doing drugs and not tell me?” This bar was low rent even for me. “We’re like, in crackhead central. Come on. C’mon, c’mon, c’mon.” I gave up pulling and pushed her toward the door. “I can’t afford to replace my phone.” I could barely afford the monthly bill.

She glanced one more time out the window, then finally let me shove her toward the door, but she didn’t say anything else.

My brain did that tickling thing again, but I was already in the hall.

Grabbing her hand, I pulled her behind me. “How can you not be more worried about this? You worry about everything. And coming from me, that’s saying a lot.” I was the one who was currently without a job. Or family or friends other than her. And major trust issues, and then there was the whole…. I shoved the thought down. I didn’t think about that, not even when I was drunk as hell. But the whole job thing I did think about.

I had, like, half a dozen applications out to shitty minimum wage places that didn’t seem like they bothered to run background checks or necessarily file tax forms, and I needed money. Bad. I was down to very low triple digits in my bank account, and my car was almost out of gas.

“Please, please, please let our phones be there.” I hadn’t realized I was chanting out loud until she replied.

“They will be. If not, I’ll just buy us new ones. They have this—”

We both stopped short at the empty table.

“Color,” she finished quietly as we stared at the sticky two-top.
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The passenger door opened.

My Sig was drawn and aimed before the humidity hit the interior of the rental.

Alpha slid into the front seat.

I holstered my piece.

Not saying dick, he scanned the shit neighborhood.

“Christ,” I muttered. “Spit it out.”

“Sole Survivor Policy. You took the out.”

I turned to glare at him. “You’re not active duty anymore or my CO.” Not that he didn’t have connections coming out of his ass. “There’s only one way you’d know about that.”

“Two, actually. But you’re referring to the letter your mother sent before her death.” He tipped his chin at my SOB holster. “You forgot to turn in your weapon.” Then his gaze cut pointedly to my NWU Type II camo pants I’d changed into after the funeral.

Pissed off, I lied about the 9mm. “Not fucking regulation issued.” It was. Every SEAL got a Sig P226 Mk 25.

Alpha called me on my bullshit. “The engraved anchor on the slide says otherwise.” He scanned the street again. “But that’s not why I’m here.”

Fucking asshole. “Let me guess, you make a habit of tracking down newly discharged SEALs to recruit them for your defense contractor bullshit.” Reflexive, I followed his gaze.

“No.”

I glanced back at him.

Alpha met my glare with his usual unreadable mask. “I do that before they’re discharged.”

Adam “Alpha” Trefor had been our Team leader before he’d taken a few rounds too many in his shoulder. Fully operational after they stitched him up, but not having complete range of motion in his arm, they’d offered him a desk or a medical discharge. He took the latter, and Alpha Elite Security was born. Three years later, his company was killing it.

Still. Fuck him. “You knew about the letter.”

He didn’t deny it. “I did.”

“She sent it to you?” Ballsy move on my mother’s part.

“One to me and one to your brother’s Team leader.”

Christ. “Of course she did.” Probably right before she offed herself. “Covering all her bases was her specialty.” She’d single-handedly held down the fort and raised three unruly sons while my old man took deployment after deployment—the fucking dick. “Can’t blame her.” Not after what happened to my youngest brother. “But I’m fucking offended Church’s Team leader got one.” Not that my mom would’ve known who was going to kick it first, but I was the logical choice.

“She was a practical woman.”

I glanced at Alpha to see if he was fucking placating me.

Staring straight ahead, he wasn’t.

I leaned back in the driver’s seat and embraced the suck. “What’d the letter say?”

“You didn’t see it?”

“No.” I’d purposely avoided reading the damn thing. “What’d she do? Type that shit up and sign my fucking name?” Standard protocol mandated that I had to request the sole survivorship discharge. I hadn’t. Turned out, the Navy didn’t care.

Alpha let loose with a rare half smile. “She didn’t forge your signature. But it was a colorfully worded letter.”

I smirked. “She lived with my old man her entire adult life.” Then suffered through three sons who all took after him. Jesus. “She was a fucking saint.”

“With a last wish,” Alpha replied somberly.

“Yeah. A last wish to get my ass out of forward deployments, cripple my chances of operating, and strap me to a goddamn desk if I didn’t take orders. Like I said. Fucking insulting.”

Trefor knew better than to comment.

For two minutes we sat in the rented SUV as the AC blasted. I stewed over the same goddamn thing I’d been zeroing in on since I’d gotten in the rental. Who the fuck knew what my former Team leader was thinking.

Alpha glanced at the bar I’d parked in front of. “Drink?”

I scanned the outside of the shithole. “No.” I didn’t need to fuck with my headspace any more than I already had.

“You want me to infer why you’re here?”

Fucking Alpha. “You can take the SEAL out of the Teams, but you can’t take the Team leader out of the SEAL.”

“Something like that.”

Done with this conversation, but knowing he’d tracked me down to Florida for a reason, I didn’t bother saying shit else, but I also didn’t kick him out of the rental.

Alpha clocked a hooker on the corner, an old man pushing a folding grocery cart, and the front of the bar before he spoke up. “Your brother.”

“Which one?” I knew who.

“Church.”

I didn’t comment.

Alpha nodded toward the shithole. “He frequented this bar.”

Maybe, maybe not. Church had claimed this was where he was when he’d called me. Newly civilianized, I didn’t have the resources to verify. But Alpha did, and it wasn’t a coincidence he was here. “Your dog and pony show.” I wasn’t tipping my hand.

Turned out, I didn’t have to.

Alpha looked at me and once again proved why he’d been the best Team leader the SEALs ever had.

“You don’t believe Church is dead.”
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Split-second fast in my head but dead-drunk sluggish in my reflexes, I turned toward the bartender like I was slow-motion auditioning for a cartoon, and my voice came out just a little slurred. “Hey! Where’s our shit?”

The bearded hipster wannabe looked up from wiping down the bar. “I cleared your empties. Want another round?” The asshole smiled.

“Not our glasses, our phones and her purse!” I slapped the table for emphasis. “They were right here.”

The asshole’s eyes went wide as he held his hands up. “Wasn’t me, man. There was nothing on the table but empties. I didn’t touch anything except those shot glasses.” He glanced up and down his bar at the lumps on stools. “Anyone see these ladies’ belongings?”

A chorus of no’s echoed, and that was my undoing.

I lunged for the nearest barfly like a woman on a mission. Which happened to be the seedy creep who’d checked out my twins. “It was you!” I got a solid grip on the old jerk’s greasy hair.

The bartender rushed at us with shocking speed. “Hey now, leave Old Man Bob out of it. He didn’t take your stuff.” Gripping my wrist, he shook my hand loose, then let go of me. “He hasn’t gotten off his stool since he came in this morning.”

“Well, our phones didn’t grow legs and walk off themselves.” I pointed a now-greasy hand attached to my wobbly arm at the row of barflies. “Someone took our shit.”

Reenie gently pushed my arm down. “It’s okay, Juni. I didn’t really have anything in my purse, anyway.” My sensible friend looked calmly at the hipster jerk bartender. “Can you ring up our tab and give me my credit card, please?”

Oh, hell no. “We’re not paying for drinks when they stole our shit.” I jabbed my pointer finger, and by proxy my newly reextended arm, at the row of eyes that were all on us now. “Which one of you assholes did this?” I demanded.

The bartender struck down my arm with a chopping motion like he knew karate, then quickly shoved his hand into his pocket as if he were afraid I’d bite it off. “Hey, guys. Anyone see anything?”

Blank stares and head shakes.

Tears of anger welled, and the ticking feeling in my head became a horrible itch.

The hipster wannabe bartender looked at me like he gave a shit, but he didn’t. Every man I’d ever met was a liar. “I’m sorry. I’ll get your contact information and call you if anything turns up. I swear.” He reached behind him, grabbed Reenie’s card, and handed it to her. “No charge.” His voice softened for her. “I really am sorry.”

“Call,” I scoffed as my bestie took her credit card. “How are you gonna do that, genius? We have NO PHONES!”

Reenie grabbed my hand and tugged me toward the exit.

“Hey,” the asshole bartender called after us. “Leave me your contact info.”

I didn’t bother telling him it was pointless.

Our shit was gone, and Reenie had only given her number to exactly two people since I’d met her six months ago.

Me and some stranger named Charlie, no last name, who she was going to marry tomorrow in the Bahamas, or Fiji, or Bali. Whatever. It was some tropical island. I was shit at geography. My cell was gone. I couldn’t pay for dinner, let alone a new phone, and the only person I called friend was leaving.
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Alpha’s statement hung in the stale rental like the fucking stench of death you couldn’t get out of your nostrils on a hot day downrange.

But he was right.

I didn’t think Church was dead.

Except if I said that shit out loud, I’d either be endangering my brother if he was still breathing, or I’d be hanging a giant sign around my neck that said I’d fucking lost it.

So I didn’t say shit.

I waited.

In a custom suit, slick shoes, and a haircut way past regulation, Alpha rested his trigger arm on the passenger door. “I could run this two ways.”

We weren’t on a mission, this wasn’t an Op, and my brother had nothing to do with his company. I wasn’t holding my breath, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have to refrain from visibly focusing up because he had my attention.

Alpha was here to recruit me. I knew it. He knew I knew it.

It was fucking obvious the second he’d opened the car door of an armed Tier One without warning.

He didn’t see me as a threat.

He saw me as an asset, and he wanted that asset in his profit margins.

But that wasn’t what had my attention.

“The first is the obvious play,” he continued. “Offer you the position and throw in perks. Work for me, and you can track down what happened to your brother. My resources will be your resources. Additionally, I provide a company vehicle, housing allowance, flight training, and better technology than you ever had on the Teams. You’ll also have profit sharing, full benefits, and a competitive salary.” He stated an obscene amount of money.

I didn’t fucking blink.

“Or?” He glanced at me. “I can tell you what was in the AAR.”

I already knew what was in the After Action Review. Two things—Jack and shit—because there was no AAR. Not for Church’s death.

My brother hadn’t been deployed when he died. He wasn’t on an Op. He wasn’t in the Sandbox. He wasn’t downrange, period. He’d been on his way to get fucking hitched. Or so he’d said.

Which was why I was here, in fucking Florida, in front of the bar where Church had said he’d met his wife—a woman I’d never laid eyes on, who I’d been trying to contact since the day I’d gotten the call. Ten fucking seconds after I’d been notified, I was on the line with a buddy in Naval Intelligence. Bypassing protocol and legal measures, I asked for all the intel off Church’s cell. Once I had Church’s woman’s number, I called. And called. For fucking days.

She hadn’t answered once.

Now her cell went to a generic voicemail and had no geo location. She was off the grid.

Or missing.

Fucking tired, I glanced at Trefor. “What kind of firepower do you have?” If I was going to take his offer, I wasn’t going to operate outside the wire with bullshit civilian weapons. I was a SEAL. Or I had been, until seventeen hours ago. Didn’t change the fact there was one thing I was good at. Eliminating problems. Which I’d do for Trefor and whatever bullshit assignments his company took on, but I wasn’t doing it with toy fucking guns or the modified shit they passed off on civilians.

“Anything you want.”

I looked back at the bar. Then I laid out my parameters. “No client bullshit. Field work only. Trigger and backup. Full access to your network. My face stays off the radar, and my digital footprint gets wiped.” I knew the hacker he had working for him. I knew the shit he was capable of. Until I got up to speed on Alpha’s network and could cover my own shit, I wanted my movements off the grid.

“Done.” Alpha held out his hand.

We shook.

Then he pulled a cell out of his pocket and set it in the center console as if my coming to work for him was a foregone conclusion. “It’s encrypted. November will onboard you. When you’re ready, I have assignments waiting. My number’s programmed.”

I scanned the front of the bar again. No one had gone in or out since I’d pulled up over an hour ago. “When will your hacker read me in?”

“Once I’m back on the Falcon and we’re in the air.”

I knew Alpha had his own personal jet. He also had a fleet of Gulfstreams and put every one of his operatives through flight training. It’s what made his company the best in the private military sector. Five global locations, every operative a former Tier One, and a critical response time that was faster than US brass because of his parade of jets. What I didn’t know was that his former Air Force Cyber Security Officer hacker was also a pilot. “November flew down with you?”

“Yes. Second chair.”

An idea gelled. “What kind of equipment do you have on the Falcon?”

“What do you need?”

I couldn’t tell if he was hedging or had tricked out his jets with too much shit to list.

Forever the Team leader, always ten steps ahead, Alpha read my mind. “Every one of my fleet is equipped and stocked. What are you specifically looking for?”

“Surveillance equipment. Shit your hacker can set up.” Not that I couldn’t do it, but I didn’t know what equipment Alpha was using.

“Affirmative. What are you thinking?”

That I wanted eyes on Church’s fiancée place. But as soon as I thought it through—really fucking thought it through without the half-cocked anger-driven adrenaline I’d been riding since I’d gotten the call—I knew Church wouldn’t go back to her place. Or any other location he’d been before shit went FUBAR. If he was dead, he wasn’t stepping foot anywhere. If he was still alive and not being held captive, then he’d intentionally mask his movements to stay off the radar. Either way, he wasn’t coming back here.

“On second thought, never mind.” Glancing at the clock on the dash, I made a few calculations, including how long it’d been since I’d last slept. “I need thirty-six hours.” That’d be enough time to run down the few leads I had, grab some sleep, and get my ass back to New York to AES Headquarters.

“Good copy.” Alpha reached for the door handle, then paused. “You need a drop-off in Virginia Beach?”

I was done with VA Beach. Growing up as a military brat, spending the last nineteen years in the Navy, I knew to travel light. Everything I needed was in my go bag behind my seat. “I’m good.”

Alpha glanced at the bar one last time as a tinted-out black Escalade pulled up beside us. “Rumor has it Church met his wife there.” He pushed his door open. “Your suspicions aren’t unwarranted. I’m already looking into this.”

The front window of the Escalade went down, and a familiar face appeared.

André Luna, former Force Recon Marine sniper, now owner of a security outfit based here in Miami, looked from Trefor to me. “Alpha, Blade. Been a long time, Blade. Kandahar? Seven years ago?”

I didn’t know if he was fucking with me or testing my memory. “Eight.” Either way, the Marine was lethal behind a scope.

“Right.” Then Luna’s expression went dark—the same darkness every Tier One had when they wanted revenge for a fallen operator. “Sorry to hear about your brother. I hope they already got the fuckers.”

I didn’t comment as Alpha got in the front passenger seat of Luna’s ride.

The Marine scanned the bar and the street. “Not a great neighborhood. You need backup?”

I didn’t bother telling him to fuck off. I did one better. “I’m a SEAL.”

Luna chuckled. “Copy that, hermano.” He looked at Alpha. “Executive Airport?”

“Affirmative.” Trefor glanced at me. “You want Zulu to pick you up?”

Zane “Zulu” Silas had been on the Teams with us and had been a pilot long before that. Now he was Alpha’s right hand. Same as all of us, he was ruthless and lethal. He’d also ask questions about Church. “No.”

“Good copy,” Alpha replied.

Luna threw me a chin lift. “Adios.” His window went up, and they took off.

I looked at the bar, and it hit me.

Every fucking second since I’d gotten the call.

Being pulled in from an op. The flights. Carrying the casket off the transport. Being intercepted afterwards. My CO, his CO, the letter, the fucking looks. Signing my discharge papers.

Arlington.

The funeral.

Sole survivor.

“Fuck you, Mom.”

I threw the rented SUV into Drive, then scanned the street before glancing in the rearview mirror.

A blonde and a brunette stumbled out of the bar.

Dismissing the tall blonde, I fucking stared at the tits and ass on the brunette.

Then I pulled into traffic.
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We walked out of the bar, and I stumbled.

Locking one of her elbows in mine, Reenie cupped her free hand against her forehead and squinted against the sun as she glanced up and down the street. “I think I saw a cell phone store this way.”

“Seriously, Reenie? How are you not freaking out?” Suddenly nauseous as swamp-ass heat slammed into us, I put my hand over my eyes. “I didn’t even have my purse with me because you didn’t say we were going to an actual bar when you said celebratory drinks, but you did. They took your purse!”

“It’s okay. I didn’t have much in it, just some makeup. Besides, you have my spare house key, and I started using your trick anyway.” She pulled out her ID from her bra to show me. “See? Travel light, right?” She shoved the ID back and gave me a quick side hug. “Come on, this is still a good day. There’s that beer in my fridge that you brought over. We can get takeout. I’m not going to let this little setback ruin our last hours together.”

“Oh my God.” I had to ignore her last comment or I’d embarrass myself and cry. “Only you would see the glass half full side of things right now.” Because she was perpetually optimistic, and I wasn’t, and now I really needed to change the subject before I lost it. “And why isn’t it illegal to be this bright and humid out? Did you ever think about that?” It was hotter than the face of the sun. “Miami needs to come with a heat warning. My boobs and ass are sweating. You know I hate to sweat for no good reason. And okay, I admit it, I’m totally freaking out about our phones—in a dulled-by-too-many-Boobzooka-shots kind of way. All our personal information was on those phones. Aren’t you freaking out about that?” I stopped to hold my pointer finger and thumb out straight with like an inch between them. “Even a little?”

“It’s illegal to freak out when you have a credit card.” She tugged on my arm.

A sound that was the least ladylike sound in the history of sounds came out of my mouth. “Yeah, if that credit card isn’t maxed out. And don’t think I didn’t notice you com-pleeet-ly ignored the most important part of my last comment.” Wait. What did I say?

“We had six-digit passcodes. Those are virtually impossible to hack.” She shrugged. “Our information is safe.”

I stopped short and stared at my bestie. “Who are you, and what have you done with Reena Alano? Virtually impossible to hack? You’re like, pre-med, not Geek Squad. When did you get all—” I waved my hand through the muggy-as-shit air. “—techie?”

“I’m not techie. At least not any more than anyone else, and I’m not pre-med. Just pre-nursing.” She tugged on my arm to get us moving again. “Besides, everyone knows that about the six-digit passcodes.”

“I didn’t.” Not that it made me feel any better. “Who steals phones these days, anyways? That’s a new kind of desperate. My phone was used when I bought it.”

“Refurbished,” she corrected, glancing behind us, then stepping up her pace.

“What?” I looked back. “Where’s the fire? And oh my God, I just realized why you aren’t freaking out. You weren’t even answering your phone for, like, the past week. I had to come to your place three times to get you for coffee runs.” Wait. That was weird. Right? “That’s weird. And not like you.” And why were we now rushing to get new phones if she wasn’t even going to answer hers when I called?

“It’s not weird. It’s just what Charlie and I decided on. Kinda like not seeing the bride before the wedding, only we decided on not talking.”

“That makes no sense.”

“Anyway,” she rambled, ignoring my comment. “That’s what they call a gently used phone—refurbished. The store’s just up ahead, and no fire.” She glanced back again. “I just want to get out of the heat.”

I snorted. “You love the heat.”

“I do.” She smiled, but something was off.

I still grinned. Then I used my best singsong voice, but it came out throaty with an extra side of rasp like it always did. “You’re gettin’ married. You’re gonna say I doo-ooo.”

“You’re ridiculous.” She laughed with her shy giggle that men fell at her feet for, then blushed.

“Charlie is a lucky dude!” I pointed at her. “I think.” I frowned. “Why haven’t I met him, again?” Wow did alcohol mess with my short-term memory.

“Deployed.” Reenie pulled open the door to the store, and holy mother of blessed air conditioning hit us in the face.

“Ohmigod. I’m a convert. Where do I sign up for the religion of freon?” I fanned my face, but I really wanted to lift my shirt and flap it. “Would it be rude to undress in here?”

“Nope.” My bestie gave me her saccharine smile. “Just illegal.”

“So, bad idea?” I flapped the hem of my tank top anyway—not that it had much stretch left to it. “Maybe if we need bail, Mr. McMoose Di—”

Reenie slapped a hand over my mouth as a customer service dude came at us.

His eyes only on her, he tipped half his lips up in a douchey player move. “What can I help you ladies with?”

Still with her hand over my mouth, Reena answered. “Two new iPhones, please.”

I protested.

Mister Douchey winked. “Sure. What colors?”

Reenie held a finger up to him. “One second.” She turned toward me. “This is my treat. We’re getting new phones. You’re not going to say no, and you’re going to pick out what color you want.” Her brows furrowed. “And a new number—if you want one. Something fun or easy to remember. Or they can just download your old number from the cloud. Nod if you understand.”

Getting even more drunk from my own eighty-proof breath forced against my mouth, I shoved her hand away. “No, you are not going to—”

Her hand came back, but this time she had a very nursey look on her face, and she used much more force. “You’re not going to change my mind on this. Besides, we don’t have much time. I have to leave soon, and I don’t want to waste time on an argument.”

Instant tears welled and marched to the very edge of no takebacks.

“Uh-uh. Nope.” My bestie waggled her finger. “No crying.” Her own eyes misted, but then she cleared her throat and dropped her hand. “Tell the guy what color.”

Tears fell down my face, and I glanced at Mr. Douchey. “Purple.”

“We have Ultramarine. It’s sort of like a light purple color.”

I nodded, then sniveled and was assaulted by his even douchier cologne.

Stepping back from me, he looked at my bestie who was leaving for two whole weeks and raised an eyebrow. Just one. “And for you?”

“Whatever you have in stock is fine.” She handed him her credit card.

Suddenly looking distressed, Douchey took her card. “Pink? Gold? Teal? We have all the colors in stock. Are you opening new accounts? Upgrading?”

“The color doesn’t matter, but we’re really in a hurry. Can you please just go get two phones?”

“Ah, sure. No problem.” He turned, but his cloud of player cologne stayed.

I called after him. “Get her a gold one.” Reenie deserved all the gold things.

“Gotcha.” Douchey finger saluted. “Be right back.”

I looked at my bestie and got drunk sad, which was like sad on steroids. “I’m going to miss you.” I wasn’t a hugger, especially not in public, but I thought about it.

Reenie nudged me with her shoulder. “You’ll be happy to have a break.”

Appalled, I leaned back. “What? Why would you say that?” She was the one person I’d never gotten sick of, and that was saying a lot. Mostly, it spoke volumes for her putting up with me. “I’m going to miss the hell out of you. Two weeks is, like, forever.”

Pulling her lips between her teeth, something she did every time she was nervous, she looked around the store.

I was four fricking sheets, but I wasn’t so hammered that I didn’t catch her anxiety. “Okay, now you have to tell me what’s really going on. You’re acting weird. And I’m not going to say it, because I am one-hundred percent Team Reena, but weird is a complete understatement for this whole….” I waved my hand around her, the store, the whole damn day. “This situation.”

Inhaling, she pulled her hair over one shoulder and held it with both hands. “Okay. I don’t want you to freak out, but it’s going to be more than two weeks.”

I grinned. “Extended honeymoons are the best.” I leaned in. “In Fiji,” I whispered too loudly.

“Bali.”

“What?”

“The island in Indonesia.”

“That’s what I said.”

“Fiji is an island in the South Pacific Ocean.”

I could’ve sworn she’d told me Fiji. Or the Bahamas. “You’re going to have fun wherever you go. And I’m so happy for you,” I added—because I was. Legit happy. Reena deserved to be with someone who loved her and took her to exotic islands. “So, what, three weeks? A month? Oh my God, is McHorse loaded? You didn’t tell me your soon-to-be hubby is rich.”

“He’s not. And I have to tell you something.” She took a quick, deep breath, then blurted it out. “I’m not exactly coming back after the wedd—honeymoon.”

Panic set in faster than my heart sinking to my stomach. “Wait.” Wait, wait, wait. “What do you mean you’re not coming back after?”

“I, ah, signed up for IVHQ?” Then her words came out even faster. “It’s a medical volunteer program. They’re really great, and I’m going to Ghana for twenty-four weeks, and maybe Tanzania after that for another twenty-four weeks. And there may not be any Wi-Fi near where I am, and I won’t have any cell service either.”

Shock added to my panic. “But you’re getting married, like, tomorrow.” Or whatever the time difference would be when she got to Fiji—Bahamas, Bali, wherever.

She looked down and picked at the frayed edge of her cutoff shorts. “Well, Charlie will still be deployed.”

It hit me like a slap in the face.

She was lying. About all of it.

Suddenly more sober than drunk, I said what I knew with absolute certainty. “Forward deployed service members don’t get two weeks off to go on a honeymoon.”

She didn’t have time to come up with another lie.

Douchey and his cologne returned. “Okay, ladies. Here we go.” He set two boxes on a standing-height table near us. “One new Ultramarine iPhone, and one in Desert Titanium.” He looked at Reenie. “Do you have an account? Are we porting old numbers over?”

“Our phones were stolen,” I snapped, trying to process the bomb of lies Reena had just dropped.

Douchey messed with a tablet. “Do you have the replacement coverage on your account?”

We both said, “No.”

“Okay. No problem. I’ll just need your driver’s licenses and your numb—”

“We’re getting new numbers,” Reenie announced with absolute authority.

Before I could protest or say she was the only one with ID, the door to the store opened, and a blond god walked in.

Cutting through the distance between us and the front of the store with a lethal stride, his voice hit even deeper and quieter than I expected. “Put their phones on my account.” Placing a black credit card and an ID on the table, he rattled off a number as my best friend went stiff with fear.
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Blade

 

Driving away from the shithole bar in Liberty City, hating Miami traffic, I replayed the image of those two chicks stumbling out to the sidewalk.

Something was off.

Or I was fucking off.

Eyes gritty, sleep deprived, my head fucked—I couldn’t remember the last time I’d gotten laid. I was also still trying to process the bullshit lie every single guy on Church’s Team had fed me about being on an Op.

Not one of those fuckers had a scratch on them, and Church had come home in fucking pieces.

I hadn’t bought their story then, and I still wasn’t buying it now.

Church wouldn’t have gone down without a fight. Neither would any SEAL on his Team. Those fuckers would’ve had at least one injury between them if an explosion had taken out Church.

Turning south toward Little Havana, wondering what the hell two hot chicks were doing at that shit bar during the day, I drove to an address I’d gotten in the intel dump off Church’s cell. His wife’s place.

Or fiancée.

No one could confirm they’d gotten married, including myself. And that was the shit that was eating at me, along with the fucking lies about where he’d been. Both were pissing me off and fueling guilt.

I should’ve been there for his wedding.

I should’ve been a lot of goddamn places over the years.

But Church getting hitched should’ve been a priority. The second he’d told me he’d met a woman and was getting married, I said I’d take leave. He’d told me not to. She didn’t have family, and God knew we didn’t. He’d said they were eloping. Fucking Bali. Told me he’d catch me on the flip side of the honeymoon. Introduce his woman.

That was the last we’d spoken.

Days later, I was carrying his casket off the transport. No one knew about the wife. She was a no-show at the funeral, and the address of her place in Little Havana matched GPS coordinates from Church’s cell after one of his texts confirmed a meet at the bar in Liberty City. Other than that, I had a name of an Italian restaurant and the memory of part of my last conversation with Church.

“Fucking married.” Christ. “What’s her name?”

“Summer.”

“Summer what?” I logged in to a secure server our Team had.

Church laughed. “Nice try, big brother. Not happening.”

My thumbs hovered over the screen. “What’s not happening?”

“I know you. If you’re not already logged in to one of the databases, you’re about to be. If I give you her full name, you’ll run a background check so deep, you’ll know what color nail polish she buys.”

“Since when is nail polish in your fucking vocabulary?”

“Since Mom made me go to the store to get her specific colors when I was fifteen.”

What the fuck? “Mom didn’t wear that shit.”

“Exactly. It was punishment for breaking into Dad’s gun safe and using his old Colt 45 for target practice in the backyard with Geir. She sent me to the commissary and told me not to come home until I had the colors she wanted. Turned out, every fucking name was made up. An hour later, after I’d bought every color they had, it was all over base that I had a foot fetish and painted my toenails. I wore flip-flops that entire fucking winter.”

Shaking my head, I snorted out a half laugh. “Sounds like Mom.”

“That woman was insane.”

“She fucking married our old man. What’d you expect?”

“Fair point, and before you ask, no, Summer isn’t insane. You’re not getting her last name, and you’re not going to run any background checks on her. Copy?”

I shook away the memory.
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