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PROLOGUE
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Tara

I KNOW EVERYONE HAS a dark side they’re not proud of. It’s a comfort to know I’m not the only selfish soul wandering around. Some people, though, have the bad luck to cross paths with someone like me and get naively corrupted.

Blaming my father helped me accept who I was. And it was a relief whenever someone else suffered for a bad decision I’d made and I didn’t have to face the consequences, because, hell, I’ve got a perfectly good explanation for acting this way.

I hide behind that smoke screen and I never regret a thing. I’ve lived this way a long time: breaking hearts and rotting my soul in the process.

I never cared how many I’d hurt in the pursuit of my own well-being. I learned that I need to take care of myself, because nobody can do it as well as I can. Truth is, nobody cares as much as I do.

I make choices that will benefit me. I make decisions that will make me happier, and it doesn’t matter what I have to give up to get there.

In the end, it all comes down to how many times I was hurt and left to heal alone. I had to glue the pieces back together and get back up. I was forced to grow up acutely aware of contempt.

I know what happens when you’re not good enough. I watched my father build another family and ignore me, as if I weren’t a part of him as much as he is a part of me.

But all my beliefs...

Everything I believed turned to ash.

Because of him, I lost my certainties, but I knew that in the end one of us would wind up in disgrace.

And when I met him, I couldn’t resist the vortex that was Hunter Callahan.

​
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CHAPTER 1
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Tara

Wednesday, February 12, 2025, 7:00 p.m.

I HAVE LIVED AT TWO extremes.

In Mobile, we had rain all year round. Some storms kept me awake at night as a child, and sometimes I had to crawl into Grandma’s bed, because the thunder gave me night terrors.

When I moved to Las Vegas two years ago, I was met with a desert climate—which, personally, I prefer—with rare periods of rain, coming only a few times in winter.

Today, however, is not my lucky day.

It’s raining and I got fired.

As I talk to Grandma on the phone, I try to hide my distress by squeezing the tears out of my voice.

“My friend Emilia came to visit,” she says, excited. “We spent some time chatting and played poker. It reminded me of the old days.”

When she talks like that, I forget her condition.

Last year, I got a call from the Mobile police with news about Grandma. They found her in just her nightgown, wandering the streets, lost and confused, looking for Sarah, my mother, who died years ago. They took her to the hospital, and from there I got the diagnosis: vascular dementia. The disease was advancing fast.

“When you’re on your way home, do you think you could pick up some Gumbo from Ralph’s restaurant?”

“Of course, Grandma.”

“What time are you coming? I’m tired of telling you not to stay out so late!” she huffs, angry, and the scolding tone makes the knot in my throat tighten even more.

“Sorry, I’m working a lot. I promise I’ll come home as soon as I can, okay?”

“Why are you working so much if you need to study?” she asks, and the clear confusion in her tone keeps me on edge.

I only completed my first year of Visual Arts at the University of Nevada.

“Remember I told you we need more money to pay for the care home, your medicine, and the doctors?” I ask patiently. The line goes quiet, but I can still hear her breathing. “That’s why I’m working and not studying.”

“Oh...”

“Don’t worry, Grandma, everything will be fine. I’ll figure it out.”

“I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“I’ve ended up becoming a burden to you, haven’t I?”

Grandma’s voice loses its strength. Even though it doesn’t last, she has moments of lucidity, when we can talk seriously about her health. I always keep her informed about our current situation, trying hard to leave out just how much financial trouble I’m facing.

I have a massive debt with the University, I just lost the only job I managed to get in North Las Vegas, and I have no idea how I’m going to pay the rent this month.

“I was the one who was supposed to take care of you,” she declares, her voice choked with tears, almost strangling her words.

“Stop that. You raised me. Now it’s my turn to take care of you, okay?” The line is filled with a long sigh. “Today is Wednesday. It’s movie night, right? Why don’t you join the others? I’ll call you tomorrow morning.”

“Alright.” She pauses, and I wait. “When is Sarah coming back? I miss her.”

My mouth trembles into a smile.

“We’ll visit her when I come home.”

“She needs to stop spending so much time at the station,” Grandma grumbles, then ends the call before I have time to say goodbye.

The car fills as a huff of frustration escapes me. Every part of my body stiffens, and I feel them ache with the tension in my muscles.

The music playing on the radio joins the sounds of lament echoing from my mouth, but nothing can muffle the sharp cry I let out as I drop my head forward, resting my forehead on the steering wheel.

I try, uselessly, to regulate my ragged breathing, focusing on the coarse drops of rain lashing the windshield.

The box with my things from the gallery is on the passenger seat; photographs of me, Grandma, and Mom that I kept on my desk, and a few others I’d taken the liberty of displaying on my office wall—if you could even call that cubicle an office—at Chronos.

Everything happened fast this morning. Florence and I were laughing about how mediocre our lives were, and it seemed funny to mock the professional and financial failure we found ourselves in. Not that I’m any better off right now.

One minute, despite considering the insignificance of our existence somehow inspiring, I was having fun with the only friend I’d managed to make in North Las Vegas, and the next, I was spilling hot coffee on a painting worth—or at least worth, before the damage—thousands of dollars.

I was lucky that Rossi, who maybe took pity seeing me sobbing hysterically, decided to just fire me, and not sue me for damages I could never pay.

I grip the steering wheel hard, swallowing the tears and what feels like a fresh wave of curses rising up. I may have cried out of despair earlier, but in the last few hours, it’s been pure frustration and rage. My life couldn’t be more fucked than it is right now.

On top of the student debt, I have rent to pay, Grandma’s care home in Mobile, her medicine, the doctors, and...

I gasp as a pressure begins to build in my chest and the air grows heavier. My hands, still gripping the wheel, start to stick with the moisture coating my palms.

I lift my head and count to ten, looking around to focus on what I can control: the volume of the music on the radio, which is playing Infamous by The Reckless—a famous band whose concert Florence forced me to go to last year when they were in Las Vegas—and the dashboard clock, reading seven-thirty in the evening.

I center my attention on the sound of the rain. It’s fast and incessant as it shatters on impact and streams down the windshield. Outside, the world is silent, but in here, the steady sound of the falling drops embraces me and gives me a sense of security.

Slowly, I feel I’ve controlled the imminent panic attack that was about to take over—and there would have been nothing to bring me back, not even if I’d planted my feet on the ground and turned them into roots.

I’ve had a few of those over the past year, when I was still getting used to the new reality: working full-time as an art seller at Chronos and resigning myself to the fact that photography had to be left behind so I could take care of Grandma.

Gathering the last shred of strength I can extract from my body, after all this time in the car digesting the firing, I lean over to pick up the cardboard box with my belongings.

My camera is on top of the pile, so I use my leather jacket to cover it. I pull the key from the ignition and hug the box like a shield.

I make a run for the building in front of me. Though I’m fast, it’s impossible not to get completely soaked.

I see my reflection in the glass door of the entrance and widen my eyes at the bedraggled appearance. The mascara has created a dense black smear surrounding my green eyes and eyelids. My hair is naturally voluminous, with full waves, but the rain has made it even bigger and frizzy.

I push the door open with my shoulder and take shelter inside. A long sigh escapes from deep within me and I head for the elevator.

Before going in, I notice my mailbox overflowing—even with its little metal door closed—but decide to ignore it for now. It’s probably next month’s bills and another letter from the University reminding me of the debt, which only grows.

“Listen to me, Bethany...”

The elevator door opens, and the instant I take my first step inside, I’m hit by a brute force in the form of a man nearly six and a half feet tall.

His arms, like his chest, are broad. He’s carrying an olive-drab duffel bag, and I notice the American flag on the side and the gold insignia with wings sprouting from a shield—the symbol of the Air Force—pinned to the collar of his shirt, under his windbreaker.

Him, with his possible six-foot-five, and me, with my five-foot-three, have a noticeable difference in size and strength. I observe the bulky muscles almost bursting through the fabric covering his body.

All my hasty observation becomes pointless when the box falls from my arms from the impact of our bodies. The thud is hollow. And as if the impact destabilizing me wasn’t enough, the sharp noise of the picture frame glass shattering on the floor echoes between us. My camera slides across the length of the lobby, and the distracted brute mistreats it further when he kicks it away with his military boots.

“Hey?!” I yell, my eyes widening as the door prevents it from shooting out into the rain.

The man turns, and only then do I realize he’s holding a cell phone with his other hand to his ear.

He looks at me for two seconds or less, it’s infinitesimal, an almost imperceptible connection, but it happens. An intense greenish gaze, a cold expression that freezes my bones and steals my ability to speak.

His light brown hair could easily be associated with autumn leaves; with a soft sheen and under the light, it shifts between bronze and amber. The sparse beard covering his face has the same warm, vibrant tone, blocking the details he might otherwise convey through his expression.

Despite the furrowed brow as he stares at me, he says nothing.

I open and close my mouth, feeling the air dry my throat, but I can’t formulate a single sentence.

For a moment, I think he’s going to turn back and apologize, or at least bend down to pick up the camera and check for damage. But what the brute does is keep walking. His attitude catches me off guard, and the shock prevents me from demanding he stop and come back to compensate me for the damage.

My breathing comes short and fast. I try to contain the scream forming in the back of my throat as I watch the stranger run off into the rain.

The anger concentrates in my hands as I clench them into fists and my nails dig into the flesh of my palms with growing fury.

That camera... is important to me. It comforted me in my mother’s absence. It was my solace and joy on the day I discovered my father didn’t actually love me. On my saddest days, when I thought there could be no rest for the pain locked inside me, photography was the only hope for a happy life.

I bend down to pick it up and find it’s broken. It’s a Leica M3. It was my mother’s. Released in 1954 and coveted by thousands of professionals and enthusiasts in the photography world.

A noose tightens around my windpipe, and as I examine it closely for any sign the camera can be saved, my gaze, injected with revulsion, targets the pickup truck pulling out of the parking spot.

I don’t know who he is or if he lives here, as I’ve been in this building for a year but have never seen him before.

What I do know is that the brute managed to bring out the very worst in me.

​
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CHAPTER 2
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Tara

Four Months Later

Thursday, June 19, 2025, 4:00 p.m.

HANGING UPSIDE DOWN makes the blood pool in your brain. This childish posture leaves me stupidly hopeful—or maybe I just want to believe because it’s easier than admitting defeat.

“Tara?”

Three knocks on the door, but I don’t move. I know who’s on the other side.

“For God’s sake, I can hear ‘Fire Meet Gasoline’ from out here! Open this door!”

Music. Another way to express myself. I’ve found that the louder I play it, the less noise my mind tends to make. I listen until a sharp, piercing pain shoots through my eardrums like a fine needle.

I’m almost 22. Failure is a strong word for someone so young, but I’m not sure if other people my age are dealing with problems like mine. I mean, my rent is two months late, and yesterday I got a letter warning me that if I don’t pay up, I’ll be evicted. They’ll probably cut my power soon, and I’m sick of ordering delivery because my gas ran out.

Kids my age are being reckless at campus parties, having sex for fun without thinking of the consequences, drinking until their whole system turns to alcohol. I don’t want to be responsible. I want to be able to do the things every young person does.

“Flame, you came to me. Fire meet gasoline, fire meet gasoline... I’m burning alive!” I belt out along with Sia at the top of my lungs, gesturing explosions with my hands.

“Holy God...!”

I hear someone sigh, loud enough to cut through the music thundering off the apartment walls.

Then Florence enters my field of vision. Upside-down, her features twisted with displeasure.

She crosses her arms and stares at me with a pinched mouth. Folds of skin gather on her forehead, emphasizing her annoyance.

She grabs my phone from the coffee table and cuts off the music playing through the Alexa. Silence falls over the room. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and force down the sob stuck in my throat until it dissolves.

“I’m already regretting giving you a copy of my key. Can I at least listen to my music with some dignity?”

“Dignity? Tara, have you looked in a mirror today?” My friend huffs, rolling her eyes. “I’m pretty sure your dignity ran off screaming when it saw you in this pathetic state. Come on, sit up straight!” she orders, jerking her chin.

I huff, annoyed, and swing my legs down from the back of the sofa, adjusting myself in the corner and curling up as if I’m scared—and I guess I should be, with the disapproval making Florence’s face look downright grim.

“Things are tough right now, but they’ll get better.” The sweet, understanding voice I’m used to hearing from her is back.

“You know that’s the most cliché thing you could possibly say to me, right?” I scold, one eyebrow arched. “And that it’s not the least bit encouraging?”

“You know I’m terrible at this...” she whispers, pushing her blonde locks back over her shoulder. “At least I brought you dinner.” She points with her chin toward the kitchen counter that divides the living area. “Poke bowl and that giant chocolate cookie you love.”

“Ahhhhh, Flor...”

I stretch out my arms to wrap around her neck and pull her close. Florence tries to dodge, but I reach her first and press the side of my cheek against hers. The hug is awkward and the most affection she’s going to get from me. My friend laughs, patting my arm.

“You haven’t been drinking, have you? Because you know what alcohol does to you.”

“Good thing I have you to look after me,” I purr, rubbing our cheeks together.

“I left a little money in the bag. It’s not much, my life’s a mess too, but it’ll help for a while.”

I pull back from her abruptly and stare. I’m about to start objecting when she cuts me off:

“Don’t even argue. We’re friends. I want to help you through this rough patch, because it’s exactly what you’d do for me if things were reversed.”

I nod in agreement, but she can’t be so sure. I definitely love her and adore what we’ve built in this friendship, but I honestly don’t know if I’d prioritize anyone besides myself and Grandma.

Florence and I met at the Chronos Gallery last year, when I moved here with the goal of finding work to support my grandmother’s medical needs.

She’s five years older than me and an excellent cook. She moved to Las Vegas to try to work among renowned chefs, but since our dreams aren’t exactly foolproof plans, we both ended up in a city that’s the epicenter of the Air Force military base, Nellis. We’re two failures propping up each other’s pain.

Flor started working at Chronos to save up money to open her own restaurant, but she has her own obstacles keeping her from that goal. She has a 15-year-old brother. Their parents died five years ago, and now Flor is responsible for her little brother. Gus has become rebellious, and I’ve seen her at her worst with him, too.

My prideful side wants to slip the money back into her bag without her noticing, but the desperate side knows I need that cash to pay the back rent. I can’t get evicted. The building is safe, well-located, and I might not find another place like it for such a good price.

“You and Gus need the money too,” I counter.

“Right now, you’re the one who needs it more. I’d stay and keep you company, but my shift at the bar starts in an hour.” Florence stands up, but pauses before leaving. “I know you wanted to try something in photography, but if you want, I can ask Kennedy if we have an opening for another server. It’s not much, but the military guys usually leave good tips.”

I roll my eyes, flopping back against the sofa cushions.

“They just want to fuck you,” I clarify.

“Well, they can try. As long as they keep leaving me the fat tips that are going to pay for Gus’s college someday, I don’t mind them thinking they have a shot with me.”

Saying this, Florence throws me a wink and an air kiss goodbye.

“Flor?” I kneel on the sofa seat, propping my elbows on the back to look at her. “Do you think Kennedy would find a spot for me?”

“If there isn’t one, I’m sure he’d make one.”

[image: ]

I START THINKING ABOUT the possibility of enlisting in the Armed Forces. I’d still make the age cutoff.

They have a place to sleep—and don’t pay a thing for it—they’re fed, trained, and get paid for all of it.

I could be sent on dangerous missions, but that doesn’t mean it would actually happen. I could just be someone controlling a drone from inside a booth, while others fly their fighter jets taking out the enemy.

Mulling over that prospect almost makes me feel like not all is lost.

Kennedy’s Bar is the closest one to Nellis Air Force Base, and I guess that’s why it’s packed with pilots just off duty. I can spot some by the jackets with their squadron emblems, but the ones dressed casually are known to Florence.

Kennedy told me to start tonight, because he knew the bar would be packed as soon as it opened and it would be a chance to see my skills as a waitress.

Besides me and Florence, two other girls work the floor: Layla and Sierra.

Despite being full, the bar is spacious and we can move freely between the tables to serve customers.

In less than three hours, I’ve served more beers than I can count, and most just order snacks to go with their drinks.

Florence and I take the tables on the right, Layla and Sierra, the ones on the left. I thought people who worked in bars like this would avoid serving, but while I’m handling five to seven tables, Florence has already taken orders from more than ten.

“If you want to make money, you need to be faster,” she whispers when we cross paths.

The wage is 11 dollars an hour. I did the math quickly while Kennedy was giving me the rundown: working from five p.m. to two a.m., I’ll make ninety-nine dollars, plus tips. I can cover my expenses with that, but I can’t support Grandma.

I swallow dryly, hurrying to take on more tables. If each table tips me ten dollars, I can significantly boost my pay.

After four hours, sweat is making my skin sticky. Kennedy signals to me from behind the bar, calling me to the back.

“Break time, Mayfield!” He smiles, gesturing toward the double kitchen doors. “You’ve got 30 minutes before you’re back on. Eat whatever you want.”

“Thanks, Kennedy.”

“No problem.”

He turns his back, but before he leaves, I call out to him.

“How am I doing?” I ask, hiding my hands in the pockets of my jeans under the apron.

“I think you’re pretty determined to get this job. Keep it up, and we can discuss the details of your contract tomorrow morning.”

He throws me a wink before walking away, and when his back is turned, I do a little victory hop, drawing the attention of the kitchen staff.

“Sorry!” I whisper, heading to the back, which leads to the locker room.

I’m too wired to feel hungry, but Phoebe, the cook, brings me a plate of spaghetti and meatballs, which I eat without being able to stop smiling.

It’s not exactly the kind of job I was aiming for. Over the last few months, I’ve handed out resumes at other galleries, but apparently, when they called Rossi for a reference, he had to tell them why he fired me, and nobody wants a potential art-destroyer working near their million-dollar paintings.

The only camera I had, the Leica M3, was a rarity, and the damage is beyond repair. I need money to buy a new one and actually focus on my photography work.

If I can handle as many tables as Florence and earn tips like she does, there’s a chance I could save up enough for a new camera.

This job is filling me with hope again.

Thirty minutes pass slowly, and I spend some time scrolling through social media. Scrolling through Instagram, I come across an ad from one of the art galleries in North Las Vegas.

I frown as I read what it’s about: they’re announcing a Visual Arts competition with a cash prize. The winning project will be exhibited for renowned artists in September at the gallery itself. It’s a unique opportunity to show my work to someone and get a chance to establish myself as an artist.

I bite my lower lip and click the provided link, which takes me to a registration page. The project can be submitted until the end of July. I have a month to get a new camera and figure out what I want to send them.

My phone alarm goes off, alerting me that my break is over. I stash the phone in my locker and head back to work with the tablet in hand to take orders.

I scan the place, looking for customers who haven’t been served yet, until my eyes land on Florence, who’s heading toward me.

“It’s my break. Can you close out table 23, please?” She points over her shoulder with her thumb, indicating the table.

From the patterned olive-green jackets the five men are wearing, I know they’re Air Force military.

“Got it.” I nod to her, and she leaves the way I came.

I approach the table. They’re laughing loudly, so it takes them a moment to notice me.

When I moved to North Las Vegas, I knew the city was full of military families and that I’d find a lot of them roaming the streets. However, my interest in them was low; in fact, I don’t think I’ve ever been attracted to pilots. That’s because I’ve never been this close to one before.

Every single one of them, without exception, has a bulky, muscular build. And, damn, are they attractive!

Right now, I’m close enough to notice some details on their jackets: on the left shoulder, a centered patch embroidered in silver with the image of a rectangular shield with rounded corners. There’s also a translucent, faceless ghost, just a hooded figure, holding a sphere of light. The shield’s background has two tones: shadows at the base and light at the top. At the top it says “Phantom,” and at the bottom, “Invisible but Invincible” inside a short banner. On the right, a patch with the United States flag. It’s small but noticeable.

I blink, clearing my throat.

“Are you ready to close out?” I ask, finally drawing their attention to me.

I can’t read the names embroidered on the left side of their chests because of how they’re leaning over the table, but all five focus their eyes on me.

“You’re new,” one of them observes, with a lukewarm smile. Dimples mark the corners of his cheeks as he seems to try to turn on the charm. “My name’s Jensen. These are Archer, Easton, Dixon, and... Hunter.”

As Jensen introduces them, I wander over the faces staring at me as if I’m under observation. But I can’t return the thorough scrutiny, because I’m focused solely on the last man.

Hunter arches his eyebrows at me when he notices my focus on him.

The deep, intense green eyes are exactly the same as that night. The warm, well-groomed hair.

This time, he’s not bearded. I’ve heard that military personnel, especially fighter pilots, aren’t allowed to grow beards, since it can prevent the oxygen mask from sealing.

The beard made him look older and more severe, but without it, I can see the symmetrical chin and the strong jawline.

I can’t even breathe while Hunter holds his attention on me. He keeps me captivated without even trying. I imagine what he could do if he did.

The laughter of his colleagues breaks the hypnosis.

“You two know each other?” the man sitting next to Hunter asks, Archer, I think. “How interesting!” he comments with a mocking laugh.

Hunter’s brow remains furrowed. He leans back, tilting his chair with him, and crosses his arms, making the nylon of his jacket stretch to its limit as he flexes his muscles.

He really is huge!

I press my tongue to the roof of my mouth, missing the saliva to relieve the dryness.

“I’ve never seen her before,” Hunter claims, and the blood under my skin heats up. “You can close the tab...” He leans his torso toward me, squinting to read the makeshift name tag. “Tara!”

“Right away.”

I turn my back on them, hearing them laugh as I walk away. Internally, I’m cursing myself for losing my voice every time we meet. That asshole ruined my camera and doesn’t even remember what happened.

I go behind the computer at the counter, searching for the table number. They only had a few beers, and they put them on separate tabs with their names. I print the five checks. On Hunter’s, I cross out the amount of 30 dollars with a pen and write “Six thousand dollars.”

Fuck the job.

That asshole owes me.

I march back to the table. Hunter is the first to catch my presence. He narrows his eyes like he did a few minutes ago, while he was staring at me.

I hand the checks to each of them, purposely leaving Hunter’s for last. His gaze remains fixed on me, and I slap his check down on the table in front of him with such force it draws the others’ attention to us, the glass mugs rattling.

“I’m pretty sure I didn’t drink six thousand dollars’ worth of beer.” He picks up the paper and shakes it to display it, then sets it back down.

“No. That’s what you owe me.”

“I owe you?” he probes, eyelids slitted. “This is the first time I’ve seen you. Why would I owe you that kind of money?” His nasal laugh isn’t one of amusement, but a warning of impatience, asserting the rigidity with which Hunter intends to handle my affront.

Now that he’s using more than three words in a sentence, I can identify the timbre of his voice: it’s hoarse, cold, and cutting. He speaks in a measured, confident way that makes my knees tremble, but I don’t allow myself to be scared off.

“Four months ago, you ran into me as you were getting out of the elevator in the building where I live. You were on the phone and weren’t paying attention. You knocked over the box I was carrying, broke my picture frame, and kicked my camera away, which, by the way, was a collector’s model. You can’t find one like that. And if you do, the owner doesn’t want to sell. If we consider that, I’m actually asking too little for the damage.”

I cross my arms, and his squad buddies laugh even harder.

“Holy shit!” one of them comments, but I don’t know who.

Hunter runs his tongue along his lips, not breaking his focus from me.

“I think I remember now.” He leans forward briefly from the backrest to reach down beside him. I notice the same bag he was holding that day. He pulls some bills from inside it and places them on top of the check. “Here’s two hundred dollars. Thirty for the bill, the rest you can consider a tip.”

Without another word, he leaves the table holding the bag. His friends whistle and laugh, but I ignore them, following my impulse to go after him.

One of Hunter’s strides equals three of mine. I’m out of breath when I finally catch up to him.

“A hundred and seventy dollars doesn’t cover what that camera is worth to me!”

He continues ignoring me as he heads for an F-150 parked in the spot in front of the bar.

He opens the driver’s door, sliding behind the wheel.

“You’re unbelievable!” I yell over the engine’s roar as Hunter shifts into first and accelerates out of the spot.

I look around, the sweat and my racing heart are all I feel in the vortex of my anger. I notice a rock near the curb and grab it tightly between my fingers, afraid I’ll drop it. Thoughtlessly and propelled by hatred, I hurl it at the moving truck.

Oh, shit!

My eyes widen at the sound of the taillight shattering when I hit it, and Hunter brakes hard, making the truck bed shudder.

He jumps out of the cab, walking with his big, heavy boots to the rear of the truck. He assesses the damage before fixing his gaze on me, nostrils flared.

Fuck, I’m screwed.

Hunter marches toward me, and with each step he takes forward, I press myself harder against the wall of the bar.

The sound from the soles of his boots is terrifying, and I shrink back as our height difference becomes glaringly obvious. I look like a scared little raccoon, cowering before his presence.

“You broke my fucking taillight?!”

He’s close enough now for me to read what’s embroidered in simple font on the left side of his chest: “Hunter Callahan. Vortex.”

“I’m sorry, please, please... Shit! I can’t pay to fix it!” I beg, stumbling over the words and feeling the bitterness spread in my mouth.

“So, are we even now?”

I swallow dryly as his sentencing gaze condemns me.

“Are you one of those?” He steps back to create space between us and stares at me, a crease forming wrinkles between his eyebrows.

“One of those?” I ask, somewhat confused.

“Who has a thing for military guys.”

“Excuse me?” I retort, dumbfounded.

“How old are you? Eighteen? Nineteen?”

“I’m almost 22!” I exclaim louder than intended, as if getting my age wrong offended me.

“I’m not interested in brats, tag chaser.”

“Chaser of what?”

Hunter takes a step forward, pinning me against the bar wall.

“Needy little girls like you, who are desperate to go out with guys like me. But let’s get one thing straight: you’re not even close to being attractive to me. Not even if you were the last option in this bar.”

He actually manages to pull a laugh from me.

“Wow! You really think I want to sleep with you?” I take a step forward too, making it clear that despite our difference in height and probably age, he doesn’t scare me. “If it happened, you’d be the one who couldn’t get me out of your head, Vortex.”

Hunter opens his mouth, and I wait for him to retaliate, but the response doesn’t come.

I’ll take his silence as one.

“Not bad for a brat,” I whisper to myself as I head back inside the bar.

My heart, however, feels like it’s about to implode.

​
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CHAPTER 3
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Hunter

“INVISIBLE, BUT INVINCIBLE.”

That’s our squadron’s motto, the Phantom.

We got the name because we specialize in stealth tactics and daring maneuvers. We know how to leverage our air-to-air combat skills and slip by unnoticed. Like ghosts emerging from the shadows, we strike with efficiency and vanish before the enemy can even think to react.

I earned my call sign, Vortex, because I’m a controlled, precise force, but with a devastating impact when I’m in action. Give me wings and I’ll deliver whatever you want.

I have a reputation in the squadron. I’m rigid, cold, I like to be in control, and I commit fully to every mission I’m assigned.

Which means, of the many where I’ve been named leader, we’ve succeeded. Famous for being emotionally unshakable, I can make quick decisions in emergency situations when we’re in the air. That’s why a lot of my wingmen say I have a heart of stone—if I even have one at all.

It’s a claim I can’t even disagree with. Emotions rarely control me; a long time ago, I decided who’s in charge around here, and I’ve kept them on a short leash for nearly two decades.

Even so, I’m still the reason for commentary in any situation where I seem the slightest bit affected. I think it gives my team hope that I’m not the robot I appear to be. However, I feel like I’m about to disappoint them once again.

“What was her name again...?” Archer, call sign Blaze, my Wingman, comments, aiming to get a rise out of me. “Lara?”

I pull on my flight suit. We’re about to head out for training. I stay focused, but the others are having fun at my expense because, supposedly, I was affected for two or three seconds last night by the new waitress at Kennedy’s Bar.

“I think it was Tara,” Jensen, call sign Hawk and our Strategist, answers with amusement. “Were you really that shaken when she said you’d never forget her if you went to bed together?”

“He was,” Blaze answers for me, with a laugh that echoes through the locker room.

They saw the whole thing. Not just them, but half the bar was peering through the windows. The sound of the tail light getting shot must have been heard for blocks, and we had an audience while we argued about the girl being a tag chaser.

“She’s just an impulsive kid,” I observe, slamming my locker door shut. “We fly in five,” I add, finishing the buttons on my suit. “I want total focus.”

“And we’re back to boring old Vortex!” Dixon, call sign Comet, our impulsive speed demon, comments. No one flies faster than him. “We’re hitting the bar again tonight. You coming?”

“Of course not,” Easton, known as Hellboy, our most aggressive pilot in a dogfight, answers for me. “But we can make it a possibility.”

“If we beat you up there today, you come with us,” Blaze proposes, leaning his side against the lockers. “If we lose...”

“If you lose, you stop disrespecting your Captain with this talk and we never speak of it again!” I retort, crossing my arms and staring them down with authority. “You’ve gotten too comfortable, talking to me like there’s no rank hierarchy.”

Hellboy snorts a laugh.

“You mentored half this team. You’ve seen our worst and our best. You have our respect, Captain, but it’s a package deal. You earned our affection, and with that comes a fun side which, with all due respect, yours is severely lacking!”

“I’ll add two hundred push-ups to the deal for that insubordination, Lieutenant.”

With that, I turn and walk out of the locker room. I hear a mix of laughter and jeers, because Hellboy, like the others, knows it’s impossible to beat me.
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“HOW ABOUT SOME MUSIC today to improve our concentration?” Hawk suggests, but his voice, filtered through the mask, sounds distant and muffled. “It’s not intensive training, so we’ll be fine.”

The next instant, my headset is invaded by the Scorpions, with Wind Of Change and the song’s constant whistling.

“It’s to match the ice in your heart melting, Captain,” Blaze jokes, his metallic laugh radiating over the music.

“How long are you all going to keep bothering me with this?”

I maneuver the aircraft, turning the joystick to the right, holding it steady and engaging the pedal to control the movement.

“Take me to the magic of the moment on a glory night...” Comet hums over the music.

“What did I miss last night?” Stephanie’s voice cuts through Hellboy’s singing. Her call sign is Echo, and after Blaze, I’d say she’s my most trusted pilot.

“Vortex got caught off guard by a hunter’s arrow,” Hellboy quips.

I glance briefly at the nav panel, accelerating my F-22 until it hits Mach 1.9, nearly two thousand kilometers an hour, and see the other aircraft flying ahead. They can’t see my victorious smile because I’m about to wipe the floor with all of them.

I hear the alert as I hit the max speed of Mach 2.5. I move the stick to adjust my aim. Today, Blaze isn’t training as my Wingman; it’s all of them against me. They’re good, but I can be better.

Blaze’s and Hawk’s aircraft enter the GPS. I prepare for an Immelmann turn, gaining altitude and rolling the stick quickly. I execute a vertical loop to the top, slicing between the two fighters.

“Son of a bitch!” Blaze curses.

“You should worry more about your own love life, Blaze,” I say from behind my mask, laughing quietly.

“I found her interesting... If you’re really not interested, maybe I am,” Comet says, and I try to locate him on the nav, but the bastard is fast; not even a fifth-gen system could see him coming.

“I’m not interested,” I state, pushing the pedal down hard to swing back around and lining up my fighter’s sights on Blaze’s aircraft.

When the light of the square around Blaze’s aircraft changes from green to red, the alerts go off like mad sirens, warning him he’s in an enemy’s sights. He knows it’s over.

“End of the line!” I taunt, letting out a laugh. “Torque is waiting to count your push-ups.”

“Asshole!” he grumbles.

“More focus, less whining, Lieutenant! Hawk, you’re next!”

“Maybe another day, Captain,” Hawk retorts, and I lose him on the nav when he uses a defensive technique.

I swallow back a curse.

I regain speed in a straight line, searching for the other fighters in the air. Echo and Widow—Connie—are picked up by radar, and I reposition my aim, putting them under attack. The constant warning whistle replicating between my fighter and Echo’s.

“Shit, Captain, I wasn’t even there last night!”

“If you don’t want to die, be quicker, Echo!”

I take them out one by one, executing stealth tactical maneuvers. In certain situations, daring more with each one. It’s easier when we’re just training. In real combat, I wouldn’t let my team take such risks, but I know if circumstances demand it, they’ll be ready to do whatever’s necessary for mission success. That’s why, even though they don’t need my instruction anymore, I keep pushing them so hard. It’s because I have more experience and have lost people in combat that I value preparation.

The Phantom is the best squadron at Nellis. We get called in when they want a near-invisible strike. Still, every mission is unique and unpredictable. Being the best doesn’t mean we have nothing left to improve.

Comet is the last, and I didn’t eliminate him earlier on purpose. I want to see how far he’s willing to go with his audacity.

We’re an old team; only Widow and Hellboy are new pilots. I’m used to the comments, the intrusive jokes, even the teasing.

Tara isn’t the first girl my squadron thinks managed to stir my numbed emotions. I entered the United States Air Force Academy at 19. I’ve seen and lived through things on missions these fools couldn’t even imagine. I’ve lost people I considered important to me. Through those experiences, I became emotionally unshakable, and none of them could possibly understand how painful that construction was.

It’s not some tag chaser who’s going to shake a firmly established structure.

I dip the nose of the fighter down, losing altitude rapidly. I pull back on the stick to level out again and increase speed with the throttle to the maximum limit an F-22 can reach.

The system beeps and a green circle flashes frantically on the nav visor, indicating Comet is slightly ahead and above me.

Now I’ve got you.

I move stealthily to avoid detection. The music is still blaring in my headset when, with a strategic move, I maneuver to position myself behind Comet. I line up the shot and hear:

“You bastard!”

“The correct phrase is: ‘I’m locked on my six!’”

“Shit!” The tense voice echoes over the comms, and I adjust my course to head back to base.

“Don’t worry, Comet, you came really close to taking him out,” Echo says sarcastically.

“I wish that were true,” I say, banking right and being followed by the other members.

“Even though you wiped us out, we’re still going to that bar,” Blaze informs over the comms.

“You’re all far too concerned with my life off base. Didn’t I tell you to get down and do those push-ups?”

“You have a life off base?” Hawk questions, cutting off Blaze from answering me.

“A deal’s a deal! You took us all out, so we won’t tease you about this anymore!” It’s Hellboy who ends the discussion.

“We’re not done. We go again, until you manage to shoot me down,” I decide, guiding all of us toward the landing strip. “That’s non-negotiable.”
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“WE KNOW YOU’RE UNBEATABLE when you’ve got your wings, you don’t have to prove anything.” Blaze sits on my desk, and I drag my eyes away from the reports I need to fill out about the last mission. The Base Commander is on my case, making demands about them.

“Being friends doesn’t give you the right to tell me what I need or don’t need to do. I’m still your superior, Lieutenant Bowen.”

Blaze looks away. I know he’s doing it so I won’t see him roll his eyes in clear disrespect of my warning.

“They’re just having fun, sir. You’ve been with the Air Force for almost 20 years, you’re used to the routine.”

Because of the life I chose, I gave up a lot of things. At times, I’ve wondered why I kept making decisions that pushed away the people I loved.

“You know why I don’t get involved with anyone?” I lean my elbows on the desk, my eyelids narrowing to slits. “Because my dedication to the job has cost me too much. You miss Christmases, birthdays, important holidays. You miss your daughter being born. And when you get tired, you even consider stopping, but you realize this is the only place where you feel like you’re making a difference. So... getting involved with someone else at the peak of my career would be, at the very least, idiotic.”

“Wow!” He whistles, and his wide eyes confirm his astonishment. “The more time I spend with you, the more I understand why they call you Vortex.”

“Now get out of here, Lieutenant. I need to get this work done before Callie gets here.”

“It’s a relief to remember you’re already a dad, because, damn, I’m sure not going to take care of you when you’re old!”

I crumple a sheet of paper into a ball and throw it at him.

“Why are you still here?”

“In case you’re interested... we’re still going to the bar.”

“I’m not.” I fix my attention back on the report. “Have fun.”

Blaze corrects his posture, standing up straight. His shoulders go rigid and his right hand rises in a precise motion, palm facing down, fingers together in a straight line. His chin lifts slightly, highlighting the firm line of his jaw. His eyes stare straight ahead.

The salute is a gesture of respect, and Archer Bowen knows that, regardless of the relationship we’ve built over the years, I am still his superior.

“Dismissed, Lieutenant Bowen.”

“I’ll tell the new girl you said ‘hi,’ sir,” he quips, lowering his arm with determination.

But he doesn’t leave the room before I shoot a sentencing glance his way.
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I SAID I WASN’T INTERESTED, but when I picked up my truck from the mechanic, I ended up in front of Kennedy’s Bar.

I’m not proud, but I hate being provoked, and Tara did it with extreme mastery last night. I’m also too old to care, I mean, if she said she’s almost 22, that means she’s still 21. I’m 14 years older. I guess it doesn’t matter if I’m interested or not, we clearly have an obstacle here.

“Good evening, boys!” Florence, the waitress who served us yesterday, approaches with her tablet in hand. “Ready to order?”

“Hi! Any chance we could be served by her?” Archer points his chin toward Tara. “Nothing personal, but it seems one of us really liked her last time,” he tries to explain as the creases in Florence’s forehead turn her skin into a furrowed landscape.

“One of you?” She quickly scans the table. Today we also have Stephanie and Connie with us. “Hmm. Okay. I’ll get her.”

“Thanks, sweetheart!” Jensen smiles, but Florence doesn’t lose her unhappy expression. She definitely didn’t like being swapped out.

I watch her walk over to Tara. She whispers and points toward our table. The new girl directs her sharp gaze at us, but keeps it fixed on me.

What’s her deal? If she’s not attracted, there’s something about me she hates. It’s possible I really did destroy her camera. I lied when I said I remembered, but she could be wrong too.

Over the last four months, I’ve fought with Bethany more than in years of our relationship. My ex never understood how my job works; in fact, I don’t think she even tried.

We dated since high school, stayed together after I entered the USAFA, but when I decided I wanted to be a pilot and had to enter another training program, we drifted apart. We kept trying to make it work, until it became unsustainable for both of us.

Even after we broke up, we kept seeing each other casually. I don’t know, it was years of dating, and she wasn’t just my girlfriend, she was my best friend.

Any made everything in my life more fun and light. She’s the one who froze my heart. Because of her, I’ve never been able to get involved with anyone else, because I blame myself for the end of our relationship—and she does too. If I hadn’t been so dedicated to the job, we could have been happy.

Callie was born when I was 28. We got back together because of the baby and tried to move forward, but Bethany resented me. I was absent the whole pregnancy, and when Callie was born, I wasn’t there either. I don’t blame her for feeling abandoned. Then came the postpartum depression, and I kept throwing myself completely into work. At 29, I made Captain and my responsibilities only grew.

Bethany broke up with me for the second time, but this time we were engaged. I was fucking devastated. Sometimes I think I’m still hurting because of her.

When she found out I couldn’t take my leave to be with Callie this year, she was pissed, because she doesn’t want our daughter to think her father doesn’t care about her, which isn’t true. Even though my ex keeps trying to convince me otherwise, I know exactly what my daughter means to me.

Callie is my own heart. Beating and alive. The happy version of me. Where I am ice, she is a ray of sunshine warming my world. My little rainbow of happiness, bright, genuine, and missing a tooth.

I asked to let her come anyway, even if I couldn’t spend the whole day with her. I’ve kept renting a decent apartment close to the base, just a few minutes’ drive. I got a nanny for Callie during the day, organized my time off, and made a schedule of outings.

Bethany has been calling and fighting with me every day since. I might have bumped into Tara and actually broken her camera in a moment of tension with my daughter’s mother without realizing it.

However, the way Tara chose to demand compensation for the damage was wrong. I don’t like being confronted like that.

I straighten my posture, my muscles flexing under my jacket as Tara starts walking toward our table.

The unshakable expression on my face isn’t deliberate. Unlike what my colleagues believe, Tara hasn’t shaken me; she’s just left me rather impressed with her audacity. She’s got determination and guts. She’d make an excellent pilot if she had the ambition.

“Good evening, gentlemen. Ready to order?” she asks with a broad smile, but unlike last night, Tara avoids eye contact with me.

“Eight beers, please.” Dixon sounds oddly more polite than usual, and I focus my attention on him. “And your phone number.”

“Sorry, honey, my number’s not on the menu!” She sighs, arching her eyebrows as she shakes her head, tapping on her tablet. “Don’t they teach you how to flirt at the Air Force Academy?”

I lower my head to hide my smile.

“They don’t, but maybe you could.” Dixon rests his forearms on the tabletop, leaning in. He widens his smug, toothy grin.

“You know how many times I’ve heard that line today?” Tara puts her free hand on her hip. “A thousand! If you want my phone number...” She leans over the table toward Dixon, squinting as she reads the name stitched on his jacket. “Comet... you’ll have to try harder. Much harder.” She straightens up, smiling. “Eight beers coming right up.”

“If you put as much effort into training as you do into chasing women, we would’ve beaten the Captain today.” Steph guffaws, nudging my shoulder with his.

I’d say Archer is my right hand and Steph, my left. I can even function with just one or the other, but when I have both, I’m unbeatable. They’re the most senior pilots in the squadron, and even though I consider everyone a friend, Archer and Stephanie are close.

They don’t notice, except for Dixon and me, when Tara walks away to put in our order.
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MY LIMIT IS TWO BEERS when I drink, and I hit that hours ago. I keep sitting at the table, watching the crowd, and I don’t get up even when the others leave, until it’s just Steph and me.

“What exactly are you waiting for?” he asks, propping his chin in his hands.

“I’m not waiting,” I defend myself, arching an eyebrow.

“Interesting...”

“I’ve heard that word a lot today.”

“You’re sitting here even though everyone else has left. That girl really has you intrigued.”

Steph raises his hand, calling Tara over again, and I shoot a disapproving look his way.

“Yes?” Tara asks as she approaches.

“Close out my tab, please,” Steph asks with exaggerated sweetness. “What?! I’m removing myself from the scene because, clearly, I’m going to be the third wheel,” he whispers, leaning to the side so only I can hear, as the mild expression on my face twists into a scowl.

“Yours too?” Tara asks me.

“No.”

“Okay.”

Tara goes back to the counter, types into the computer, and a receipt prints from a small machine beside it. Then she returns to our table.

Steph pays in cash, leaving a generous tip. I see Tara smile as if she’s won the lottery, but it’s just a few bucks. She bites her lower lip, trying to hide the smile that threatens to grow even wider. When she notices she’s being watched, she stares back at me.

“Will you be ordering anything else?”

“What time do you get off?”

Her features change. Her sculpted eyebrows lift briefly at the question.

“Why do you want to know?”

“Just want to talk.”

“I have a break soon. If you want to talk, I’ll meet you outside in ten minutes.”

She’s wary, which is good.

I nod to let her know I understand, then ask for my check. After paying and leaving a tip, I go outside to wait for her.

I’m not interested, I just don’t want to feel guilty for destroying something that’s valuable to someone.

I’ve done that before and I don’t want to make the same mistake.

​
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CHAPTER 4
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Hunter

TARA COMES OUT OF THE bar through the back door. I’m leaning against the wall opposite, and she spots me the instant I enter her field of vision.

I made sure word got out that I’d be here before I left, because, honestly, half the bar’s regulars know me, and we’d had enough of an audience last night. I want to talk to her without a crowd.

I’d already noticed her angelic looks, but without the prominent veins of anger marking her forehead, I can confirm that Tara is genuinely attractive.

Her dark brown hair is pulled into a tight bun on top of her head. The baggy white t-shirt with the bar’s logo on the left breast, the jeans, and the grimy white sneakers don’t do justice to the curves I imagine she has underneath.

Her eyes are green, like mine, but they have an eccentric spark in them that fascinates me. And even though I’d planned my words before deciding to talk to her, I can’t remember a single one of them now.

Fuck, I’m a Squadron Captain. Not even when I’m in an enemy aircraft’s crosshairs do I feel this rattled.

What is my problem with her?

“So, what do you want?” Tara crosses her arms, tapping the toe of her shoe against the ground.

“I don’t remember breaking your camera, but...”

“You said you remembered,” she accuses, narrowing her eyes.

“I lied.”

“Do you always lie?”

I exhale sharply, shoving my hands into my jacket pockets and glancing to the side to check our surroundings.

“I don’t always lie. I was just trying to get rid of you.”

“Get rid of me?”

“What kind of waitress bothers customers like that?” I shoot back, but Tara recoils, shock etching the angelic lines of her face.

“Oh, I’m sorry if I was inconvenient. But just to remind you, you destroyed something valuable to me and walked away without a care!” She uncrosses her arms, gesturing wildly as she paces back and forth, lecturing me. “My life is a mess, and I don’t have time to waste on self-centered old men who think that just because they walk around with a winged insignia on their chest, they have the right to treat me like I’m trying to take advantage of the situation!”

I don’t know if it’s the booze, but I catch myself imagining the sweat beading on her forehead right now could be from the rough way I’d fuck her against this wall.

When I want sex, I have sex.

I don’t create imaginary scenarios.

I don’t get intimidated when I’m turned on.

So why is this brat making me fantasize about her?

“And for the record, I am not a tag chaser. I looked it up online. I am not fascinated by military men!” she barks, planting her tiny frame in front of me.

Her frantic breathing is creating a tense rhythm in my chest. It moves up and down at a speed that makes it hard to oxygenate my brain.

“Want to stop talking for a second?” My voice comes out rougher, more raw than I’d planned. “How much for the damn camera?”

“What?”

“You want me to pay for the damage. Just tell me how much, and I’ll write you a check.”

“Well... I told you last night. Six thousand.”

Six thousand dollars. It sounds like a joke. Way too much for an old camera.

I want to be rid of Tara and the scenes replaying in my head. Just thinking of her this way could get me in trouble. Not at work, at least, but everywhere else it seems... messy.

“Okay. Then give me your address, and I’ll mail it to you.”

I pull my phone from my pocket and offer it to her with the notepad app open.

“I am not giving you my address!”

I tilt my head back, letting out a long, slow breath.

“What are you thinking?” I ask.

“What any young, beautiful, intelligent woman would think.”

“I already told you I’m not interested in brats.”

“But you also admitted you lied before. How can I be sure you’re not lying about that, too? I can’t trust you. If you really want to make it right, you can hand me the check tomorrow. Here at the bar. With witnesses and everything. I already think it was crazy to meet you out here alone.”

I take a step forward, and Tara takes two back, startled by my sudden movement.

“Has anyone ever told you you talk too much?”

The pulse point in her throat moves as she swallows dryly.

“At least give me your number.”

She ponders, eyeing the phone extended toward her. I give it a little shake, urging her to take it.

Tara ruminates for at least a full minute before deciding to take it and type in the damn number. When she hands it back, I save her contact as “Tag Chaser.”

“I said I am not a fucking tag chaser!”

“I don’t know you yet. For all I know, you could be. Just to reiterate, chaser, I’m not interested.”

“Fine, I believe you. But do you believe yourself?” She crosses her arms again, squeezing her breasts against them, and I’m grateful her uniform isn’t a low-cut tank top.

“Don’t you want my number?” I decide to change the subject.

Tara scoffs, rolling her eyes.

“I don’t need your number, Vortex. Our contact is professional. Once you pay what you owe, I never want to see you again.”

“You’re not half as eager to be rid of me as I am to be rid of you, chaser.”

Last night, she got the last word.

This time, I want it to be mine.
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I SERVED AS AN INSTRUCTOR for two years at the Fighter Weapons School, but soon my squadron was founded, and I was assigned to train it, to forge a team that thinks as one unit.

Phantom is my firstborn, and we’re called in for severe threats. When our superiors believe they need our particular potential and way of operating to handle an imminent risk, they put us in play.

I’m used to facing critical situations; sometimes, it takes more than courage to handle them. Under certain circumstances, you need a dose of recklessness to win.

When I’m about to fly, my mind immerses itself in the mission. There’s no time or space left for anything but thinking about bringing my team back safely and being efficient enough to complete the objective without major issues.

Even in urgent situations, I have significant self-control, which makes my team wonder if, beneath all that calculated coolness, there’s any room for emotion left.

“Red alert. Unidentified aircraft at 25 nautical miles. Proceed to intercept. Scramble authorized.”

“Tower, this is Vortex Leader. Scramble received. Phantom Squadron ready for takeoff on runway 2-5.” I press the transmitter button, keeping my voice firm and unshakable.

I face the panel as the F-22’s engines gain power, keeping the stick steady.

“Blaze, you’re my Wing. Hawk, monitor the tactical flow. Echo, maintain surveillance coverage. Widow, Hellboy, Comet, form up in Delta pattern. Maximum alert status.”

“Blaze, ready.”

“Hawk, strategy is being coordinated.”

“Echo, covering the area.”

“Widow, in position.”

“Hellboy, ready to engage.”

“Comet, in formation.”

I receive the chorus of responses from the other pilots and initiate taxiing.

I push the joystick smoothly, guiding the fighter to the start of the runway. I run a quick check of the aircraft’s instruments, confirming everything is in order for takeoff.

“Tower, Vortex Leader, commencing takeoff. Full squadron climbing to 15,000 feet.”

The engine turbines roar and the fighters gain speed, the power thrusting us upward and pinning my body against the seat. I break into the sky, each pilot maintaining formation as if we were part of a single machine.

“Hawk, update the situation and keep everyone informed. Echo, prepare for any hostile movement. Comet, cover the rear.” As the fighters align in the air, I continue with my protocol instructions: “Tower, Vortex Leader, takeoff complete. Preparing for interception.”

This is not a drill. Total focus, team.

The silence in the cockpit represents the tension of the moments before an air battle.

The radar lights up with the presence of an enemy aircraft, and the apprehension that stiffens my muscles intensifies.

I keep my focus on the display, my senses on maximum alert to my surroundings. The triangular blip flashes incessantly, and a drop of sweat trickles down behind my oxygen mask with the rush.

I keep the stick steady as I accelerate.

“Tower, Vortex Leader. Enemy confirmed. Preparing for interception.”

I activate the weapons system, and the cockpit lights up with alerts.

Over the radio, Hawk’s voice cuts the silence:

“Enemy on collision course, 10 miles ahead. Adjusting strategy for V-shaped attack.”

I nod and instruct my pilots:

“Blaze, you’ll make the initial intercept. Echo, prepare evasive maneuvers. Widow, you open the line of fire. Hellboy, Comet, follow on my tail. Let’s go after him!”

I maneuver the fighter with precision, tearing through the air at a thousand miles per hour. The enemy aircraft enters my field of vision, and I follow with a firm grip on the stick. The distant silhouette approaches at an alarming speed, but my focus on the objective is unshakable.

“Blaze, in position. Enemy at two miles. Preparing to fire.”

Blaze leads the attack line, ready to take down the enemy aircraft.

“Weapons free. Fox Two!” Blaze’s metallic voice fills the vacuum of the cockpit, and the flash of a missile breaks the sky.

But before confirming the hit, the enemy performs an aggressive evasive maneuver, climbing suddenly and firing at the Phantom formation. Explosives rip through the air, forcing our squadron to break formation to avoid impact.

“Echo, evasive!” I shout over the comms. “Maintain altitude!” I pull the stick hard, forcing the F-22 into a frantic climb.

“Comet, radar lock! Hellboy, cover!”

The team follows my orders with confidence, but the aircraft we’re trying to shoot down insists on resisting, performing a complete loop in an attempt to gain the upper hand.

I watch the airspace transform into a chaotic battlefield, with weapons firing and rapid maneuvers.

“Enemy climbing. Vortex, it’s a trap!” Hawk updates me. “Watch the flanks!”

I alter my trajectory and, with Blaze’s help, we swing into a counterattack. Widow fires on the enemy with her famous lethal precision, machine-gun bursts peppering the sky while Comet and Hellboy guard our rear, protecting the squadron’s flanks.

Then, Comet releases his missile against the enemy fighter, striking the fuselage, which begins to lose altitude rapidly.

“Hit confirmed!” Comet yells over the comms.

“Enemy down!” I reinforce for the other pilots, breathless. “Mission accomplished, Phantom! Return to formation. Confirm your status.”

As the radar monitors the airspace, I receive their condition checks:

“Blaze, status green.”

“Hawk, all clear.”

“Echo, no damage.”

“Widow, all good.”

“Hellboy, no issues.”

“Comet, ready for new command.”

I can still feel the adrenaline coursing through every fiber of my body, but I maintain the calm.

“Good work, Phantom! Let’s head back to base. Everyone in formation.”

We reorganize in the air and head back to base. Just another one for the record books.

Even though it was an intense engagement, my team’s commitment and our unity are the main things that bring us home alive at the end of every mission.

Surviving that red alert brought us another successful interception.

And I am one fucking proud Captain of Phantom.
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WE HAD A BUSY DAY YESTERDAY, and I didn’t manage to deliver the check to Tara. Not seeing her made the fantasies that started haunting me that day disappear, and I understood that my brain had just started leaning in the direction my friends wanted me to go.

Psychology is incredible. Not a day goes by that I don’t think about how interesting it is, the way our minds react to certain external suggestions, and of course after they talked about Tara all day, I was coerced into fantasizing about fucking that girl.

It’s been a while since I’ve been with anyone, not even just for fun. I’m too focused on my career to worry about sex and relationships, but wanting a girl years younger made me realize I need to sort this out.

Not being on standby makes it easier for us to leave the base at night. Yesterday was different. We got a red alert that monopolized us.

We spent most of the day on edge, and when it was time to act, my squadron put on a show of professionalism and competence. Even though in recent training they’ve seemed more relaxed, they were exceptional in action. So, I promised I’d buy a round of beers at Kennedy’s later.

“I’m surprised you want to go back to the bar,” Archer comments, laughing.

Lifting weights after a massive dose of adrenaline in the air helps me wind down. Back in high school, I already had an athletic build from playing football. Joining the Air Force and keeping in shape was no sacrifice.

Yesterday, we shot down an enemy fighter; today, we had five drones over U.S. airspace. That kind of mission is more common than people think, and it puts us on maximum alert, waiting for the tension to reach its limit and explode.

I don’t get distracted from my bench press. If my Wingman were lifting seventy kilos, he wouldn’t be trying to have this conversation with me.

“Three days ago, you guys couldn’t beat me, and the deal was to drop this subject.”

“Echo said you were the last to leave the bar the night before last.” I don’t like the presumptuous smile brushing his face. “You’re never the last to leave, Callahan.”

Archer is a tall guy, shaved head, deep black eyes, and dark skin.

“My answer is obvious, but I’ll say it anyway: none of your business.”

I rack the bar and sit up on the bench to face him.

“I’m the closest thing you have to a best friend.” He gestures between us in the air. “Wouldn’t hurt if you decided to share what you’re feeling with me.”

“If you consider me your best friend, there’s something wrong with you, not me.”

“You’re my mentor, Callahan. Of course I consider you my best friend.”

“Six years, and I think I haven’t taught you anything.”

“You taught me that in Phantom, we’re practically family.”

I lie back on the bench to start a new set of reps.

“But you don’t want to be in that family,” he continues.

“I am Phantom, Lieutenant.”

“We’re not on duty,” he reprimands, staring at me through narrowed eyes. “Come on, you need to open up. Balancing our relationship won’t hurt, for fuck’s sake.”

I pant, finishing the set and racking the bar again.

“What are you so curious about?”

“The girl from the bar.”

“The girl from the bar is just the girl from the bar.”

“But you like her.” It’s a conclusion, not a question.

“You know how many years apart we are?” He scoffs, shrugging as if it doesn’t matter. “Fourteen! It’s a fourteen-year difference. I could be an uncle, or a cousin, someone in her family.”

“So what?”

“A fighter pilot is often seen as a figure of authority. People expect me to set an example, on base and off. If I got involved with a twenty-one-year-old girl, it would draw criticism. I don’t want to tarnish my public image as a pilot.”

“You’re worried about what people will say?” Archer asks, surprised. “For a guy known for being cold and self-assured, you’re putting a lot of stock in other people’s opinions.”

“I don’t want distractions that will slow my career. Or another person to split my focus with. At this point in my life, Callie is the only girl I want to care about.”

“Talking like that, you sound almost fifty.”

I decide not to answer, but I pronounce:

“Just one more thing, Lieutenant...” I straighten my posture, fixing him with a lethal glare. “If you keep bothering me, I’ll have you grounded. Don’t make me lose respect for you over something so stupid.”

He nods, and we resume training in complete silence.

I’m not good at being friendly. Judging by Archer’s downcast expression, I think I may have been too harsh. Threatening to bench him was an overreaction, but if I kept letting him invade my space, I’d lose his respect as his superior.

I learned from my mentor, Jordan Larkin, our legendary Phoenix, that you have to draw a professional line. Forming bonds, relationships on base, is inevitable—we spend more time here than out there, with civilians and our families. And I’ve dedicated more than half my life to a military career.

I don’t know how to live any other way.

​
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CHAPTER 5

[image: ]




Tara

YOU SPEND YOUR WHOLE life trying to understand the psychological traumas that shaped your personality. I know this because, ever since I understood that I was a “mistake” to my father, a lot of things about myself started to make sense.

When I was ten, I asked my grandma why he never came to my little birthday parties. She tried to justify it by saying he was a busy businessman, but that he would surely send me a present. And I did receive them, but always late.

I was amazed that he knew exactly what I liked, since I never saw him. It made me feel loved, and I’d forget I was upset he wasn’t around. The idea that he cared enough to know my personal tastes comforted me.

The presents always came with a birthday card signed by him. I was sure it was my father’s handwriting, because Grandma’s is completely illegible—which is why I could never forge her signature on my report cards. The little I thought my father offered me was enough for a ten-year-old girl who just wanted his love.

Years later, while going through my grandmother’s bills, I discovered that she was the one who bought my presents, and the one who signed the damn cards was the owner of the toy store.

Andrew Collins never cared about me. For a fifteen-year-old, the penny dropped pretty fast.

When my grandmother realized there was no point in lying anymore, she told me who he was: a very rich businessman, owner of a building on Wall Street.

New York is the epicenter of global finance, and my father owns one of the biggest investment banks.

One night, he was in Mobile on business and met my mother. They were together that week; it seemed like they were in love, until my mother found out Andrew had a fiancée waiting for him in New York. Obviously, their fairy tale ended, but the consequence came a few months later, when my mother discovered she was pregnant with me.

Grandma tried to soften the blow by saying Andrew was with my mother when I was born, and that he felt proud I’d inherited his green eyes. But somehow, I knew that wasn’t true either. He knew of my existence, the result of that week they spent together, but he rejected me because he was about to get married and didn’t want this complication.

On my birth certificate, the field where my father’s information should be is blank. I’ve never gotten over it, and when I think I’m almost free of that ghost, something happens and makes me feel like shit all over again.

After discovering information about Andrew, I found his Instagram profile. And not just his, but his wife’s too. That’s how I found out I have three siblings: two girls and a boy.

Addison, Violet, and Nash.

Addison is a year younger than me; Violet, two, and Nash, three. The Collins family is perfect, and I’ve become a faithful spectator of their lives on social media. Sometimes I forget and manage to live my life as if they don’t exist; other times, I turn into my own tormentor and compare our realities.

I wonder what it would be like if my father loved me as much as he loves his three children. Their mother, Corine, is seen as the “first lady” by the employees of AC Investments, and their children are like a prince and princesses. They lead a glamorous life and flaunt their wealth as if there weren’t people in the world, like me, on the verge of being evicted.

It’s crossed my mind to pursue my rights as a Collins, but I don’t want to be seen as a gold-digger. One day, I want to meet Andrew Collins as someone. I want to show him that, despite abandoning me, I turned things around and became successful without his help. Deep down, I also hope it makes him regret leaving me. Does that thought make me seem as pathetic as I feel?

Today’s trigger was Addison getting a convertible for her birthday. She’s showing off the blue car on her social media, and people are idolizing her as if she were Princess Charlotte.

Me, on the other hand, I’m being eaten alive by the green-eyed monster. The feeling is so deep and dark I’m tempted to send a message revealing who I am, just to destroy her perfect fairy tale.

What would Addison do if she knew she had a half-sister, and that I have a right to everything that’s hers too? What would Violet think of the father she considers wonderful if she found out he cheated on Corine 22 years ago? Would Nash still see him as his hero? Would he look at Andrew the same way if he really knew him?

Anger makes my knuckles turn white as I grip my phone. I got an email from the owner of the apartment where I live. If I don’t pay the back rent, I’ll be evicted next month.

Why is my life so different from my siblings’? Why is theirs so easy, and mine keeps plummeting, like a muddy slope?

“You’ve had at least seven shots of tequila...” Florence comments over my sobbing. “You know alcohol makes you vulnerable.”

She sits in the chair across from me, watching me cautiously.

“Want me to take you home?”

“Your shift ended half an hour ago, Florence. Don’t worry about me.”

“Why don’t you go after him?” She leans over the table, arms crossed.

It’s not like I wanted to tell Florence everything about my progenitor. I’m so disposable my own father rejected me, and I don’t want people to know that, but since she’s the only friend I’ve had in years, she’s ended up by my side more times than I care to remember.

Most of those times, I was at rock bottom, and when I’m under the influence of alcohol, I tend to talk too much and make absurd mistakes.

“Go after him?” My scornful laugh cuts through the silence of the bar. “I can’t. Not yet.”

Florence lets out a long, defeated sigh.

“I need to go home, Tara. Gus is waiting for me. Please, can you close up and get home okay? I don’t feel comfortable letting you leave alone, but...”

I sold my car last month to pay for Grandma’s nursing home. While my siblings get things, I have to get rid of mine as a method of survival.

“I’m fine, Flor. Seriously. It’s not the first time that asshole father of mine has shattered my heart into a thousand pieces. And I always manage to fix everything he breaks.” I pour another shot of tequila.

My plan is to hide the empty bottle in the cabinet until I have money to pay for it.

“I’ll call you later. And you’d better answer, or I’ll send the police to escort you home, you hear me?”

I nod to show I got the message. The next instant, Florence kisses my head and leaves.

We take turns closing the bar when Kennedy can’t stay late. Unlike mine, he’s a dedicated father and has a little daughter just a year old. It’s common for him to leave at a reasonable hour a few days a week so he can spend more time with her.

I lock my phone screen, stopping myself from continuing to torture myself by envying my younger siblings’ perfect lives. I rest my head in my hands, feeling the alcohol take effect.

I usually fill my neediness by hooking up with men. But lately, financial worry has kept me from going out to meet any. I’ve never gotten emotionally involved with anyone. Not that I’ve tried very hard to feel something for any of them. If it had happened, maybe I’d have given it a chance.

Sex helps me relax and find a balance between the dark pain caused by my father’s contempt and the release of serotonin and dopamine. Some people find peace in physical activity; I found it in sex. Anyway, I’ve never gone beyond carnal pleasure. I’m not interested in anything that could make me even more vulnerable than I already am with these traumas.

I should have given my number to that guy... What was his name again? Comet?

I drink another shot, and the edges of my vision start to blur.

I fish a coin from my jeans pocket and walk to the old jukebox at the back of the bar. I insert the coin and search for a song.

The silent bar is filled with a pulsing beat in a hypnotic rhythm. It’s like a drumroll preceding the show.
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