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      In times of war or uncertainty there is a special breed of warrior ready to answer our Nation’s call. A common man with uncommon desire to succeed.

      Forged by adversity, he stands alongside America’s finest special operations forces to serve his country, the American people, and protect their way of life.

      I am that man.

      My Trident is a symbol of honor and heritage. Bestowed upon me by the heroes that have gone before, it embodies the trust of those I have sworn to protect. By wearing the Trident, I accept the responsibility of my chosen profession and way of life. It is a privilege that I must earn every day.

      My loyalty to Country and Team is beyond reproach. I humbly serve as a guardian to my fellow Americans always ready to defend those who are unable to defend themselves. I do not advertise the nature of my work, nor seek recognition for my actions. I voluntarily accept the inherent hazards of my profession, placing the welfare and security of others before my own.

      I serve with honor on and off the battlefield. The ability to control my emotions and my actions, regardless of circumstance, sets me apart from other men.

      Uncompromising integrity is my standard. My character and honor are steadfast. My word is my bond.

      We expect to lead and be led. In the absence of orders, I will take charge, lead my teammates, and accomplish the mission. I lead by example in all situations.

      I will never quit. I persevere and thrive on adversity. My Nation expects me to be physically harder and mentally stronger than my enemies. If knocked down, I will get back up, every time. I will draw on every remaining ounce of strength to protect my teammates and to accomplish our mission. I am never out of the fight.

      We demand discipline. We expect innovation. The lives of my teammates and the success of our mission depend on me – my technical skill, tactical proficiency, and attention to detail. My training is never complete.

      We train for war and fight to win. I stand ready to bring the full spectrum of combat power to bear in order to achieve my mission and the goals established by my country. The execution of my duties will be swift and violent when required yet guided by the very principles that I serve to defend.

      Brave men have fought and died building the proud tradition and feared reputation that I am bound to uphold. In the worst of conditions, the legacy of my teammates steadies my resolve and silently guides my every deed.

      I will not fail.
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        Jorja Jones
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        * * *

      

      A pair of size fourteen Converse sneakers come into view.

      Oh no! Please don't let his locker be anywhere near mine!

      I glance up to see a smirk on Jocko Monroe's face. He has a twinkle in his eyes as he hovers, looking down at me.

      I slam my locker door, spin the lock, and stand, glaring at him. Hoping I make it crystal clear, I want no part of him or his derogatory comments.

      He may be the biggest athletic stud to grace the halls of Live Oak High, but he's also the biggest prick.

      He leans down from his 6'4" height to laugh in my 5'4" ear. “Sup, Juicy?”

      Trying to ignore him but knowing he won’t let me, I roll my eyes as I close them and grit my teeth. “It's going to be a long year if you keep calling me that!”

      He chuckles, and dammit, it sounds as sexy as he is. He croons, making my knees weak. “You and I both know it's true.”

      I bite my tongue because he's right. The minute I catch a whiff of his musky scent, my panties are wet, and it pisses me off that I can’t control the way my body reacts to him. But I'm no one special. He gets this reaction from all girls.

      Jocko is too arrogant and too cocky because he's too gorgeous. However, I refuse to fawn over his perfect ass like everyone else. It's disgusting the way they prostrate themselves, wanting his attention. I have more self-respect than that and self-discipline.

      Besides, he's not boyfriend material. He's mean.

      Defiant, I sling my backpack over my shoulder in a pitiful attempt to knock him away.

      He laughs harder, then whispers in my ear. “I like feisty.”

      “God, you are so infuriating! Why do you torture me?”

      “Because I want to … and because you are so damn delicious when you get all pissed off.”

      I raise my hand to push him away but stop myself just in time. If my pussy soaks itself with his scent, how will it betray me if I touch his muscular body? It drops harmlessly by my side. I don't need to make that mistake. “Move, Jerk-off. I'm going to be late for class.”

      He laughs out loud at my feisty, pissed-off comeback, enjoying my resistance way too much, but he steps back.

      Without another word, I stomp off, but I can feel his eyes watching me.

      At the end of the lockers, Macey giggles when I walk up. “Jocko teasing you again?”

      I grit my teeth and nod my head. "It's going to be a long year. His locker is close to mine."

      She giggles harder. “Honestly, Jorja, I don’t know what your problem is. If Jocko Monroe were flirting with me like that, I would be in heaven!”

      I roll my eyes at her. “He'a not flirting. He's being a bully! You don’t know him like I do. ”

      She snorts. “What's there to know? He is 6’4” and glorious!”

      “He's an ass!”

      “So?” She shrugs. “He's a 6’4” glorious ass!”

      I shake my head. “Come on. We don’t want to be late for class.”
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        Jocko
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        * * *

      

      Watching Jorja stomp away is nearly as good as staring down her shirt at her tits while she knelt at her locker. Her body's built to make a man moan, and her anger adds a sexy twitch to her stride that jerks her booty from side to side.

      I'm going to enjoy my senior year much more than I thought.

      “Hey, Jocko,” Britney says as she slinks in to take Jorja’s place. Her eyes are glued to me like I'm her next meal. No, thank you.

      I spin the lock on my locker, keeping a wary eye on her. She's grabbed my junk before.

      She steps closer, and I open the locker door, ignoring her. “So, is it true you throw a 100-mile-an-hour fastball?”

      I press my lips together, shut my locker and give her a look that says, ‘I don't have time for your stupid games.'

      She knows it's true. The whole damn county knows it's true. A pro scout was down last week and clocked it.

      Before that, I was just the 'big man' on campus. Which was bad enough. But now I'm some sort of 'star', and everyone wants a piece of me.

      Everyone but Jorja. She's the only one unfazed.

      I ignore Britney and walk off, but she follows hot on my heels, like a bitch in heat, pissing me off. I do an about-face and crush any romantic notions she has. I glare at her and spit, “Barbara, back off.”

      My face-to-face assault halts her, but she informs me, “My name isn't Barbara.”

      “Whatever your name is, then. Stop following me. You are fucking ugly.”

      Her face reflects the verbal slap, then she glances around to see if anyone overheard. I don't wait to watch her slink away. I turn and head to class. I glare at the pack of girls waiting in the hall. I'm disgusted with myself for not finding a better way to handle them. But honestly, the only way to back off bullies is to be a bigger one.

      My mother would roll over in her grave if she knew how I spoke to them. But then again, maybe she wouldn't. No mother wants their child bullied, and it's been happening since my growth spurt. And it's really taken a significant turn to hardcore harassment since my fastball has made me famous.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The end of the school year.
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        * * *

      

      Parking my jeep at Live Oak High, I head inside. It's only been a week since graduation, but I already feel out of place. Walking through the hall, the atmosphere is relaxed. Everyone's milling around, waiting for the bell to ring on the last day before the summer break.

      When I round the corner to the lockers, I see Jorja. Her back is to me, and she's leaning on my old locker laughing with Macey.

      I'm going to miss teasing Juicy.

      Joseph Pruitt walks up to her. His smile and his posture piss me off.

      He's hitting on her.

      When she smiles at him, a vise clamps down on my heart.

      When he hands her his phone, an unknown force punches the wind out of my gut.

      When she begins to tap the device, giving him her digits, the realization of how I really feel hits me right between the eyes, and I advance on them with more forceful intensity than I originally intended this goodbye to have.

      Macey’s face lights up when she sees me, then her mouth drops open, and her eyes bug out of her face.

      I've scared the hell out of her.

      Both Jorja and Joseph turn to see what's frightened her.

      My eyes lock on Joseph’s, and he starts stuttering. “Jocko, I … I thought y … you were gone.”

      I grip his shoulder, and he visibly cringes, then I hand shuck his stupid ass away. “Backoff, Motherfucker.” I growl.

      He stumbles, slips, lands on his ass, then crawls away.

      When I turn to face Jorja, Macey takes a few steps back, clearing the space between us.

      Jorja’s eyes narrow, and she opens her mouth to say something sassy, but her words are lost.

      I'm on her. Pushing her body against the locker, I pin her there with my own.

      She stiffens in resistance, and her eyes flash with anger, then defiance.

      But this time, I don’t taunt or tease her. This time, I cup her face and tilt her lips to take my kiss.

      As I lower my mouth to hers, the defiance in her eyes fades to fear as her willing body melts into mine.

      Damn. I’ve been a fool. I should’ve done this a long time ago. She's been resisting me, not because she doesn’t want me, but because she does!

      My lips crush hers, and a blast of sensations overwhelms me.

      The sweetness of her scent. The softness of her breath. The exquisiteness of her essence fills my emptiness completely.

      I press her willing body, needing to feel her curves meld into mine. Then her lips part, and her mouth opens, wanting my tongue inside her.

      All the years of hunger and longing for her burst forth, and I devour her like a starving man. Every sensation shoots through me like lightning, and I can’t get enough of her.

      When I finally release her mouth, silence surrounds us as I stare into her eyes, burning this moment into my brain, knowing this may be the only time I hold her in my arms.

      My throat tightens with the raw emotion of saying goodbye to her, making my words impossible to express. But I want her to know how I feel, how I've always felt towards her.

      Holding her face captive, I stare into her eyes, baring my soul to her.

      Jorja Jones, you have always been the only one I have wanted, and when I come home … if I make it home … I want to come home to you.

      The bell rings.

      I set her free, hoping her heart will wait for my return.

      Then I turn and walk away to become the man I am meant to be. Not a professional baseball player but a SEAL in the US Navy.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome to Live Oak, Alabama.” I read the sign at the city limits. “We made it, Luce. The first stop is my parent’s gravesite. I need to pay my respects. I know they would be proud of the man I have become, and I want them to meet who is responsible for my safe return home.”

      Driving down the road, past familiar landmarks, I open up about losing them. “The days after the accident were dark. I was so angry. I would sneak into the graveyard to sleep with them under the stars.”

      I hit the blinker and slow down to make the turn into Live Oak Cemetery. “Did I tell you I could have played pro baseball? No? Well, I could have. My fastball my senior year was clocked at 100 miles per hour, and pro scouts were paying attention. But I decided my life needed to matter more than making people cheer. I needed to make a difference in a more meaningful way."

      Parking, I pick up the bouquet of flowers meant for my mom and open the truck door.

      “Come on.”
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        * * *

      

      Turning down Dogwood Lane, I announce our next destination and ponder out loud to Luce. “We are going to swing by Juicy Jorja’s house. Not to stop by, but just to see who lives there now. Did I mention our history? I was crazy about her in high school. I teased her all the time. She hated my calling her 'Juicy,' by the way. We never dated. I wasn't brave enough to ask her out. 'Cause once you're rejected, there's no going back. But I should have. I was too stupid to see the writing on the wall. She didn't flirt back because she didn't like me too, but rather because she did and didn't want to admit it." I laugh, raising my eyebrow at him. "I know that for sure because I stole a goodbye kiss, and she melted in my arms." I grin as we approach her house. "So, did she wait for me, or will she be the one that got away? And if she got away, is she happy enough to stay away?”

      We cruise by her family’s old house, and there she is! Getting out of a car in the driveway. Impulsively, I hit the brakes. Years of training kick in, and I crawl by to gather intel.

      The first thing I notice is her body is still built to make a man moan. All woman. All curves.

      Instantly, the feeling only she ever gave me conjures a rise from my cock.

      The second thing I notice is her hair is shorter, shoulder-length, and cut in layers. She bounds up the steps two at a time, and all her bouncing parts send me into the stratosphere of need.

      As she unlocks the front door, I smile. She still lives here.

      Several additional interesting things catch my eye as I pass by.

      There are no toys in her yard. Therefore, she isn't a mom.

      A couple of small signs are in the yard. One's an advertisement for a lawn care service. Therefore, no man in her life.

      The other is a warning that her house is protected by a security system. Therefore, she lives alone.

      I grin at Luce and tell him. "Maybe I scared them all away when I threatened Joseph. Now wouldn't that be something?" I laugh.

      A short distance down the street, I can't believe my eyes. "Well, well! Lookie here, Luce. The house next door is for rent. What do you think? Want to live next door to my girl?"

      I grin in the rearview mirror, and he smiles. “Looks like we have found a place to live.”
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        * * *

      

      Rounding the corner off Dogwood Lane, I tell my boy, “Our next stop is Aunt Betty and Uncle John’s house. Now, listen, if Pepper is still alive, go easy on the old dog.”

      Waah. Waah. Two short sirens pop off, and I glance in the rearview mirror to see a cop car tailing us.

      “Well, shit.” I pull over on the side of the road and put my window down. “Stay calm, Luce.”

      I lay my pistol on the dash in clear view and dutifully put my hands on the steering wheel in plain sight.

      The officer walks up and sees the handgun. Immediately, he stops and puts his hand on his weapon. “You got a permit for that?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “License, registration, insurance, and carry permit, please.” He says firmly.

      “They're in the glove box,” I state without moving.

      The officer takes a step back, pulls his weapon, and instructs, “Reach slowly and get them out. Keep your hands where I can see them at all times.”

      Just then, another cop car pulls up, and Seth Monroe, my first cousin, gets out. “What the fuck, man? Are you kidding me?” He strides over with no regard for the other officer but tells him as he passes, “Louie, put your weapon away. This is my cousin, the Navy SEAL, Jocko Monroe.”

      Officer Louie takes another step back as I unlatch my seat belt and exit the truck, but he only lowers his weapon. He doesn't put it back in the holster.

      “Welcome home, Cuz!” Seth wraps me up in a big hug, slapping me hard on the back.

      “Thanks, man. It’s good to be home.”

      Nathaniel, Seth’s partner, walks around the front of their cruiser. “Well, I’ll be damned.” His outstretched hand clasps mine. “Welcome home, Jocko.”

      Now, Officer Louie puts his gun away and offers his hand. “Nice to meet you. I have heard a lot of things about you.”

      “Likewise. All good, I hope.”

      “You just getting into town?” Seth beams. “You should have told us you were coming.”

      “Naw, I like having the element of surprise on my side.”

      They laugh.

      “I hope you're heading to Mom and Dad’s. She’ll be upset if she isn't your first stop.”

      “Taking my boy to meet them now.”

      Seth’s eyes light up. “You got a boy?” He walks over to the back door and opens it, then takes a step back.

      Sitting on the edge of the seat, ears forward and alert, eyes focused and drilling Officer Louie (who he smelled fear from), totally ignoring Seth (who's a big dog lover) is my german shepherd MPC K9.

      “Oh … he's a good-looking son of bitch. What's his name?” Seth says as he waits respectfully.

      “Luce.”

      My boy cuts his eyes at me.

      “Isn’t that a girl’s name?” Seth teases.

      “He's confident in his masculinity.” I chuckle. “And … it’s short for Lucifer.”

      They all laugh, and Nathaniel says, “That suits him!”

      I snap my fingers, and Lucifer jumps down and heels.

      Officer Louie takes a step back. “Is he safe?”

      “For the most part.” I tease him.

      I reach down and ruffle Lucifer’s hair. “He’s my boy. He’s my good boy.”

      Lucifer’s tongue rolls out and dangles. One ear twists to the side, and I swear, he laughs.

      “Pet or K9?” Nathaniel asks, eyeing him.

      “Retired with distinction, so pet now. He's an MPC, multi-purpose canine." I explain. "He does it all. I’m hoping we can hire his skills out once in a while. Part-time on emergency gigs. He tracks, sniffs bombs, drugs, and he's badass at takedowns.”

      “Good to know.” Seth says, “I'll pass that along to Chief Kent. I’m sure the community can use his skills on occasion.”

      “Appreciate it. He gets bored when he isn’t working.”

      Their radios squawk as a call comes in. Nathaniel responds as Seth sticks his hand out. “I’m sure Mom will put together a welcome home party for you. We'll catch up then.”

      I shake it. “You bet.”

      I offer my hand to Nathaniel. “Nice to see you again.”

      And to Officer Louie. “Nice to meet you. We done here?”

      He grins. “Yeah, you're good to go.”

      I look down at Lucifer. “Load up.”
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        * * *

      

      Seth must have called Aunt Betty and given her a heads-up that I was on my way over. She and Uncle John are standing on the porch when we pull up, beaming with pride.

      For the next hour, we sit on the back deck, watching the dogs play in the yard and catch up. Lucifer runs laps around and around Pepper, who is content to let him.

      I share with Aunt Betty and Uncle John as much as I’m allowed to say about our missions. Which is very few actual details, but what I can share sounds really cool to civilians.

      “How long is your visit?” Uncle John asks.

      “I’m home for good.”

      “Oh, my, that makes this old woman very happy!” Aunt Betty gets up to give me another hug.

      Uncle John offers, “You're welcome to stay here while you settle in.”

      “Thanks, but I have already booked a cottage booked at Chapel Hill, and I saw a house on the way in that's for rent. I’m going to check into it. It would be perfect.”

      They exchange a look. “It wouldn’t happen to be on Dogwood Lane, would it?”

      A lopsided grin slides sheepishly across my face. “Maybe.”

      “I certainly hope so.” Aunt Betty smiles.

      I stand. “Listen, I have taken up enough of your time today, but I wanted to make sure I stopped by on my way in.”
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        * * *

      

      When I push open the office door at Baker Realty, Lucifer's on a leash.

      “May I help you?” The receptionist asks.

      “I’m here to rent the house on Dogwood Lane.”

      She looks at her computer screen and informs me, “That house's listed with Marianne Reynolds. May I have your name?”

      “Jocko Monroe.”

      She types. “Marianne will be right out to help you.”

      She doesn’t bother hiding her curiosity and looks me up and down. That old feeling of hide your ass, you're about to be groped returns, so I take a seat on the couch while I wait.

      “He's a beautiful dog. What's his name?”

      “Thank you. Luce.” I look down, and he leans his head over and rubs my leg affectionally.

      “Normally, we don’t allow animals inside.”

      “Good thing he isn't an animal." I grin at her.

      She smirks.

      Marianne walks in all smiles. “Jocko Monroe?” She offers her hand, and I stand to shake it. “Marianne Reynolds. I understand you want to see the house on Dogwood Lane?”

      I shake my head. “No, ma’am. I want to rent the house on Dogwood Lane.”

      “Well, that makes my job easy. Right this way, then.”
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        * * *

      

      Walking over to Live Oak Trust and Loan, Lucifer and I pass the Fire Station.

      “Jocko?”

      Bradley Monroe walks toward me with a huge grin on his face. He wraps me up in a big hug. “Cuz, it’s good to see you.”

      “Good to be home.”

      “And who do we have here?”

      “Luce.”

      Bradley cuts his eyes at me.

      “Lucifer,” I laugh.

      He chuckles, rubs his head, and scratches behind Luce's ears.

      “He served five of the six years with me. Saved my life more than once. He's kinda special.”

      Bradley ruffles his neck, talking doggy goo-goo to him, but in a manly way. “He's a good boy. A real hero.”

      “Yes, he is.” I acknowledge.

      “Mom called and told me you were home. She's already planning a welcome home dinner for you.”

      Just then, the firehouse lights strobe and the alarm goes off.

      Bradley reacts instantly, grabs my hand, and pumps it once, “Glad you're home. Can’t wait to introduce you to Diane.”

      “Looking forward to connecting again.”

      He runs inside, and I look down at Lucifer. “Come on, Luce. We don’t want to get run over.”
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        * * *

      

      When we walk into Live Oak Trust and Loan, everyone stops and stares. A man comes out of a side office and walks over with his hand outstretched, “Jocko Monroe, I presume?”

      “One and the same.”

      “The whole town is already talking about your return. What can Live Oak Trust and Loan do for you?”

      “I’d like to open an account and transfer my funds.”

      “I can take care of that. Right this way.” He escorts me into his office.

      “News travels fast,” I comment on the way as people continue to stare.

      He chuckles. “Marianne called.”
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        * * *

      

      Lucifer and I make a quick stop by Nik’s Gym and sign up for a membership. Nik is a former MMA champion and a badass. Working out and grappling will keep me in shape and my hand-to-hand combat skills sharp.

      An hour later, we're heading to Milner’s Airfield to see Greg. After my parents passed, Aunt Betty and Uncle John took me in. Their boys were already gone, but she made sure they were always around and included me so I wasn't alone. Of course, they turned spending time with me into a competition. But I spent the most time with Greg. He was divorced and a single dad. His son Lance was about five back then.

      When I pull up to Grace-Lifeline, he's standing outside, grinning from ear to ear, dressed in his flight suit with two helmets in his hand. The first words out of his mouth when I step out is, “Airborne in five?”

      “Abso-fucking-lutely!” Opening the back door, Lucifer jumps out and heels instantly. “Let me grab his flight gear.”

      Luce springs into the bed of the truck, sniffs through the bags, bites the one holding his gear, lifts it, and brings it to me. I unzip it and pull out his jump vest, goggles, and ear protection. “Yes, you're going,” I tell him, and his tail wags.

      Walking back to Greg, he starts prancing, excited to be doing something more than lounging around.

      “I take it he likes to fly?”

      “He likes to work, and since we have been transitioning out of the military, we haven’t been able to do much of anything but run. I’m looking forward to getting settled and getting us both back in shape.” I bend down and strap his gear on.

      Greg scratches his cheek, smirking. “Cuz, if you're out of shape …” He eyes me up and down, then says, “Do the Monroe brothers a favor for old times’ sake? Don’t challenge us in front of the wives.”

      I laugh. “Don’t poke the bear, then.”

      “Fair enough.”

      On the way to the helicopter, he asks, “You settling down in Live Oak?”

      “Yeah, I have unfinished business here.”

      “Her name wouldn’t happen to be Jorja Jones, would it?”

      I grin. “It would.”
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