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PARAGON

 

I didn’t get to covet.

 

I bled duty and honor, and my mission was singular—eliminate.

 

So when I saw her, I didn’t think twice.

She was trespassing.

I was trained to kill.

I drew.

 

But I didn’t pull the trigger.

 

I gave her an order… to kneel.

 

 

PARAGON is your first taste of the heart-pounding Paragon Operations Series by USA Today bestselling author, Sybil Bartel! If you’re ready to step into a whole new world of romantic suspense, come meet Phoenix and the darkly dominant Tier One Operators at Paragon Operations. But prepare to brace, because these alpha heroes are going to make your e-reader combust!
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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 mother.

Thank you for teaching me grace under pressure, courage, and the kindness of acts of love.

Thank you for fighting cancer as hard as you could.

I love and miss you beyond words.

I know you already have, but please hug Oliver for me.

Rest in peace, Mom.

Love, your daughter. XOXO

 

Millicent “Millie” Demski 1941–2025
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Bravo

Ten Years Ago.

Operation Desert Force.

Location classified.

 

“Northwest corner of the building, retreat, retreat, retreat,” Alpha ordered through comms.

Hostile gunfire rang out across the compound.

Dragging the hostage, Zulu hit Alpha’s position first. Firing in short bursts, Echo and Delta followed. Crouched low, I brought up the rear, but the last damn place we needed to be holding was against this blown-out pile of rubble.

Reserving ammo, I scanned through my scope, then spared a glance at our Team leader and my best friend, Alpha. “What are we waiting for?” We’d taken down our target, we had the hostage, our mission was complete.

“Intel from Command.” Alpha nodded toward building two. “Possible second HVT.”

“No easy day.” Smirking at the irony, I turned toward the building and threw Zulu a command before Alpha could stop me. “Cover me, Zulu.”

He dropped and sighted. “Copy that.”

Alpha spoke to overwatch through his direct comm link, then ordered me to stand down. “Hold position, Bravo. Waiting on sitrep from Command.”

“I’ll get the intel sooner,” I argued. “Sixty seconds. One sweep, and I’ll know who we’re after.” This terrorist cell had been swarming their leaders. It’s how we got the first HVT. One minute of recon, and I’d know exactly who the second target was.

“Wait,” Alpha commanded.

Shots flew over our heads, the hostage hit the dirt, and Delta and Echo returned fire.

“We don’t have time to wait.” This mission was already jacked—insertion had been delayed, dawn broke, the compound was teaming with tangoes. We needed to bug out.

Rounds from an incoming convoy with a roof-mounted belt-fed rained down on our POS, punctuating my thoughts as the hostage took one in the leg.

Alpha’s usually guarded expression twisted with anger. “I’m going in. You and Zulu cover me.”

Not fucking happening. We had a deal. Alpha was Team leader, I was tip of the spear. That was how we operated best. “I got this.” I held up my fist. “Relay the intel from Command when you get it, and remember the promise.” Always the promise.

Alpha fist-bumped me, and recited our deal. “I promise I’ll take care of her if you kick down your last door.” Her being my younger sister. Dead parents, no living relatives, Maila was all I had left. She and Alpha.

“You better,” I warned. “Or I’ll come back and beat your ass before kicking your ass.” Already Oscar Mike, I hit the southeast side of the building and kicked the door in.

Sweeping to clear entry, I made it one step inside.

Then the world detonated.

The explosion deafening, the blastwave threw me. My back hit hard ground, my chest compressed, pain flared. A wall of fire roared.

Shit fell on top of me. My vision tunneled.

And darkened….

 

Hands gripped my ankles.

Jerked forward, pain radiated. Sucking in smoke and dust, I reached for my weapon.

My wrists were grabbed.

Kicking out, I yelled. “Alpha!”

Flames swamped me.

I was lifted off the ground.

I fucking fought.

A face got in mine. Ops Core FAST helmet, rail system, night vision, tactical lights. Mouth open. Fucker yelling. Everything ringing. Camo. Uniform. One of us. One of us.

I stopped fighting.

Started reading lips.

Couldn’t.

Fire. Smoke. Pain.

Dragged backwards.

Lights out….

 

Bounced.

Sucked in breath. Fucking ribs killing. Bounced again. Same fucker in my face. Mouth open. Saying shit. Ringing.

Goddamn fucking ringing.

Hard bounce.

Out.

 

Jostled.

Slow exhale. Slower inhale.

Awake.

Fuck, awake. My Team. My weapon.

Eyes open.

Dark. Hum. Helo. No…. Transport?

Where the fuck was my Team?

Where was my weapon?

“He’s awake.”

English. American accent.

Exhale. Turn head.

Cargo. Transport. Ranger fuckers lined up, kitted out. No Team. “Where’s my Team?” Throat raw. Cough.

Same fucker from before. In my face again. Weird eyes. Insane eyes. Green? No. Gold. Not kitted up. Not in Army camo. MARPAT cammies. Desert version. Marine.

I moved.

Fisting the fucker’s blouse, I yanked him toward me. “Where the fuck is my Team?”

“You have a call.” He shoved something in front of me.

Sat phone. No Alpha. No Team. What the fuck? “TEAM,” I demanded.

“CALL,” he ordered.

Phone in face.

Sat up. Grabbed it. “Alpha?”

The line crackled. Click sounded. Then, “Son. While we have not spoken directly in years, I trust you know who this is. For the sake of national security, keep that fact to yourself.”

My head fucking spun.

Team not here. Operators I didn’t know. On a C-130 transport, when our exfil was helo.

Shit sank in.

I replied. “Yes, sir.”

“Apologies for the explosion. Rest assured, your Team is intact, but maneuvers had to be made. I know this was not the career trajectory you imagined. Hell, it wasn’t what I imagined for you either when I met you long before your father was the Vice Admiral and I was in office. Unfortunately, we’re here now.”

Where the fuck was here? “Sir?”

“I need someone I can trust. Your father, may he rest in peace, assured me before he passed that you would be the right man for the job.”

Years-old memory popped. My father. Hand on my shoulder. Newly pinned Trident on my chest.

“You’re not the best man, son, but you’re the right man. Remember that.”

I replied automatically to the Commander in Chief. “Yes, sir.”

“Excellent. Before we start, I also apologize for the manner of your extraction and minor injuries. We had to make it believable beyond a reasonable doubt. You understand.”

My brain still fucking scrambled from the explosion, I shook my head. “Sir?”

“Your death, son.”

Gut punched.

Sat phone in hand, my head sank to my knees.

The Commander in Chief delivered his orders. “Petty Officer Second Class William Nilsen is officially deceased. Your new call sign is Phoenix. You report directly and only to me. Your missions will come through direct communication from either myself or Ground Branch. You’ll operate independently. You’ll have every resource at my disposal available to you through indirect channels, but you do not exist. Not to the Oval Office, not to this administration, not to the United States of America. Are we clear?”

Motion sickness I’d never had crawled up my throat. “Yes, sir.”

“Questions?”

“My sister.” My seventeen-year-old sister. Who had no one except me.

“She’ll be taken care of. Her future is assured.”

Not good enough. “With all due respect, sir, she needs to know I’m alive.”

“Son.” There was an impatient exhale. “You know that’s neither prudent nor secure, for her sake. Understood?”

In that moment, I didn’t care. This was my sister we were talking about.

But this wasn’t about me.

I knew who I was speaking with. Who my father had been. There was never going to be a choice. This was honor. Duty. I’d taken an oath.

I will obey the orders of the President of the United States.

“Yes, sir.”
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“Hi, Gram!” Dumping my unzipped backpack in the entryway, I kicked off my shoes, then reached for my music book, but Gram didn’t holler back.

That fast-breathing thing started.

Forgetting about the music book, I yelled again. “Gram, I’m home!”

No answer.

For one second, I stood there, listening.

The next second, I was running.

Sliding across the hardwood floors in my socks, tripping over the area rug, I ignored the empty hospital bed in the living room and went straight for the kitchen, but she wasn’t there. “Gram!”

“In here, boy.”

I whipped around.

In the dining room that we never used, Gram was sitting at the table with her back stiff, but that wasn’t the worst part.

Not even close.

Two guys with guns wearing no kinda uniform I ever saw stood on either side of Gram, and I knew in an instant—it was happening.

Pretending like I didn’t know I was the reason they were here, I stood tall like Mom taught me and looked from one scary guy to the other, right in their eyes. Then I looked at Gram like I wasn’t scared of nothing. “What’s going on?”

Both men were staring at me, but the bigger one spoke up first. “Son, we need to talk.”

I didn’t take my eyes off Gram. “Who are these guys, Gram?”

“U.S. Marshals,” the younger guy answered. “Why don’t you have a seat.” He nodded at the chair in front of me, the one that would put me opposite Gram and make me face all three of them like this was some kind of firing squad.

“I don’t need to sit.” I was fifteen and almost as tall as one of them. They couldn’t make me do anything in Gram’s house that I didn’t want to do. Unless they were here to arrest me, but I doubted that. “Say what you came for, then leave.”

Gram’s face turned even more stern. “You tell these men everything they want to know. You hear me, boy?”

Something thick stuck in my throat.

Gram had never used those words on me, and she didn’t speak mean—not unless she meant business, and she really looked like she meant it this time. But no one was going to make me say something I didn’t want to say. Not even men with guns.

Especially if this was about what I thought it was, because I’d made a promise.

It didn’t matter that Mom had made me swear. Truth was, she wouldn’t have had to. I’d have promised her anyway just for asking because Mom never asked anything of me, except to smile hard, forgive easy, and be bighearted.

So that last day, when she was lying in that shitty bed, so sick she couldn’t even sit up anymore, and she told me I had to swear to never tell anyone what she was about to tell me, I didn’t hesitate.

I swore.

Then, using her shaky voice that’d come on the week before, she said the reason I couldn’t tell a soul was because bad things would happen if I did. But she said I deserved to know, so she was trusting me with the truth. Except she said the truth always came at a price, and that’s why I had to swear to secrecy before she even told me what was so important.

It didn’t matter to me then what I was swearing to. She was dying, and I wasn’t going to say anything no matter what because she was my mom, and until we’d come to live with Gram two months ago, she was all the family I’d ever known.

So I promised her I’d never tell a soul.

Then my mom laid out the truth.

All of it.

I got sick in my gut. So sick, anger made my eyes leak, and I wanted to throw something, but I didn’t even know who to be mad at. The whole world, maybe.

But Mom got a tone in her voice, kinda like the one Gram had now, and she straight-up told me not to ever cry again over it.

Then she warned me that when they found out I knew the truth, this would happen.

She’d said men would come.

She’d said to expect them.

But I was to never, ever let on that I knew anything, no matter how many times they asked. But Mom didn’t use the word ask. She’d said interrogate. And if that happened, if I was asked about any of it, her instructions were clear.

So clear, I remembered them like it was yesterday.

“You don’t blink, you don’t look away, you don’t so much as breathe funny. You look them in the eye, and you lie.”

“Mom—”

“You deny everything. You hear me? Everything.” Using all her strength, Mom raised her head off the pillow and gave me a look I’d never seen before. “It’s time. You need to be a man now.”

My heart stopped, and I almost vomited. “No. NO.” I wrapped my arms around her too-thin body that felt like bones and skin, and those tears she told me not to ever let loose came anyway. “You are NOT dying now, Mom.” I wasn’t ready. I wasn’t ever going to be ready. “You said you would wait until I graduated. You said—”

“Boy,” Gram scolded, coming up behind me. “You leave her be. She needs her rest now.”

“I’m not leaving her.” No way.

Mom slid something small into my hand, then whispered, “The number’s in there. If you ever have a real emergency, the kind we talked about, you make the decision. But don’t call until you’re eighteen.”

“Mom,” I cried.

“I love you,” she whispered, her hand falling away from mine.

“MOM!”

Gram grasped my shoulder. “It’s okay. She’s just going to sleep.” Her voice cracked. “Go get your mama some water.” She pulled me away, and Mom’s head fell back on the pillow at an awkward angle. “It’s okay, boy. GO.”

It wasn’t okay.

And I didn’t wait until I was eighteen.
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Phoenix

 

“This is bullshit. I’m not a fucking captain. I’m a pilot.”

Not acknowledging Helios, I scanned across the Mediterranean to the Garoupe Plateau, then down the limestone cliffs. Noting our position on the sat compass, I glanced at the shoreline of Cap d’Antibes. In the distance, I could see the upper terraces and tiled roof of my target.

Standing next to me on the bridge of the sixty-five-meter Heesen yacht, Helios adjusted the port throttle. “You gonna ignore what I said?”

“Maintain speed and heading until we’re northwest of the point.” I picked up the binoculars. “And your comment doesn’t warrant a reply. You navigate the same way you pilot.” With skill.

“Two hundred and thirteen feet of boat is not the same as seventy-three feet of jet.”

“You’re right.” I scanned the property on the cliffside. “Your Cessna Citation Longitude has a sixty-nine-foot wingspan with a cruise speed of five hundred and fifty miles per hour. The Paragon only has a thirty-seven-foot beam and cruising speed of fifty-five knots.” Almost double the cruising speed of any ships her size, thanks to the custom, modified engines I’d had installed.

“Sixty-eight-foot, eleven-inch wingspan,” Helios corrected. “And your boat is slow as fuck.”

“Yacht.” Technically, mega yacht, and it was the fastest vessel for its size, but I wasn’t arguing semantics with the former Delta Force operator.

“With all the retrofitting you did and firepower you have on board, it’s a fucking destroyer.”

Glancing toward the Baie des Milliardaires d’Antibes as we passed, I mentally took note of the other yachts. Some familiar, some not. All smaller than the Paragon.

Helios followed my scan. “We stand out like a fucking tanker in a sea of dinghies. Tell me again why the hell we’re coming in at thirteen hundred hours? You and your boat in broad daylight are a bad fucking idea.”

As far as he was concerned, it was the same reason I came here every year on this date. “Checking the property.”

“Bullshit.” Helios prematurely cut the Heesen’s speed down to twelve knots before looking at me. “I know what today is, and I know what you do every year on this date.”

“Then you shouldn’t have to ask.” I didn’t deny it was the anniversary of my faked death—planned, executed, and carried out without my consent. Not that it would’ve mattered if I’d refused to go through with it. The how and when hadn’t been my choice any more than the terms or protocol that followed.

“I’m questioning your fucking timing.” Helios glanced toward the rugged shoreline. “Check your place at night or skip this bullshit. I don’t know why the hell you still come here. The French Riviera is asking for trouble, especially for assholes like us.”

Same as me, Helios had been recruited.

Not same as me, he’d been given a choice. When he walked away from the Unit under the guise of retirement, the CIA was waiting the second he had his discharge papers from the Army. To give him credit, he’d lasted longer with the Special Activities Center than I did. Helios was a warfighter. Always had been. Delta Force had been his home. On paper, with his combat experience and aviation skills, transitioning into Ground Branch’s paramilitary ops looked like a good fit for the former Tier One. But the CIA’s profilers missed a crucial detail.

Helios Grayson didn’t give a fuck about being covert.

Anonymity, yes.

His argument about our location and timing was case in point. But playing by Ground Branch’s rules—intelligence collection, recon unrelated to immediate direct action, following orders he considered irrelevant—not a chance. Helios was a boots-on-the-ground door kicker with uncanny sniper skills. His tolerance for the CIA had lasted two missions.

Their loss, my gain.

I’d approached Helios after his second assignment and offered him an out. He’d been with me ever since.

“You calling me an asshole now?” I asked absently as we passed Point de Vue Sentier du Littoral.

“Should I have said SEAL, motherfucker?”

Not taking the bait, I stowed the binos. “Cut to neutral.”

Ares, Helios’s brother, also a former Delta Force operator, walked onto the bridge. “Gull wing door’s open. The tender’s in position. You still ferrying yourself to shore?”

Normally, I didn’t. Leaving the Paragon’s seven-and-a-half-meter retrofitted speedboat docked anywhere unattended wasn’t protocol. But our skeleton crew was just the three of us this week, and I wanted Ares on board with Helios if anything went down.

Acknowledging Ares, I tipped my chin. “I am.” Glancing between the brothers, I gave orders. “AIS remains off. Keep a low profile. Protocol if anything comes up.”

Shaking his head, Helios glanced toward the foredeck and the tied-down helo. “We could’ve avoided this bullshit if you flew yourself in. There’s no reason to come this close to shore.”

There was. Not that I was going to disclose why yet. “Twenty-four hours. If I’m not back, retrieve the tender, then follow the full-sweep SOP.” Another protocol I had in place. If I went AWOL, they knew to dismantle everything.

Ares eyed me. “Something we should know?”

Nothing I was going to tell them. “Head on a swivel.” I walked off the bridge.
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Helios

 

Ares watched Nix take off on the tender. “He’s up to something.”

I changed our heading to due east. “How long have you known that asshole?” It was a rhetorical question. Nix “Phoenix” Erikson, formerly William “Bravo” Nilsen, was a goddamn machine. Bred for warfighting, groomed for covert ops, hyperintelligent, detached, and merciless—he was a ruthless motherfucker with a constant agenda. “He’s always up to something. He got off the damn boat and walked the fucking dock at our last refuel.”
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