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DELTA

Dominant.

 

Mercenary.

 

Navy SEAL.

 

I had one job on the Teams. Predict the unpredictable. See what no one else saw. Analyze, assess, anticipate. Then execute with deadly force.

 

Calculating the enemy’s moves, including the ones they hadn’t thought of yet, was my specialty. I did it for the Navy, but I was now private sector, utilizing my skills at Alpha Elite Security. I had a hundred percent mission success rate… until her.

 

Make no mistake, I saw the blonde coming. I predicted her every move. But this time, I wasn’t going to stop it. I was going to do something much worse.

 

Code name: Delta.

Mission: Dominate.
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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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Fifteen years ago.

 

My hands pressing against my ears as she screamed, I crouched in the corner.

“Don’t just sit there!” Her cheeks puffed out like a balloon, and she panted like a dog. “Get me my medicine.”

“Y-y-you’re bleeding.” Tears fell.

Sitting on the kitchen floor with her legs spread funny and blood between them, she held on to the edge of the counter as she growled, “I don’t care. Get my medicine, NOW.”

I looked at one of the bottles on the counter that she called her medicine, but I was eight years old, and I could read. The sticker on it didn’t say medicine, and her tummy looked like a basketball under her wet dress.

Her mouth opened, and her eyes squeezed shut, then another scream came out. “What is wrong with you, girl? GET ME MY DRINK.”

The front door banged open. “What the fuck are you yelling—Jesus Christ.” He kicked the door shut when he saw her on the kitchen floor.

She yelled at him, “Get my drink, boy!”

Sneering at her with his angry face, he dropped his school backpack that I knew didn’t have any books in it, and he walked the slow kind of walk. The one that meant trouble was coming. “Yeah? You want a fucking drink?”

I pushed myself back into the corner as far as I could.

She screamed again like she was hurt real bad, but then she growled at him. “Get. My. Drink.”

“This?” Grabbing a bottle, he held it over her. “Is this what you want, you fucking junkie whore? More vodka? You think that’s smart in your condition?” His lip twisted with the devil of hate.

“GIVE ME MY DRINK.”

“No fucking problem.” Grabbing her hair, he yanked her head back and poured the bottle over her face. “Drink, you worthless bitch.”

Opening her mouth like a baby bird, she drank until she started choking.

He didn’t stop. “Is that enough?” The bottle of her medicine empty, he took the next one off the counter and opened it. This time he grabbed her face real hard and forced her mouth open before he started pouring. “You want more? There you go. Fucking drink.”

She coughed like she couldn’t breathe.

Then her tummy moved, her body twisted in half, and she got sick all over herself and the floor.

Shoving her, he jumped back and said the bad words again. “You fucking worthless cunt!” Her head bounced on the floor, and he kicked her shoulder.

My mouth opened. “Stop!”

Turning fast, his angry eyes met mine. “What did you just say to me?”

“Sh-she’s hurt.” I swiped at the stupid tears. “She’s bleeding.”

He made the super-angry, twisted face. “What the fuck did you think would happen, freak?”

“She needs a doctor.”

He snorted. “No doctor is gonna help her.”

She let out a scream that hurt my ears. Then all of a sudden, she went still, and a new kind of screaming filled the kitchen.

Both of us looked.

I shot to my feet. “Th-th-that’s a baby.” Lying right between her legs, in the mess on the kitchen floor.

“No shit.”

“P-p-pick it up.”

“Fuck no.”

“Y-you can’t leave it there.” It was screaming. And had a red face. And blood and goo in its white hair. And it was making a funny gurgling noise now between the screaming cries.

“Yeah, I can.” He took out one of his stinky cigarettes and lit it. “It’s just gonna die like all the others.”

“Is she dead?” She wasn’t moving.

Dragging more smoke from his cigarette, he made a sound of disgust. “Dead drunk.” He kicked her shoulder again, then tossed his cigarette in the sink and ran water over it. “Get in the closet.”

My chest suddenly hurt, almost as much as it did when I looked at the baby. “No.” I hated the closet.

“Do you want to be taken away? Do you know what they would do to a freak like you?” Shoving me as veins popped on the sides of his neck, his really mean face came out. “If I say get in the fucking closet, you get in the fucking closet.”

I didn’t know why I was doing it. I knew better than to try to fight him anymore, but I puffed out my chest like he did when he wanted to be big and brave, except I didn’t feel brave. I felt as sick as the stink of her vomit all over the floor. “I want to pick it up.” But maybe with a towel.

All of a sudden, he was gripping my throat and yelling in my face. “You so much as touch that fucking thing, and I will kill you. KILL YOU, you hear me?” He pushed me hard.

I fell back, the baby screamed louder, more tears came, and she suddenly moaned.

“Drink.” She picked her head up, looked between her legs, then her eyes rolled back, and her head made a bad sound as it hit the tile floor.

“FUCK.” Grabbing the phone that hung on the wall that I wasn’t allowed to touch, he pushed three of the buttons. Yanking the cord that looked like coiled spaghetti, he walked to her and held the handle part I knew you were supposed to talk into right in front of the screaming baby for a few seconds. Then he slammed the phone back into its holder on the wall.

Stepping around her and the baby, he wiped his boots on her ruined dress before turning toward me. “What the fuck did I tell you to do?”

I scrambled back on my hands and feet. “You’re supposed to talk into the phone.” Even I knew that.

Coming toward me, he made his eyes go narrow.

I moved back more. “Wh-who did you call?”

“Who the fuck do you think?” Grabbing my arm, he yanked me to my feet. “Walk.” Dragging me to the front door, he cracked it and picked up his backpack. Then he forced me toward the closet.

The baby choked between its screaming, and I started to breathe too fast. “No. I-I don’t want to go in there.”

“Too fucking bad.” Opening the door, he shoved me in first, stepped right behind me and yanked the door shut.

The closet went dark. The baby’s scream turned into a horrible gurgle. He slid the latch-lock thing he’d screwed into the wood on the inside of the door, and the kitchen went quiet.

I started to really cry.

“Shut up,” he hissed, slapping his hand over my mouth. “Or I’ll tell them to take you away along with the fucking mess out there.”

I didn’t ask who them was. I didn’t need to. Nothing good came in a uniform, so I stopped the loud part of my crying.

But he didn’t care.

He kept his palm crushed over my mouth. My tears dripped onto his stinky hand. The front door banged open. Men called out, and heavy footsteps sounded in the kitchen.

Yanking my back to his chest, he whispered real quiet against my ear. “Don’t say a fucking word, freak.”
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Delta

 

Watching the security camera feeds, I studied the woman.

For the third time in as many days, I thought there was something familiar about her.

The card reader on the outside of the command room door was accessed, and I dismissed the thought for the same reasons as I had before.

No intel, no supporting analytics, no collaborating evidence.

November walked into the command room. “Delta.”

“November,” I returned, not taking my focus off the screens as the skittish blonde in oversized clothes did the same thing she’d done yesterday and the day before.

Scanning the underground garage but keeping her head down, she hustled to the furthest aisle and ducked behind a company Range Rover parked in the last spot at the end.

Setting his motorcycle helmet on his desk, November dropped his messenger bag on the floor. “You flying out with Alpha and Zulu this morning?”

“Supposed to.” I glanced at Alpha Elite Security’s resident hacker. “You’re in early.”

“Probably for the same reason you are.” November tipped his chin at the feeds. “I see she’s back.”

I refocused on the wall of monitors that had every inch of the forty-five-story Miami high-rise that was AES’s headquarters under surveillance. “She is.”

November powered up the three monitors on his desk. “What are you thinking?”

That she was homeless, on the run, and she’d been abused. She was also a submissive. “She’s here for a reason.”

November glanced at the large monitors as he logged into AES’s network from his keyboard. “Reprieve from the heat.”

South Florida was relentlessly hot and humid most of the year, but that wasn’t why she was in the underground parking garage of a downtown high-rise. “Have you run facial rec on her?”

“Tried to. Twice.” Taking a seat behind his desk, November focused on his screens as he started typing.

So had I. “No results.”

“No,” November agreed. “No cell phone or electronic devices on her either. She’s also been careful. Haven’t captured a full facial on her yet.”

He wouldn’t. She’d clearly spotted the security cameras before she’d come into the garage, but it didn’t matter. His software compensated for it. That wasn’t the issue. Her not being in the system was. “Working theory?” I knew he had one.

“Digital footprints, technology, facts—I dig through what is. Speculation’s your department.” Pivoting in his chair, he woke up the system on the desk behind him. “But I might have something. After I run a test on some new software, I’ll scan her again.”

“New software?” I hadn’t seen anything on the servers.

“More like a tweak to one of my existing programs. I’m integrating it now.”

“What kind of a tweak?”

November glanced up. “New code that will account for common plastic surgery procedures.”

“Her nose.” I looked back at the screens. I’d already noticed it. Perfectly symmetrical in profile, it didn’t match with her appearance or the scars on her arms.

“Not sure, but it’s highly questionable that someone in her age range has no hits in any system or on any socials.” Still typing, he glanced from the setup behind him to one of his screens. “She’ll make a good test subject for the upgraded software.”

“How long before you can run her through it?”

“Ten minutes.”

The command room door opened again, and Adam “Alpha” Trefor, the owner of Alpha Elite Security and technically my boss, walked in. “Morning.” He glanced at the screen. “I see our visitor’s back. November, I thought you were handling this yesterday.”

“Working on it. Ten minutes.”

“Ten max,” Alpha acquiesced as he pulled out his cell and glanced at it. “But after that, go down and see what she needs. If it falls under our purview, we’ll help her. Otherwise, get her to the women’s shelter I mentioned yesterday. I already called it in. They’re holding a space for her.” He fired off a text.

My jaw ticked. “She doesn’t need a shelter.”

Alpha glanced at me. “We don’t know what she needs, but camping out in our garage isn’t it.”

Agreed, and I’d been letting this go on two days too long, but something wasn’t adding up. “I’ll go talk to her.”

November glanced up, and both he and Alpha stared at me.

Then Alpha pocketed his cell and crossed his arms. “What do you know?”

“Nothing.” Yet.

Alpha gave me the same look he’d used on anyone who was full of shit when he was Team Leader. “I’ll rephrase. What are you thinking?”

“DV.”

November went back to typing, but Alpha kept fucking staring. “Elaborate. We both know what you do.”

I glanced back at the screens even though she was now out of view. “She’s someone, and she’s on the run. Both November and I ran her through facial rec and came up empty, which is statistically improbable. There’s a reason she’s off the grid. Same reason for the baggy clothes in this heat and the way she scans her surroundings.”

“She’s hiding from someone,” Alpha stated.

“Yes.” Someone with money, influence or reach. “She won’t squat here much longer.” With only one backpack, she was traveling light so she could keep on the move.

“All right. Go talk to her, but make it quick. Whatever intel you gather, hand it over to November.” Alpha glanced at his watch. “Zulu’s waiting for us at Executive. We’re wheels up in thirty.”

“Copy.” I turned toward the door, and it opened.

Alpha’s woman looked from me to her man as his cell rang. “Adam.”

He glanced at her, then his cell. “I see it.”

“They’ve called twice,” she warned in her reserved voice.

“Priority or parameters?” he asked her.

“Urgent,” she replied as his cell continued to ring. “They haven’t mentioned parameters, but my sources say you’ll need Kilo.”

“Understood. Thank you.” Alpha glanced at me. “I have to take this. You’re on deck with Zulu for the New York client meet and greet. We’ll regroup once you get back.”

“Copy.”

Tipping his chin at me, Alpha answered his cell as he followed his woman out of the command room.

The door shut, and November spoke up. “I got something.” He turned one of his monitors toward me. “You were right. Looks like she had rhinoplasty.”

Images of five different IDs filled the screen. Blonde hair, brown hair, red hair, black hair, and blonde again—different names, addresses and states—all were the same woman, but all the IDs had a filter on the facial image like they were an AI-generated rendering of a photo. Close enough image-wise to work for whoever would use the ID, but not identifiable with facial rec software. “Are you seeing that?”

“Yes.” November glanced between his screens. “Artificial intelligence imaging.”

“All the IDs are fake.” And in each picture, she had the remnants of a broken nose.

“They are. I’m attempting to trace the original image now.”

He wouldn’t find it. “Don’t bother.” I quickly scanned the dates on the IDs, looking for the newest one. Hanna Smith. The picture had the same shade of blonde hair as the woman currently in our parking garage. The telltale bump on the bridge of her nose was there, and she had brown eyes, but something about that particular image struck me. “Map the Hialeah address on the Florida ID.” I knew what he’d find.

November typed, then zoomed in on his second screen. “Vacant lot.”

“Run the images of the five IDs through facial rec.”

“Already on it.” His third screen started populating. “Over twenty potential hits.”

From security cam footage of executive airports and expensive hotels, I followed the pictorial trail from Los Angeles to New York that unfolded over nine months, then stopped. There was a lag before it picked back up in Virginia, but it wasn’t in five-star hotels. Four weeks of bus stations, public transport and shit motels before the trail came to an end in Miami eight weeks ago. Then nothing until she showed up here. “What about before Los Angeles?”

“Nothing,” November replied.

“Run it again.”

“Copy.” He entered the command, and the screens repopulated. “Same results.”

Quickly scanning the photos again, I pointed at one where she had dirty blonde hair and bruises on her collarbone and cheek. “Take that image and smooth out the break on the bridge of her nose a fraction more, then rerun it through facial rec.”

“On it.” November brought up a program, quickly made the adjustment, and reran the image. No new results came up. “Nothing.”

I scanned all the images again, looking for patterns, anomalies or inconsistencies. “Try a few more images with that same adjustment and scan them again. I’m going downstairs to talk to her. Text me if you get any new hits.”

“Copy,” he replied.

I headed to the door.

“She’s a submissive,” he called after me.

“I know.” November and I were not the same, but we both had certain proclivities.

“Then you see the type of behavior she’s exhibiting.”

I did. Which was the exact reason why I was the last fucking person who should be going down to talk to her, but there was something about her.

Something I was missing.

“You’ll intimidate her,” November warned.

I didn’t reply.

I was already walking out the door.
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Hanna

 

Rationing my water, I sipped from the dented metal canteen I’d bought secondhand before carefully twisting the failing plastic lid closed.

The concrete degrees cooler than the air, I lay back on the underground parking garage floor and used my backpack as a makeshift pillow as I tried to ignore the twinge in my tailbone.

All I wanted to do was close my eyes and drift.

But I couldn’t.

I couldn’t ever fall asleep.

Not completely.

Tucking my hands between my knees, I focused on my sightline under the row of black Range Rovers. Today, there were eight of them. Yesterday, there were only six. Five the day before that.

The extra SUVs today were making me nervous.

I couldn’t stay here another day.

I shouldn’t have even been here at all, but I was tired, the ground was cool, and it felt… I didn’t want to think the word, let alone feel it, but my tired mind betrayed me, and the thought was there.

It almost felt safe here.

Almost.

Slipping two fingers into a small tear on the side of my backpack that’d accidentally created a concealed hiding space, I pulled out a business card and reread the address I already had memorized. For a moment, I allowed myself to fantasize about a different life. But then I quickly shoved the card back between the two layers of worn material and chastised myself.

I didn’t live another life.

I lived mine, safety was an illusion, and I couldn’t afford to let my guard down for any reason. Not fantasies, not what-ifs, nothing. I just needed to stick to the plan.

Keep moving.

Head down.

Stay hidden.

Stay focused.

One goal.

That’s all that was important now. The future wasn’t mine anyway. At least not yet, or maybe not ever—it didn’t matter.

I was sticking to the plan, and I had one goal.

One goal.

I was silently repeating the mantra when the elevator doors opened.

My heart rate spiked, the thought died, and muscle memory kicked in.

Swift and without hesitation, I shouldered my pack, tucked the canteen into the side pocket, and squatted on one knee and one foot before placing my palms on the cement floor.

Raising my knee and back, I shifted my weight to my feet and hands.

Sprint position.

I’d run my whole life, but never with my eye on the finish line.

This time was no different.

Except here I had precious little space to sprint from, and I didn’t have my head up for optimum momentum.

Never have your head up.

One ear to the ground, looking under the vehicles across the parking garage, my gaze fixed on the open doors, I watched.

My heart pounding, I waited.

And waited.

No one came out of the elevator.

Ten seconds, twenty. Twenty-five seconds. The doors closed.

Prone, trying to keep my breath even, fear spidered across my skin and sank into my veins.

Someone should’ve come out.

One of the men.

Or the woman.

But no one came.

Maybe….

Oh God.

They knew I was here, and they’d kept to the furthest side of the elevator where my view was obstructed by the front tires of the vehicles all lined up in the row.

Forcing myself to slow my breathing and not focus on my panic but on the vibrations, I listened.

Footsteps, echoes, movement, reverberation, voices, tires, engines—anything.

But there was nothing.

No extra sounds.

No noise besides the distant daytime traffic outside the garage.

No vibrations.

My breath started to come short. My chest began to tighten. I dropped one knee back down to the ground and tried to reason.

This was a lit garage.

I didn’t see anything.

This wasn’t a darkened bedroom.

I didn’t hear any—

“Get up,” the deep voice ordered.
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Delta

 

Stepping off the elevator, keeping out of her sightline, my movements stealth and silent, I glanced down the row of AES Range Rovers.

Then I made a wide arc.

Thirty seconds later, I rounded the farthest parked company vehicle she was hiding behind and caught her crucial tactical mistake.

Arms spread, palms flat, her hands and ear to the ground, left knee bent, right one on the ground, she was only looking under the cars.

For half a second, I took her in.

Worn backpack secured over both shoulders, hair falling everywhere, linear scars on the backs of her hands and forearms, her fingertips pressed hard against the concrete.

She was a runner.

But this woman wasn’t running track.

With one foot poised to sprint but her positioning off as if to favor an injury, her chest rapidly rose and fell. Letting fear rule her, she didn’t notice my approach.

Widening my stance, I issued a concise order with zero give in my tone. “Get up.”

Startled, she flinched, then shot upright. Gripping the straps of her backpack, favoring her left leg, her head down, her hair covering her face, her gaze focused on my feet, she both shrank in on herself and stepped toward me. “I apologize, sir. I was just leaving.”

Her voice gave me pause.

Compellingly submissive and feminine, with a slight rasp from either misuse or dehydration, fear-tainted and soft-spoken, it didn’t carry. With practiced intentionality, it did the opposite.

Eliciting my full dominance, the little sub had me doing something I never did.

Reacting.

Instead of cataloging observations, running down behavioral patterns and predicting her motives and next moves, I raised my arm, braced my hand on the SUV, and gave her a silent warning.

Fear made her suck in a breath and halt. But either abuse or conditioning made her arms drop and her hands go flat against the outside of her thighs as she went completely fucking still.

My cock stirred. “Name.”

“I wish to leave.”

No, she didn’t. This was Alpha’s building. AES’s name was discreetly etched into the glass lobby doors. Company vehicles lined the garage. Designated visitor parking spaces were marked for AES clientele use only. She knew where she was.

This woman didn’t want to leave. She wanted to feel safe. “We’re going to have a conversation first.”

With her head still down, she didn’t react. She also didn’t request to leave again, a fact I took note of as she inhaled. “I would like to speak to the other man, please.”

So that’s how she wound up here. “Which one?” I knew her presence wasn’t random.

No reply, she tilted her head away from me.

“Answer the question,” I demanded.

“I… can’t say, sir.”

Fuck, that voice. She almost sounded familiar. “Can’t or won’t?”

She got quieter. “Can’t.”

I didn’t have to study her to figure it out. She didn’t have a name. “Description?” Already mentally running down the list of everyone at AES, I came up with four men who wouldn’t have given her their call sign. November was top of the list, but he would’ve said if he’d interacted with her. That left Kilo, Blade and Whiskey. The first two would’ve scared her too much for her to seek shelter here.

“Blue eyes,” was all she gave me.

It was enough. “Whiskey. Where did you encounter him?”

Not replying, tilting her head more, she tucked her chin against her shoulder.

I noted her tell, but I was out of time to deal with it, and I’d already decided I wasn’t handing her over to November or calling Whiskey. That left me with two options. “I’m on a flight in twenty-five minutes, and you’re not staying here. You’re also going to answer my questions, and we’re going to finish this conversation. That leaves you with two choices.”

“I would like to leave now, sir.”

I bet she would. “Not one of the choices.”

Her hands returned to the straps of her backpack that were noticeably worn from overuse. “I… I don’t understand.”

Yes, she did. “You can come with me, or you can wait for me to return. Decide.”

Nervously glancing to my left and right as if looking for a way to get past me, she took a step back instead. “You said I wasn’t staying here.”

“Not in the garage.” I checked my watch, then put some force behind my next command because I was out of time. “Make a decision.”

It was instant. Her head dropped to the center of her chest, her arms fell to her sides, and she went so fucking still, I knew what she’d done.

This wasn’t subspace or anything to do with that lifestyle.

The woman had checked out.

Lowering my arm and my tone but steeling my voice, I did the last fucking thing I should have to her. “Kneel,” I demanded.

She flinched, giving me the exact reaction I was looking for.

“Do I have your attention now?”

Gaze still downcast, not lifting her head, her hands returned to the straps of her backpack as she glanced again at the space between me and the Range Rover.

“Go ahead.” Run. “I’ll welcome the challenge.”

She didn’t fucking move.

“Smart choice.”

“With all due respect, sir, I did not have a choice.”

I wasn’t a sadist. “You always have a choice. Are you ready to answer my question?”

No response.

“Then we’ll do this the hard way.” Not tempering my dominance or authority, I repeated my earlier command. Decisively. “Kneel.”

“Wh—”

“Kneel.”

Immediately dropping to her knees, she placed her hands on her thighs.

Satisfaction going straight to my cock, I issued another order. “Look directly at me.”

The woman slowly raised her head.

Then she sucked in a shocked breath, and for the second time in my life, I didn’t predict or anticipate.

I fucking reacted.

Staring at her eyes, which were a different color than every damn ID that’d shown up on November’s screens, I couldn’t believe what the hell I was seeing. “Do you have contacts in?”

Holding my gaze, her throat moved with a hard swallow, but she didn’t answer.

“Answer,” I demanded.

“No, sir,” she barely whispered.

“That’s your natural eye color?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied even quieter.

Violet.

Her eyes were fucking violet.

A distinct shade I’d seen exactly once before. Sixteen years ago.
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Hanna

 

“Get up,” he sternly ordered, turning away to stride out of the small space.

The air in my lungs gone, shock prickling across my skin, my chest squeezed tight, and one of the memories I’d buried so deep that it never came to the surface mocked me.

“Did your dad plant this lavender for you?”

I looked up from the clutched bunch of picked flowers in my hand. “It’s not lavender. It’s Royal Purple.” Daddy told me so.

The man in a uniform like the one Daddy used to have squatted next to me. “They’re pretty, like you.” He looked at my flowers with his bright green eyes. “And strong.” He touched one. “Also like you.”

The dirt scratching the backs of my legs more than this stupid dress, I pulled my hand back. “They’re mine. You can’t touch them, and I’m not strong.” More tears fell, and I angrily swiped at my cheek. “I can’t hold my breath long, and I can’t swim like the seals in the big waves.”

“When you’re ready to learn, let me know.” His grass-green eyes looked at me. “I’ll teach you.”

“I don’t want to be teached.” Clutching my flowers, I kicked at the dirt, soiling the shiny Mary Jane shoes I hated as much as my dress. “Daddy’s dead because he swam like seals.”

The man in the uniform didn’t lie to me and say Daddy was in some place called Heaven. “Your father isn’t dead because he knew how to swim. He died saving his brothers.”

“Daddy didn’t have brothers,” I argued as tears fell on my flowers.

“He had me.”

“Then how come he’s dead?” Daddy said family protects each other.

“What have you been told?”

“They say Daddy’s in Heaven, but I know that just means dead. Now he’s dead like Mommy, and they’re not coming back.”

“Your mother’s not dead. She’s in the house.”

“No, she’s not. My real mommy’s dead. My daddy told me so. He said she died when I was a baby so she could be in Heaven waiting for us when we got there. I didn’t want my mommy to be in Heaven, but Daddy said it was okay. Then Grammy got sick and couldn’t babysit me anymore, so Daddy brought a new mommy home. I told him I didn’t need a new babysitter—I was five and a half years old. But he brought the new lady to our house anyway. He said I had to call her Mommy and that she would take care of me when he had to go swim like a seal. But my new mommy wasn’t alone, and now I have a stupid brother. I hate him. Except Daddy says I can’t say hate because hate is the devil, and you can’t ever let the devil in. So I didn’t say that word to Daddy, but I told him that when my new mommy isn’t watching, the boy who I’m supposed to say is my brother is mean. He says I’m only his stepsister, and my new mommy is only my stepmommy, which is stupid because our house doesn’t even have stairs. I hate steps.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“That’s because you weren’t my daddy’s real brother.” If he were, he would’ve known.

“Sometimes family isn’t blood related.”

I didn’t know what that meant, but Daddy had said the same thing, that sharing blood wasn’t the only way to be family. “I’m not sharing my blood with you.”

“You don’t have to. But I still consider your father my brother, same as all the other men on the Team.”

I knew what that word meant. Daddy said it all the time, but he used it different. “You don’t play sports.”

“No, I don’t.”

I looked up at him. “But you’re in a uniform.”

“Yes, I am.”

“My stepmommy said she hates your uniforms.” My throat hurt when I swallowed. “She said she wants them all to go away and never come back.” More tears fell, and I looked down at my Royal Purple. “Now Daddy’s gone.”

“I’m sorry she feels that way.” His big hand grasped my chin and tipped my head up. “Your stepmother is not the reason why your father is no longer here.” He wiped at my face.

“I don’t believe you,” I whispered.

“In time, you will. Until then, you have me.” His rough thumb softly rubbed my cheek. “You will always have me, little one.”

My tummy hurt. “I’m not little. I’m seven.”

“I know.” He stared.

I stared back. “Your eyes are strange.” Different like mine, but not the same kind of different. “Do they make fun of you?” I’d never seen any other people with eyes like his.

“For what?” He dropped his hand.

My cheek got cold. “Your eyes.”

His face got stern like Daddy’s used to when I told him something that made him mad. “Someone is making fun of you?”

“Zoey told Kennedy that I have a disease, and that’s why my eyes are like a cartoon.”

“Zoey and Kennedy are in your class at school?”

“Yeah, and they’re mean.”

“What’s your teacher’s name?”

“Miss Finnegan, but she doesn’t care. I already told her, and she said not to be a tattle.”

“I’ll speak with her.”

“About what?” He didn’t even know Miss Finnegan.

“Let me worry about that.”

I didn’t like those words. “Those are the kinds of things adults say when it’s bad, and I don’t want to get in trouble again.”

“Again?”

“For being a tattle.” I hated school.

His jaw made a funny movement. “I promise you won’t get in trouble.”

Looking away, I kicked at the dirt again. I didn’t like promises. Daddy made me a promise that he was coming home, but he lied. “My chest hurts,” I whispered.

His big hand landed on my back, and the funny-eyed man’s voice got quiet. “I know.”

“How? Because yours hurts too?”

“Right now, yes.”

I shoved my face in my flowers. “Do you cry?”

“On occasion.”

“When?”

“When your father died.”

“You’re lying.” I squeezed my arms tighter. “I saw you and the other swimming seals at the cemetery. You didn’t cry. You all pounded your fists on Daddy’s special box like you were mad at him.”

“We weren’t mad. We were honoring your father by giving him our Tridents. The pounding was to make sure they were secured to his casket. Do you know what a Trident is?”

I shook my head.

“When a sailor becomes a Navy SEAL, he earns a special medal called a Trident. It’s a privilege and an honor to have that medal. It symbolizes that you are the very best at what you do. It means that you’re an exceptional breed of warrior. Your father was brave, honorable, and the very best at what he did. He saved my life and the lives of all the men in uniform you saw today.”

“I wished he’d saved his own life.”

“For me to say I wish the same would be a dishonor to your father, his service and his commitment to protect you and every American. That said, I won’t lie to you. I wish it were me and not him in that casket.”

My chest hurt more, and I looked up. “You want to be dead?”

“I want to serve my country and protect you and my brothers. If that means I die while doing so, then I have no regrets.”

Tears blurred my eyes. I whispered, “I hate dying.”

“I understand.”

His hand warm on my back, I looked down at my flowers and whispered again. “I don’t want you to die.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Are you a warrior?” With my front tooth loose, the word didn’t sound the same when I said it.

“Yes.”

“Is your best better than my daddy’s?”

“Doubtful.”

“Then you’re going to die too.” I twisted away from him, and more dirt filled my stupid shoes as my sleeve got caught on the tall flowers. “Go away.” I yanked my arm, and the top of a stalk bent, breaking it.

“Not yet.”

“I don’t want you here.” Seeing the broken flower made my chest hurt worse. “These are my flowers.”

“May I have one?”

“No.”

“Not even for your father’s brother?”

“I already told you that you’re not Daddy’s brother.”

“He was mine. How about I be your uncle?”

“I don’t want any stupid uncles.” I choked on a sob. “I don’t want any more people who swim like seals and don’t come home. Go away. Go away and never come back.”

“Violet!”

I shrank further into the Royal Purple.

“Violet, get out of the dirt,” my stepbrother scolded as he walked across the lawn and grabbed my arm too hard. “You’re not supposed to be talking to them. Mom needs us. Stop crying and let go of those ugly flowers. You’re not bringing any more of that stink into the house.”

This time, unlike others, when he yanked me up, I didn’t fight back.

Dragged to my feet, holding my flowers tight, I looked at the man in the uniform with grass-green eyes as he stood up, but he wasn’t looking at me.

Towering over us, he was glaring at my stepbrother. “Do you always grab your sister like that, Steven?”

Shoving his drumsticks into his back pocket, my stepbrother grabbed my other arm and puffed out his chest like a rooster. “Only when I have to rescue her from a dirty pedophile.”

I didn’t know what that last word meant, and I barely had time to get a good look at the man’s uniform before my stepbrother yanked me away, but I saw enough.

He didn’t have a speck of dirt on him.

“Let’s go,” the deep voice commanded.

Shocked from the past to the present as the frighteningly dominant man gave an order with a voice from my memories, I mentally tried to shake away the possibility that it was him.

I was still trying to tell myself it wasn’t possible as I pushed to my feet and followed his broad shoulders and incredibly tall frame.

The man in the suit in front of me had emerald eyes. Not grass green.

It couldn’t be him…. Could it?
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Striding toward my company Range Rover, I played the possibility through every scenario even though I fucking knew.

Her footfalls quietly landing at my six, I didn’t look back until I’d opened the passenger door for her.

Holding the straps of her backpack, head down, focused on the ground ahead of her, she stopped three feet short.

“Get in,” I ordered.

She didn’t move. “I prefer not to, sir.”

Remembering the last time I saw her, cursing my own culpability, I issued a command. “Look at me.”

She lifted her head, and her striking gaze met mine for exactly one second before drifting.

“How long do you want to play this game?”

Looking like she wanted to bolt, she stared at the fucking SUV. “Sir?”

“You know my name.”

She turned her head to the side again, and her voice dropped. “I’m sorry, but I don’t, sir.”

Letters, birthday cards and annual checks. For eleven years, I’d written to her, and she didn’t know my fucking name? She’d never once responded. I hadn’t expected her to. I wasn’t keeping in touch for myself. But she knew my goddamn name.

She also knew my voice and what I looked like.

When she’d turned eighteen, I’d sent a larger check with an equal amount deposited into a new bank account I’d opened in her name. I’d given her the account details, a commitment to make the same annual deposits, my cell number and an open-ended invitation to reach out if she ever needed anything. Money, a place to crash, someone to have her six—any goddamn thing—but the check was returned with an unsigned note to never make contact again.

Suspecting who was behind the bullshit, I’d destroyed the check. Opening another new account, I transferred the money from the previous one, added the funds from the uncashed check and closed the old account. Then I’d requested a few days of leave and took a new letter to her high school.

Showing up in service dress blues, posing as a Naval Legal Service Command Officer from JAG Corps, I’d gone to her principal and demanded to see her on an estate-planning matter pertaining to her deceased father.

The principal had respectfully refused and told me to contact her mother. When I’d informed the woman that her biological mother was deceased, Violet Hanna Traylor was of legal age, and I had documentation pertaining to Petty Officer Second Class Quentin Traylor’s will, the woman had relented—with the condition that she was present throughout the entire interaction.

I remembered that day like it was yesterday.

The principal glanced at my uniform again. “Officer, as I’m sure you can understand, this is not a… usual situation. If you give me time to contact Miss Traylor’s mother and have her come in, she can be present while—”

I cut the woman off. “With all due respect, as I’ve already informed you, Violet Hanna Traylor is of legal age. Sandra Saunders is not Violet’s biological mother, nor is she listed in this particular legal document. My presence on your campus is a mere formality and courtesy. If you prefer for me to wait for Miss Traylor on the sidewalk directly outside the legal boundary of the school’s property, I will.”

“No, no, of course not, and I appreciate your courtesy.” Exhaling, the woman pressed the intercom on her phone and called her secretary. “Delilah, will you please have Violet Traylor brought to my office?”

“Yes, Principal Atkins,” the older woman answered. “Just give me a couple of minutes.”

“Thank you.” The principal clasped her hands but didn’t sit.

Standing at parade rest, my gaze focused over her head, neither did I.

“May I ask you a question, officer?”

I didn’t correct her on the proper way to address me. “You may.”

“Why isn’t the Navy contacting Miss Traylor at her home?”

I lied. “Those weren’t my orders, ma’am.”

“Of course.” She lasted ten seconds with the unasked question I knew was coming. “Is this usual?”

“Is what usual, ma’am?”

“Contacting next of kin over a decade after the fact with a legal document?”

I met her gaze. “Taking care of our fallen heroes and their last wishes is always usual.” I paused a fraction before decisively levying my tone. “Ma’am.”

The older secretary knocked, then opened the office door. “Principal Atkins, I have Miss Traylor here.”

“Send her in.” Atkins pasted on a fake smile. “Violet, thank you for coming.”

My gaze cut to the door, and rage hit me faster than a fucking IED. “What happened to your cheek?”

Her white-blonde hair hanging over her face, her head down, she didn’t look up past my waist as she nervously fingered a rip in the hem of her shirt. “It… it was an accident. I miscalculated the hurdle in track.” If she recognized my voice, she didn’t let on.

I aimed my glare at the principal. “Track?” That wasn’t a fucking track accident.

“Unfortunately, accidents happen in sports, but I can assure you the school nurse checked her out. She’ll heal in no time and be back at it.” The woman fucking smiled at me.

“I need a moment with Miss Traylor,” I demanded.

The principal’s smile tightened. “I’m sorry, officer, but that’s against school policy and our agreement, even if the student is of legal age.”

Still not looking up, wearing a lavender backpack over both shoulders and a T-shirt that was two sizes too big, the seven-year-old girl who’d grown into a young woman nervously crossed her arms.

Reining it in, wishing she would look up so I could see her eyes, I palmed the envelope with the official Navy insignia that I’d swiped from an office on base before coming here and held it out to her. “Miss Violet Traylor, this is for you. I’ll wait while you open and read the enclosed document, in case you have any questions.” Then I was going to find out who the fuck hit her and destroy them.

Glancing at the principal as if she needed authorization to take the fucking envelope, she waited for Atkins to nod at her.

I lost the reins of control. “You don’t need permission from anyone to accept the letter, Miss Traylor.”

Flinching under my tone, she reached out with a shaking hand and took the envelope.

The principal threw me a warning look. “Would you like to sit down, Violet?”

Crossing her arms again, she clutched the envelope between them and barely spoke loud enough to be heard. “No, thank you.”

She was petite, hesitant, and docile. She was also so fucking submissive, her voice hit me as hard as the sight of her bruised, swollen cheek, and I was testing her before I could stop myself. “Open the letter,” I demanded.

Again, she glanced at the principal, and again, she didn’t meet my gaze.

Impatient, hindered by the fact that we had an audience, and more glad by the second that I’d worded the note as I had, I didn’t repeat myself. I waited.

She didn’t move.

The principal stepped in. “Go ahead, dear. You can open it. I’ll be right here if you need anything.”

Bullshit. The woman didn’t give two fucks about Violet. She wanted me out of her office, and she didn’t want to deal with the real reason one of her students was sporting what looked exactly like a punch to the face.

It took all of my restraint not to usher her out of this joke of a school.

With movements too slow to be deliberate, she opened the envelope, unfolded the letter and read it.

Adrenaline pumping, waiting for a sign, I watched her hands.

I watched them because I knew the exact wording in that letter.

Your father wanted you to be taken care of. The following is the number of a bank account in your name. Memorize it. The money is yours and yours alone. If you are under duress or need immediate assistance, tap two fingers.

I’d signed it with my call sign, the bank’s name and my cell number.

Folding the letter, she carefully put it back in the envelope. Then she glanced my way. This time, she looked up as high as my chest, but it wasn’t enough for me to get a glimpse of her eyes. “Thank you.” Immediately dropping her head again, she addressed the principal as her free hand navigated back to the rip in her shirt hem. “Can I return to class now?”

“Of course, dear. Do you have any questions for either of us before you go?”

“No. Thank you.” She turned and scurried out.

I waited until I heard the outer office door close before I turned on the principal. “She didn’t make direct eye contact. Are her irises lavender?”

The woman frowned. “They are. She’s—”

“That’s all I asked. If I find out her injury wasn’t an accident and someone hit her, I will be coming back.” Not waiting for a response, I walked the fuck out.

Then I waited half a block down the street from the school. Three minutes after the final bell, she walked past my parked rental with her head down. Keeping my distance, I got out and followed her home.

For two days, I sat on her house. I followed her to and from school. I watched for anyone going in and out of her house, and I watched to see who she interacted with on school grounds. I watched her, period.

She never fucking looked up, and I never got a glimpse of her eyes.

Her head always down, she didn’t talk to the other kids. No one went in or out of her house except her, and no one interacted with her on school grounds. By the third day, her cheek was looking better, and she didn’t immediately walk home after the final bell. She went to the field behind the school and joined the track team for practice.

I watched her run.

Circling the track by herself, keeping her head down, she didn’t jump one hurdle.

After practice, the kids cleared out and the coach headed toward the main building.

Instead of trailing her home, I followed the coach.

Catching him before he entered the gym, I called out. “Marines?” Two decades on me, I recognized his high and tight.

The coach turned and sized me, my uniform, my rank and my fruit salad up in half a second flat. “Yes, sir. 2nd Battalion, 5th Marines. What can I do for you, Chief Petty Officer?”

I got to the point. “Did you witness Violet Traylor miss a hurdle?”

Crossing his arms, he asked the right question. “Who wants to know?”

I told him the truth. “I do. I served with her father, and her face doesn’t look like an accident. Is this an isolated incident?”

Still sizing me up, he took a moment. “Traylor’s only been on my team this year, so I can’t speak to any history. However, this seems to have been a one-off accident. I didn’t witness it, but when she showed up claiming it’d happened the night before while she was getting in some extra practice after everyone else had cleared out, I sent her to the nurse. The nurse told her to take the week, and I agreed. Other than that, I don’t have much to tell you. She keeps her head down, literally. I don’t know her to socialize with any of the other kids, and there’s never been any boys hanging around her. And before you ask, no, it didn’t look like an accident to me either. But like I said, I didn’t witness it, and there weren’t any incidents prior or after, so I didn’t report it.”

“Has her behavior changed in any way before or since?”

“No.”

I handed him a card with only a number on it. “Will you call me if it does or if there are any more incidents?”

He glanced at the card. “Depends.”

“On?”

His eyes narrowed. “How old are you, son?”

“Old enough to find that question insulting.”

“I’m asking it anyway. You’re not wearing a Trident, and her father was a SEAL. I’m not judging on that front. I know you Frogmen don’t like to advertise, and I’m not asking for specifics. All I’m saying is that you know what the girl looks like. I said there weren’t any boys hanging around her, but that doesn’t mean every one of ’em I got on my team doesn’t look at her every chance they get.”

My jaw ticked. “She’s getting harassed?”

The Marine snorted. “Not on my watch.”

“Keep it that way.” I nodded at the card. “Call me if anything happens.” I turned to go.

“You got a name, sailor?”

“Not one you need to know.”

The memory faded but not the image of her swollen cheek.

Now I was staring at an abused, traumatized, homeless submissive who was five years past her eighteenth birthday, and I wasn’t pissed.

I was fucking enraged.

“Get in the car, Violet Hanna Traylor.”

She pivoted and ran.
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Watching her sprint like she did it regularly, I pulled out my cell and dialed.

November answered immediately. “I see.”

“Keep an eye on her. See where she goes.”

“You’re not going after her?”

“No.” I glanced at my watch. “Is Conlon coming in today?” Vance “Victor” Conlon was AES, but he wasn’t a former SEAL like most of us, and he wasn’t altogether sane. Besides a having penchant for participating in fight clubs, enjoying inventive ways to kill someone and amateur hacking, the former Marine was our resident helicopter pilot because no one else wanted to fly helos. He was also unpredictable. So unpredictable that he had patterns. It’d been five days since he’d been in the office, and that was about the limit with him.

I heard November typing. “His SUV’s pulling up to the garage now.”

Before I could tell November to get him on the line and loop him in on the call, Conlon beat me to it.

“He’s calling me,” November stated.

“Conference him in.”

“Copy, hold…. Victor, you’re on with me and Delta.”

Conlon chuckled. “Right. Well, this morning just got more interesting. We’ve got a runner. Do I get to do something about it, or am I going to watch little miss squatter book it out of here and pretend to let it go?”

My jaw ticked. “Pick her up and bring her to Executive Airport. I’m flying out with Zulu in twenty on Alpha’s Falcon. Get her on board before we’re wheels up.”

Too casual, Conlon asked the question. “She a client?”

November didn’t comment, and neither did I.

“Right,” Conlon drew out sarcastically. “So she’s not a client. You and Zulu are taking Alpha’s Falcon without Alpha, leaving half the fleet of perfectly good G650s on the apron, and I’m on runaway patrol.”

“Alpha was called in on an urgent matter. Nineteen minutes,” I warned. “Make it happen.”

“Copy that, boss.” Conlon chuckled again. “This should be fun.” The echo of tires coming to an abrupt stop before reversing carried through the garage as Conlon hung up.

“November,” I clipped.

“Still here.”

“Wipe everything you found on her.”

He didn’t reply.

Closing the passenger door to the Ranger Rover, I strode to the driver’s side. “You have an opinion.”

Taking my statement as consent, he gave it. “Are you sure that was the right call?”

“Which part?” I got behind the wheel. “Encouraging Conlon’s propensity to hack, having him pick her up, or telling you to wipe everything you found?”

“All of it.”

I admitted the truth. “It’s better than me going after her.”

“System wiped. Who is she?”

Someone I should’ve kept a better eye on. “Daughter of a SEAL.”

November paused. Then he put it together. “Deceased?”

“Yes.”

“You promised to look after her.”

“I don’t make promises I can’t keep,” I clipped, ending the call.

I’d been a SEAL, same as Quentin “Canada” Traylor. Telling Quentin sixteen years ago that I’d look after his daughter if he didn’t make it home wasn’t a promise I could have guaranteed. But I’d never forgotten what he’d said to me before our last mission together.

“Yo, Delta.”

Looking up from double-checking my chute, I tipped my chin. “Canada.”

He shook his head. “Fucking bullshit call sign. You know I hate it.”

“Then you should’ve learned to pronounce Quebec when you’d had the chance.”

“I can say that shit just fine, but it’s no better than Canada. I’m a fucking SEAL, not a mounted bounty horse rider, or whatever the fuck they’re called.” He took the seat next to me.

“They’re JTF2s, and they’re Tier Ones same as us, but you’re missing the point.” We’d all gotten fucked on call signs thanks to the old OIC who couldn’t remember his ass from his elbow. Using the initials of our first or last names, he’d handed out call signs utilizing the NATO Phonetic Alphabet. Being his usual insubordinate self at the time, Traylor had butchered the pronunciation of Quebec and the OIC dubbed him Canada. By the time the Team had gotten a new OIC, the call signs had already stuck.

“Whatever.” Traylor took the picture of his daughter out of his pocket that he carried everywhere. “You good with this op? Because I got a bad fucking feeling.”

I was good with any op, and Traylor always had feelings about ops. Most I ignored. But this time, I gave him my attention. “What are you thinking?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. It just don’t feel right. HAHOing, the target LZ, the extraction point, uncharted terrain.” He looked pointedly at me. “I get all of that’s just another day at the office for us, but I’m telling you, the whole damn mission feels off.”

“You always have a problem when we’re not going after HVTs.” Barrel first was both his default setting and motto. “You’re only happy when we’re tip of the spear.”

“Shit,” he drawled. “Who ain’t? Name one motherfucker here who doesn’t want to be barrel first, kicking ’em doors down on every mission instead of this recon bullshit.”

I couldn’t. “Not mission objective this op.” Recon and intel only. I nodded toward our new Team leader, Adam “Alpha” Trefor. “You want to stand down, talk to Alpha.”

“Ain’t stood down yet, and I ain’t gonna start now. I’m just saying, this don’t feel right. And before you give me shit, I ain’t talking about my aversion to being caged. You know I hate that shit. They didn’t train and arm us for a walk in the park. Fire at us, bomb us—hell, drown us—I don’t care. I’ll come out barrel first every goddamn time, and I’ll hold the line. Just don’t put me in a damn cage of bureaucratic bullshit. I ain’t ever been cut out for that. I’m a Teams guy through and through. You know I got your back, brother. But I gotta be me, and wild and riled ain’t synonymous with sketchy recon shit.” He shook his head, then looked back at the picture of his daughter. “Fuck, did I tell you the shit she said to me last time I called?”

A dozen times. “Yes.”

“Well, I’m telling you again, you cold motherfucker, so listen up.” He punched me in the arm. “She said she was tired of me swimming with seals and I should come home. Told me I wasn’t a mammal, and daddies weren’t supposed to play pretend.” He held the picture up so I could see it. “She’s seven. Can you believe that shit?” Turning the pic back around, he smiled at the image of his daughter. “I’ve explained SEAL a hundred fucking times to her, but she still thinks I’m a goddamn zookeeper or some shit, swimming with actual fucking seals.” He shook his head. “I love that kid. She’s special, you know?” His expression sobering as he secured the photo back in his chest rig, he didn’t wait for a reply. “Just remember what I told you. Look after her if I don’t make it back.”

I didn’t make promises I couldn’t keep. I was on this op same as him. “You’ve got a wife and son, Traylor.” Neither of which he ever spoke about except to mention their existence. Didn’t matter. He needed to tell them to look after her.

His jaw clenched. Then he leveled me with a look I’d never seen from him. “Just fucking look after her, Delta. If something happens to me, look after her.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Promise,” he insisted.

“I promise I’ll do my best.”

Traylor stared at me for a beat. “I don’t mean money or college or shit like that.”

“I know.”

Resigned, he shook his head. “Detached motherfucker. I don’t even know why I trust you, but I do.” Standing up, he glanced at the rest of our Team on the transport before looking back at me. “Don’t fuck up.” Not waiting for a response, he called out to our Team leader as he moved toward the front of the plane. “Yo, Alpha! How many motherfuckers do I get to shoot once we’re boots on the ground?”

It was the last conversation I’d had with Quentin “Canada” Traylor.

Two hours later, he was dead.

His bad fucking feeling had been spot-on.

We’d landed in a Taliban hot zone, gotten pinned down by three belt feds in a triangular formation, and were outgunned and outnumbered. Ignoring Alpha’s direct orders to hold the line until air support came, Traylor did what Traylor had always done. He ran headfirst into the firefight.

Taking down two of the fifty-cal shooters as they pumped him full of lead, he’d saved the rest of the Team.

Ninety-six hours later, we were stateside at Arlington, carrying his casket.

Two hours after that, I was squatting in a garden of lavender, staring at a seven-year-old with eyes the same damn color of the flowers as she told me she wanted nothing to do with me.

Pulling out of the garage at AES, I made another call.

Neil Christensen answered on the second ring the same way he always answered. In Danish. “Ja.”

Former Jægerkorpset Special Forces, I’d met Christensen downrange when we were both stationed in Afghanistan. Now he was a commercial real estate developer in Miami, specializing in high-rises and oceanfront properties.

“It’s Delta. I need a favor.”
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Hearing my real name, I didn’t think twice.

I turned and fled.

Running through the garage and up the exit ramp, still clinging to denial, I desperately tried to think who else might know my real name besides the SEAL from my father’s funeral, and the man in uniform who’d come to my high school years later. Distracted, I didn’t see the big black car until it was too late.

The vehicle jumped the curb, tires screeched, brakes protested, and the SUV slammed to a stop mere inches from me.

I bucked back.

My body curved like a C, my arms uselessly flew out for balance, and I hit the pavement. Landing on my previously injured tailbone, pain spiked and the wind knocked from my lungs.

Stunned immobile, trying to catch my breath, my head resting on my backpack, all I could do was look up.

A dark-haired man in a suit casually got out of the Range Rover that was identical to the ones in the garage I’d just run from.

“Right.” Standing over me, staring with hazel eyes, he frowned. “Sorry about that, love, but orders are orders. Help you up?” With a slight British accent, he held out his hand.

Not without effort, I rolled to my side and assessed.

Back and tailbone hurting, breath coming short, left leg tingling—okay. I was okay. I’d suffered worse. So much worse. This was nothing.

I just needed to get up.

Dress shoes, then muscular thighs appeared in my line of vision right before the man squatted next to me. “Okay, love, here’s the deal. Any other pretty, homeless-looking woman with lavender eyes I would’ve simply picked up and put in the SUV by now. No judgment on the homeless situation, by the way. But considering you’re Delta’s woman, and there are exactly three SEALs I have zero interest in going head-to-head with, I’m refraining from touching you just in case you decide to relay that intel to Delta, and he decides to rearrange my face.” He smiled. “Which, for obvious reasons, we can’t have.” He winked, then dropped the smile as quickly as he’d given it. “So, anything broken?”

Delta.

The same name I’d heard along with five others sixteen years ago. Names that had bled together back then, one indiscernible from the other. Their only distinction being that each one had belonged to a man in a uniform who had pounded on my father’s casket.

I’d never known who was who.

I’d told myself I hadn’t wanted to, but it was a lie.

I’d desperately wanted to know the name of one SEAL. Same as I’d desperately wanted to look up at a man in uniform who’d come to my school years later, but I hadn’t allowed myself to. Instead, I’d taken that memory, along with another one, and buried them deep where I could keep them scared. Those memories I never pulled out. But I did allow myself to remember the men all lined up the day they buried Daddy. I remembered their uniforms. I remembered them saying their names to her.

Alpha, Bravo, Zulu, Echo, Delta, Kilo.

I remember wondering why they weren’t all in alphabetical order.

Glancing up at the stranger who hadn’t been at my father’s funeral, I silently repeated them.

Alpha, Bravo, Zulu, Echo, Delta, Kilo.

Now I knew who the grass-green-eyed man who’d come to my garden was.

Delta.

Except my memory had deceived me. His muscles were bigger, and his eyes were more emerald than grass. He was also the tallest man I had ever stood next to.

“Right,” the new man stated, quickly scanning the length of me as he dragged me from my thoughts. “Nothing broken. Let’s go with that. Up you go.” Taking my wrists in both of his hands, he effortlessly stood and pulled me to my feet.

Flinching from the contact, my back sore, my right shoulder smarting, I tried and failed to not show the wince of pain.

The hazel-eyed man immediately let go of me, but his sharp gaze went to my shoulder, and he frowned again. “I thought your backpack landed first.” He tipped his chin toward the small bump on my right collarbone. “Is that a new injury?”

Nervously looking past him, I plotted my escape. “I’m fine, sir.”

“Sir,” he stated.

Testing my left leg and ignoring the new twinge in my knee, I didn’t acknowledge him.

“Right.” The man scanned the street. Then his attention focused on the entrance to the garage behind me. “I’m not ‘sir’ to you, pet. You can call me Victor.”

I heard the vehicle exiting, but I didn’t dare look. Instead, I took the opportunity while he was distracted.
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