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            1

            Bennett

         

         I never wanted this shit.

         Adding the lemon on the edge of the glass like the coed requested, I slide the tumbler across the scuffed wooden bar toward her and give the chick the fake-ass smile I’ve perfected in the past few years. She giggles, fluttering all kinds of long, dark lashes at me while simultaneously pushing her big, fake tits together in front of my face.

         My dick doesn’t even twitch. I’m so far removed from this type of flirtation it’s almost funny. As soon as she slips a wad of folded-up bills into the tip jar I turn away and lift a brow at the next paying customer.

         And the night continues.

         I wash glasses. I make drinks. I watch as the town’s idiots get drunk and make bad decisions.

         And all I can think about is, maybe bartending was the perfect job for me when I was fresh out of the joint. But now? After what I experienced over the past few weeks, I realize how motherfucking bored I am.

         My fingers twitch, itching to do something. Really do something. My brain flashes back to the night I helped my buddy Ronin Shaw rescue his woman from a mob boss. The explosives. It’d been awhile since I’d made something go boom, but that shit was like riding a bike. Once I started, the rest was smooth sailing.

         After pouring the remaining drops from the last bottle of SoCo into a tumbler and pass it to the grizzled old man waiting, I stride down to the end of the bar.

         “Be right back. Headed to the stockroom,” I mutter to the other bartender, a recent hire named Kandie, who gives me than a nod and a smile in response.

         Trying to slide past her is difficult because her ample ass cheeks take up more than half the space behind the bar, and she cuts her gaze toward me.

         “You tryna cop a feel, B?” she asks with a smirk.

         I would abso-fucking-lutely be trying to do just that, because Kandie is as hot as they come with her sexy hourglass figure. Her brown skin is smooth, and the miles of waves in her thick black hair puddle around her tits tonight, even though she changes her hair up weekly.

         But Kandie made it very clear when I hired her that not only does she not sleep with coworkers, I wouldn’t be on her list even if she did. But she also doesn’t swing my way.

         Bumping her hip with mine, I hit her with the Bennett Blacke charm. The fact that she’s immune to it doesn’t stop me one bit. “Fuck yes, I am. Gotta get my touches in when your hands are full of booze, or else you’ll punch the shit outta me.”

         She laughs, deep and throaty, and I can see the dude she’s pouring the house draft for visibly swallow as he stares at her. She purses deep red lips at me and blows a fake kiss. “Kiss this ass, B.”

         “As soon as you’ll let me,” I toss over my shoulder as I push through the swinging door toward the back hall and the stockroom.

         I pass by the open office door on the way there, and then I backtrack a few steps and pause in the doorway. Glancing around the room, it’s like I’m seeing a ghost. Mickey’s everywhere in this office. I can still feel his presence here.

         Running a bar was never in my grand life plan. Shit, I never even had a grand life plan. Claw my way out of the rural, backwoods town where I was raised in the low country of South Carolina, be the best soldier I could while I was in the army, and that was about it. That was as far as I got before it all went to hell.

         When I almost ruined my whole life with two minutes of blind rage.

         Continuing on to the stockroom, I pull liquor bottles down off the shelf and place them in a crate, which I haul back out to the bar. After I shelve them and toss the crate under the counter, I scan the bar area and note some familiar arrivals.

         Sitting at a couple of high-top tables just behind the row of stools are a group of faces I never expected to see. I school my features so hide my surprise.

         My buddy Ronin Shaw wears his usual too-intense expression on his face. The man always looks like he’s carrying the weight of the fucking world on his shoulders, and I’ve told him on more than one occasion that he needs to lighten up. He’s seated beside his boss at Night Eagle Security, Jacob Owen. My gaze skates over Jacob toward Jeremy Teague, his long hair pulled back into a bun at the back of his head. Sliding over to the table beside them, my eyes land on two more NES team members, Grisham Abbott and Dare Conners before finally settling on her.

         Sayward Diaz.

         The woman they call Viper.

         I can’t help it when my eyes travel from the exotic features of her face straight to the hint of cleavage visible above the vee of her T-shirt. She might think she’s hiding the luscious curves hidden underneath her uniform of jeans and a zipped-up hoodie, but there’s no running away from how sexy she is. When I force my gaze back up to her face, it’s to find her looking at me with irritation-filled hazel eyes. She shifts, her nose twitching with a show of disinterest as her sensuous, full lips roll between her teeth. Her long, black hair is pulled into a messy bun and she’s not wearing any makeup, but who the hell cares with a face like that?

         When a woman looks this fucking perfect without even trying, she’s a danger to society. I’ve also seen what she can do when she’s sitting behind her computer, so the Viper tag? I get it. She’s straight-up nasty with her tech. No one can hide.

         “Two Coronas with limes please.” I don’t even notice as the barely legal girl bats her lashes and slides her credit card across the counter. “And I wouldn’t mind if you wrote your number on the back of that receipt.”

         What the hell are they doing here? I think as I pull two Coronas from the fridge and stick a lime into the neck of each. I grab the girl’s credit card and swipe it, offering her a distracted grin as I slide the white slip of paper back for her to sign.

         “I’m off the menu, baby girl, but if you keep comin’ into this bar I might be persuaded to change my mind.”

         I don’t bring home women from the bar. It’s a choice. The last thing I need is some chick hanging around for weeks afterward, searching for a repeat performance that won’t ever happen.

         I’ll flirt with them until the cows come home, though, because it’s what they want, and they pay nicely for a little attention.

         The girl bites her lip and grabs the beers, making sure to lean over the bar as she does so. I look, because I’m not blind, but then I glance at Kandie when she elbows my side.

         “You know that bunch?” She inclines her head toward the Night Eagle team, and I nod.

         “Yeah, I do. Just not sure what they’re doing here. Didn’t expect to see most of them again anytime soon.”

         When Ronin’s woman was taken from the parking lot of this bar by Wilmington’s most notorious organized crime family, I got involved. Not only because he’s my friend and he needed me, but also because Mickey’s son, Mick, was at the center of the bullshit. I refused to let Mick screw his dad—the man I thought of like a father—over one more time. I backed Ronin up, worked some of my magic with explosives, and helped rescue Olive safe and sound.

         I knew there were a few members of the NES team that didn’t like my past or my attitude.

         Doesn’t matter to me. They can all go fuck themselves, because I don’t answer to anyone. Not anymore.

         “Well they’re a pretty bunch.” When I glance at Kandie, her dark brown eyes are locked and loaded on the two high-top tables. “Especially little Miss Converse Sneakers over there. That nerdy vibe she’s got goin’ on works for her.”

         Kandie licks her lips as she watches Sayward, and I follow her gaze without meaning to. My cock stiffens in my jeans, growing uncomfortable as hell, and I turn toward the wall so I can adjust myself without looking like an asshole.

         Kandie chuckles. “Looks like I’m not the only one who noticed.”

         With a sigh, I’m getting ready to face the music and find out what the NES crew wants with me, when a commotion at the end of the bar pulls my attention. I turn that way just in time to see one dude’s fist slam into another one’s face.

         And the bar erupts in absolute fucking madness.
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            Sayward

         

         I run the side of my straw around the rim of my water glass. I don’t even know why I’m here. I don’t hang out in bars. Other than a beer every now and then, I don’t often drink.

         Ronin convinced Jacob that having me here would help make Bennett’s decision easier. I can’t even begin to understand what that means. Bennett Blacke barely knows me. Sure, he looks at me. But I have tits and an ass, so a guy like him is bound to notice. But other than that? The fact that I work at NES shouldn’t be any sort of selling point for him.

         When shouts erupt at the bar I glance up. Two guys are shoving each other, and then one of them punches the other in the face. Wincing, I pull back in my chair. But I stay seated while the other members of the Night Eagle team jump up. My eyes track Bennett as he uses one strong, muscled arm to propel himself over the top of the bar and thrusts himself between the two fighters. But now, each man’s friends have thrown themselves into the melee, and the shouting grows louder as the violence intensifies. Girls scream and leap out of the way, and suddenly the fray shifts in the direction of my table.

         No, no, no.

         This is why I avoid bars. Being in the middle of a brawl is something that my personality just doesn’t handle well. My mind racing a million miles a minute at the same time that my body removes itself from my chair, my legs take steps to get me out of the way. In one hazy moment, my eyes lock with Bennett’s. Then, turning, I push my way through the crowded bar and flee through the front doors.

         Cool night air drifts against my skin, and I sigh in relief as gooseflesh rises on my exposed flesh.

         Dark night surrounds me, only broken by the yellow glow of the gravel parking lot’s streetlamp. I lean against the wall beside the wooden door, sucking in deep breaths to calm myself.

         I don’t like conflict. In fact, I hate it. The prospect of someone touching me, especially in a way that will harm me, sets off an eruption of fireworks inside me. And not the good kind. The kind that burns me up from the inside out and threatens to engulf me in flames.

         I could blame it on the fact that I was diagnosed with autism at age two. I’m on the lowest end of the spectrum, but it’s always been there. It’s something I have to deal with every single day, trying to overcome and understand the differences that separate me from everyone else.

         But some of the aversion to raised voices and violence comes from a childhood spent in a conflict-filled village in Colombia. It’s where I was born and partially raised, until my father was forced to send me away.

         I clamp my mind shut around those distant memories, forcing myself to forget. Just like I do every time they try to surface. I don’t go back to that time in my life. Not for any reason. What’s the point? Colombia, and everyone associated with it, is behind me.

         An unexpected pang of sadness stings my heart, bringing with it a wave of loneliness that, if I’m not careful, could drag me under and drown me.

         Beside me, the wooden door creaks open and a tall, broad body appears. My shoulders tenses, but when the yellow wash of light spells out his facial features, I release a breath.

         “It’s just you, Jeremy.”

         Jeremy Teague, or “Brains” as we call him in the field, thanks to his gadget-geared mind, leans against the wall facing me. He folds big, tattooed arms across his chest, so much like the rest of the men I work with. They’re big, they’re bossy, and they rock tattoos. It’s just their thing.

         “You know, ‘it’s just you’ sounds like you don’t know I’m a badass, which we both know is complete bullshit.”

         Rolling my eyes skyward, I hug myself and glance around. “The fight over in there?”

         He studies me. “Yeah. Blacke’s got both guys by the collars, and that chick who works the bar with him poured a bucket of ice over all of them.” His lips pull into his signature grin. “She’s feisty, that one.”

         As if on cue, the door opens and Bennett shoves the two men who were throwing punches before out the door. “I hope neither one of you are stupid enough to drive home.”

         But their buddies, about six other frat-boy types, stream out of the door and grab hold of their respective friends, pulling them into the parking lot. I watch them go, my arms tightening around myself as I sidestep out of the way. Avoiding any of them touching me.

         Jeremy’s gaze flicks toward Bennett. “Rowdy crowd.”

         Bennett blows out a breath through lips unusually full for a man. “Gets that way in here lately. Especially on a Friday night. Comes with the territory.”

         Bennett’s eyes land on me. “What are you doing out here?”

         I force myself to lower my arms and straighten my shoulders. “Just getting some fresh air.”

         Jeremy nods to back me up, knowing full well the reason I fled. “Bars aren’t really her thing.”

         Bennett pushes back against the door, crossing his feet at the ankle and folding his thick arms. His eyes, dark in the shadows of the night, hold mine. My natural instinct is to look away, but maybe the darkness that cloaks us both keeps the impulse away. “What is your thing, then?”

         Feeling my face heat, I shrug one shoulder and snap, “Not watching a bunch of Neanderthals get drunk and beat each other up.”

         Pushing past him, I make my way back into the warm, now much calmer, atmosphere of The Oakes.

         Both men follow me, and as I take my seat at the table Bennett stands before us. He reaches out to slap Ronin Shaw’s—or “Swagger” as we call him—palm and glances around the table at the rest of us.

         “To what do I owe the pleasure of an NES team visit?”

         Jacob Owen, our boss and probably the closest thing I have to a father, clasps his hands together on top of the table. He inclines his head toward an empty chair. “Sit for a minute.”

         It’s evident to me that Bennett wants to refuse. His eyes narrow just the slightest bit and his biceps flex even though his arms don’t move. With an exaggerated sigh, Bennett glances toward the bar. The beautiful girl working it seems to have it all handled, and when he lifts a brow at her, she gives him a thumbs-up. Bennett turns a chair around backward and straddles it.

         His whole I-don’t-give-a-shit attitude is probably attractive to a lot of women. To me, it just screams that he’s more trouble than he’s worth. But as my eyes travel down his muscled arms, corded with veins and tracing the lines of the tattoo sleeve on his left arm and across broad, hard shoulders, I can’t help but think he might have some qualities worth exploring.

         If I were interested.

         Which I’m not.

         Bennett shakes his thick, dark blond hair out of his face as he focuses on Jacob. “What’s this all about?”

         Jeremy and Dare stare him down hard, but Bennett acts like neither one of them are even at the table. It’s no secret they aren’t fans of his. I’m pretty sure it’s a guy thing, but I don’t know exactly why they don’t like Bennett. All the NES guys respect each other because of their military service and the brotherhood they’ve formed as a result of working for NES. They complete secretive, black ops missions together on a regular basis, and they also protect important people who pay well for discretion and for the guys’ willingness to lay their lives on the line for them.

         
              

         

         It’s never easy for them to accept someone new to the group. They’ve welcomed me because I’m important to Jacob and I proved myself with my computer skills when Jeremy’s wife and son were taken.

         But when it comes to Bennett, his background is something that some of the guys take real issue with. They don’t really know him, only Ronin does, but digging into peoples’ backgrounds is what NES does. We know that Bennett Blacke, although he served in the army and performed his Special Forces duties exceptionally well, he’s also served time in prison. The charges were aggravated assault. Bennett nearly beat a man to death.

         But according to Ronin we should give him the benefit of the doubt. He insists that there were extenuating circumstances behind Bennett’s crime, and that he’s learned and grown from his time spent in prison.

         Maybe Ronin’s right. I have no idea. All I know is that Jacob liked what he saw when Bennett helped the team rescue Olive Alexander, Ronin’s now-fiancée. And he wants to offer him a permanent spot with the NES Rescue Ops team.

         I sit back in my chair, running my straw over the rim of my glass again and again as I wait for the fireworks to start.

         “Bennett, we have a proposition for you.” Jacob’s voice is low, but it commands respect. He didn’t get to where he is in life by being anything less than a boss.

         Bennett plasters a smirk on his face, leaning his elbows on the table. “Do tell.”

         Ronin places a hand on Jacob’s shoulder, asking him silently if he can speak up. Jacob nods.

         “Bennett, man…we all saw how you reacted when Olive’s life was on the line. I know that I personally will always be grateful for that. But the team saw something in you that night, too.”

         Jeremy snorts, and I shoot him a glare over the table.

         Jacob picks up where Ronin left off. “Come work on a mission with us. It can be on a trial basis, if that’s what will make you comfortable. What we can offer you is a unit of brothers who’ve been where you’ve been, who can have your back and allow you to exist in a world where your specific skills can be utilized instead of squashed.”

         Bennett lifts a brow. “My skills? You mean the fact that I’m a chemist who knows how to blow shit up?”

         Jacob’s lips tilt in a smile. “We could use your wheelhouse. We don’t have anyone like you on the team. And we do good work—exciting work—that’ll feed the adrenaline rush you’re missing in your life right now.”

         A shadow crosses Bennett’s face. “I’ve had plenty of adrenaline. And I left that life behind when I landed behind bars. I can’t go back to the man I was back then.” He pushes back from the table and folds his arms. “I don’t want to go back.”

         Ronin stands, placing a hand on Bennett’s shoulder. “Listen, man. No one is asking you to call up the beast of the past that tore you apart. We’re here to show you that you can have it all. You can have the rewarding career, the one you were damn good at, in the private sector. All while finding your place in a unit that will value your expertise and help you stay on the path you want to be on.”

         Bennett’s glance flicks toward me, just for a moment, before his eyes land on Jeremy and Dare. “And every member of the team is on board with this? With giving me a trial run?”

         He spits the words trial run like they leave a bitter taste in his mouth.

         Clearly Bennett Blacke is a man who doesn’t like to work under anyone. He doesn’t trust the camaraderie that these men have formed. He’s a man out for himself and himself alone.

         And when it comes to protecting yourself above all else? I can definitely relate.

         No one speaks, but Grisham glances pointedly at Jeremy and Dare.

         “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Without another word, Bennett turns around and walks away from our tables. I watch as he nods to the female bartender, and then he disappears through a swinging door heading for the back of the bar.

         Jacob tilts his head toward me. “You’re up.”

         Swirling my straw around the rim of my glass, I don’t meet his gaze. “Why do you even want him so bad? He obviously doesn’t want to have anything to do with us.”

         Ronin speaks up. “He needs this, Sayward. Maybe he doesn’t know it yet, but he does. Working behind that bar is something he’s doing to pass the time. There’s so much more in him than that shit. Trust me.”

         And I do trust these guys. Everything single one of them would lay their life on the line for me. So if they’re asking me to help convince Bennett to come on board, I can try my best to do that for them.

         I rise from my seat and stride for the bar. Meeting the female bartender’s gaze, I detect a hint of heat in hers as she stares at me, leaning over the bar. “Need something, sweetheart?”

         I place both hands on the bar and lean forward. “Give me a tequila shot. I’m trying to talk to a man, and I’m pretty much the worst when it comes to that. So why don’t you go ahead and make it a double?”

         Never mind the fact that I’ve never had a shot of tequila in my life, much less a double. For this? I need liquid courage.

         Both of her perfectly arched eyebrows lift, her exotic features twisting into a pretty grin. “Coming right up.”

         She pulls the stopper out of a top-shelf bottle, and then sprays the contents into two waiting shot glasses. Then she pours a third. “Mind if I have one with you?”

         A smile tugs at the corner of my lips. “I’d probably prefer it.”

         With a flash of white teeth, she picks up her shot and hands me a wedge of lime.

         “I’m guessing you’re not the kind of girl who wants to lick salt off another person,” she muses as she hands me the salt. “But maybe we’ll get you there.”

         I lick the salt off the top of my hand and down the contents of the shot glass. The liquid is smooth rolling down my throat and I stick a lime wedge into my mouth and suck.

         The girl behind the bar watches me, her eyes dark and full of something I can’t quite place.

         I gesture toward her glass. “Your turn.”

         Her eyes on me, we both pour and then lick the salt off the back of our hands and then we knock back our shots. I stick another lime wedge in my mouth, and to my extreme shock, she leans over the bar and takes the lime from my mouth with her own. Her tongue slides across my lips, and my entire body goes stiff.

         “Atta girl,” she says with a smile as she wipes the back of her mouth. “Now go get him.”

         Feeling a bit light-headed from the shots and from the graze of the bartender’s lips against my own, I head for the swinging door where Bennett disappeared. I don’t feel nearly as reluctant as I did a few moments ago.

         Now I see why they call this stuff liquid courage.
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            Bennett

         

         When I appear at the office door again, my fingers grip the top of the doorjamb hard enough to throb.

         At this point in my life, I’ve been taking shit one step at a time. The only plans I had for the near future was helping Mickey get this bar straight and being there for him through the hell that is cancer. Working on another special ops team? I never thought I’d do it again. Everything shifted when Mickey announced, out of the blue, that he was taking one last trip out west before he died. He left the bar to me. His life’s work.

         There was a time in my life, right before I went to prison, that I told myself it was all my training, all my military precision, all the knowledge I had of how to hurt a man, kill a man, that made me do what I did. Later, I figured out that it had more to do with the rage inside me that had built up over two tours, seeing things no man should ever have to see. That particular night, when everything in my entire world shifted, tilted, and changed forever, I snapped. I lost my shit. It happens to a lot of vets. I just never expected it to happen to me.

         So now, maybe I’m scared. It’s true; I did feel something when I was on that rescue mission beside Ronin. It felt like I was back in my own skin again, doing shit that meant something. I was comfortable, in my element.

         But going back to the man I was before is something I swore to myself I’d never do. Exposing myself to my PTSD triggers, no matter how in-control I feel now, is a door I don’t want to open.

         Isn’t it?

         I lift my head and stare at the desk, right at the place where Mickey used to sit. I can almost make out the shape of him sitting there, and I chuckle darkly to myself as I picture not only the knowing expression that’d be on his face, but also the wise old voice that would have come with it.

         “What are you scared of?” Mickey’s voice would be low and laced with a demanding note that would make me talk.

         I sigh, having the conversation with him in my head that I would have had aloud if he’d actually been here with me. Fuck if I know. I don’t even know if half those guys out there want me on the team. They know my past. They don’t trust me. And I can’t fault them for that.

         I know exactly what Mickey would have said next. “You have a friend on the team, right? You know how this works, kid. Once military, always military. We’re all one and the same. One team member trusts you, the boss wants to hire you…the rest will come around. They’re like one mind when they work together the way those guys do. If they’re asking, they want you.”

         Without Mickey, I don’t know where I would have ended up. Thinking about losing him, well…it still hurts.

         I know the bar is in good hands. Kandie can run the place with one eye shut and her hands tied behind her back. This isn’t about the bar…it’s about me. It’s about whether or not I think it’s possible for me to step back into that life without losing myself to the darkness all over again.

         Someone with a small voice clears her throat behind me. Whirling, I find myself drowning in hazel eyes, creamy bronze skin, and miles of black, thick hair streaked with hints of red.

         Sayward rocks back and forth on her Converse sneakers, her gaze falling to the floor. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

         Nodding, I move so she can slide past me. She hesitates, remaining where she stands, eyes cast down toward the floor. I can feel the heat from her body. She’s that close. I can tell she’s uncomfortable with my proximity though, because she doesn’t lift her eyes from the floor.

         Taking a few steps back, I gesture into the office. “Come on in.”

         When she looks up, her eyes lock onto mine and interest finds its way into my brain and straight down to my dick.

         “You here to talk your company up?” I drop onto the edge of the desk and fold my arms.

         Sayward leans against the doorway and I take a minute to drink her in. She has a tight little body, full of the kind of curves a man can get lost in, but it’s obvious she’s in shape. I wonder if she works out with the team at NES, even though she’s not active on assignments except for making decisions behind her computer screen. Her skin is this deep bronze and it’s set off by the long, thick black hair and her deep-set hazel eyes. Her beauty is so damn unassuming, though, because she doesn’t have a clue. Or she does and she’s never wanted to use it to her advantage.

         “Listen,” she says matter-of-factly, and my eyes snap back to hers. “I don’t know why they sent me in here, but here’s the deal.”

         When she talks to me, her eyes jump around from the features of my face, down to my body and back again, which makes my lips twitch. She’s so serious about what she’s saying, like she’s about to lay down the law.

         Yeah, okay, beautiful. Let’s have it. My lip-twitch turns into a full-blown smirk. I can’t fucking help it.

         She’s adorable.

         “These guys, they’re good guys. Trust me, I know the difference between good people and bad people, and the team at NES? They’re good.”

         At those words, I study her more carefully. What the hell does that mean? Somehow, the idea of someone like Sayward having to deal with bad people sits like a stone in my gut.

         There’s something about her…something different from dealing with any other woman. I have an immediate instinct to make sure no one messes with her.

         Even though it seems like she does a damn good job of that on her own.

         “We’ve looked you up,” she continues. “I won’t beat around the bush about it. Despite your past, Jacob wants to give you a chance. He liked what he saw when you worked on Olive’s rescue, and he’s not the easiest guy to impress.”

         I school my features, wiping all expression from my face.

         “So, if they’re all willing to give you a chance, why aren’t you willing to give them one?” She finishes in a rush of words, her face looking irritated as she pushes a chunk of her hair behind her ear. Her full lips purse, and my gaze drops there for a second before I answer.

         “Don’t you mean ‘us’?” I watch as her expression becomes confused and flustered.

         “What?”

         “You said they’re willing to give me a chance. You’re with them, right? So shouldn’t you include yourself in that?” My comfortable smirk pulls at my mouth again.

         It’s just way too much fun, messin’ with this woman.

         Her gaze widens and then she blows out an exasperated breath. “I tried.” Her tone flat, she whirls around.

         The sight of her back and the thought of her retreat does something strange to my stomach. It’s not a good feeling, and I don’t have time to evaluate it before my mouth is working faster than my brain.

         “Wait.”

         She pauses before she turns around again, her eyebrows lifted.

         “I’ll come tell your boss I’m willing to give it a try. Trial basis. I still run this place, you know.”

         I can’t explain why I’m saying yes. The idea of working at Night Eagle is exciting as hell, but it also scares me to death. It was one thing when I helped out my friend Ronin a few months ago. But the last time I really allowed that part of myself to come out to play—the black ops, bomb-loving, soldier side—more than one person ended up dead back in the desert. And one person ended up in the hospital fighting for his life when I returned home.

         That kind of work…it brings out a darkness in me I never want to see again. Can I control it if I go back to work in this field?

         I don’t know.

         She doesn’t try to hide her smile, which is a surprise and something I find refreshing. There’re no games with Sayward; she puts out exactly what’s going on inside her head. Her face is expressive and her smile is fucking contagious.

         “I did it?” Her voice lifts with pleased surprise.

         I chuckle, pushing up from the desk. “Don’t get cocky, Diaz.”

         Her chin lifts with pride. “They call me Viper.” She spins and walks out of the office.

         Following her back down the hallway toward the bar area, I mutter under my breath as I think about what just happened. “For good reason.”

      

   


   
      
         
            4

            Sayward

         

         On the drive back to my apartment, I keep replaying the moments spent in the office with Bennett. I stayed for another hour to allow the buzz I had going thanks to my tequila shots fizzle out. During that time, Bennett accepted Jacob’s offer to come aboard NES on a trial basis. I also watched as he worked his magic behind the bar. As much as I tried to keep my eyes from straying toward him, I could never prevent it for long. By the time I left I could be considered an expert on all things Bennett Blacke.

         He’s friendly with his customers, especially the female ones, but not in a slimy kind of way. There were several overt attempts from women, mostly college coeds but also a few who looked around my twenty-four years who tried to garner an intimate encounter with him. He funneled invitations to meet in the bar bathroom or out in the parking lot. I saw him shake his head each time, pretending he was sad he couldn’t take them up on their offers, but now and then he’d throw me a wink, just let me know he knew I was watching.

         That drove me the craziest of all. Knowing that Bennett knew I couldn’t quite keep my eyes off of him was maddening. I hated the way my body reacted every time his eyes met mine, or slowly roved their way down my frame. It made me feel like I was completely naked when in reality I was more fully clothed than any other woman in here.

         I pull up to my apartment, which is on the top floor of a big old duplex. Starting up the exterior stairs to my front door, the first thing I notice is that my porch light over my entrance isn’t on.

         There’s never been a time I’ve left my apartment, knowing I’d be back after dark, that I haven’t left my porch light on. It’s one of the many routine tasks I do before leaving my place, something that makes me feel a little more in control of my world. So the shroud of darkness at the top of the landing has me frozen, staring in trepidation up at my darkened front door. At least my living room lamp is on inside, something else that I make sure to do before leaving in the evening.

         Damn lightbulb must have burned out. Taking a deep, calming breath, I clutch my keys tight in my hand and hurry up the steps.

         My apartment is located in a safe area. The beach is only six blocks away, and my neighbors are all very friendly, despite the fact that I’m not exactly the get-to-know-you type. My landlord lives on the first floor of the duplex, a nice lady in her fifties who’s kind enough not to inquire about my unconventional social graces and brings me baked goods at least twice a month. There are no lights on in her apartment, which lets me know she’s in bed for the night.

         Chills skate across the back of my neck and creep down my spine as I shove my key into the lock. I pause, confused. Glancing at the key in my hand and to the lock, I frown. I know I locked the door this morning.

         Everything looks the way it should, but I can’t help the distinct feeling of not-rightness that hovers over me like a thunderhead. Remembering my training from NES, I quickly walk to my bedroom, keeping my eyes wide open and watchful as I go. Walking into my roomy closet, I crouch down in front of the safe and turn the combination lock with steady fingers. I’m pulling out my small handgun when a voice behind me draws a startled yelp from my throat.

         Standing, I aim my weapon at the person standing there in the shadows, because I didn’t turn on the light in my bedroom when I entered.

         “Don’t move,” I say, steeling my voice with resolve I don’t feel.

         I didn’t even register whatever he said to me. All I can see is a tall figure standing at the entrance to my bedroom. My stomach bottoms out, just like it would if I were on an amusement park ride. Only this isn’t even a little bit fun. Terror is turning the blood in my veins to ice.

         All I want to do is drop the gun and run, but I’ve been trained better than that.

         You are strong. My hands shake, a direct contrast to the thought.

         I can just make out that he’s slowly raising his hands in the air, and I take that opportunity to reach just outside of the closet door and flick a wall switch. My overhead bedroom light floods the room with a sunny glow and I suck in a breath at the sight of the man before me.

         A man I haven’t seen in thirteen years, but one with a face I’d recognize anywhere.

         “Marcos.” I breathe, just before placing my gun carefully on the floor and lifting my hands to my chest.

         He steps close enough to hug me, and even as I stiffen I allow it.

         Because this is my brother.

         “Jesus, hermanita.” He and holds me at arm’s length. “Qué pasa? A gun?”

         Whereas I’ve been living in the States since I was eleven years old, as far as I know, Marcos has been in Colombia all that time. My accent is minimal if anyone hears it at all, but his is thick, and it immediately fills me with a sense of home so strong I almost collapse under the weight of it.

         He gives me a stern glare. “I thought you were supposed to have the kind of life here where guns were not necessary. What the hell?”

         He shakes my shoulders a little, and I snap back to attention. Every ounce of fear that had turned my body into an autopilot machine a few moments ago has melted away, instead leaving me with a pure sense of happiness and a slight bit of confusion.

         “Marcos? What are you doing here?” Turning away from him, I retrieve my gun and place it back inside my safe.

         When I turn around again, my brother is watching me with a mixture of emotions in his eyes. It’s been so long since I’ve seen him, I can’t read any of them, and that realization nearly brings me to tears.
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