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    The Men of Siege Series 
 
    Imagine an elite group of tall, dark, and rugged heroes. 
 
    All connected to a nightclub in Boston called Siege. 
 
    They live by the motto die before surrender.  
 
    But what happens when the warriors of Siege face down the power of love? 
 
    Will their physical strength help them in battles of the heart? 
 
    You have to read to find out! 
 
    Find your next book boyfriend at Siege, and your next, and your next… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Violet (Men of Siege Novella One) 
 
    My commander's daughter is smokin' hot and going for broke to get my attention. 
 
    She's ten years younger than me and off-limits. 
 
    With Delta Force selection approaching, I can't afford any screwups. 
 
    But Violet's curves and sassy smile push my self-control to the limit. 
 
    What is it about her that makes me want to risk it all? 
 
    I'm sure we could get away with one night. 
 
    What could go wrong? 
 
    Everything. 
 
      
 
    A note to readers: Violet is the tragic story of how Rogan lost his first wife. Her death affected him and all the men of Siege. The events in this book occur chronologically before the events in Rogan. Rogan gets his happily ever after in Rogan (Men of Siege Book One). 
 
      
 
    Sign up for Bex Dane's mailing list to hear about new releases and bonus content on Instafreebie 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Siege: any prolonged or persistent effort to overcome resistance 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Colonel Langbow's daughter flashed her tits again. She propped one elbow on the dinner table, pretended to fiddle with her earring, and gave me a straight shot at her gravity-defying cleavage. 
 
    She'd caught my attention even without the extra effort. Shiny jet-black hair bounced in twists down her back, full lips painted blackberry-red. She looked about twenty-one, maybe twenty-two. 
 
    "Eden's nineteen," Colonel Langbow announced. 
 
    Alrighty then. He'd just stamped forbidden on Eden's boobs. Barely legal and my commanding officer's daughter. Still, a helluva show welcoming me back to the good ol' U.S. of A. 
 
    The collar of my dress shirt constricted around my neck. In my eleven years—and Falcon's thirteen years—in the military, neither one of us had been invited to a commander's home for dinner. As a sniper team, we'd deviated from standard procedure more than once on our last deployment, so this could very well be our final dinner before a serious demotion. 
 
    "So, where are you from, Rogan?" Anna Langbow, the colonel's wife, was an older version of Eden, the wrinkles framing her deep-set chocolate eyes the only giveaway to her age. 
 
    "Everywhere. My dad was in the service." 
 
    "And you, Falcon? Where are you from?" she asked, turning to him beside me. 
 
    "Nowhere." 
 
    She blinked at him three times then smiled. "I understand." 
 
    There's no way she understood Falcon. I knew him better than anyone and I could barely grasp his thought process. 
 
    "We traveled with my dad too. Germany, Japan, Bosnia," Eden said. 
 
    "I've lived in all those places," I replied. 
 
    "Life of an Army brat." She gave me a sweet smile. "Do you skate?" 
 
    "You mean ice skate?" 
 
    "Yeah, you know, hockey, pucks, brawls, sticks..." 
 
    "Huh. Now that I think of it, I've never been on skates. You know how to ice skate, Falcon?" 
 
    "No." His tone made it clear he didn't find ice-skating worthy of pursuit. 
 
    "You two should put down your guns and try it. For fun." 
 
    "You play hockey?" I asked her. Between the botanical illustrations on the wall, family portraits showed Eden standing next to what I assumed to be her brother. Another picture showed him in his Army service uniform. The next one was the two of them holding hockey sticks in the snow. The oversized mask and pads made her look like a shrunken munchkin next to her big brother. 
 
    "Yep. The pond out back freezes over. My brother taught me." 
 
    Colonel Langbow cleared his throat and gave Eden a stern glance. "Help your mom with the dishes." 
 
    Anna shared a look with Eden before they stood to follow the order Langbow had called to dismiss them. When Eden bent low to collect the dishes, I caught a glimpse of her white lace bra encircling the bewitching roundness of her breasts. 
 
    I stood and set my napkin next to my plate. "Thank you for dinner, Mrs. Langbow. Ain't had a home-cooked meal in years. Even then, my mom could never cook a juicy rib roast like yours. Nothing against my mom, but cooking is not her strength." 
 
    "I'm glad you liked it." Anna and Eden carried the empty plates to the kitchen. Her polite grin faltered with stiff tension.  
 
    "Rogan and Falcon, come with me." 
 
    Oh, man. He was using our first names. This could be bad. Really bad. Langbow led us to his office and sat on the edge of his desk. He motioned for Falcon and I to take seats in the chairs facing him. 
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest and peered down his nose at us. "Captain Molina called me last week. Informed me on a battle with Mustafa Ahmed Hakim Osmani. Special Ops Command assigned him the codename Jericho." 
 
    "Yes, sir," I replied. "I'm familiar with him and his codename." 
 
    "Molina reported the two of you took out thirty of his men in an exchange of gunfire." 
 
    I glanced at Falcon then locked eyes with Langbow. "I heard there were approximately thirty combatants. Didn't keep count myself." 
 
    "You should've called for support before you engaged a group that large." He lifted his chin. 
 
    "There was no time," Falcon said. "From our hide on the ridge, I spotted the convoy of five trucks a thousand meters out. Didn't see anything unusual about it except there were so many, maybe a little extra weight in the back. Usually you see one or two trucks come through that pass at a time. They drew weapons a hundred meters off the checkpoint we were guarding." 
 
    "We had seconds to decide a course of action." I continued where Falcon left off. "Falcon shot the tires of the lead truck and I took out the rear. They returned fire. We blew out the windshields and killed most of them inside the trucks. Caught a handful who panicked and ran." 
 
    "They detonated a bomb in the third truck, killing at least five of their own. So, we didn't shoot them all," Falcon said in a convincing tone. 
 
    It wouldn't help. If we were being reprimanded for failing to call in support, it didn't matter if they blew themselves up or we killed them. We still didn't follow protocol, and Langbow had every right to nail us for it. 
 
    He rested his thumb under his chin and touched his index finger to his lips. "Two against thirty is not good odds. You took a huge risk." 
 
    "We did," I replied. "But it turned out to be a good call." 
 
    He nodded. "I also received word from intelligence you've earned a reputation as the Executioner. Jericho and his brother Zulu issued bounties on your head." 
 
    This was news to me. "Is that so? It's not true. There's no way Jericho or Zulu have figured out my identity." 
 
    He tapped his lips and looked from me to Falcon. This was it. We were gonna be blacklisted. All we'd worked for gone because of what we did out there. 
 
    Langbow twisted back to grab a manila folder from his desk, pulled out some papers, and handed one to each of us. "The DoD is looking to form a new Alpha Squadron for the First Special Forces Operational Detachment Delta. I'm recommending you two for the sniper team." 
 
    My head snapped back, throwing a glance at Falcon. He pressed his lips together, but his pupils blew wide open. Not what we expected at all. 
 
    "I'm sure you've heard talk of Delta Force. Some of it's true. Some of it's legend. But there's no doubt "the unit," as we call it, is the U.S. military's premier anti-terrorism force. There's a four-week assessment and selection process. Only one percent of candidates make the cut. If you succeed, you'll be an integral component of a six-man team focused on specialized missions." 
 
    I'd wanted to make Delta since I first heard of it from my dad. He called Delta Force operators meat-eaters because they were out looking for blood, not working security or recon. Unit snipers hunted and killed with impunity, a freedom coveted by discontent Rangers like Falcon and I who struggled to follow the mold. 
 
    "By the hunger in your eyes, I see you're both eager, but Delta Force is not about glory. You'll be sent to situations so dangerous, we can't send Rangers. You're taking on a much greater chance of injury and death, not to mention mental fatigue and the stress on your family." 
 
    "We're aware of the sacrifice. It's not a question for us." I spoke for Falcon. We were on the same page with this. 
 
    "So, you're in?" 
 
    "Yes," I said. 
 
    "One hundred percent," Falcon said after me. 
 
    "Excellent. Report to Fort Bragg on April twenty-fifth." 
 
    End of April only gave us two months to train for the most demanding test of our lives. 
 
    "Good luck, men." We exchanged gratitudes and pats on the back. "Prepare to become legend." 
 
    "Excuse me, sir. One question." 
 
    "Go ahead, Rogan." 
 
    "The last two years, we were a canine team. My dog retired in January." 
 
    "I'm aware of that. You handled Zeke well." 
 
    Makes sense Langbow took note of Zeke's service record. Word of Zeke's bravery spread fast and inspired morale among the ranks. I missed that damn dog. 
 
    "You make Alpha Squadron, and I'll see to it you get a new dog." 
 
    "Thank you, sir." 
 
    We exited his office with shit-eating grins on our faces. 
 
    "'Night, Mrs. Langbow," Falcon said. 
 
    "Thank you again." I dipped my chin to her in the kitchen. 
 
    "You're welcome, boys." She held a pan and dishtowel in her hands. "My pleasure to feed our heroes." 
 
    "We're no heroes. Just at the right place at the right time," I called. 
 
    I gave a wink and a wave to Eden on the way out. She bit her lip and smiled. 
 
    Cute girl. Would be fun to hit that. Nah. Totally off-limits and not worth the trouble.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    "To the unit." Falcon raised the shot of Tennessee whiskey the bartender served him. The Baltimore tavern in Federal Hill was packed with suits and uniforms as government employees milled about, eager to burn off some steam after hours. "Oh shit." Falcon gulped down his drink and set his empty glass on the bar. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    He angled his head to the front door. Eden Langbow stood by the entrance and scanned the room. No nineteen-year-old girl should wear an outfit like hers. Instead of having her boobs pushed up like earlier, she had them smashed down beneath two wide straps of a stretchy purple dress. Or was it a shirt? Whatever it was ended at the tops of her thighs. A few inches of taut muscle and tanned skin showed above her high-heeled leather boots with laces that strapped up her shin and tied in bows above her knees. 
 
    "Holy fuck." I downed my drink and gritted my teeth through the burn. 
 
    Her gaze searched the place and landed on me and Falcon across the room. She stepped forward like she'd finally earned her turn on the catwalk and was taking her victory lap. 
 
    I leaned my elbows back on the bar and stared above her head, pretending I wasn't really soaking in the badunkadunk of her tits and hips as she made her way toward us. 
 
    "Hey, Rogan. Buy me a drink?" She propped one boot on the rung of the barstool next to me. 
 
    "Hell no," I said without looking her in the eye. 
 
    Her neck moved and I smiled inwardly at the affronted frown on her painted lips. "Fine." 
 
    My eyes followed her ass as she walked past us. Falcon glanced from her to the ceiling and blew out a long breath. "Bolo that one." 
 
    Exactly. Every guy in the place was on the lookout the second her purple dress passed through the entrance. Something that tempting had to be dangerous. 
 
    A minute later, she'd conned some fool into buying her a mug of foaming beer. She strutted over to the dartboard and exaggerated her need to bend at the waist to set the mug down on the edge of the pool table. She schmoozed up next to the two guys who were playing darts at the time. Before she finished talking, they were backing away, letting her cut in for her turn. 
 
    She angled one boot in front of her, the other behind, causing the purple fabric of her dress to curl higher up her thigh. A tattoo on her inner arm blurred as she stabbed the air to aim. She pouted when her first shot bounced off and plonked to the floor. With her jaw set and a ridiculous squint that would not help her shot, she threw and the point stuck in segment nineteen. Her last shot hit the double-five ring. The guys around her smiled and gave her high-fives. 
 
    I acknowledged her did-you-see-that smile with a tilt of my head. Falcon skewed his lips and gave me a should-we-show-her-how-it's-done look. 
 
    She pulled her darts from the board as we walked up to the game. "Twenty-nine points is better than zero points," I said to her. 
 
    "Is that what I got?" She handed me her three darts. 
 
    "You got a nineteen and a double-five. Twenty-nine. That's exactly how old I am." 
 
    "You're twenty-nine? I thought you were younger." 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "How old are you, Falcon?" 
 
    "Thirty-one." 
 
    "On my next turn, I'll try to get thirty-one points for you," she said. 
 
    "How 'bout we take a turn first?" Falcon kept his voice casual, but his eyes grew focused like they did when he prepared to shoot. 
 
    "How much is a bull's eye?" She glanced at the dartboard. 
 
    "Inner bull is fifty, but even with three bull's eyes, you can only score one fifty." Falcon pulled three darts from the corkboard next to the target. "Highest score for one dart is triple-twenty." His first shot stuck in the triple-twenty wedge. "Sixty points. Three sixties equals one eighty." His second and third shots hit triple-twenty too. "One eighty," he said with a smug look on his face. 
 
    Eden's eyes lit with innocent shock. "Oh my god." 
 
    I lined my toes up on the floor mark. Eight feet felt short compared to the thousand-meters we practiced on. I sailed one of my darts to the right of Falcon's. 
 
    Hit. Triple twenty. My next two shots landed butt-up against the first. 
 
    "One eighty!" Falcon called again. 
 
    "Two one eighties is three sixty." I bent down and spoke in her ear. "We win." 
 
    The guys in the bar clapped and laughed. Eden nodded her head in appreciation. 
 
    "Show-offs." She pulled our darts from the board. "You need a handicap. Like standing in another building." 
 
    Falcon chuckled and walked back to the bar as I sauntered up to Eden. "You offered the challenge. We accepted." 
 
    "I wasn't challenging you." 
 
    "Sure you weren't. That whole show was for us." 
 
    "Was not." 
 
    "It's okay. I found it highly entertaining. You learn your lesson?" 
 
    "Yes. Don't challenge the snipers at darts." 
 
    "That's right." 
 
    "Or get them more drunk first." 
 
    I laughed and winked at her. "Even drunk, we can make that shot." 
 
    "I'm sure you can." Her eyes raked over me from head to toe. 
 
    Oh man. Langbow should've named this girl Trouble. 
 
    I spent the next few hours standing next to Falcon, watching her work the room. She drank three more beers, giggling and tossing her hair, until the place buzzed like a scene from Animal Planet as we all stood around, half-hard, waiting to see who'd be the one to pounce on her. 
 
    "Langbow gets word a this, he's gonna castrate us for not lookin' out for her." Falcon voiced the thought I'd been chewing on. 
 
    "Call a cab. We'll get her sobered up and take her home." 
 
    As Falcon busted out his phone, I broke through the crowd of hungry jackals to rescue the baby gazelle who'd wandered away from the herd. "Let's go, Violet." 
 
    She propped her hands on her hips and scrunched her nose. "Violet? My name's Eden." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "Then why'd you call me that?" 
 
    "Because you're a shrinking violet in that purple dress." 
 
    Her mouth dropped open and she looked down at her clothes. "I'm not a shrinking violet." 
 
    I chuckled at her confused tantrum. "It's a joke. You're the opposite." 
 
    A knowing grin appeared on her lips and she shook one finger at me. "Oh, I see. It's like ironic." 
 
    "Yes..." 
 
    "I get it. Well, thank you, I think. Violet's not so bad compared to some of the names I've heard my brother use." 
 
    "Military nicknames can get pretty insulting." 
 
    "My brother had a friend they called Munch." 
 
    "Could be worse. I know a drill instructor who goes by Tampon." 
 
    She covered her mouth so all I could see was her wide eyes. 
 
    I wanted to keep making her laugh so I kept it up. "Then there's always someone with the last name of Dick. Chief Dick." 
 
    She liked that one and slapped her knee, bending over to laugh. Yes, I looked down her top. Nice. 
 
    "Have you ever met a Seymour Johnson?" she asked, trying to play along. 
 
    Falcon walked up and caught the tail end of our conversation. "No, but I knew a Private Parts." 
 
    Not to be one-upped by Falcon, I added, "Had a drill instructor named Major Wood." 
 
    "No way." Eden grasped my forearm to steady herself. "Wait, what's your nickname?" 
 
    Shit. The call sign Blaze came up with always came back to haunt me. "Boggs," I said quiet and low. 
 
    "Boggs? What's it mean?" 
 
    I shook my head. "I'm invisible." 
 
    Her brows drew together while she tried to figure it out. "Like Monsters, Inc. Boggs?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Oh my god. That's kinda mean. What's your nickname, Falcon?" 
 
    "Falcon," he answered, deadpan. 
 
    "Do you have a falcon tattoo?" She leaned in close to Falcon and squinted as she stared at the wingtips that peeked up out of his collared shirt. "Wow. Your eyelashes are so dark and thick." 
 
    Falcon looked around, avoiding eye contact with her. "You girls wanna wrap this up? I got a driver waiting outside." 
 
    "You're leaving with us." I grabbed Eden's upper arm and gave her a nudge. 
 
    She stood firm in her spot. "Where're we goin'?" 
 
    "To have a little fun." I lied to get her to cooperate. 
 
    She glanced from me to Falcon. "Ooh, with both of you?" 
 
    Yep. Trouble with a capital T. The kind that would jump at the chance to leave a bar with two men she'd met only a few hours earlier. 
 
    "Yeah." Falcon winked at me, letting me know he was on board with my ruse. "Can you handle two snipers at once?" 
 
    The pink tip of her tongue swept across her lips. "Can't wait." 
 
    I pointed to the door, motioning for her to walk in front of me. Falcon followed us out to the street. 
 
    In the cab, I'd educate her on the danger of the choice she'd just made. She could end up dead if she left that bar with the wrong men. 
 
    A private car waited for us in front of the bar. "You ordered a car?" I asked Falcon. 
 
    He opened the door and motioned for Eden to get in the back. She climbed in on her hands and knees, her dress riding up in the back. Falcon and I stared at the purple lace of her thong framing the tops of her unbelievably voluptuous ass. A sheer strip of silk barely covered the mound between her legs. 
 
    Now, why'd she have to go and do that? Eden was alluring from the front, but her backside framed in sexy underwear would bring even the strongest man to his knees. For two men who'd been deployed for six months with no available women within thousands of miles, she'd just pulled the trigger on a hand grenade. She probably would've been safer in the bar than leaving with the two of us. 
 
    When we scooted in next to her, she hopped on my lap and smashed down on my swelling dick. I let out a low groan and dug my fingers into her hips to steady her. Falcon gave the address of our hotel to the driver and asked him to raise the privacy screen. Falcon's wicked grin spread across his face. 
 
    "C'mon, man. No." Falcon always lured me to the dark side with him. Not this time. 
 
    "Let's indulge." He flicked his gaze to Eden. "She's hot as hell." 
 
    "She's drunk," I replied. 
 
    "I'm not drunk," she said. "Just a little buzzed." 
 
    "She's nineteen," I said to Falcon. 
 
    "I'll be twenty next week." 
 
    Falcon waggled his eyebrows, like her being twenty or nineteen made any difference in what a monumental mistake this would be. 
 
    "Langbow's daughter, Falc?" 
 
    Her arms flew back behind my neck and her tits jutted out. "I won't tell my daddy if you don't." 
 
    I glared at Falcon for playing on my weakness for the forbidden. Not being allowed to do something always made it so much more alluring. Eden was totally my type, full of fire and sass, putting on a show, luscious boobs, and a round ass. 
 
    "Come sit on my lap, little Langbow," Falcon said. 
 
    "No." I forced her to stay put. She ground down on my dick, rocking it between her cheeks. 
 
    God, torture. 
 
    "Go ahead, Boggs." Falcon glanced at her tits bursting out the front of her dress. "She won't tell her daddy." 
 
    Shit. Was I really going to do this? Hell yes. Many times before, I'd let a pretty girl pass me by because she wasn't worth the trouble that came with getting my dick off. Why did Eden Langbow have to be the one I couldn't resist? 
 
    Knowing I'd regret it, I trailed my fingers between her breasts and slid the panels of her dress outward, exposing her cleavage from neck to belly. My fingertips edged under the fabric and passed over her nipples. 
 
    She arched her back and pushed her tits into my hands. They felt pert and solid as I tested their weight in my palms. 
 
    "More," Falcon said with a rasp. 
 
    I inched the dress to the sides of her breasts and fully exposed her nipples. Anyone in Baltimore who took a good look in the back window of the car would also get an eyeful of this girl's gorgeous tits. 
 
    She writhed on my straining erection, and Falcon nudged his cock through his jeans. 
 
    "You stay like that for the ride to our hotel," I whispered in her ear. 
 
    She whimpered, keeping her tits on display as we drove through the moving shadows of the city lights. 
 
    I could lift her skirt, and with a quick unzip, I'd be inside her, screwing her in a private car with Falcon watching. 
 
    No. We should wait till we get to the hotel. Holy hell. What am I doing? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    I righted her dress as the car entered the hotel roundabout. In the elevator, she looked from Falcon to me with wonder in her eyes, like she'd hit the jackpot and couldn't believe it. I stared at the doors, grateful the elevator was empty and no hotel patrons would witness us entering a room with a girl and giant erections straining our pants. I held her hand to steady her, but she was pretty stable in those boots. The fact she could handle her alcohol didn't make what we were about to do any less depraved. 
 
    "You take her mouth," I said to Falcon as soon as I locked the hotel room door. 
 
    "No, I'll take her ass." 
 
    "You can't screw Langbow's daughter in the ass." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    Her head swung back and forth, watching our volley. 
 
    "You a virgin?" I asked her. 
 
    "No," she replied with an offended tone. 
 
    I didn't think so. 
 
    "You ever had a cock in your ass?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    I figured that too. 
 
    "You're not taking her ass." I glared at Falcon. 
 
    "I'll take her mouth then." He turned and unbuckled his belt. "And spank her ass." 
 
    She raised her hand. "I vote for spanking my ass." 
 
    God, she had no idea she'd just asked a suicidal masochist to spank her. Mix in Falcon's special brand of crazy and she was begging for a lot more than she could handle. 
 
    She walked toward me, but I stopped her with my hands on her shoulders. "You sure you want this?" 
 
    "Are you kidding? This is like my ultimate fantasy." 
 
    She tugged my shirt up and I helped her get it off. "Oh my god! You two are cut! And your tats are so sexy!" Her hands flew to my arms and gripped my biceps. "Holy crap." She stared at the tattoo of a star on my pec and leaned in to swipe her tongue along it, grazing my nipple on the way up. 
 
    My already rock-hard cock twitched, aching to ram inside her right now, but she wanted to play first, so I held back. 
 
    She wiggled her hips as I raised the hem of her dress, helping me extricate her curves from their spandex bondage. Her pink nipples puckered in the cool air, and a floral scent hit my nose as I kissed her neck and worked my way up to her lips. She nipped at my lower lip and our tongues met. God, she tasted good. Clean, soft, wet. A mouthful of warm woman after months of stank men and dust. 
 
    Falcon approached her from behind and touched her bare ass. 
 
    Back off, dude. Mine. 
 
    No. Not mine. Langbow's daughter… entertaining her fantasy of fucking two soldiers at the same time. Playing along was my only option. 
 
    "Lean over this chair." I positioned a cushioned chair so we'd have space on each side and Falcon could sit on the bed while she sucked him. I bent her over the arm of the chair and ran my hand from the purple thong at her hips to the tops of her high-heeled boots. "Fuck if you aren't the hottest piece of ass I've ever seen." 
 
    I didn't want to give up my position and let Falcon spank her, but we'd agreed and she wanted it, so I took a seat on the bed near her face. Falcon walked to her backside and massaged it with his palm flat. "You do have a sweet ass, little Langbow." 
 
    "Don't call me that." 
 
    "I'm calling her Violet," I said and pointed to the thong. 
 
    "Alright, Violet. You've been enticing us with your sexy curves and bouncing tits all night." Falcon played up his part for her. "Here's what you get when you mess with the U.S. Army." 
 
    He smacked her left ass cheek and she gasped. 
 
    "You need to stop, you say Betsy," I said near her ear. 
 
    "I'm fine. Stop talking so much." 
 
    I chuckled and gave Falcon the nod to continue.  
 
    He slapped her other cheek, drawing a sigh from her. "Is that all you got?" 
 
    Falcon unleashed then, smacking her hard and fast over and over in the same spot. 
 
    She grunted and plastered a silly grin to her face. He gave her a series of smacks on the other side and stopped. "Your skin turns a tempting shade of pink. Shall we keep going for violet?" 
 
    Oh shit. Falcon would love to turn her ass purple. His jaw set before he delivered what he might consider a moderate slap, but her grimace showed it hurt beyond what was pleasurable. 
 
    "That's enough, Falcon." 
 
    "I didn't hear any Betsy. Let's push her." 
 
    "No. Enough." 
 
    Falcon hesitated, his eyes throwing daggers in my direction. I held his stare. Falcon outranked me, master sergeant to staff sergeant, expert marksman to my sharpshooter. The one and only time we'd shared a woman before, he'd taken the lead. My command for him to stop overstepped all these invisible boundaries. But she'd obviously reached a pain threshold, and he needed to rein it in. 
 
    He tilted his head to the side and bent down to rub her ass. "You've had enough, Violet." 
 
    She let out a low groan, confirming my suspicion she'd had enough. We circled her on each side to switch positions. I kept my hand on her back as I paced from her head to her rear. As soon as I returned to my place behind her, Falcon's presence didn't bother me anymore. As long as I had her ass and her cunt, he could have her mouth, if that's what they both wanted. 
 
    "You ready to take my cock? I'm huge." I kissed the hottest red parts of her ass cheeks and tickled my fingertips along the bare skin of her hips as I slipped her thong down over her boots. 
 
    "Oh god, yes. Please." She kicked off her panties and angled her behind out for me. 
 
    My finger came out drenched after I probed inside her. "You like being spanked, huh?" Her juices coated her inner thighs and she whimpered. 
 
    As Falcon fed her his cock, I rolled on a condom and lined my dick up. My tip teased her opening, slipping into the snug pocket of her tight entrance. With my groan, she wedged back on me, urging me to push in the rest of the way. 
 
    "So impatient, Violet." 
 
    I bent over her and grabbed her tit with one hand and found her clit with the other. The second I hit it, she hummed on Falcon's dick. He threw his head back and groaned. 
 
    Pushing inside her, scalding heat engulfed my dick. "Holy hell, woman. So tight." I pulled out and slammed into her hard, nudging the chair forward. She braced her hands on the bed, but the chair inched away with my next thrust. Falcon put his foot on the chair and slid it back in place. He maintained the counterpressure to hold her steady. 
 
    We found a rhythm, her sucking Falcon and me ramming into her while working her tit and her clit. When she got close, I backed off and stilled. She mewed like an angry kitten. I started up again and then stopped. 
 
    She pulled off Falcon and tried to look at me over her shoulder. "Oh my god, Rogan. What the hell?" 
 
    "You focus on what you're doing and I'll do my thing back here." 
 
    She groaned and bobbed on Falcon's cock, her hand grabbing his balls. He curled his fingers in her hair, forcing her head to stay in place while he pumped up into her mouth. 
 
    I was getting close so I dialed my fingers in on her clit. "Let's hear you, Violet." 
 
    Her garbled moans increased in volume as she came on my cock. I stayed rooted deep as my climax rose up from my balls and shot out like a missile. 
 
    Falcon grunted and came in her mouth. She swallowed it down and licked him while I slid in and out a few more times.  
 
    Falcon petted her hair and lowered her head to rest her cheek on the bed. He bent to kiss her lips and I grunted to halt him. His gaze snapped to mine and defiance passed through his eyes. I'd taken it too far. I had no claim to her and no right to prevent him from kissing her. He kissed the edge of her lips and stared me down as he left to use the bathroom. 
 
    I pulled out and helped her stand up. Her eyelids hung heavy, and her pupils were huge black discs. 
 
    "You okay?" I rubbed her arm and held her scalp in my palm. 
 
    "Mmm-hmm." She went limp and crashed her head on my shoulder. 
 
    "Let's get you cleaned up." 
 
    Falcon walked out of the bathroom and passed us as I carried her. He plopped on the bed, whatever tension between us gone now that sleep was involved. 
 
    I set her down gently against the sink and flushed the condom. I handed her a wet washcloth to wipe between her legs and dropped to one knee to untie her boots. 
 
    She spoke slow and stunned like she was talking to her best friend, not me. "Oh my god. I loved that so much." She placed her hands on my shoulders, but her arms were spaghetti so I had to hold her up with one hand and work her boots off with the other. She babbled and talked faster. "I like you. Your eyes are gorgeous and you're so strong. And what we did in the car." She took a deep breath and looked down at me. "That was hot." 
 
    I chuckled and carried her past the bed where Falcon was already dozing, dropping her in the second bed in the room. 
 
    "Put this on." I held up a T-shirt I'd grabbed from my bag. 
 
    She pointed her arms to the ceiling and smiled. I slipped my tee on her, and she crashed back to the pillow. 
 
    I made her drink some water and take some Tylenol before I removed the rest of my clothes and climbed in behind her. I hit the light, pulling her back to my chest. She nuzzled her sweet ass against my cock. 
 
    "Keep that ass still," I said low in her ear. 
 
    She giggled and sighed. "Next time… Just you and me… No one else… Mmm." 
 
    Unfortunately, there won't be a next time, Violet. 
 
    *** 
 
    I woke a few hours before sunrise with her tits pressing my tee up against my bare chest, her leg bent and resting over mine. 
 
    Oh man. Her hair smelled like girly soap and her soft curves rubbed me just right. 
 
    Eden Langbow. One phone call to her dad and our chances at making Delta Force would be dust. 
 
    I kissed her temple and ran my fingertips down the curve of her side. "Eden. Wake up. We gotta get you home." 
 
    "Mmm." She rolled deeper into me and ground her hot core against my leg. "Now. Before the sun comes up and your dad realizes you didn't come home." 
 
    She climbed on top of me and straddled my hips. My hard cock nuzzled into the groove of her bare pussy, seeking entrance. Only the thin layer of my briefs separated us. Maybe we could sneak in one more time with just us. If she could keep quiet, and Falcon continued to fake sleep. Although I can't imagine a girl who made as much noise as she did last night could keep quiet while I fucked her. 
 
    "He won't care. He stopped keeping tabs on me after my brother died." 
 
    What were we talking about? Oh yeah. "Your brother passed?" My arms tightened around her back.  
 
    "You didn't know?" She propped herself up on her elbows on my chest and peered down at me.  
 
    "I didn't know. What happened?" 
 
    "Nathan was killed in Afghanistan. IED." 
 
    "Ah. I'm sorry." I stroked her hair down her back. 
 
    "Me too. I miss him so much." 
 
    "How long ago?" 
 
    "It'll be one year on March fifteenth." 
 
    "This tattoo is for him?" I ran my thumb over the red, white, and blue hockey sticks on her inner forearm. The red melted to blood drops down to the crook of her elbow. 
 
    She nodded while I put the timing together. 
 
    "So, if it's been a year and your birthday's coming up…" 
 
    "He died ten days after my birthday." 
 
    "Oh man. That's rough." 
 
    "Yeah. There's a memorial service at Wilmington for the one-year anniversary of his death." 
 
    "My father's buried there," I said. Not sure why I was sharing, but I wanted to ease her grief if I could. "Killed in action in Iraq when I was thirteen." 
 
    "Oh." She rested her ear on my chest for a few breaths. "You wanna come to the gravesite? It would be nice to have someone there for me." 
 
    "What would your dad think if I showed up to be your support at your brother's grave?" 
 
    "No!" Falcon's shout from the other bed startled her, and she jumped off me to hide under the sheet. "Langbow will make selection hell for us if he thinks you're making moves on his daughter. And it's already plenty of hell. Don't antagonize the man." 
 
    "He's right. We're going in for selection training next month." 
 
    "What kind?" 
 
    "Special ops." 
 
    "I thought you were Rangers already?" 
 
    "We are." 
 
    "Then what special ops… Holy crap. Are you trying out for Delta Force?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "You are! That's what the dinner was about. My dad recommended you both for Delta?" 
 
    "Dammit!" Falcon's pissed off curse floated over to us from his bed. 
 
    "Don't talk about it," I said in her ear. 
 
    "That's so awesome. Delta Force snipers. You guys must really be badass." 
 
    I extricated myself from the warmth of Eden's limbs and stood up, ignoring my raging morning wood. "We still gotta make the cut. So, rise and shine, Falc. If we don't wanna get axed the first day, we need to start PT now." 
 
    *** 
 
    I sat in the back with her and held her hand on the ride to her parents' house. In the light of day, she looked like an innocent young girl, struggling to find her way, not the luscious vixen we'd taken advantage of last night. 
 
    She'd lost a brother. Going wild and testing limits was her way of working through the grief. Whatever she was doing was not my problem. I should send her home and never see her again. But… 
 
    "Give me your number. I'll call you on the fifteenth." 
 
    Falcon's eyes sent me a warning glare in the rearview mirror as she entered her digits in my phone. Nothing wrong with checking on her on the anniversary of her brother's death. Just being compassionate. 
 
    We pulled up to the curb about thirty yards south of her house. When I kissed her, she whimpered and pulled me closer by my neck. The kiss gave her something she needed, and it felt good being the one to give it to her. I wanted to keep kissing this girl till the pain she was feeling left her. But she was off-limits, and Falcon waited in the driver's seat watching our interaction, so I took one last taste of her and separated my lips from hers. 
 
    "Don't say shit to your dad." 
 
    She looked down and licked her lips. "Yes, sir." 
 
    With my fingertip under her chin, I forced her to look up at me. Her big brown eyes glistened with tears. "Listen, you're an amazing girl. Under different circumstances…" 
 
    "I know. Army first." 
 
    "Your dad could end my career." 
 
    She nodded slowly and put on an affected smile as she stepped out of the car. "Good luck with training." Her fine ass bobbed with each step to her parents' house. 
 
    "What the fuck are you doing, man?" Falcon shook his head like I was a stupid fuck. 
 
    "Shut up. Nothin'. It's nothin'." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Wilmington, North Carolina 
 
    My phone lit up mid-swing of my sledgehammer hitting the tractor tire. Blaze calling. 
 
    "Yo." 
 
    "Boggs. You going to spring selection for the unit?" 
 
    "Yep. With Falcon as a sniper team." 
 
    "Diesel and I got recommended by old Captain Molina." 
 
    I knew they'd be there. They had the skill necessary for Delta Force and made an excellent team. "Congrats." 
 
    "What's your plan for PT?" Blaze asked me. 
 
    "Falcon rented a house in Wilmington. We're rotating through Bixby, Fort Bragg, and a few other tactical training facilities." 
 
    "We might come out and join you." 
 
    "You're welcome to it. Plenty of room in the house. There's a kickass barn in the back and a secluded drive so we won't scare the neighbors." 
 
    "Hold on." 
 
    He put the phone on mute. Fuck that. I hung up on him. I don't have time to sit on hold. 
 
    Ten minutes later, he called again. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Diesel and I will be there Thursday." 
 
    "Where are you?" 
 
    "Boston." 
 
    "It doesn't take two days to get from Boston to Wilmington." 
 
    "Diesel's gonna propose to Coral tomorrow. She'll say yes. We'll celebrate and catch a flight out the next day." 
 
    "Roger that." Diesel got married to his first wife right before we left for Ranger operator training. Coral must be his Delta Force wife. 
 
    I hung up and returned to beating the hell out of a tractor tire with my sledgehammer. 
 
    *** 
 
    Two weeks later, on March fifteenth, I called Eden early enough to catch her before she headed to her brother's gravesite. We hadn't talked except for the happy birthday text I sent her on the fifth. After that, I expected her to start calling and texting me since she'd have my number, but she didn't. 
 
    "Hey," she answered quietly. 
 
    "Hey there. Calling to check in on you. Are you in Wilmington?" 
 
    "Yes. We got a hotel a few blocks from the cemetery." 
 
    "I'm a few miles away in King's Bragg." 
 
    "So close." 
 
    "Yeah. How's the family holding up?" 
 
    "My mom's a mess, but my dad's a fortress of strength." 
 
    "And you?" 
 
    "I'm trying to be strong for them, but scared inside I'll bawl my eyes out like I did at the funeral." 
 
    "I've been to a lot of funerals." 
 
    "How do you handle it?" 
 
    "I control my thoughts and emotions. Don't entertain the negative ones. Hold on to the positive ones." 
 
    "That's so hard to do. I miss him so much. The sadness overshadows all my thoughts. He was my big brother and he's just gone. He's like really gone. It's been a year. There's no magic spell that can bring him back." 
 
    "No, there's not." 
 
    For a moment, all I heard was her breathing. "Thanks for calling me today." 
 
    "If things were different, with you being just a few miles away, I'd take a break and come stand by your side through this." 
 
    "But things aren't different." 
 
    "No, they aren't." 
 
    "It's probably for the best if my family gets through this alone anyway." 
 
    "Your dad have any questions about where you were that night?" 
 
    "No. He and my mom were out when I got home. If he noticed, he didn't say anything." 
 
    "Was that your first time with two men?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "And you liked it?" 
 
    "Oh yeah." 
 
    I chuckled. "Think of that to get you through today." 
 
    "Ha! That wouldn't be right." 
 
    "Whatever gets you through." 
 
    "Have you been thinking of it?" 
 
    "Been having trouble focusing on my training." 
 
    "Oh no. Don't let me distract you." 
 
    "It's not you. It's that damn violet thong you were wearing." She giggled. "The way the silky little triangle framed your rosy ass cheeks like frosting on a cake." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    "I force myself to imagine bright yellow caution tape wrapped around your ass and tits, but that's sexy too." 
 
    She gasped. "You're… uh, messing with me, right? Trying to get my mind off today?" 
 
    "Not messing with you, but if it helps, then good. Listen, I gotta go. Ocean swim at sunrise is the first part of the training regimen Falcon set up." 
 
    "What's the rest?" 
 
    "Agility before lunch, strength training till sundown, shooting range and running till midnight." 
 
    "Wow. You should be too exhausted to be thinking about me." 
 
    "And yet I am." 
 
    "Now I'll have an image of you in a wetsuit to distract me today." 
 
    "No wetsuit. Full BDUs with a weighted ruck." 
 
    "That's hot." 
 
    "That's hard work." 
 
    She laughed and sighed. "This helped. Thank you." 
 
    Felt good to hear her spirits lifted. 
 
    "Anytime. Later." 
 
    *** 
 
    I called her again at midnight thinking her voicemail would pick up. 
 
    "Hi." She answered with a disturbing bleakness. 
 
    "You should be sleeping." 
 
    "Can't." Her breath hitched and she sniffled. 
 
    One day, a woman's tears would lead to my downfall. Not sure why, but weeping sank the ship for me every time. Maybe my mother's stoic facade conditioned me to think women shouldn't cry, or perhaps I felt frustrated with the fact the problem couldn't be solved with brute force. It started with Chantal when I was sixteen. Since then, if a woman wept in front of me, I felt compelled to snuff out the cause of the waterworks. 
 
    "What's your location?" 
 
    "The Americana Inn, room Twelve A." 
 
    "And your dad's room?" 
 
    "Twelve B." 
 
    "I'll be there in ten minutes. When you see three short flashes of light through your window, open your door quietly." 
 
    "What if my dad sees you?" 
 
    "I'm invisible. Just keep quiet." 
 
    "You don't have to come." 
 
    "I want to." 
 
    *** 
 
    Her red eyes peered up at me when she opened the door. I stepped inside and pulled her in for a hug. "Hey." 
 
    "Hey." Her voice was barely a whisper.  
 
    My decision to come over was a good one. Even if it meant I'd only get a few hours of rest before the ocean swim with Falcon and the guys. 
 
    When I ended the hug, she took my hand and tugged me toward the bed. Getting in bed with her was dangerous. I'd feel her soft curves and want to touch her everywhere, but this was just comfort. Nothing sexual. She needed someone strong behind her, so I took off my shoes and climbed in the bed, pulling her back to my front. 
 
    "I've lost brothers too." I spoke low enough her dad wouldn't hear through the wall. 
 
    "You have?" 
 
    "Not biological ones. But when you risk your life day in and day out, you become brothers damn fast." 
 
    "I stood by his grave with my parents. He was a saint. Always making them proud. I'm their only child now. I can never be to them what he was." 
 
    "You don't have to replace him." 
 
    "I need to make this up to my parents somehow. Like it's my fault." 
 
    "Can I tell you something?" 
 
    "Hmm?" 
 
    "Every man we lose, I take responsibility." 
 
    "You do?" 
 
    "It's my job to protect them. If something goes wrong, I feel like I should've prevented it. But I have to get past that or more men will die while I'm sitting around feeling sorry for myself. The best I can do is remain hyper-vigilant to keep it from happening." 
 
    "All the preparation in the world can't stop someone from stepping on a bomb." 
 
    "Doesn't mean I shouldn't try." 
 
    I brushed her hair from her neck and kissed the soft skin there. She smelled like fruity girly soap again. 
 
    She pulled my hand from around her waist and drew it up to her lips. "Thank you." 
 
    She fell asleep in my arms. I kissed her cheek and slipped out before dawn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    "Stop at the mailbox." Falcon pointed to the birdhouse-shaped box at the end of the long drive of our rental place. 
 
    "You think we'll get mail here?" I asked him. I hadn't given anyone this address, but the Army had a way of finding you when you were trying to hide. 
 
    "I didn't, but let's check." Again, Falcon and I thought along the same lines. He didn't want to piss anyone off in the final four weeks of training before quals. He handed me an envelope from the Department of the Army and opened his own matching one. An invitation to the annual awards banquet for our battalion. I'd been to a few of them in the beginning but dressing up and sitting through speeches was not my thing. At the back of the invite, a private letter from Special Ops Command addressed to me. 
 
    Staff Sergeant Saxton, you've been awarded a silver medal of honor for gallantry and intrepidity at the risk of your life above and beyond the call of duty while participating in a daring operation against enemy forces. Your presence is requested at Constitutional Hall in Washington, D.C. on March 20th at six p.m. 
 
    If I went, I'd have to take a day off from training. But missing an award ceremony right before selection would be a bad decision. 
 
    "We going to this?" I shook the invite. 
 
    "Yep." 
 
    "Shit." 
 
    *** 
 
    Falcon and I arrived at the venue in our dress blues. We stood in the back waiting for the ceremony to start. 
 
    Colonel Langbow and his wife entered through the main entrance. Langbow's officer's uniform was weighted down with all his bling. 
 
    My eyes searched past him. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Eden walked in behind her father. She wore a tight lace dress, all black with red flowers embroidered on it. Her red high heels made her at least four inches taller than her normal five-foot-five. Her hair was piled up in a bun on the top of her head, loose tendrils draping down to her bare shoulders. She looked sophisticated and sexy, yet still innocent and young. 
 
    Her arm was draped in the elbow of some dude in a Baltimore Fire Department dress uniform. His hair shined in the lights. He'd probably spent an hour in the mirror putting in mousse or some shit then combing it back. 
 
    Her gaze darted around the room, then paused when we made eye contact. The beginning of a smile formed on her lips, but I diverted my focus. I didn't want to see her beautiful smile while she held on to some fireman's arm. 
 
    No one in this room except Falcon knew I'd slept with her. As far as her father was concerned, we'd only met briefly at dinner. But I'd fucked her. I'd held her the night of the anniversary of her brother's death. Now I was supposed to pretend in front of her father and some asshole fireman that I wasn't fucking her? 
 
    "Sergeants Hendrix and Saxton, have a seat here and we'll begin the ceremony." 
 
    The female PFC led us to a table near the stage. The Langbows and the fireman took their seats at a table to my right. 
 
    What the hell was he even doing at an Army event? Did Eden bring him as a date? Idiot firefighter with his slicked-back hair and his lame-ass uniform. 
 
    The ceremony began and Captain Molina awarded us our medals with some long speech about bravery. Eden's eyes were glued to me the whole time. 
 
    After the applause, we took our seats and the emcee announced a special memorial for the fallen. "Today we honor the anniversary of the death of PFC Nathan Langbow. One year ago, he was killed in action by an IED in Afghanistan. Nathan was a fine soldier at the beginning of his career. Gone too soon and we honor the sacrifice he and his family have made for our country. We'd like to present this memorial plaque to his family." 
 
    The Langbows stood from their table. Eden walked stiffly up the stairs. The firefighter helped her with his hand on her lower back. 
 
    Damn. The pistol in my hip holster could blow that hand right off her back. 'Course, it might hurt her, so I'd never really do that, but it was fun to imagine setting up the shot. 
 
    On the stage, he tucked her under his arm and stared solemnly at the floor. She leaned her forehead under his chin as the speech continued. 
 
    They showed a video with images of Nathan and his family. The obligatory death row mug shot we all take in our service uniform. No smile, meant to make you look serious, trying not to imagine the picture enlarged at your funeral. In the casual photos, Eden peered up at her brother with loving adoration. 
 
    On the stage, standing beneath larger than life images of her past, Eden pursed her lips and blinked through tears. The fireman looked down at her with concern and squeezed her shoulder. 
 
    Godammit. He loves her. 
 
    After the ceremony, as the dinner servers brought out platters of food, Eden stood and walked toward the bathroom. I followed her, catching her arm and ushering her out an emergency exit. I crowded her against the wall in the alley. "Who's the firefighter?" 
 
    "Oh! You scared me!" She placed her hands flat on my chest. 
 
    "Who is that guy?" 
 
    "Hector?" 
 
    "Yeah, Hector. The fireman. Who is he to you?" 
 
    "He was Nathan's best friend." 
 
    "Oh." Okay, then maybe I won't kill him. 
 
    "Tonight was rough, ya know." She buried her face in her hands. 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "You have no idea. It's so much worse than it seems." 
 
    "How's that?" 
 
    "Nathan didn't die from an explosion." 
 
    "He didn't?" 
 
    "My dad constructed the IED story, but it's not true." 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "He killed himself." 
 
    "Ahh." 
 
    "It broke us. My family fell apart. My dad rejects me. It's like he's afraid to get close to me for fear of losing me too. When I need him the most, he pushes me away." 
 
    I pulled her head to my chest and rubbed her back, not knowing another way to ease her pain. "I wish I could take this from you." 
 
    "You can't. No one can. Nathan gave it to me and no one can take the pain away. Who the hell is he to decide to take himself from us? It was selfish. I hate him. I wish I could beat his ass for what he did. But I love him. My big brother." 
 
    I held her until her sniffling subsided and her breath stopped hiccupping. When she looked up at me, her lashes stuck together in dark, wet triangles. "A year ago everyone made me promises. His Army buddies all said they'd treat me like family. But where are they now? Hector's the only one who kept his word." 
 
    "It's good you have someone there for you." Even if it is Hector the firefighter with sticky hair. "But I think he loves you." 
 
    "What? No. He's like a brother." 
 
    "The way he held you did not look like a brother comforting a sister." 
 
    "Oh." She touched her lips as she took that in. "I'll have a talk with him." 
 
    "I'm taking you home." 
 
    "I came with my parents and Hector." 
 
    "Tell your folks and Hector you're feeling sick and you're leaving with me." 
 
    "But my dad…" 
 
    "Let's go." I marched back into the banquet hall. Colonel Langbow had just been served a salad. "Eden's not feeling well. I'm taking her home." 
 
    They stared at me with blank faces. 
 
    "We can all leave," Hector said, looking at Eden. Her sick act was enhanced by her red puffy eyes. 
 
    "No. You enjoy your dinner. I'll make sure she gets home safe." 
 
    I read his last name on his badge. Say goodbye to your date, Firefighter Bustillo. 
 
    Falcon had been watching me talk to Langbow. He spared me a what're-you-doing glare and simply nodded when I turned to leave with her. 
 
    During the silent ride to her parents' place, the interior lights of the truck cast an incandescent glow on her skin, making her shadows darker and the plum of her cheeks brighter. She took on the ethereal look of a seraph contemplating the heavens. 
 
    I parked the truck and swung an arm behind her neck. "You're so damn beautiful." 
 
    She laughed, my compliment snapping her out of her introspection. "I couldn't take my eyes off you in your dress blues. I always picture you working out, dirty and sweaty. I never thought I'd see you in your service uniform, but when I did. Wow. Your shoulders are so big, and your eyes glow like amber against the dark fabric. You looked so humble when they talked about your heroism and added the medal to the collection you already have." 
 
    "This job is not about medals. It's good they acknowledge when something goes right or wrong, but this," I pointed to the group of patches and bars on my pocket, "doesn't mean nothing when you're facing down the enemy." 
 
    "I know, but I have a serious case of hero worship brewing over you." She twirled a loose lock of hair around her finger. 
 
    "I'm no hero." 
 
    "To me you are." She took the hair in her fingers and teased it between her lips. 
 
    Was she doing that on purpose? Trying to drive me nuts with her hair and her mouth. "What about you? Your dad said you're starting school?" 
 
    "Yeah. I took the last year off, but it's time to move forward now." 
 
    "What'll you study?" 
 
    "I signed up for psychology. Maybe I can figure out a way to help guys like Nathan before it's too late." 
 
    "Mmm." 
 
    "Have you ever felt like taking your own life?" she asked me. 
 
    "Nah. I don't get depressed. I get angry. I kill people instead." 
 
    Her surprised smile grew into a full-blown grin. Man, she looked even more alluring without that mournful frown on her lips. "Not sure if that's much healthier." 
 
    "True." 
 
    "Have you ever had a girlfriend before?" 
 
    "Nothing serious. Moved around a lot growing up. Never plant my feet too long anywhere now." 
 
    "Don't you want the dream? Fall in love, get married..." 
 
    I leaned back against my seat. She stilled and waited for my answer. 
 
    "I did want it once, thought I'd be a good husband." I turned my gaze to hers. "But I'd also seen the military tear families apart. My mom and dad didn't make it. So I gave up on that when I decided to serve." 
 
    "Lots of military men have wives and families. Look at my parents." 
 
    I squinted at her in the darkness of the cab. "Look closer at your parents." 
 
    "They've been through rough times, but…" 
 
    "You said your dad's rejecting you. How's he treating his wife?" 
 
    "They've been grieving the loss of a child. It's only natural they don't go on dates or kiss like they used to." 
 
    "Right. And before Nathan died, how'd they get along?" 
 
    She chewed her lip and looked out her window. "It wasn't easy for Mom. My dad was gone a lot. She'd get lonely." 
 
    "See. I don't want anyone feeling sad over me. Easier for me to do my duty without making a woman suffer, so no, I don't want the dream." 
 
    "What if you found someone you couldn't resist?" 
 
    "Like an Army brat with a fine ass who gets wet from a firm spanking?" 
 
    She blushed and looked down. "Maybe." 
 
    "Oh now you're shy? You weren't so modest when Falcon and I had you alone." 
 
    "I'm not shy. I liked it." 
 
    "Would you do it again?" 
 
    "Not with Falcon…" Her round doe eyes gazed up at me. I should turn her over and spank her right here in my truck for being so damn innocent and sexy at the same time. 
 
    "I can't date you," I said instead. 
 
    "You sound disappointed." 
 
    "Truth? I am. In any other situation, I'd be courting you." 
 
    "Courting me?" She laughed. "Who says that?" 
 
    "I do. I may have grown up all over the world, but I spent a lot of years in North Carolina. I know how to be a gentleman. If I could be the man you need, I'd show you what I mean. You wouldn't be laughing after a few dates with me." 
 
    "A little Southern gentleman hospitality?" 
 
    "That's right." 
 
    Her bottom lip jutted out in a pout, drawing me closer to her despite my efforts to keep my distance. She sucked in a quick breath when I nipped her lip, pulling it between my teeth. Stopping at that point was impossible, so I kissed her. God, her lips were a lush pillows I could taste forever. She opened for me and I deepened the kiss, seeking her tongue and tangling it with mine. She whimpered into my mouth and grabbed my shoulders, angling her body toward me. Fire burned up my spine as the callouses on my hands snagged on the lace of her dress, caressing her luscious hips. I could spend days memorizing the intricacies of her contours. And she was only twenty. As she matured, she'd grow into an ideal woman. A man could only wish for a wife as breathtaking as her. A man like Firefighter Bustillo. 
 
    I moved her hands off me and settled her back in her seat. "We shouldn't." 
 
    "Why?" She panted and wiped her bottom lip. "Because of my dad? We could talk to him. He likes you." 
 
    "He respects me as a soldier. He won't want me for you. Even taking you home tonight, I was pushing it. He could retract his rec for Delta and make my life hell." She shook her head. My fingertips on her jaw turned her chin toward me and I softened my voice. "But it's more than that. You don't want to date a military man. I'd be coming and going, you worrying about me." 
 
    "It'd be worth it if I could be yours and I knew you'd always return to me." 
 
    I growled and clenched my fists to keep from grabbing her again and smashing her down on my hard cock. "You're testing my patience, Eden, because my dick wants to drive you back to my hotel and show you all the different ways I wanna fuck you, but my brain knows you gotta say goodnight and go inside." 
 
    "Take me. Drive me back to your hotel. Show me. I want it too." 
 
    "God, please. Go inside." 
 
    "No. We can do it here, in front of my parents' house." She yanked her dress over her shoulders and shimmied it down, revealing her mouth-watering breasts. The sexy black lace bra covering the bottom half pushed them together and raised them up. 
 
    Holy hell. "Woman…" 
 
    "Kiss them." She climbed on my lap and pushed her tits under my chin. "Kiss them." She yanked her bra down and tucked it under her mounds. 
 
    "Baby, stop." My god, her nipples called to me. They needed to be tasted. The first time, I'd only touched them. Why hadn't I sucked on them when I had the chance? 
 
    I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. 
 
    Langbow's daughter. Off-limits. 
 
    Self-restraint. I prided myself on it. 
 
    The beam of light cresting over the hill behind us deterred any remaining notion of giving in to her pleas. I positioned her in her seat and she fixed her clothes. The car passed us by and made a right at the end of her street. "You need to get inside. Wouldn't be good if your dad caught us." 
 
    "Right. My dad." 
 
    I came around the other side of the truck to walk her to her door. 
 
    "Call me." She gazed up at me and gently placed her hand on my stomach above my belt, nudging the tip of my hard dick through the thick wool of my service uniform. 
 
    "No." The more I talked to Eden, the more I'd care for her and I was already in too deep. 
 
    "We can at least be friends, right?" 
 
    I looked up from her hopeful eyes and checked the street again. Deserted. If I told her no, her face would darken and the glow she wore from all my efforts tonight would fade away. I couldn't do that to her right now. 
 
    "Sure." I lied. 
 
    Her smile lit up her face, and her tits pressed against my abs with her hug. I kissed the top of her head and caressed her hair down her back. 
 
    "Night, Violet." 
 
    "Night, Boggs." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    My pledge to steer clear of a fruitless friendship with Eden lasted less than twenty-four hours. 
 
    I'd called her the night after the banquet, and we'd talked for the duration of my half-hour break. 
 
    "Come to Baltimore this weekend," Eden said, her voice flirty. 
 
    She hadn't asked me to come see her in any of our mealtime conversations over the past two weeks. Smart move on her part because it made me wonder why she wasn't asking. 
 
    "Can't. I'm headed to Vegas for a friend's wedding." 
 
    "Which casino?" 
 
    "Treasure Island." 
 
    "I'll meet you there with my girls." 
 
    "You need to be twenty-one to get into the casinos." 
 
    "We have fake IDs." 
 
    "Your dad…" 
 
    "I'll tell him my girlfriends are taking me for my birthday. He won't find out. What happens in Vegas…" 
 
    "Not a good idea." 
 
    "C'mon. Imagine the fun we'll have." 
 
    "I'm thinking of all the trouble you'd cause." 
 
    "I play a mean blackjack. Your sniper training won't help you at a game of chance." 
 
    Her dad might not find out, but we'd be playing with fire. "If I see you again, I'm gonna wanna fuck you." 
 
    "What's wrong with that?" 
 
    "Not safe for your heart." 
 
    "How would us fucking in Vegas be unsafe for my heart? I'm thinking my heart would have a damn good time." 
 
    "I can't be that man for you. I'm leaving in three weeks." 
 
    "I'm not asking you to be my man. It'll be a one-time fling. No courting. No strings. Just the magic of Vegas, baby." 
 
    "Are you saying you only want me for sex?" 
 
    "Yes, stupid. A man like you and a woman like me, we're explosive together. We can't let this chance pass us by. I'll meet you in Vegas." 
 
    Eden's carefree voice made it all sound so simple. Like we could have hot sex in Vegas and walk away from it as friends. 
 
    "Deal." 
 
    We could never be friends. You can't be friends with someone you're falling in love with. 
 
    *** 
 
    Las Vegas, Nevada 
 
    "Whar be the rings?" the pirate officiant asked Diesel and Coral as they stood on the deck of the Siren's Song at the Treasure Island Hotel in Las Vegas. 
 
    The omnipresent desperation of Vegas seemed magnified at weddings, particularly this one with a red-headed bride on a fake pirate ship. 
 
    When a buccaneer bearing the rings swooped in on a rope and landed on the deck, Diesel and his best man, Blaze, braced and raised their fists in a boxing guard. 
 
    The crowd watching from the observation area cheered and laughed, but Falcon and I knew the guys were actually prepared in the event a real pirate attacked the wedding ceremony. 
 
    "I now pronounce ye wench and Captain Jack. You may kiss your booty." 
 
    Diesel locked lips with his new wife and dipped her back. She laughed as he made a point of kissing each of her surgically enhanced breasts. Her leg bent at the knee, showing off her long, tan legs beneath a short corset-like dress. 
 
    "Go forth and plunder." The officiant took off his feathered cap and waved it in an arc in front of him. 
 
    Blaze tore his best man's red eyepatch off as he disembarked the ship and made his way over to me and Falcon in the viewing area. His forced smile faded, and he rubbed his hand over his face. 
 
    "You look green, man. Wasn't you who took the plunge," I said to him. 
 
    "I get a little sick every time Diesel gets married." 
 
    "This one might last." 
 
    He shook his head. "I give it eight months. Six if we make the unit." 
 
    "Then it's six months because we're making the unit. I ain't suffering through training to fail and neither are you." 
 
    "I won't fail," he said with steely determination, his eyes focused on the pirate couple posing for pictures on the ship. 
 
    Blaze had the best tactical mind I'd ever seen, and Diesel's intelligence skills were unbeatable. They both had excellent odds of making the unit. 
 
    "Hey, soldier. Wanna get married?" 
 
    I turned to see Eden and three girls standing behind us. She'd dressed up classy with half her hair in some kind of crown on her head, the rest curling over her shoulders. An off-white dress hugged her hips and thin straps held up a mesh over her tempting tits. 
 
    My shoulders tensed as she hugged Falcon. But when she pressed her body up against me, I relaxed. She smelled good and looked up at me like I hung the moon. With my hand on her lower back, I pulled her closer and kissed her forehead. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    "These are my friends, Mia, Olivia, and Marie." 
 
    I waved hello to her friends who were all dressed up for a night on the town. 
 
    "This is Blaze, Falcon." 
 
    "Are those your real names," the girl named Mia asked. 
 
    "No. Let me tell you how Blaze got his name." Falcon wrapped an arm around Mia and she smiled up at him. 
 
    "This wedding party's moving to the casino. Let's go, ladies." Blaze motioned for the other two girls to precede him. "I'll teach you how to cheat at poker. 
 
    "Wow, they hit it off quickly," Eden said and followed her friends to the casino. 
 
    *** 
 
    She swallowed down three Long Island iced teas while she played blackjack like an old pro. I kept one arm on the back of her chair. She lit up when she won a hand. Once again I was impressed by how well she held her alcohol. 
 
    "You're only drinking water?" she asked me again. 
 
    "Not drinking during training." 
 
    "How am I gonna take advantage of you if I can't get you drunk?" 
 
    "I don't need to be drunk for that. Just keep jiggling your tits like you've been doing and you can have your way with me." 
 
    Diesel came up behind us. "We're taking a limo to Pleasure Cove." 
 
    "Woo hoo! Limo ride!" Eden threw her cards down and tossed her chips into her purse. She hopped off her seat, grabbing my hand and tugging me to the casino exit. 
 
    Coral, still wearing her pirate wedding dress, climbed into the limo first, with Diesel close behind her in his tux. Blaze and Eden's friends sat in the plush velvet seat across from us. 
 
    "Where's Falc?" I asked Blaze. 
 
    He shrugged. "Probably giving Mia the treatment somewhere." 
 
    Eden giggled. She knew what kind of treatment Falcon liked to hand out. As we rode down the strip, Eden shouted, "Open the sunroof!" 
 
    The driver rolled it open. Her heels slipped as she tried to stand on the seat. She turned to face me, and I grabbed her ass to steady her so she could climb her top half through the sunroof. "Hey, Las Vegas! Carpe Diem!" She loosened the straps of her dress and pulled it down under her boobs. 
 
    "Woman! What the hell are you doing?" 
 
    "I'm a Tropicana girl!" 
 
    "Put your damn dress on, Tropicana girl." 
 
    "I'll put it on if you marry me." 
 
    "Hell no." I slapped her ass hard. 
 
    Her hand came back through the opening and her pointed nails rubbed the spot I'd smacked. "Again." 
 
    "Fucking hell." I looked around the limo for support but Diesel had Coral flat on the bench and Blaze was covered in Olivia and Marie. 
 
    She danced and swayed her hips in front of my face, the sweet scent from between her legs hitting my nose. I smacked her again, this time leaving my hand on her ass and pulling her to my mouth. I kissed her mound through the fabric. She writhed above me, giggling and displaying her tits to all of Vegas. 
 
    I reached up to maneuver her torso back in through the roof. As gravity pulled her down, she landed with her knees straddling my hips and her face up close to mine. I kissed her and her strawberry lip gloss glued us together like a fruity lube. 
 
    "Mmm." Her fingertips dug into my jaw, holding my lips close to hers. Her warm breath smelled like spun sugar. My rigid shaft stretched the front of my slacks to a taut tent. "Let's do it right here," she whispered in my ear. 
 
    God, yes. After her topless show, my dick ached to push inside her, right now. Violet would love for me to do her here in the limo with all our friends listening and watching, my little exhibitionist. 
 
    "We have the skyline bridal suite." Coral's words were muffled by Diesel's body on hers. 
 
    Alright. We'll take this one indoors. No one else was screwing in the limo. Didn't want to make a scene at Diesel's wedding. But someday, I would have Eden in a limo. I added it to my mental fuck-it list while fixing her clothes and hair. We piled out of the limo in a heap in front of Pleasure Cove Resort. 
 
    We made our way to the bridal suite on the thirty-fifth floor. Diesel grabbed a bottle of champagne from the ice bucket and poured us each a long flute of bubbly. 
 
    "To the newlyweds." Blaze held Olivia and Marie under his arms and raised a glass to Diesel. "May they fuck long and hard." 
 
    Diesel and Blaze exchanged a heated stare. Blaze always chose words that provoked reactions, positive or negative. This time he taunted Diesel by not offering the traditional best-man's wish for a long life together, instead focusing on the sex. The other guests in the room clinked their glasses together before taking a sip, but Blaze lifted his glass higher toward Diesel and Coral, tipping his chin. 
 
    "Night, all. I'm off to consummate this marriage." Diesel scooped Coral up and carried her to the master bedroom. Blaze's gaze followed their path, a look of disappointment in his eyes. Why was he so upset? Diesel would still be part of our team, married or not. Plus, if he's repeating his pattern, Coral is temporary. Blaze took the couch and had the two girls sit on either side of him. 
 
    I walked Eden to a large patio encased in glass. The room cantilevered out over the huge pool intertwined between the hotel towers. Lamps in the shape of tiki torches burned next to a mattress-sized lounger with canary yellow cushions. They hissed out air as I sat down, pulling Eden on top of me. "Anyone up above could get a look at what I'm about to do to you." 
 
    "They're welcome to watch if it floats their boats." 
 
    She unbuttoned my dress shirt and pushed it over my shoulders. She tugged at my undershirt, and I did a crunch to help her pull it over my head. 
 
    "Wow. You're even more cut than last time." She trailed her fingers over the ripples of my abs. 
 
    "Glad you like it, babe. But it's not for looks. A quarter-inch of muscle can be the difference between life and death for me." 
 
    "Your body is your weapon." 
 
    "That's right." 
 
    "And these are your guns." She lowered her head and lapped at my abs. Her hair tickled my skin as she made her sexy mewing kitten sounds. 
 
    She drizzled some champagne from her glass over my stomach then licked it up. I took a sip of champagne in my mouth and kissed her. The bubbles fizzled between our lips. Yum. With another sip, I slipped her dress down around her waist and took her left tit in my mouth, my tongue coating her nipple in the bubbles. 
 
    "Off. Off. Off." She bounced on my dick. 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." I pulled a condom from my wallet and unbuttoned my pants. 
 
    "Can we skip the condom?" 
 
    I pulled her face to mine. "You on the Pill?" 
 
    "Yes. And I was just tested." 
 
    "Me too." 
 
    "Yippee!" 
 
    I only agreed because after tonight, she'd be mine and wouldn't be screwing anyone else. 
 
    I got her panties off and my thumb found her clit. My other hand raised her up and slammed her down on my cock. God, it felt phenomenal without a condom between us. Her tits bounced as she rode me. I ignored the small part of me deep inside telling me I was home. 
 
    She came hard with her head thrown back and her mouth open. My rhythm faltered as I pumped up into her from below, exploding inside her with a grunt. She flopped forward and rested her cheek on my chest. 
 
    "It feels like home with you." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    Her thoughts matched mine. Eden Langbow was meant for me. Time to tell her. I took a deep breath and let it fly. "I don't wanna be just friends with you, Eden. I want more." 
 
    Her head popped up and she stared at me with wide eyes. "What about my dad?" 
 
    "We'll convince him I'm the man for you." 
 
    "But, Delta Force selection—" 
 
    "Shh. Don't talk about it. I want to be with you, and I'm willing to face the consequences." 
 
    Wrinkles appeared on her forehead, and her jaw worked, but no words came out. Not the reaction I was hoping for. 
 
    "Hector asked me to marry him." 
 
    My whole body tensed. "What the hell?" 
 
    "I talked to him after what you said at the banquet and asked him if he had feelings for me. He said he's been waiting to tell me. He loves me and wants to marry me." 
 
    "So what're you doing here fucking me?" I shoved her off my lap. I might have found her indignant expression comical if I wasn't blinded by a rising haze of fury. 
 
    "I didn't say yes." Her voice was argumentative, like I'd done something wrong by throwing her off my dick when she'd just dropped the bomb Firefighter Bustillo proposed to her. I got up and zipped up my pants. She couldn't have waited a few minutes for my dick to stop pulsing before she blurted out something insane like that? 
 
    "Did you say no?" 
 
    "No. But I'm going to." She grabbed my undershirt off the floor and slipped it on. 
 
    "You are?" 
 
    She nodded slowly. "I'm in love with someone else." 
 
    "Me?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Shit." 
 
    "Let's get married. Today. In Vegas. We'll go to the courthouse. It only takes a few minutes and we could be married." 
 
    "Why the hell do you need to get married right now? You're only twenty years old. You're gonna meet lots of men." 
 
    "I already met the one I want. I don't need more time. Don't you love me too?" 
 
    Do I? "Damn, I don't know. I'm slipping down the steep hill to loving you. I'm in so deep, I can't turn back. You're it for me, crazy beautiful and full of fire. Smart, fun, gorgeous tits." 
 
    A feline grin spread across her plump lips. "Then let's get married." 
 
    "No. Stop talking bullshit." 
 
    "I'm being serious." She pouted and gave me puppy-dog eyes. 
 
    "Hey, you just sprang a bunch of shit on me. With really bad timing too." 
 
    "I'm sorry." 
 
    I took a few deep breaths as I returned to the lounger. "C'mere. Lie down on me. We'll sort this in the morning." 
 
    She crawled back on and curled up beside me. She snuggled her nose in the crook of my neck. "I love you, Boggs." 
 
    Well, shit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    I woke to find Eden had opened the safety glass and climbed through a narrow gap to get outside. She sat on a ledge only wide enough to hold her butt, her feet dangling down to infinity below. 
 
    "We're five hundred feet up here." 
 
    Ice shivered down my spine when she threw her wine glass and leaned forward to watch it fall.  
 
    "Bones." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "We're all just bones. They take them and cook you to ashes in an oven." 
 
    "Don't think about that now." 
 
    "Or they bury you and wait for your skin to decompose. And your family comes to kneel by the grass where you'll eventually become fertilizer." She swayed left to right. 
 
    "You need to get back in here, now." The little opening she'd crawled through was too small for me to get to her. 
 
    "If Nathan's in heaven living as an angel looking down on me still stuck in this body, it's such a waste. If his soul is alive, he should be here. He should be drinking and falling in love, being hopeful for his future. Not me. The crazy little sister. Why am I the one stuck here?" 
 
    "I don't know." I took silent steps closer to the glass. If I could get my shoulder through that gap, I might be able to reach her. 
 
    "The military is a business where lives are the commodity. If a deal goes bad, you lose your brother. His body comes home a mangled mess of blood and bones." She buried her head in her hands. "These bones should be dead, not his." 
 
    As she wobbled forward, I pushed as much of my arm through the opening as far as I could manage. The glass clamored when my chest hit it and couldn't pass through, but I grasped her bicep seconds before she would've fallen to her death. 
 
    She looked confused as I struggled to get her back through the window. Once she was inside, her eyes opened wide when she looked up into my furious face. I spun her around and smashed her up against the glass. 
 
    "These are my bones crushing your bones. You're alive. Don't do anything stupid to change that because who would you hurt then? Your father, your mother, me. You'd cause them that pain again?" 
 
    I grabbed my undershirt and yanked it off her. 
 
    "Look outside." With my hand on her throat, I forced her gaze upward. "Vegas can see your bones pressed up against the glass. They can see me behind you, holding your bones in my hands." I squeezed her windpipe enough to constrict her airflow and scare her. My other hand gripped between her legs. "Your life is in my hands." 
 
    She gasped and ground her ass against me. Only Eden would get off on me pretending to kill her. 
 
    "Say you're alive." I released my grip for her to answer. 
 
    She sucked in a huge breath of air. "I'm alive." 
 
    "Say you'll keep living." 
 
    "I'll keep living." 
 
    I freed my cock and worked my way inside her. My thrusts squashed her boobs against the glass. Her breath, condensing on the window, grew larger and smaller as I restricted her breathing. The lack of oxygen to her brain seemed to calm her and her body relaxed. My angry thrusts became slow, languid caresses. When she came on my cock, I followed her over the edge, not knowing where I ended and she began. We were just one combined mass of bones against a glass window in Las Vegas. 
 
    I turned her to face me and gently ran my fingers over the red marks on her neck. "When you start thinking those thoughts, you remember this as proof you're alive and promised me to keep living." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "I'd be a mess of bones if I lost you." I wiped the tears from her cheeks and tucked her wild hair behind her ears. 
 
    "Marry me, Rogan. Now. Today. To prove we're alive." 
 
    "No, Eden." 
 
    "Why not? Why not get married now, while we've just found each other and we're on the top of the mountain." 
 
    "It's reckless. I'm leaving for selection. If I make the unit, I'll be gone." 
 
    "I'm going to miss you whether you're my husband or not. Why not take the chance? Don't you feel this connection between us? It's magical." 
 
    "I feel it. I never want to see you on a ledge again. I don't want anyone else fucking you." 
 
    "Then marry me. We'll get to know each other over time, but let's get married now. No fear. No games. Just you and me and our honest love for each other." 
 
    Why were her words making sense to me? I knew from the first night, I wanted her as mine. Could not get her off my mind since. 
 
    If I didn't marry her, Hector would be waiting to take my place. As upset as she is about Nathan, when I leave, she'll turn to him again and he'll make his move. In her state, I think she'd say yes to him. 
 
    "My dad wants me to marry Hector." 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Why do you care if I marry him? You don't want me." 
 
    "That's not true. I want you, but I'm still figuring out how to bring this up to your dad. Starting with we got married isn't gonna go over well with him." 
 
    "You're considering it now?" 
 
    "Yes, babe. I'm considering it. You got me thinking all kinds of crazy thoughts. If I leave on a mission, you'd be alone here with your father pressuring you to marry Hector. I couldn't do anything to stop you from halfway across the world." Knowing her, she'd want to please her father to earn his affection. 
 
    The reasoning was screwed up. I'd seen plenty of girlfriends cheat on their men when they were deployed. Not like a wife couldn't cheat on her husband, but the commitment would be there. Hector would see her promise to stay faithful on her finger. 
 
    "How uncomfortable was everyone at Diesel and Coral's wedding yesterday?" she asked. 
 
    "No one enjoys weddings." 
 
    "Imagine, just us, promising to love each other forever. No one else there to judge us or interrupt us. Take the leap with me. We'll figure out the details later." 
 
    "Let's go downstairs." I picked up her dress and handed it to her. 
 
    "Why?" She slipped the dress over her head and worked it down her hips. 
 
    "C'mon," I said as I sat on the lounger to put my shoes and shirt on again. 
 
    She grabbed her heels and followed me out the door. I kissed her in the elevator on the way to the lobby before marching her through the entrance to a jewelry store. 
 
    "You want kids?" I asked her. 
 
    "Um, I don't know." 
 
    "If you want kids, we wait till I'm off active duty." 
 
    "Kids?" 
 
    "You understand I gotta leave for long periods? You won't know where I am. We won't be able to talk. I might not come back." 
 
    "Yes. Yes." 
 
    "Pick out a ring." 
 
    Tears welled in her eyes. "Oh my gosh!" 
 
    "No crying. You're right. You're mine, I'm yours. Separation won't change that. Time won't change it. We seal the deal now and it's set in stone." 
 
    "Are you asking me to marry you?" 
 
    "Are you saying yes?" 
 
    "Of course, babe. I love you so much." She jumped up and wrapped her legs around my waist. 
 
    "Get down so no one can see my future wife's ass. That's for my eyes only now." She hopped down and laughed. "If you want a new dress, we'll go shopping for one." 
 
    "This one's close enough to white for me." 
 
    "We can get you something special." 
 
    "No, I don't want to waste any time." 
 
    She ran to the counter and picked out a plain silver band with a modest rock. 
 
    "You can go bigger, babe." 
 
    "I like this one. It's simple and honest. Like us. Can we see those two?" The woman behind the counter handed her an unadorned platinum band for me and the ring she'd picked. 
 
    I slipped it on her left finger and it felt good. It felt right. Eden Langbow Saxton was meant for me. She'd never be a Bustillo, always a Saxton. 
 
    She put the ring on my finger. "It fits. It's a sign it's meant to be." 
 
    Exactly.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Baltimore, Maryland 
 
    Langbow slugged me in the kidney. I kept my hands by my sides. 
 
    In his fifties and standing six foot tall, his fist still delivered a decent punch despite his years riding a desk. My side ached, but I bit down my defensive instincts. I deserved to have my ass handed to me for marrying his daughter when I knew she was forbidden. 
 
    He landed an uppercut to my chin. I closed my eyes and breathed through the rattling in my brain. 
 
    "Stop! Daddy! Stop!" Eden stormed into her father's office with panic etched on her beautiful face. 
 
    "Get out of here, Eden." Her dad didn't take his eyes off me. 
 
    "I'm fine, Eden. Go." I broke eye contact with Langbow long enough to send her a warning glance. She needed to obey me right now, so Langbow and I could come to terms. Men like him worked through anger this way. Better to take the hits early than to have him shoot me in my sleep in a month. 
 
    "No. No. He can't punch you while you stand there and take it. You didn't do anything wrong." 
 
    Colonel Langbow spun on her. "Didn't do anything wrong? Taking advantage of my grieving daughter? Marrying her without my permission?" 
 
    "It wasn't him. It was me. I begged him to marry me. He gave in to comfort me." 
 
    Langbow turned back to face me, his brow drawn in confusion. 
 
    "That's not true," I said. "It happened fast, but I love her. I want her as my wife." 
 
    Colonel Langbow rubbed his knuckles and focused on Eden. 
 
    "All your life, you've wanted stability. Nathan's death has crushed you. Yet here you stand before me professing your love for a soldier. Not any soldier, a sniper with one of the shortest life expectancies on the planet. This is not the life I wanted for you." 
 
    "But it is the life I know. You and Mom love each other." 
 
    "And your mother has been through hell over the years." 
 
    She took the steps to close the distance between her and her father. She hugged him and he stiffly moved a hand to her back. "Please, Daddy. Let me love him. I know it's foolish. I know the risks, but I love him and he loves me. We'll roll with the cards as they're dealt, but I want to be with him, more than anything I've ever wanted in my life." 
 
    His face didn't soften. "Get it annulled." He glared at me over her head. 
 
    "Not doing that," I stated. 
 
    "I'll withdraw your recommendation for spring selection." 
 
    Shit. I knew it'd come down to this. "I'll ask you kindly not to do that. Making Delta has been a lifetime goal of mine, but if it's her or the unit, I pick her." 
 
    Eden stepped closer to me and took my hand. 
 
    Her father scowled at the gesture. "I'll make your life hell." 
 
    "That's your choice. I'm hoping that you'll come to accept me for her." 
 
    "You liked him." Eden spoke up. "You recommended him for Delta Force." 
 
    "The attributes that make a man qualified for Delta have nothing to do with being a husband. The ability to shoot someone with an M14 at long range will not help you when you're feeling down and need your man to be there for you." 
 
    "You don't know anything about him in that regard. He's kind and caring. He'll take good care of me. If you sabotage his career, you'll hurt me too. Please, give us a chance? Please, I beg you." 
 
    Langbow lowered his head and turned his back on us. 
 
    "You married her?" Hector Bustillo stormed through the door. He wore tight jeans and a tee tucked into a braided leather belt. Exactly what I need. A metro-sexual firefighter to add acid to the boiling cauldron of shit I'm in. His frame carried less bulk than mine, but he stood at about the same height. 
 
    "I did. You got a problem with that?" 
 
    "Of course I have a problem. You don't even know her. We've been friends for years." 
 
    "We're just friends, Hector." Eden's small voice didn't penetrate Bustillo's thick skull. 
 
    He squinted at her and took a step forward. "We crossed the friends' line a long time ago." 
 
    Crossed the friends' line? She'd fucked him? She left that part of the story out. A red blush climbed up Eden's neck. She'd slept with the firefighter? I tucked Eden behind me. "It doesn't matter now. She's mine. We're married. Move on." My right foot inched forward slightly and a subtle bend of my knee let him know I was braced for a fight. Come at me, man. I could use a receptacle for the frustration brewing deep in my psyche. 
 
    Langbow's punches I couldn't return, but a stupid fireman I could beat the shit out of. Firefighters had no combat training. All they did was play with their hoses and climb ladders. 
 
    Fear crossed Hector's face as he watched my fists clench. His eyes scanned me from head to toe. With a deep sigh and a glance at Langbow, he paced away. 
 
    Smart choice, Bustillo. I didn't want to have to kick his ass in front of Eden's dad. Hector ran his hands over his sticky hair. He stopped to glare at Langbow. "You okay with this, Doug?" 
 
    Hector was on a first-name basis with Langbow? What kind of drama had I walked into with her? 
 
    "No, Hector. I'm not. But what can I do?" Langbow sounded defeated. 
 
    "Fix it! You fix everything else. Get him demoted, kick his ass out of the Army for this." 
 
    Had to give Bustillo credit for having the balls to talk to Langbow like that. 
 
    "He hasn't broken any rules." 
 
    Eden peeked out from behind me. "And my dad would never do something that would hurt me. Please, Hector. Accept this. I'm sorry about us. Rogan is the one for me. You'll see." Eden took a step toward Hector, but I pulled her back. They could have their goodbyes across the room. Wasn't gonna stand by and watch her hug him or comfort him. Hector could go work his sorrows out in a bottle of booze or a cheap blonde, but he wouldn't get that final hug from the girl that got away. 
 
    He scratched his forehead and stared at her with confusion and pain. Sorry, bro. Not your girl. 
 
    "Be happy, Eden." He turned his gaze to me. "You hurt her, I'll be right here to pick up the pieces. You make one mistake, it'll cost you." 
 
    "I'm not concerned." 
 
    He huffed out a breath and I laughed at his fancy ass jeans. Hard to take him seriously in that outfit. 
 
    We all exhaled as Bustillo's energy left the room. 
 
    Langbow walked out behind him. 
 
    "Don't get killed, Saxton." 
 
    "I'll do my best, sir." 
 
    *** 
 
    Wilmington, North Carolina 
 
    "Dipshit." 
 
    Falcon and I were alone for the first time since I'd told him I'd married Eden. On the plane from Vegas, he remained silent and stoic. He didn't say anything in front of Eden and didn't give me any clue what he thought about the news. Now, at Falcon's request, Eden waited in the living room while we talked in one of the guest bedrooms at the house he'd rented in Wilmington. 
 
    "Dipshit move. Marrying Langbow's daughter." 
 
    "I worked it out with her father." I pressed an ice pack to my side where he'd nailed me. 
 
    "Still, a total dipshit move from the smartest man I know." 
 
    "Why? Why is it a bad move?" I asked him. 
 
    "Distraction kills." Anger shone in his eyes as he stared me down. 
 
    "True. Distraction can also motivate and balance." 
 
    He shook his head and strode away from me. "Fuck motivation and balance. You had motivation; kill or be killed. Balance creates mediocrity. You were the best marksman I've ever worked with." 
 
    "I'm still the best marksman. She won't mess up my aim." 
 
    "Make sure of it. We got three weeks left to train hard. No showing up late or leaving early." He leaned forward as he spoke and pointed to the closed door. "You'll spend an extra hour at the range each day to make up for the hour you'll waste thinking about her."  
 
    "I won't lose my focus, Falcon. You know me. I'm good. I can handle the stress and have her too." 
 
    He pressed his palms to his eyes and growled. He lowered his hands and squinted at me. "She sucked my cock." 
 
    Oh no he didn't. He's not taking this there. "You jealous?" 
 
    "Not one bit." 
 
    "You talking shit about her?" 
 
    His jaw tightened as he stared at me. "Is that how it is? You're gonna fight me over her?" 
 
    "Not if you keep your mouth shut about being with her that first night. It's history. She's mine now. She won't be with anyone else." 
 
    He sat on the bed and ran his hands through his hair, his elbows on his knees. He took a deep breath and blew it out slowly as he focused on me again. "I'll give it a chance." 
 
    "More than a chance. You accept it for what it is. Nothing between us will change. I won't slip on my training." 
 
    He dipped his head and closed his eyes. "Where's she staying?" 
 
    "Here." 
 
    He stood and paced the room. "Here? With us? While we train for the toughest resilience test SOC can come up with?" 
 
    "Why you stressin', man? You think we won't succeed? Cuz we will. We don't know the details, but the training we're doing is optimized for whatever they throw at us. We've been through it twice and made the cut. We'll make it this time too." 
 
    He nodded because he knew I spoke the truth. "My concern is selfish. If a man has something to lose, he might not be as inclined to lay his life on the line for you." 
 
    "You think I wouldn't give my life for yours?" 
 
    "I think you have a reason not to now." 
 
    "Bullshit. You're my brother. My loyalty is solid. If you need me, I'll be there." I sat next to him on the bed. "You know you're implying you have nothing to live for." 
 
    "I don't. Nothing but the next mission." 
 
    "Maybe you should dip your toes in the distraction pond too." 
 
    "I do dip my toe. Then I clean it off and find another pond. I don't keep dipping it in the same pond over and over!" He stood up and stalked to the door. "Does she cook?" 
 
    "I have no idea." 
 
    He looked to the ceiling and left the room. 
 
    *** 
 
    "I don't want you to go." Eden tucked her forehead into my neck after I'd crawled into bed at midnight, as I'd done each night for the last three weeks. 
 
    Turns out she could cook— a few things— and helped us with the food. Falcon grew to like her as soon as he saw she wouldn't interfere with our training. She left us alone during the day and seemed happy to see me for the six hours a night we slept together. I wanted to court her like I'd promised, but I'd also promised Falcon I wouldn't slip in my training, so I couldn't take her out.  
 
    "Shh. It's only four weeks this time." 
 
    "Can you call me or text?" 
 
    "No. Don't tell anyone where I am." 
 
    "Come by the PX when I'm working." She'd landed a full-time job at the PX on Fort Bragg and she'd registered for school again. 
 
    "I won't be anywhere near the PX. I won't have a phone. Stay focused on your work while I do mine. Keep busy." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "You can handle this. Your dad must have left like this all the time." 
 
    "It's different when it's your dad. This feels more like when Nathan left." 
 
    "Hell. Don't think of it that way." 
 
    "I'm sorry." 
 
    "Maybe you should stay with your parents while we're gone. I don't like you being alone in Wilmington." 
 
    "No. I'll be fine. Just be careful and come back to me." Her lower lip trembled and her eyes turned glassy. She looked down, trying to hide her tears from me. 
 
    "I will. I promise." 
 
    I brought her face up and kissed the wetness from her cheeks. "Don't cry, babe. It's just training. Enjoy the hours we have together before I leave." 
 
    "Okay."


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Fort Bragg, North Carolina 
 
    Seventy of the most highly trained special ops fighters lined up nut to butt at the headwaters of the Cape Fear River. My self-control battled with the temptation to crane my neck out of line to see my fate, but I stayed in formation. Finally, my turn to pass the bend arrived. Four staff sergeants stood on the banks of the river, two positioned on the roof of a Humvee.  
 
    "Climb up, Sergeant Saxton. Don't scratch the vehicle," Staff Sergeant Mercury said to me. 
 
    I scaled the back of the vehicle and stood at attention facing the water. 
 
    "Recite the Soldier's Creed." 
 
    "I am an American soldier. 
 
    I am a warrior and a member of a team. 
 
    I serve the people of the United States and live the Army values. 
 
    I will always place the mission first. 
 
    I will never accept defe— " 
 
    On the word defeat, the sergeant behind me side-kicked me in the spine. I anticipated it and arched into a dive as soon as his boot left my back. 
 
    Ice-cold rapids sucked me in deep and hauled me downstream. Fifty seconds later, my feet brushed against a shallow patch and pushed off the riverbed, giving me the first chance to catch a breath. The current too strong to fight, I held my breath and let the force of nature have its way. It pulled me under for long periods, pushing my air control to the limit four times. When I finally surfaced, I'd probably traveled four thousand yards and completely lost sight of the drop-off point. If I sank now, there'd be no one here to drag me out. The river widened and curved enough I made a pass for the banks. After about ten minutes of full-bore paddling, a yellow rope dropped onto the surface of the water. 
 
    I gripped it and followed the line to see Falcon reeling me in at the other end. 
 
    "Hey, fucker!" Water splashed as I slapped Falcon on the back. "How the hell did you find me?" 
 
    My hands shook and my skin turned blue, but I'd made it. 
 
    "Always got one eye on you, bro." Men like Falcon made an ideal teammate. Never self-serving, always offering a hand. Falcon was certifiably nuts, but I could count on him to pull through for me in any situation. 
 
    "They had to pick the coldest day of the month for this," I said. 
 
    "At least it's not winter selection." 
 
    "True. I got an extra twenty pounds in my ruck thanks to Langbow. Passive aggressive ass." 
 
    "No whining. Embrace the suck." 
 
    Falcon had said that to me so often, it'd lost its meaning. It all sucked. Why the hell was I doing this again? I could be back at home in bed with Eden, but instead I'm freezing my balls off hiking up a hill in squishy boots to whatever round of suck SS Mercury had in store for me. 
 
    "We made it," Falcon said at the drop-off point, staring down at the shivering sops of failure lining the banks. Medics checked each one and sent them home with their tails between their legs. I counted at least twenty soldiers limping away from the water survival test, never to return to quals. 
 
    Why do I do this? Because I'm made for it. I have the resilience, the drive, and the skill. Falcon's cut of the same cloth. We were born to fight and survive. Our country needs men like us to stand up and do what weaker men can't. And, to be honest, skirting death and destruction with Falcon by my side provided a twisted brand of fun. 
 
    "To those of you who passed the water survival test," Staff Sergeant Mercury called out, "report here at seventeen-twenty-five for the eighteen-mile march. Full BDUs. Rucks at eighty pounds." 
 
    Shit. Only a few hours to dry our gear and consume some calories before running through the night. 
 
    *** 
 
    Falcon and I led the march until sunrise. Falcon stumbled and dry heaved into the bushes. He took a sip of water and resumed his pace. No glory, no whining, just hard-ass carrying on and forging forward. 
 
    Ten men dropped out during the march, and we were down to twenty candidates. My shrunken boots chafed my heels till they bled during the forty-mile march with a forty-five pound ruck the next day. I borrowed moleskin patches from Falcon and finished fourth, well within the time limit. 
 
    By the end of the third week, only nine candidates remained. Falcon and I, Diesel and Blaze, two SEALs called Ruger and Oz, and three other Rangers I hadn't worked with before. Either way, the next Alpha Squadron unit was shaping up to be impressive. 
 
    Field navigation ended up being fun for Falcon and me. We'd completed sniper school and Ranger training in the hills beyond Fort Bragg and knew each rock and crevice of the terrain. 
 
    After brutal intensive interrogation techniques, countless fake extractions in both urban and rural environments, and fast-roping into the ocean, we had our six-man team. 
 
    Staff Sergeant Mercury appointed Falcon the next Delta Force Alpha Squadron commander. I'd take the role of lead sniper, Falcon continuing as my spotter. Mercury was smart to put Ruger as medic and Oz as munitions specialist because they had a proven track record, and unique SEAL experience. He put Blaze on explosives and Diesel on intelligence. Three sets of complementary skills that together made a complete and robust team. 
 
    We stood at attention as he awarded us a nondescript bar. The additional Special Forces bar couldn't be traced to Delta Force. Only the highest echelon at Special Ops Command knew what it stood for. I also received my expert badge for marksmanship, putting me on equal footing with Falcon. 
 
    "Saxton and Hendrix, canine training starts tomorrow. Three more weeks," Staff Sergeant Mercury said at the end of the ceremony. 
 
    I maintained my form, but inside I cheered and fist-bumped Falcon. I'd given up hope of Langbow putting the word in to get me a dog. 
 
    I didn't call Eden to let her know I wouldn't be home. The rules clearly stated no calls home during training. I didn't have my cell phone on me anyway. I could call from the hotel room. Nah. Not risking it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Falcon and I arrived at the canine training center in Fayetteville at oh-six hundred the next morning. Our bodies were wrecked from the torture of the selection process, but a new dog motivated us to keep going. 
 
    Gerhard Bernstrom, the private contractor specializing in multi-purpose military canines, greeted us as we entered. 
 
    "Morning. Langbow tells me you're looking for a new team member." 
 
    "I am. We know you've got nothing but the best here." 
 
    "I do. I have some promising German Shepherds and a female Belgian Malinois for you to look at." 
 
    "My last dog was a male Shepherd." 
 
    "The Malinois are smaller. Easier to carry on your back, get into small spaces. The female I mentioned has a killer bite." 
 
    "Not sure about a female." 
 
    "They're as strong as the males and more consistent." 
 
    We followed Gerhard back to the kennel. I spotted the Malinois first. She sat pert at her gate, eyes and ears on us. Her tail stopped wagging as we got close, even though she was clearly excited to have visitors. The Shepherds came to their gates too, but none of them had the intensity of the Malinois. 
 
    Her eyes and muzzle were ringed in black. No white spots to reveal her position. Her fur carried the thickness and brightness of a pup, but her demeanor matched that of a seasoned working dog. 
 
    "Let's take the Malinois out first. See how she does," I said. She'd earned my attention already. 
 
    He opened her cage and she heeled without a leash as he walked her to the training area out back. 
 
    "Her name's Takoda, but you can change it. She responds to Dutch and English commands." 
 
    He showed me her sit, stay, wait, search, and found signal. She performed great for those basic tasks, no refusal. At the end of her repertoire, Gerhard tossed her a Kong and she hunkered down to munch on it. 
 
    "Put the arm on," Gerhard said. "This girl defines aggressive."
Falcon and I suited up and faked a chase at the end of the dirt road. Takoda pulled at her lead, hopping up on her back legs, anxious to jet free. 
 
    "Get him!" Gerhard said in an agitated voice, but she didn't need the verbal command. Nothing could stop Takoda from assaulting her target—my arm. She had beautiful form and balance as she ran to me. Her front legs hit me hard, and her jaw locked on the upper part of my arm. She wrenched so hard I nearly lost my footing. Her growl was impressive and scary. Her teeth, shiny and white. I yelled in her face to see if I could scare her, but she was not deterred. I wrestled with her for a good minute or two, and she never loosened her bite to adjust. If she did, her target could seize the chance and escape. She held the first lock down tight as a vise. 
 
    "Off!" 
 
    She obeyed Gerhard's command quickly, and transformed into a happy puppy again once Gerhard tossed the Kong into her jaws. Great ball drive. 
 
    "Good job," I told her and her ears perked up. She loved showing off for us. 
 
    "You put on the sleeve now," I said to Gerhard. "Let's see how she responds to me." 
 
    While they suited up, I ran her through her commands. She got confused once but quickly corrected. The eagerness in her spoke to me. We were kindred spirits, both always seeking the next task. Takoda was a good solid dog and I connected with her right then. I knew I'd give my life for her and she'd do the same for me. 
 
    Falcon engaged in a mock fight with Gerhard, sparking Takoda back into attack mode. She growled and barked. For a second, I worried she'd attack Falcon when she was supposed to be going after Gerhard, but when I let her loose, she went straight to Gerhard and gave him the same treatment she'd given me. That showed me she would follow my orders even if she had to attack someone she knew and trusted. 
 
    Gerhard and Falcon walked back to me with the gear in their arms. Takoda sat at my feet with the Kong in her mouth. 
 
    "Good dog." I crouched down and patted her hard on her flanks. Dogs and horses, they don't want a gentle pat on the head. They want a strong, firm smack on the sides so they can feel the interaction. She felt solid and athletic under my hand. 
 
    "How's she at detection?" 
 
    "She's better at explosives than drugs. She can scent explosives on a human too, but her bite and demeanor are her strengths." 
 
    "I want her," I said to Falcon. 
 
    "Agreed. She's incredible." 
 
    "She's yours then. Come back tomorrow. We'll get started on field work. It's a three-week course." 
 
    I knew that because I'd done the course with my last dog, but I was looking forward to working with Takoda. 
 
    As we walked back to the kennel, I decided I didn't want her to spend another night in there, wondering how she did on her test. 
 
    "Can I take her now?" She needed to know she'd passed with flying colors. 
 
    "The place you're staying allow dogs?" 
 
    "If they don't, we'll find another place." 
 
    He nodded. "I'll give you her food and some of her gear tonight and you bring her back at oh-seven hundred. You take good care of my girl." 
 
    "She's my girl now." 
 
    He grinned at that, knowing Takoda was in good hands. 
 
    As we got in the truck, Falcon said to her, "Welcome to the team, Takoda. You just got selected for Delta Force." 
 
    I laughed because Takoda would perform at her best no matter what team she was on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Three weeks later 
 
    Wilmington, North Carolina 
 
    Takoda panted in the back seat of my truck, excited to see her new home. A fancy bouquet rode next to me in the passenger seat. I'd picked one with violet flowers and green, twisty vines because they reminded me of her—exotic, curvy, and out of control. With thirteen deployments in the last eleven years and countless placements for special training, today marked the first time a woman apart from my mother waited at home for me. Couldn't wait to swoop her up and get her clothes off. Diesel's habit of haphazardly marrying before major career shifts made more sense to me now. He went out of his way to procure a warm body to greet him upon his return. 
 
    Cold air and a rancid smell hit me the second I opened the door.  
 
    "Eden?" 
 
    No response. The kitchen light illuminated an empty place. 
 
    "Koda, search." 
 
    I followed Takoda down the hallway to our bedroom. Eden sat huddled in the corner. Her hair hung in her face, her clothes stained. She didn't look up when I walked in. 
 
    "Eden. My god." I scooped her up off the floor and carried her to the bed. I checked her quickly for injuries. She looked skinnier than when I'd left, but otherwise okay. Her spaced-out gaze and shallow breathing worried me. 
 
    The floor was strewn with plastic cups and empty bottles of rum and Coke. A red, white, and blue circle marked the closet mirror. Matching colors smeared the white tank top and shorts she wore. 
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "Rogan?" 
 
    "Yes, baby. I'm here." 
 
    "I made you a cake." 
 
    "I see it smashed on the mirror." 
 
    "Three weeks ago." 
 
    Oh shit. She'd been waiting for me all this time? 
 
    "Have you been doing drugs?" 
 
    "Couldn't sleep." 
 
    "Sleeping pills? How many did you take?" I opened the drawer to the nightstand and found a bottle of Ambien. The label said sixty and there were five left in the bottle. "Did you take all of these?" 
 
    "No, no. I only take a little at a time." Her voice slurred and her lids drooped. 
 
    "Let's get you in the shower." 
 
    She hunched over and sobbed. "You didn't come back." 
 
    "Shh. I'm here now. I'm here. It's okay. C'mon." 
 
    I undressed her and threw my clothes off. She curled up in my arms as I carried her into the gentle spray of the shower.  
 
    Shit. She'd lost a lot of weight. Her eyes popped open and she seemed surprised by the water. She stared at my chest and threw her arms around my neck. "You came back." 
 
    "I'm here. Are you okay?" 
 
    "I'm okay now." She bent her neck back for me to kiss her. I pressed my closed lips to hers. 
 
    "Make love to me," she said against my mouth. 
 
    "No. You're in no shape." 
 
    "Please." 
 
    "After you see a doctor." 
 
    "I don't need a doctor." 
 
    "You're going anyway." 
 
    *** 
 
    The doctor said she just needed rest and we should check back with him in two days. At my request, he wrote her a referral to a psychiatrist. She waited in a chair while I changed the sheets. 
 
    The second her head hit the pillow, she fell asleep. I called Langbow to let him know I'd made Delta and come home to Eden. I didn't tell him she'd nearly overdosed on sleeping pills and sat in cake frosting for three weeks. 
 
    She woke up twelve hours later. 
 
    "Whose dog is that?" 
 
    "She's my new military dog. Her name's Takoda." 
 
    "They let you keep her?" 
 
    "Yeah. She's mine. She'll stay with me. With us." 
 
    Eden sipped the chicken soup I made for her and fell back to sleep for another twelve hours. 
 
    When she woke in the late morning, she looked sheepish about what happened. 
 
    "You must hate me," she said. "I've made such a mess." 
 
    "Could never hate you, Eden. I love you." 
 
    "You said the selection was a month long." 
 
    "It was. They extended my training three weeks because of Takoda." 
 
    "You could've called." 
 
    "I couldn't call. I told you before I left." 
 
    "Men have died during special ops quals before." 
 
    She really thought I'd get killed during selection? "There's been a few rare accidents, but the last seven weeks were child's play compared to the real thing." 
 
    "I made you a cake." She looked to where the cake had hit the mirror, but I'd cleaned up the mess while she was sleeping. 
 
    "You don't need to do that. All I need is you when I get back." I crawled into bed beside her. "I'm sorry you went through this. But you need to be strong for us. This is how it's gonna be. I'll leave and you won't know where I am or when I'll be back. You can't count on anything with the military." 
 
    "I grew up in the military." 
 
    "Then you know." 
 
    "I know sometimes you don't come back at all. Sometimes they bury you at Wilmington." 
 
    "Yes, sometimes they do. That could happen to us. We talked about it before we got married." 
 
    "It's just so real now." 
 
    Shit. This is what I was worried about. She's not going to be strong enough to handle the stress. 
 
    "What's your favorite kind of restaurant?" 
 
    "Italian. Why?" 
 
    "Tonight we're going out for Italian food. I'll get us a reservation at a place on the coast." 
 
    "I don't want to go out." 
 
    "I think it'll help. I'm asking you on a date." I kissed her cheek and she closed her eyes. "Let me court you." 
 
    "I don't know." 
 
    *** 
 
    The candlelight at Brios flickered in her eyes. Her blue dress hung loose on her, but she looked beautiful. 
 
    "Eat, babe." She needed to put at least ten pounds back on. 
 
    "Did you make Delta?" 
 
    I glanced around to make sure no one was listening. "Shh. I can't tell you." 
 
    "You can't tell me? Why?" 
 
    "You weren't even supposed to know I was going through selection." 
 
    "Well, I did know. And I can guess you made it. They wouldn't have given you a dog otherwise. Congratulations. You trained hard. I'm sorry I didn't ask about it sooner." 
 
    I looked down at my empty plate, hating that I couldn't talk to her about this. 
 
    "When's your first mission?" 
 
    "I don't know. Could be weeks. Months. Days." 
 
    "Days? You'd leave again in days?" 
 
    "I could." 
 
    She gulped down her bite and slumped her shoulders forward. "Days?" 
 
    "I don't know. Please don't focus on that. I'm here now and we need to make the best of our time together. Now eat." 
 
    She feigned a smile and picked at her food. 
 
    "I want you to schedule an appointment with the psychiatrist the doctor referred you to." 
 
    "God, Rogan. Don't treat me like a basket case." 
 
    "I came home to find you curled up in the corner, covered in old food. Don't give me shit for being concerned about you. It's only going to get harder from here, so let's solve this now while we're together." 
 
    As I talked, her jaw hardened and the fire returned to her eyes. If anger brought that on, so be it. At least life had returned to her. 
 
    "All right." She placed her napkin over her plate and stood up. She chewed her lip and devoured me with her eyes. "Let's go home and work it out." 
 
    "Oh, really? You challenging me again?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Yes, you are. Challenge accepted." I paid the bill and grabbed her hand. I marched her out to my truck and cornered her against the passenger-side door. "You think sex will fix this? Make you brave?" 
 
    She didn't answer, just grabbed my neck and pulled me in for a kiss. My dick swelled and I pressed my front to her soft curves. My fingers trailed up her thigh and teased her thong. It had been too long. After having her whenever I wanted her, being away from her was torture. 
 
    "Here. Now," she said, breathless. 
 
    "Get in the truck." I opened the door for her and she scrambled inside. She turned to face me, spreading her legs. She moaned as I pulled her panties aside and attacked her with my mouth. God, sweet as candy. With her elbows back on the seat and her breasts pushed high in the air, she screamed as she came on my tongue. 
 
    I kissed up her belly to her chin. "You win round one." Because damn if she didn't seem stronger now. 
 
    "Round two. Now. Right here," she demanded. 
 
    "No. Taking you home. Sit up." She righted her dress and sat in her seat. "Buckle up. Ten minutes we'll be there." 
 
    She rubbed my dick through my pants the whole ride across town. As soon as we hit the drive, I was out of the truck and around her side, pulling her out. She wrapped her legs around me, and we kissed as I carried her up the steps and through the front door. Falcon wasn't home. I pressed her back to the wall, thinking I couldn't wait to get to the bedroom. Wait. For what I had planned for her, we needed the bed. I carried her to our room and dropped her on the bed. 
 
    "Hands and knees." 
 
    She eagerly turned and offered me her ass. I hadn't spanked her yet. The first month we were married I'd been too exhausted after training, we'd just fucked. Right now, she needed a good spanking to wake her up. And I knew she loved it. 
 
    Under her skirt, her royal-blue thong matched her dress. My palm cracked on her right ass cheek. 
 
    "Yes!" She lowered her head and raised her butt higher for me. 
 
    "Damn, woman." 
 
    I spanked her over and over with my palm until a nice rosy blush bloomed on her cheeks. 
 
    "More," she said. More? 
 
    In the closet, I grabbed the cherrywood paddle with a square tip that I used for whitewater rafting. "Brace yourself." I smacked her with the flat of the blade, giving her only moderate pressure. 
 
    She screamed and laughed. "Again. Harder." 
 
    "Fuck." 
 
    I increased my force, but only incrementally. I wanted to make her ass red and get her attention, but I didn't want to hurt her. She took five more thwacks before she grimaced. 
 
    "Alright, baby. You've had enough." 
 
    "More," she cried. 
 
    "No more. Hush…" 
 
    I rubbed her raw ass with my palms and licked it to soothe the burn. 
 
    "Roll over." 
 
    She turned to her back. I removed my pants and freed my dick. Pushing her knees up to her chest, I lined my cock up. "You feel me?" 
 
    "Yes, god." 
 
    "Your ass is on fire for me." With my tip in her entrance, I massaged from her thighs to her hips. Slowly, I sank into her. 
 
    "Home," she said. 
 
    "Yes, baby. I'm home." I pressed a soft kiss to her lips. Moving her legs up to my shoulders allowed me to sink in to the hilt. We rocked in a slow rhythm for a long while. I circled her clit with my fingers, teasing her to the edge and stopping. I felt it rising up in me from deep within my balls. She groaned out a loud orgasm and I grunted mine right after hers. We collapsed into a sweaty heap on the bed. 
 
    I rolled to my back, pulling her on top of me. My hands struggled to swipe the hair away from her face. 
 
    "You win round two," she said, laughing. 
 
    "I call a tie." 
 
    She snuggled into me and sighed. 
 
    "You like pain?" I asked her. 
 
    "I do." 
 
    "Pain is weakness leaving your body." I stroked my palm over her back, smoothing out her wild hair. 
 
    "I never thought of it that way." 
 
    "How'd you figure that out?" I asked her. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "How did you know you like it? Someone teach you?" 
 
    "Um…" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Hector…" My arms tensed around her waist at the mention of the fireman's name. "We experimented. As friends." 
 
    "Right. Friends. You're my wife now." Hector the firefighter was no longer a threat. "No matter what happened between you two, you belong to me." 
 
    "Yes, Rogan. And you're mine." 
 
    "I am." 
 
    She looked up at me. "Do you like pain?" 
 
    "Love it. Means I'm getting stronger." 
 
    "Do you want me to spank you?" she asked with a serious look on her face. 
 
    I let that humor roll through me. We needed it tonight. Her tits jiggled as my chest rumbled with my laugh. "No, babe. My line of work is almost constant pain. When I'm with you, I want soft and easy." 
 
    "I can do that." 
 
    "You gain some weight, we'll talk about exploring your enthusiasm for pain." 
 
    Her eyes widened. "Then go get me a chocolate malt and some chili cheese fries." 
 
    My laughter deepened to my gut, the whole bed shaking against the wall. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Five weeks later 
 
    "I gotta fix the sheets." 
 
    Eden groaned and made her body heavy on top of me, trying to hold me down. "Stay." 
 
    She liked to fall asleep after we made love, not wanting to break the magnetic bond we created with the friction of our bodies rubbing together. But we'd made a mess of the bed, and I'd be up all night if I didn't take a minute to sort it. 
 
    "The sheets should be tucked before we sleep." I lifted her off me and settled her on her side of the bed. 
 
    "Who cares if we have military corners or not?" She propped up on her elbows and watched me tuck the corners. 
 
    "I do." I snapped the sheet over her head. 
 
    "We're just going to pull them out again." She threw the sheet off her. 
 
    "We put clothes on. Don't we?" 
 
    "What does that have to do with anything?" 
 
    "We put clothes on and take them off again. Doesn't mean we don't get dressed." 
 
    "That's not the same at all. You have to wear clothes. You don't have to tuck in the sheets." 
 
    "You don't have to wear clothes. You can walk around this house naked all day if you like." 
 
    "Might shock Falcon if I did that." 
 
    Blaze and Diesel had gone back to Boston, but we'd decided to stay with Falcon in Wilmington until we were given our first deployment date for Delta. 
 
    "He's seen you naked." Don't fight with me over the damn sheets, woman, because you will lose. 
 
    "Fuck you, Rogan." 
 
    "And you do. Every night. You fuck me good." 
 
    "Tuck in your stupid hospital corners and get back in bed. I'll fuck you again so they can come out again, then you can get up again and tuck them in again. Huge waste of time and energy." 
 
    I finished with the sheets and climbed in next to her. She turned her back on me with her pouty lips and a huff of air. 
 
    "Oh, you're mad now?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "You are. You're mad I tucked in the sheets." 
 
    "No. I'm mad you fought dirty." 
 
    "I'm sorry." I kissed her neck but she brought her shoulder up to her ear to block me. "C'mon, babe. Let's make up." 
 
    "No." 
 
    "You're gonna make me work for it. Aren't you?" 
 
    My burner phone buzzed on the nightstand. I twisted behind us to grab it and rolled back into her. 
 
    A message in code from her dad. 
 
    Langley 0900 tomorrow ASU Brightman  
 
    I was to report to CIA headquarters at Langley in the morning wearing my Army service uniform for a meeting with the director of the CIA. 
 
    We'd be getting our orders for our first Delta Force mission. My heart beat fast in my chest. A new challenge at a whole new level of difficulty. What I lived for. Falcon and the rest of the team probably received the same message. I wanted to jump out of bed and run to Falcon's room. We could be headed back to the Stan, but Syria was becoming more of a hotbed. 
 
    Eden wiggled her hips, bringing me back to her. Oh yeah, we were pretending to fight so we could make up. 
 
    "Don't be cross, Violet." I trailed open-mouthed kisses up her spine, making loud, sucking noises. "Would you forgive me if I kissed you here?" I licked the sensitive spot behind her earlobe. "Or here?" She shivered when I moved her hair aside and nipped the nape of her neck. "Damn, you've got beautiful hair." 
 
    She sighed and lowered her shoulder, offering me full access to her delicate neck. With my arm around her waist, I pulled her snug in front of me, letting her feel my hard cock at her back. "You over your little stint about sheets?" 
 
    With a growl, I bit her neck and dug my teeth in. She hummed and opened her legs for me. 
 
    "She's over it." I worked my cock inside her, sinking into another taste of heaven. We'd talk about the message tomorrow after the meeting when I knew more. Not that I could tell her anything, but at least I'd know what I couldn't tell her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Media photos of Marla Brightman always showed her with an evil scowl and more wrinkles than a Shar-pei, but in person the director of the CIA appeared softer, like someone's beloved aunt. When I shook her hand, I felt her strength beneath the surface. Marla Brightman was an iron tank. I had no problem taking orders from a woman. She'd proven herself over thirty years with the U.S. government to be shrewd and level-headed yet not afraid to call in force when needed, even if it garnered her a reputation as a ruthless killer. 
 
    We assembled by rank, Falcon to my left, Diesel, Blaze, Ruger, and Oz on my right. The new Alpha Squadron of Delta Force gathered in an official capacity for the first time. In the stark-white meeting hall of CIA headquarters, the collective skill and experience in the room humbled me. I felt honored to be included. Formal meetings like this always reconfirmed for me that the work we did on the ground four thousand miles away made an impact. Our actions trickled up the chain of command all the way to the director of the CIA. The President may have even personally approved this mission if the purpose was high profile enough. 
 
    "Congratulations on being selected, men. I have your first assignment. Hostage rescue." She clicked her computer, and an image of a man with gray hair appeared on the overhead screen. "Vadim Kovalev— an American citizen and Russian double agent, spying for us, posing as a Russian diplomat. Al Qaeda captured him six weeks ago. He's being held in Mosahi in a makeshift tent camp. The plan is to go in hot and take him out surgically before they contact the Russians and blow his cover." She switched the screen to an image of plans for the tent and flicked through aerial and ground level photos of the area. 
 
    We went over the intelligence data the CIA had gathered for two more hours. It was dangerous, but nothing we hadn't done a million times. If we had the right equipment and timing, we could get in and out fast. The sensitive issue was rescuing him before the Russians found him and killed him. 
 
    "You'll get your flight arrangements via the dark web connection. A jet will take you to Kabul International. You'll land on the military side, but the flight won't be recorded. You'll have air support based out of Bagram." 
 
    The perks of being Delta. Private jets and specialized helo pilots. 
 
    "When do we leave?" Falcon asked. 
 
    "Five days," Brightman answered. 
 
    "Good. The quicker we get there, the better," Falcon replied. 
 
    Now I had to tell Eden my departure date. 
 
    *** 
 
    The candlelight flickered on Eden's face as she gave her order to the waiter at Brios. She offered him a genuine smile and kept it on her face as she turned her head back to me. I put that smile there. Seven weeks of regular, multiple orgasms and having her man at her back returned that smile to her face. My girl wanted her spankings so she'd been eating well. Her cleavage filled out her blue dress. 
 
     The waiter walked away after taking our orders. "That first night we met, you were showing off your tits." 
 
    "Was not." She gave me her innocent look, total bullshit. 
 
    "You were leaning over the table, pushing them together, bending extra low to clear the dishes." 
 
    She laughed. "It wasn't intentional." 
 
    "Sure it wasn't. What about the bar and your little darts display?" 
 
    "I found you incredibly sexy. I had to pull out all the stops." 
 
    "Wasn't necessary. I noticed you straight away when we walked into your parents' place. I saw your worldliness in the way you held your shoulders. You had this raspy voice. Made me think about how it would sound with my cock bobbing in your throat." 
 
    "Oh. Um. So, did it work?" 
 
    "God, yes." 
 
    "You looked so handsome in your slacks and starched dress shirt. You guys were stiff and nervous during dinner, acting all formal with my dad." 
 
    "Your dad has a hard-nosed reputation for a reason. We didn't know why he invited us to dinner. Thought we might be getting demoted for skirting protocol on our last deployment." 
 
    "And you got the recommendation instead?" 
 
    I nodded. "Four months since that night. Tonight's our anniversary." 
 
    "Happy anniversary." 
 
    "Never thought I'd get married." I smiled at her and gazed into her eyes. 
 
    "And are you happy?" 
 
    "Yep. Got a beautiful wife who loves me. Not as bad as I thought it would be." 
 
    I kept the news I was leaving to myself through dinner and chose instead to watch her eat. Once she knew, her content smile would fade, the worry would return to her face, and the weight of it all would rest on my shoulders. 
 
    "Got the orders today." 
 
    She set her fork on her plate and looked up at me. "When do you leave?" 
 
    "Five days." 
 
    "Five days? That's all we have? How long will you be gone?" 
 
    "No idea." 
 
    "You don't know? I mean what kind of mission is it? Where are they sending you?" 
 
    "I can't give you any information. Sorry." 
 
    "Will you be able to call?" 
 
    "Most likely no phone calls. If I end up at a base where communications are set up, I'll do everything I can to hear your voice." 
 
    "Kay." 
 
    She faked a smile, trying to play it cool, but the panic was building in the tense rise of her shoulders and the high pitch of her voice. 
 
    "Send messages using the secure email addresses I gave you. I'll check them when I have access. I might not be able to reply, but I should be able to read them at some point." 
 
    "Can I write you letters or something?" 
 
    "No. There's no address. Black op. Don't tell anyone anything." 
 
    "I won't. I know how to keep a secret." 
 
    "You've done great so far. Haven't caught you bragging to any of your friends." 
 
    "No. I wouldn't do anything to jeopardize your career." 
 
    "Love you for that, babe." 
 
    "This sucks." 
 
    "Yeah, but you need to be strong. Enjoy your freedom. Sleep with the sheets untucked." 
 
    "I don't care about the sheets. I just want you." 
 
    "Hook up with some other wives on base. They're all going through the same pain. Make friends. Let them support you." 
 
    She looked down and poked her pasta around on her plate. "Hector was my best friend." 
 
    "Are you saying you want to hang out with Hector while I'm gone?" 
 
    "Maybe." 
 
    "It won't sit right with me knowing you're turning to him for comfort." 
 
    "Please. I promise nothing will happen." 
 
    "No. I don't trust him with you." 
 
    "But you can trust me. I love you and I'm faithful to you. Distance won't change that." 
 
    "You say that now but what about six months from now when you're feeling lonely and we haven't had any contact?" I never should've done this. That ring won't keep her from being with someone else. 
 
    "I won't stray. I'll wait for you." 
 
    Talking this to death wouldn't solve our problem. "Look, if I'm gone, I can't control who you spend time with. I'd prefer if it wasn't Hector, but you do what you need to." 
 
    "Okay. Thank you." 
 
    "The good news is I can spend the next five days with you. I rest my body before a mission." 
 
    "Hmm. Now, if you're resting, we can't do it, right?" 
 
    "Oh no, we can do it. Often and loud. I gotta pack my gear and prepare, but we can spend most of the time we have in bed. I'm going to leave an impression on your brain and your body you'll never forget. No matter how long I'm gone, you'll remember the next five days." 
 
    *** 
 
    For five straight days, we made soft, slow love, clinging together, saying I love you, memorizing each other's bodies, our scents. Trying to hold on to the sand slipping through our fingers. She cried and talked about how she'd miss me. When the tension built again, we worked through her anxiety with rough sex and a few good paddle sessions. 
 
    On the fifth day, Falcon and I checked our gear for the last time and stacked it by the door as we waited for the car to arrive to take us to the airport. I took slow steps to the bedroom, dreading this final goodbye. I woke her with a kiss on the forehead. "It's time, babe." 
 
    She climbed out of bed and pulled my tee on over her head. She bit her fingernails and looked up at me with puppy-dog eyes. 
 
    "I have a good amount of money saved up. If I die, you'll be well taken care of. The papers are in there." I pointed to the nightstand. 
 
    "Please don't talk about that." 
 
    "There's no weapons in the house." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "I got rid of your sleeping pills too." 
 
    "I won't kill myself, Rogan." 
 
    I wrapped my arms behind her back and pulled her close. "I want you to call Mia right now." 
 
    "She doesn't want to hear me crying." 
 
    "No more crying, babe. We worked it all out. Now it's time to be strong." 
 
    "Promise me you'll come back." 
 
    "I can't. I can promise you I'll be fighting like hell to get back to you." 
 
    "You left a will behind? Where are you going? Is it dangerous?" 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    She pounded my chest with her fists. "Why can't you tell me?" 
 
    "I'm sorry." I pressed my lips to her hair and smelled her fruity shampoo for the last time. "Call Mia as soon as we leave." 
 
    "Maybe." 
 
    "Call the wives' support line." 
 
    "Car's here," Falcon called from the living room. 
 
    I bent to look into her eyes, searching for some reassurance she could handle this. 
 
    "Just go. Stop dragging it out." She tried to push me away but I held tight. 
 
    I kissed her one last time and headed out the door. 
 
    *** 
 
    At the Wilmington airport, Falcon and I met up with Diesel and Blaze in the waiting area for private international flights. 
 
    Blaze pointed to the terminal doors. "We got company." 
 
    Eden rushed in with a blast of wind at her back. Her hands shook as she scanned the check-in area. She looked up with wide eyes when I grabbed her arm and pulled her to the side. "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "I followed you. I want to say goodbye." 
 
    "I said goodbye to you." 
 
    "But you left angry. I didn't want you to leave like that." 
 
    "I wasn't angry. Then." 
 
    Her gaze flitted around to the gates and the screens. She was trying to see which flight I was on. 
 
    The attendant announced our private flight to Kabul. 
 
    "You're going to Kabul?" 
 
    "Hush." 
 
    "Let me come with you. Please. I'll be quiet. You can visit me at night like you did during training. We'll just sleep together." She looked up at me with hopeful eyes, like I'd ever consider such a ludicrous idea. 
 
    "No way in hell." 
 
    "I'll follow you and stay in Kabul. I've lived there before." 
 
    "What the hell? Stay put. Do not follow me. Let me go." 
 
    "I can't let you go." She slammed her body into mine and squeezed my torso. With my hands on her upper arms, I pried her off me and forced her to make eye contact. 
 
    "Wait for me. Keep the candle burning while I'm gone. Can you do that? Promise me you'll stay here." 
 
    She bit her lip and nodded, but her eyes shone with a determination that scared the shit out of me. 
 
    "If you even think of following me, I'll divorce you, Eden. I swear. I'll leave you because I can't have a wife that puts herself in danger trying to follow me on my missions." 
 
    She gave me another weak nod and blinked out a tear. 
 
    "Say it in words." 
 
    "I'll stay here." 
 
    "You won't follow me." 
 
    "I won't follow you." 
 
    "Good girl. I gotta go." 
 
    She broke into sobs when I pressed my lips to hers. I squeezed her neck as if my hand could restrict the flow of her tears. Hardest thing I've ever done, leaving Eden. What if I gave up my military career for her? Took a desk job to stay home with her? What would I be then? A failure. No. I've trained my entire life for this. Nothing could alter my course. 
 
    All that mattered now was the mission. Vadim Kovalev's life hung in the balance. Brightman's team awaited our arrival at Bagram Air Base. She'd have to work through this here on her own. I couldn't help her. I dropped my hand from her neck, turned my back on her, and walked through the gate. 
 
    *** 
 
    On the plane, my mind raced. Eden fooled me. She made me think she'd adjusted to the separation after training. Why didn't I see this coming? 
 
    I sent an email to her psychiatrist to see what she could do. She replied that her hands were tied if Eden wasn't a risk to herself, but said she'd do what she could. 
 
    I didn't have a buddy in Wilmington who could watch out for her because all my buddies were on the plane with me. 
 
    I did have one person I could call. Mitch Bixby, the guy who ran the tactical training facility. He would know the best private security firms. He gave me a contact in Atlanta. Keegan Bordeaux. Keegan said he could send someone in a week at the earliest. 
 
    There was only one person I could call who'd watch out for her. The absolute last person in the world I wanted to call. 
 
    I booted up my laptop and retrieved Hector's contact info from the CIA database. 
 
    "Bustillo, this is Rogan Saxton." 
 
    "What're you calling me for, fool?" 
 
    "Need you to keep an eye on Eden for me while I'm gone." 
 
    "You're shitting me." 
 
    "Believe me, I wouldn't care if I never heard your name again. She says she trusts you and I believe you care about her so you'll do what you can and make sure she stays safe." 
 
    "I've been trying to reach her. She hasn't returned my calls." 
 
    "I asked her to break contact with you." 
 
    "And now you're asking me to watch over her for you? Where're you going?" 
 
    "I can't say… Shit. I think I have to tell you so you can make sure she doesn't follow me." 
 
    "What the hell are you on about?" 
 
    "Listen, I have a man coming to watch her in a week. In the meantime, I need you to stay with her." 
 
    "I cannot fucking believe this. What's going on?" 
 
    "She showed up at the airport, said she'd come to Kabul. Need you to make sure she doesn't go anywhere near an airport until my man is on her twenty-four-seven." 
 
    "I'm in Maryland." 
 
    "I'm asking you to go to Wilmington and keep her far away from any airports." 
 
    He paused and blew out a long breath. "I'll do it. For her, not you." 
 
    "I understand that." 
 
    "I'm on a fire right now. It'll be forty-eight hours before I can go to North Carolina, but I'll call her to see where her head is at." 
 
    Could I trust Eden alone for forty-eight hours? There's no way she could find a flight that fast, right? "Appreciate it." 
 
    "You screwed up not arranging this before you left." 
 
    "I don't need to justify my actions to you. But I had reason to believe she'd be okay. Now I have serious doubts." 
 
    "Alright." 
 
    "Keep your hands off her." 
 
    "She's a married woman now. I won't touch her." 
 
    "Thank you." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Kabul Province, Afghanistan 
 
    One week later 
 
    On our second night at an FOB in Kabul Province, I managed to get a secure connection and checked email. Two from Marla Brightman and one from Eden. 
 
    Rogan, don't be mad, but I'm coming to Kabul. If you're close by, come see me. I've arranged a safe house. 
 
    She left the address. 
 
    Shit. Fuck. Shit. Fuck. She did it. She followed me. 
 
    Holy hell. 
 
    I connected my phone to the signal and found seven texts and three frantic voice messages from Bustillo. He couldn't find her. She wasn't there when he got to Wilmington. He'd rushed to the airport and missed her by an hour. He'd checked with her parents and her friends.  
 
    How the hell did she get an international flight so fast? 
 
    I didn't have time to figure out how she did it; I needed to get to her and send her back. 
 
    "Falc." I packed my kit and checked my weapons as I talked. "Eden's in Kabul," I whispered. 
 
    His head popped up from where he slept in his cot. "What the fuck?" 
 
    "She somehow got herself to Kabul City." 
 
    "Holy shit." 
 
    "I'm going to her." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I'm going. I need to get her back home." 
 
    "No, man. Do not take that risk." 
 
    "No choice." 
 
    "Fuck." 
 
    "Cover for me as best you can without risking your own ass." 
 
    "Don't worry about my ass. Get back before morning. No one will know you were gone." 
 
    "That's the plan. Plan gets fucked, adjust on the fly." 
 
    "Not much adjusting I can do for you from here. I'll come with you." 
 
    "No. I'll go alone. I'll take the route we took in. Already know it's clear." 
 
    "That's at least nine miles. You got night vision?" 
 
    Do I? Yes. I do. I mounted the goggles to my helmet. 
 
    "I'll catch a ride back, but I'm running there." 
 
    "Shit. Take Takoda." 
 
    "No. Just me. You get your communications set up?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "I'll notify you if I hit trouble." 
 
    *** 
 
    My light pulsed three short flashes through the window to Eden's safe house in downtown Kabul City. 
 
    The door cracked open. I rushed her and pegged her to the wall, my front to her back. I slammed my headgear to the ground. "Ran nine miles across the Afghan desert, sand pelting my face, to get to you." My harsh breath rustled the hair at her neck. 
 
    "Because you need me like I need you." Her voice wisped through the dark room. 
 
    "I told you stay put. Wait for me." 
 
    "I'm your wife. I belong with you." She angled her hips to my groin. 
 
    My body squashed her from head to heel, her cheek pressed flat to the wall. "Last thing I said to you at the airport. Stay home. Do not think of following me. And what do you do? Get on a plane and fly to a combat zone." 
 
    "Aren't you happy to see me? I came all this way just to be with you." 
 
    "No. I'm not fucking happy to see you. Dammit, Eden!" Dust billowed from the wall where my palm smacked into it. "How the hell did you get in the country?" 
 
    "I used my military ID and faked an order from my father." 
 
    "Christ." I wiped the dripping sweat from my forehead. "I've been AWOL three hours already. If I'm found out, you'll never see me because I'll be locked up. Hell, your dad could push for treason and death." 
 
    "I didn't know you'd go AWOL to meet me here." 
 
    "What did you think? I'd get weekends off to come visit you?" 
 
    "I don't know. I just thought if I was in the country, you'd find your way to me." 
 
    "I don't give a shit what happens to me, but you. If any of them got to you... They'd rape you, torture you, show you off as an American prize. You've painted a glaring target on your back, and I can't protect you from that." 
 
    She lowered her head and whimpered beneath me. 
 
    Now you're getting the message, honey. Big fucking mistake. 
 
    "Are you going to divorce me?" 
 
    "Right now, I have no clue. All I know is you're going home." 
 
    "No. I came here to be with you. We're together now. Take me." 
 
    "Do you have a car?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "We're going to the airport." 
 
    "You'll get in trouble for being AWOL." 
 
    "Pack your shit." 
 
    "Let me have you. One time. To remember." 
 
    The delicate touch of her finger trailing through the sweat on my scalp penetrated my defenses like an armor-piercing shell. I rammed my hard cock between her ass cheeks. "Your life is in danger and you wanna fuck?"  
 
    "If you leave me or you don't make it home... This could be our last time together." 
 
    "I could've been followed." I grabbed her tit and squeezed it. 
 
    "No one will find us. You're the invisible Boggs." 
 
    "Invisible, not invincible." 
 
    "Make love to me. Then I promise I'll go home." She leaned her head back on my shoulder, offering me her lips. 
 
    "No more bullshit?" I said against her mouth as I unbuttoned her dress and yanked it down, exposing her slender shoulders. 
 
    "I promise. Take me hard. Shatter me so I'll feel you inside me for days." She helped me work off her bra and underwear. 
 
    "Hands on the wall. Ass out," I ordered in the tone I knew she'd obey. 
 
    She posed in front of me with her arms and legs spread wide. Her luminous skin glowed against the sooty wall of the safe house. 
 
    "Dammit, babe. You don't belong here. You're splendor among squalor." 
 
    I removed my rifle and shirt, unbuckled my pants, and freed my dick. The sweat down my front sealed me to her spine as my cock slid against her slick core. 
 
    "You do what I tell you to do." 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat. "Yes. Ugh, please..." 
 
    I speared her and slid home. She moaned and took all of me as the irresistible connection between us pulled me in. In that moment, I was totally vulnerable to attack. All my defenses were obliterated by the heat of her sweet cunt milking me. With one hand on her clit, the other working her tit, I slammed into her over and over. She cried out as she came on my cock. While she was still pulsing, I pulled out and spun her to face me, entering her again before she could take a breath. I smashed my lips to her mouth and pumped all my aggression into her. She took every inch of it. She always did. Took anything I'd give her. My balls drew up and my stomach clenched as I exploded inside her. 
 
    "Baby, baby." She cried and drew her hands down my cheeks. "I missed you. I needed you." 
 
    My forehead mashed against hers as I struggled to even out my breathing. "I know, I know, but you gotta get outta here now. This is crazy." 
 
    "I love you." 
 
    "Never do anything like this again." 
 
    "I'm sorry." 
 
    "Let's get you on a plane." I pulled out of her and buckled my pants. 
 
    The scratch of hurried footsteps brushed my hearing. There again—beyond the front door to her safe house. With one thud of my heart, my body flashed into high alert. 
 
    "Get down!" 
 
    Her eyes blew wide and she ducked for cover. 
 
    I hit the floor and nabbed my weapon as I crawled to the window. 
 
    Five armed shadows approached from the street. 
 
    I raced to her and slipped my T-shirt over her head. "Get out now!" 
 
    Shots thumped into the front door. She screamed, and I covered her mouth. 
 
    "Shh!" With one hand around her waist, the other snagging the keys from a table, I carried her to the back door. The alley looked clear except for one car. "Is that your car?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    I handed her the keys. "Run. Stay low. Drive to Kabul airport. I'll radio them you're coming." 
 
    "Come with me." 
 
    "I'll cover you. Go now." 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Go!" I shoved her, and she stumbled to the car. She opened the door and started the ignition. Shots pierced the wall next to my head. I spun and picked off each of the five men as they entered through the busted front door. They moaned and toppled into a heap of blood and weapons on the floor. I rushed outside to make sure Eden had escaped. 
 
    In the alley, the car idled in the spot— door open, lights on. 
 
    Its futile warnings pinged in the night. 
 
    No Eden. 
 
    Seconds too late. 
 
    The crushing blow forced me to my knees. 
 
    "No!" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    "We have to call Brightman," Falcon said as we slumped against a wall in an alley. "Confess everything." 
 
    Falcon brought Takoda to me in Kabul City. We'd searched in the direction of the car tracks, but found nothing. 
 
    Falcon and I knocked on doors until the sun came up. 
 
    More nothing. 
 
    With each tick of the second hand, she slipped farther from my reach. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    Jericho took her. He had her.  
 
    All of Alpha Squadron joined the search for Eden. Even Ruger and Oz, the SEALs. They barely knew me, but risked their lives interviewing terrorists on the streets and in the hills of Kabul, asking about an American girl they'd never met. 
 
    After an excruciating week of dead ends, Marla Brightman and her top hostage negotiation team arrived at the central command station at Bagram Air Base. 
 
    "You went AWOL, Sergeant Saxton." The seriousness of my crime reflected in her tone.  
 
    "Yes, ma'am." And I'd do it again. 
 
    "You abandoned your mission and your unit." 
 
    "For my wife." The week of torment I'd endured was evident in my voice as well as my unending resolve to find her. 
 
    The men of Alpha Squadron stood at my back. "We did the same," Falcon said. 
 
    "We'll deal with the consequences of your actions later. For now, do you have any leads who might've targeted you?" 
 
    "My number one enemy. Mustafa Ahmed Hakim Osmani. I took out thirty of his men in a convoy last year. His codename is Jericho. He and his brother Musab Al-Sayed have been vocal about their promise to find me and kill me. They've placed high bounties on my head. They call me Jalad, the Executioner. I didn't take it seriously. Didn't know they'd figured out my identity and were following me." 
 
    "It could've been them or unrelated." 
 
    "I don't think it's unrelated. More than five men attacked the safehouse." 
 
    "Let's make contact." Brightman set her intelligence team to work on finding him. 
 
    Twenty-four hours later, one of Brightman's men turned from his workstation and pointed to his computer screen. "They took the bait. Called the number we gave them. They're on the line." He manically typed on his keyboard, quickly setting up the technology to trace and record the call. 
 
    "Agent Broadwell will take the call. He's our top negotiator." Brightman looked at me as she walked to the workstation. 
 
    "I'll take the call. I speak Pashto," I said. I wasn't trusting any other man with this. 
 
    "Broadwell is fluent in Pashto as well. He knows what to say. He's also detached enough to handle this." 
 
    Detached? Was she saying I wasn't detached? I'm not detached. I'm attached. I could not be more attached to a mission. "Put them on speaker," I said and shook my head to focus on translating. 
 
    A man's voice rambled in Pashto for a long time. After a while, I recognized him as Osmani. I wrote on a piece of paper. 
 
    Jericho. 
 
    "What do you want?" I asked in Pashto. Broadwell gave me a dirty look for asking their terms too soon. He wanted to massage them first, try to develop some relationship with them. Screw that. 
 
    "Seven million American dollars or we kill her." The line went dead. 
 
    The silence in the room suffocated me. We'd seen this before. When kidnappers ask for a number that high, they have no intention of returning the hostage. They were playing with me because she was mine. 
 
    "Did you get the location?" I asked. 
 
    Brightman's man shook his head. "Working on it." 
 
    "Call them back and set up a meet to deliver the cash." I turned to Brightman. 
 
    "The U.S. doesn't— " 
 
    "Set it up!" I shouted. No way was Brightman going to feed me any protocol political shit right now. We were boots in the sand dealing with this, not Capitol Hill. "If you want to fake them out, fine, but at least go through the motions to give it to them until we ascertain their location." 
 
    "Negotiations take time. We can't rush in. That's not the way it's done, Saxton." 
 
    "I don't give a fuck the way it's done. This is my wife!" I got up in Brightman's face. "Get me the location now. None of this negotiation shit. It never works." 
 
    "Boggs…" Falcon took a step closer to warn me, but it was too late. The raging bull inside me was pissed as hell and not open to negotiations. 
 
    "Saxton! Calm down or I'll have you confined." Brightman spoke quietly, but I heard her loud and clear. 
 
    "Confined? You're gonna lock me up when me and my team are the only ones with any chance of getting her out alive? Send us in right fucking now!" 
 
     Brightman's communications expert raised his hand to speak. "They posted a video." 
 
    He rotated his screen so the rest of us in the room could see. 
 
    Never. 
 
    I'd witnessed a lot of torture in my career. In training and in the field. Mostly men. I'm trained to process it and deflect the inhumanity of it. I've seen my brothers’ arms and legs severed by bombs. I've seen dead children lying by the side of the road. But never have I seen anything this horrific. 
 
    Eden, in my T-shirt, her arms slack, her neck limp, and a filthy terrorist moving on top of her. 
 
    "God, fuck." Falcon's voice at my back. 
 
    Her mouth hung open. Still breathing. The man turned his head enough to make out his features. Jericho raped her unconscious body. 
 
    The boiling rage I'd barely contained for a week seethed into my eyeballs. Flames charred me at the stake from head to toe. 
 
    I heard a scuffle. Someone attacked me. I fought them off. 
 
    "Lock it down, Boggs." I heard Falcon. I heard my name. I had no idea what they were talking about. Kill. I needed to kill whoever was attacking me. I needed to kill Jericho. He was raping Eden. I reached for my weapon. Someone took my rifle. 
 
    I screamed and yelled and slugged. I needed Takoda. 
 
    They released me. A metal door slammed shut. A wall pounded into my shoulder. Metal bars twisted in my grip. The screeching howl of a wild animal reverberated off the walls of the cage. But there were no wild animals in Afghanistan. Only goats. And goatfuckers. And soon there would only be dead goatfuckers because I would slaughter them all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    As night fell, everyone left the confinement area except one guard. I hated to hurt a fellow service member, but the PFC they'd put on me was keeping me from my mission, so he had to go. I could disable him without killing him if I could grip his jugular. I could swap uniforms with him and walk out of this place. 
 
    Brightman must have not considered me a flight risk if she only placed one guard on me. Or maybe she did it on purpose? Maybe Brightman wanted to make it easy for me to escape? 
 
    The sound of chopper blades thumped close over the building. I hadn't realized Bagram ran helos this late at night, but I suppose it was the best time for an attack. The thud of explosives boomed over my head. I braced against the wall as the mud from the ceiling crackled to the floor. If we were being attacked, I was a sitting duck with no weapon. 
 
    Unless the guys... 
 
    A yellow nylon rope dangled in the hole the explosive had made in the ceiling. A handgun, tied at the finger grip, spun at the end of the rope. 
 
    Yes! Alpha Squadron was breaking me out. I sprang into action, grabbing the rope and brandishing the weapon at the guard who'd come to inspect the commotion. 
 
    He aimed his rifle at me as the rope hoisted me up through the hole in the roof. "Saxton! Get down here!" 
 
    "Sure, Private… What's your name? You don't have the balls to shoot one of your own, much less an expert marksman pointing a handgun at you." 
 
    He shook in his boots and his face scrunched up. Before he could process my words, I emerged through the hole into the Afghan night. The helo winched me up as we flew outside the base walls. 
 
    At the top, Diesel and Falcon assisted me till I landed on the floor of the helo. Takoda licked my face furiously. 
 
    "Koda, off." She backed off but her tail thumped as hard as the props. 
 
    Ruger and Oz sat in the cockpit. 
 
    "You hijacked a helicopter?" I asked Falcon. No one else would come up with an idea as insane as this. 
 
    "They won't shoot down their own aircraft," Falcon replied. 
 
    "We didn't hijack it," Blaze said. "We're borrowing it." 
 
    "There was only one guard, guys. I could've disabled him and walked out of the stockade in his BDUs." 
 
    "You coulda," Blaze said with a nefarious grin. "But this is a lot more fun." 
 
    I peered out the door to see where we were. We'd left the city proper and were out in Kabul Province flying over a valley. 
 
    "Where're we going?" I asked as I holstered the handgun and accepted the rifle Diesel offered me. It was loaded and ready to go. Not mine. But it would work. 
 
    "Diesel garnered the intel from the video to give us Jericho's location. We're going in hot before Brightman or anyone can stop us." 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest, but what was the point? We'd already broken me out of confinement and stolen a helo. 
 
    Falcon patted my shoulder. "We'll get her out, man. We're not sitting on our asses while the politicians come to a consensus." 
 
    Ruger landed the helo on a flat hilltop above a collection of mud huts built into the side of a hill. 
 
    "Which one?" I asked, scanning the densely packed residential area. 
 
    "That one." Diesel pointed to one unit, the highest up the hill with the biggest yard and property footprint. 
 
    "You think she's in there?" 
 
    "There's a fifty-fifty chance she is, but we don't have time for surveillance. We have to go in and see for ourselves." 
 
    "Sun's about to crest. Let's take up position and go in at first light," I said.  
 
    The best visibility was from behind and up the ridge. We took positions flanking the building. I was hoping to get an idea how many insurgents were in there but didn't see any movement. 
 
    I raised my hand to give the go signal. As we advanced on the building, the zing of an RPG whooshed over our heads. 
 
    It landed dead center in the roof of the dwelling and burst into flames. Smoke mushroomed up like a black shroud of death. 
 
    We ran full speed toward the explosion, Takoda on our heels. Five men exited the building and skittered into the dense housing area below. Jericho and his men escaped. Where is Eden? Please, God, don't let her be in there. 
 
    We charged through the front door. Bodies of women and children lined the floor. Takoda signaled Eden's unconscious body. She'd been hit. Blood covered her shirt. Black streaks marred her face. In two seconds, she was in my arms and we raced to the exit. 
 
    "Diesel! Ruger!" 
 
    They followed me out the door and back up to the helo. I dropped to the floor and cradled her on my lap. I vaguely heard the engine power up and lift off. Ruger grabbed his kit and lifted her shirt. 
 
    God. 
 
    God. 
 
    Her intestines protruded from a huge gash across her abdomen. Ruger worked frantically, trying to find the source of the bleeding. "There's so much fucking blood!" 
 
    Oz kneeled next to Ruger and poured water over her to clear the blood. Blaze held a light so Ruger could see. Ruger dug around inside her, placing clamp after clamp. 
 
    "God. God. Save her. God, please." I chanted a prayer to a god who had forsaken me. 
 
    When I pressed my ear to her chest, a faint heartbeat reached my ear. She's still alive. 
 
    "Ruger!" 
 
    "I'm trying, Boggs. I've stemmed the major bleeding, but her organs are shredded." 
 
    The flight to Bagram took forever. As we descended, the rise and fall of her chest stopped and a frigid ghost invaded my soul. 
 
    "No. No." I pulled her to me and kissed her. "No. Eden. Don't leave me. No. Come back." 
 
    Nothing but blood. Everywhere. On my lips, my hands, my clothes. 
 
    Bones. 
 
    She was bones in my arms. 
 
    "No!" 
 
    Medics met us as we landed. They took her warm body from me, but it was too late. 
 
    Eden was dead. 
 
    *** 
 
    Red. 
 
    Nothing but red. 
 
    Men holding me down. Too many to fight. 
 
    Takoda barking. 
 
    "Ruger, we gotta sedate him." 
 
    No! 
 
    A prick in my arm. 
 
    Black. 
 
    Nothing but black. 
 
    *** 
 
    I sat in the front row at the memorial service at the Cathedral of Our Lady in Wilmington, North Carolina. The Army arranged a full military traditional service for Eden. Brightman granted us a stay of leave to return to the States and attend the funeral. 
 
    Colonel Langbow crafted a public story that she'd died in an accident while traveling in Turkey. It was all a farce for appearances. 
 
    I killed her. 
 
    The men of Alpha Squadron sat to my right to create a partition between me and her family. None of us cried. We couldn't weep in our service uniforms, but the grief rang through us all like a bullet ricocheting through our hearts.  
 
    Bones. 
 
    Eden was bones. A vibrant life killed in a senseless act of violence. I was so close to getting her out. A few minutes and I could've extracted her before the rebels threw explosives into Jericho's dwelling. A minute the other way and I could've got her safely out the back door of her safe house. The wrong decisions made in split seconds and Eden was dead. My wife was dead. We'd never had children together. We wouldn't grow old together. Only blackness remained. 
 
    The chief of Special Ops Command presented me with a medal in her honor. Her mother and father accepted the American Flag that had hung over the State Capitol at half-mast when her death was announced. Hector Bustillo sat next to Eden's parents and bowed his head. He tried to hide his tears, but the man's eyes watered and everyone saw it. 
 
    The priest talked of her love for life. The chaplain sniffled as he spoke. They called it a celebration of life. They called her an angel. And when the bagpipes played "Amazing Grace," my love for her cracked into infinite fractals of ice. Painful, jagged shards expanded beyond comprehension. The bitter regret, denial, everything I should've done, magnified to the point it eclipsed my physical being. It filled the air, my vision. I'd heard the song before. I'd lain many a brother to rest. I’d watched them bury my father in this same ceremony. But my wife lay in the casket this time. 
 
    This rendition of "Amazing Grace" didn't transmit peace to the crowd of hundreds who'd gathered to pay respect. The strident refrains wrenched her soul from the earth and tossed her kicking and screaming to God in heaven. 
 
    "Her body has returned to ashes, but her spirit resides in our hearts and in God's love forever." 
 
    *** 
 
    At the burial, Hector informed me Langbow wanted me to stand at the back of the crowd. Alpha Squadron formed our own ranks behind the other service members in attendance. They lowered my wife into the ground next to her brother. Her mother fell to her knees and wept on her casket. Her girlfriends who had been so carefree and full of life that night in Vegas stood with their heads down, faces puffy and red, the grief etching years into their youthful faces. A crane lowered cement blocks on top of the casket. Hector and the other pallbearers shoveled dirt into the rectangular hole in the ground that would be my wife's final resting place. 
 
    The fortitude of my brothers held me up. Without them, I would fall. My spine would crumble without Falcon's elbow bumping mine, without Diesel and Blaze standing strong at my side. Ruger and Oz remained ever faithful, even though I'd betrayed them on our first mission. Their blind confidence in me was based on what they'd seen at selection and mission preparation, but I was unproven in the field to them. They could've easily written me off as an idiot and turned on me to avoid the shit that would rain down on us for going rogue. They had no reason to stand here with me except respect, brotherhood, and pure compassion. 
 
    Alpha Squadron is a second family. Never below you, never above you, always beside you, and never forgotten. We tease each other, but the love we share endures through times of loss like this. 
 
    Hector approached me again. "Her father says you're not welcome at the wake." 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    When the formalities were over, a dullness as hard as steel coated my soul. A self-defense mechanism to keep the pain from killing me. 
 
    Late that night, I returned to Wilmington National Cemetery, and in the pelting rain, I knelt in front of her stone. On top of her, where I belonged, grief flowed from my eyes, blending with the rain from above. The fresh sod over her body felt so wrong between us. 
 
    I smashed my forehead to the damp earth. "I'm sorry, babe. I'm so sorry. I swear I will avenge your death. I have no other purpose than to honor your memory. You will not be forgotten. You are not alone. You will live in my heart forever." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    I spent ten days in our bed. Didn't clean the sheets. Anything to keep her scent around. Four quarts of whiskey and nothing could take the edge off the burning regret in my gut. Eden died because of me. It's that simple. I killed her. 
 
    I stared at the black and white wedding photo she'd framed and put on the wall so we could see it from our bed. Her white dress with the mesh over her tits ended up being perfect for a Vegas courthouse wedding. Her genuine smile in the photo gutted me. We were so young and idealistic. And stupid. 
 
    Falcon knocked on the door again. Not another one of his damn eat something speeches. "Fuck off." 
 
    He opened the door carrying an over-the-shoulder rocket propelled grenade launcher. 
 
    "Where the hell did you get that?" 
 
    "Borrowed it from Bixby." 
 
    "Shit." 
 
    "Get out of bed, loser. Let's go blow stuff up." 
 
    How Falcon passed his stability tests continued to shock me. He'd clearly gone round the bend if he thought shooting grenades—of all things—would be beneficial somehow. 
 
    "It won't help." 
 
    "Are you kidding me? Imagine the damage we can do with this thing." He admired the long, four-inch barrel. RPGs were impressive and fun to launch—for anyone but me. 
 
    "I'm drunk." 
 
    "I'll spot you." 
 
    "Shit." 
 
    *** 
 
    We drove Betsy, my camouflaged Wrangler with the pillowcase-sized American flag on the back, up to a massive bunker at Bixby Boggs. 
 
    "Did you get permission for this?" I asked Falcon. 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    Bullshit. We're going to jail for firing a rocket launcher. He set it up and loaded it on my left shoulder. The weight of the weapon felt like a ton, not its actual fifty pounds. 
 
    "Look! There!" Falcon pointed to the hill. "Jericho and Zulu escaping their dwelling." 
 
    "Shut the hell up, you idiot." 
 
    "Realistic rehearsal leads to mission success." 
 
    He was right. Practice should always feel authentic or it's useless. I envisioned Jericho and Zulu scrambling up and over the hill. The grenade zinged from the launcher and exploded in a rewarding arch of flying dirt. 
 
    "Again," I said to Falcon. "Before the cops show." 
 
    "I told you I got permission from Bixby." 
 
    "Sure you did." 
 
    "He wants to build a mud pit here. Free excavation." 
 
    He loaded the RPG again and this time I launched the grenade at the assholes who unloaded the grenade into Jericho's home. The cowardly insurgents who make fake alliances with us then attack with no forethought and no approval from allied forces. Their version of justice and warfare is worlds apart from ours. The boom resounded in my chest, defibrillating my dead heart one beat. The dirt pattered like rain as it settled into the concave crater. 
 
    "A thousand more," I said. 
 
    "How about the real thing?" 
 
    "The Army will never let us go back for Jericho." 
 
    "We can go in on our own." Now that Falcon had officially gone rogue, his fear of authority—which was tenuous before—completely evaporated. 
 
    "We need air support, equipment." 
 
    "There's a guy in Boston. Dallas Monroe. He manages a private contractor outfit. I'll help you fund it." 
 
    "We'd need more money than you and I have." 
 
    "Then the guys will fund it too. It'll be a group effort. Everyone wants to see Jericho dead." 
 
    I dropped the launcher in the sand. "Give me some more time." 
 
    *** 
 
    Two days and another quart of whiskey later, I got an encrypted message from Marla Brightman. 
 
    Langley 0800 ASU 
 
    If she was asking me to wear my Army service uniform, maybe she wasn't going to axe my ass. Or maybe she was. 
 
    *** 
 
    Washington D.C 
 
    I arrived at Langley early and met with Brightman alone. 
 
    "I'm sorry," she said. 
 
    "Nothing you could've done." 
 
    "Before we talk about anything else, you need to know I regret the loss of Eden's life more than anything else in my career." A shimmering wetness coated her eyes. 
 
    I looked at the floor, unable to bear watching the director of the CIA cry for my loss. 
 
    She sniffled and righted her shoulders. "So. Can you pass a mental health evaluation?" 
 
    "Pardon?" 
 
    "Are you fit for service or not?" 
 
    "I'm fit for service." 
 
    "Colonel Langbow is pushing for desertion and treason. He wants to see you court-martialed, stripped of your rank, and confined. I can get all charges against you dismissed and swept under the rug. None of this will reach the press." 
 
    "You have something on Langbow to keep him quiet?" 
 
    "Colonel Langbow fabricated stories to cover the cause of death for both his children. He's not an issue." 
 
    "What do you want in return?" 
 
    "Your continued service on Delta Force Alpha Squadron. You'd take command. The missions won't always be identified terrorists. It'll be more vague. Less hostage rescue and more focus on... eliminating threats." 
 
    "Diplomats and sabotage," I said. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "There's private contractors to do those tasks." 
 
    "And we can't hire them or afford them, but yes, you'd be doing the same tasks as a PMC but funded by the CIA under the umbrella of Delta Force and SOC." 
 
    "Be honest with me. Are you taking this beyond the war on terror to advance your career?" 
 
    "I can't discuss that with you." 
 
    In other words, yes. 
 
    "Would you ask me to kill Americans? Politicians?" 
 
    "In some cases." 
 
    "Women?" 
 
    "That would be… rare." 
 
    Shit. We'd be hired killers. As the sniper and commander, all the heat would be on me. 
 
    She was offering me the low road. 
 
    But the high road meant years of prison for treason and a boatload of other crimes. Not only for me, but for the other five men on my team. Dishonorable discharge for the most honorable men in America's military. 
 
    "If you accept, you must understand, the U.S. government will not publicly back you up. If anything happens to compromise security, you must testify you acted as rogue PMCs. We'll deny any knowledge of your missions. You'll be paid from untraceable foreign accounts. In public, you'll take on a persona who has been honorably discharged, but your official status is Delta Force NCO with normal salary and opportunities for advancement." 
 
    "I'd want my men behind me." 
 
    "They've been given the same offer. They're waiting for us in Room B." 
 
    She opened a door at the back of the room. The guys were all standing there waiting for me. I walked to each one and shook hands with them. 
 
    "I don't need to ask if you're in," I said to Falcon. Falcon would be eager, he had no reservations or morals. Even if he didn't know whether Jericho would be part of the deal, he'd be in. 
 
    Diesel had a wife, but nodded anyway. Coral must not mean that much to him. Blaze, Ruger and Oz agreed with a head tilt too, each for their own reasons.  
 
    I turned back to Brightman. "We'll accept on one condition." 
 
    She looked hopeful and raised her brow in question. She'd be lucky to have a team like this at her disposal and at bargain American military rates. She could eliminate anyone who put a thorn in her plans with very low risk to her career. It was an unbalanced deal because we take all the risk and she gets all the political advantage. 
 
    "My team goes back for Jericho." 
 
    She kept her eyes on me a moment, appearing to weigh my request. She lowered her chin and shook her head. "Jericho is a low-level threat. He's not on my agenda." 
 
    "Put him on your agenda and you've got America's top special ops team as your personal agents. But we won't do shit unless you find Jericho for us and send us in to get him." 
 
    She paced the room with her arms crossed, the barracuda in her surfacing and preparing to fight. 
 
    "I don't need you," I said. "I can go in as a private contractor and get my revenge, without having to assassinate politicians who block your path to the White House." She says she wants to be secretary of state, but the rumor is she's gunning for president, and she has the means to get there. 
 
    She stilled and nailed me to the spot with the ruthless glint in her eyes. "Not if you're confined." 
 
    Damn. She had me there. My team and I would spend the rest of our lives at Leavenworth because of the stupid mistakes I'd made. 
 
    "I'd like to help you, Sergeant Saxton. As I said, I feel a sense of responsibility for the tragedy, and I'd like to make amends. However, I'm not calling the shots as director of the CIA. You'll need to wait until I'm appointed secretary of state. Sending your team to take out Jericho will be my first action in office. It'll take some time. Possibly years. Can you wait?" 
 
    "Yes." I'd wait as long as it took. 
 
    "Until then, you remove anyone who blocks my path." 
 
    "Agreed." 
 
    She shook hands with each of us, sealing our fate. The U.S. military owned us, but if I got Jericho in return for selling my soul, it'd be more than worth it. 
 
    "First mission, extract Kovalev, but leave none of his captors or any witnesses alive." 
 
    Good. I wanted to go back for Kovalev and finish what we'd started there. Eliminating witnesses violated the code of honor, but I'd be forced to oblige. 
 
    "Retired General Dallas Monroe is your contact in the States. You'll rarely hear directly from me." 
 
    "Is his retired status the same as ours?" 
 
    The corners of her mouth turned down. "His status is not your concern. You'll report to him." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    Falcon had mentioned Dallas Monroe in Boston and I'd looked into him. He ran a PMC and bounty hunter operation out of his nightclub called Siege. He charged much higher than military rates. Brightman probably had some substantial dirt on him too if he was willing to cut deals for CIA covert ops. 
 
    "Get your mental health paperwork in order and prepare to deploy in the next month." 
 
    Suddenly, I had a purpose and an outlet for the rage burning in my gut. Each mission would bring me closer to killing Jericho. We'd go back for Kovalev, but if I found Jericho, I'd kill him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wilmington, North Carolina 
 
    In the middle of my tenth rep of burpees, my cell lit up with a call from my mom. 
 
    "Rogan, Marla Brightman asked me to check on you." 
 
    "She called you?" 
 
    "No. I sat next to her at a benefit for the foundation." I'd forgotten my mother ran in the same circles with Brightman as they both did charity work for the Dignity for Women Foundation. "I'm worried about you." 
 
    "I'm fine." If pushing your body to the point of failure and spending your days buying more ammo to slaughter the same man over and over is fine. "You spoke about me in public?" 
 
    "We didn't mention specifics, just shared thoughts from one mother to another. Now, what's the situation with the Army?" 
 
    "Training with Falcon in North Carolina. I have a month before my next deployment." 
 
    "You're continuing with Delta Force?" 
 
    "Shit, Mom, are you on a secure line?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "Even so. Don't discuss it." 
 
    "Come see me. We need to talk." 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Come here. Ride the horses. Swim. Leave some of the weight on your shoulders in the Caribbean Sea. Stay one week." 
 
    "I don't know." 
 
    "Your heart is hurting. When my boy's in pain, my heart feels it too. You need your momma right now." 
 
    "I need to train." 
 
    "Bring your gear. I'm not asking. I'm telling. I'll have a flight arranged for tomorrow." 
 
    I looked to the ceiling for divine guidance and received nothing. "I can come for a week. I'll make my own flight arrangements." When Guinevere Foor, the spouse of the prime minister of St. Amalie gave orders, everyone obeyed, no argument— including her son. 
 
    "That's wonderful. I love you." 
 
    "Love you too, Ma."


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    "How was your trip?" Falcon turned his eyes toward me while keeping his head facing the windshield. Falcon and I didn't talk much. We communicated silently most of the time. For some reason, he'd decided the twelve-hour drive up I-95 to Massachusetts was the time to start chatting like girls. 
 
    I grunted. Not much to say. My soul grew heavier during my week in the Caribbean. Admitting my epic failure—as a husband and a soldier—to my mother did shit to lessen the crushing weight of the grief.  
 
    "You able to train?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Swim?" 
 
    "Nonstop swimming. Water's so warm and calm, you gotta swim five times as long to get a decent workout. My stepdad gave me access to the shooting range they use to train the small police force there. Spent time with the horses. What's with all the questions?" 
 
    "Did you tell your mom about the deal with Brightman?" 
 
    Ah, he wanted dirt. Not my travel diary. 
 
    "Of course not." I took a sip from my water bottle and twisted the cap shut. "Doesn't mean she didn't figure it out." 
 
    "She's a shrewd woman." 
 
    "I wouldn't be surprised if she and Bastien had a team of operators to do their dirty work." 
 
    "Like what? Confiscating coconuts?" He chuckled at his own joke, but he knew firsthand how the tentacles of underground crime infiltrated across borders and oceans. 
 
    "My stepsister took me aside and voiced her concern about drugs passing through Port Amalie. I can't get involved because of my mom's position, but I reckon Bastien Foor is as corrupt as any politician." 
 
    Falcon returned to his normal silence, my responses answering whatever inquiry he had on his mind. We pulled into a jiu-jitsu center in Somerville, outside Boston proper. Dallas Monroe asked us to wear our respective martial arts uniforms and our highest-ranked belt. We met the other guys in the parking lot. As we walked into the gym, first thing I noticed was the cage, black wire mesh enclosed on six sides. 
 
    The man I assumed to be Dallas Monroe approached us wearing a black karate gi and a red belt with golden Chinese lettering. His brick-house frame towered a good two inches above my six-foot-three. Falcon and Ruger were taller than him at six-foot-seven, but Dallas carried the bulk of a WWE wrestler. The lines on his thick, flat forehead were broken by a vertical scar from his left eyebrow to his temple. Not the kind of man you wanted to encounter in a dark alley. 
 
    After brief intros, he hopped onto the outside of the cage and hung out at an angle with one hand gripping the wire mesh. "No better way to get to know someone than to beat the crap out of each other." Blaze let out a nervous chuckle. None of us expected Dallas to challenge us to spar at our first meeting. "This is called bull in the ring. I'm the bull. I'll take each of you on in series. Freestyle. Only rules are no biting, don't jack up my face," he grinned because his face was already jacked, "or my family jewels. You win by a three-second shoulder-to-mat pin or knock out. No tapping out." 
 
    Ah, this would be tricky. When fighting a superior, the battle between the desire to win and deference to rank always threw me off my game. I hadn't fought a commander in a long time.  
 
    "Don't go easy on me because I'll be your boss. I'll respect you more if you hit hard and bring this old man down to the mat." 
 
    Old man? He looked a little older than us, maybe thirty-five to Falcon's thirty-one and my twenty-nine. Men in this profession aged fast though, so technically, he could be considered old. I'd call it experienced. Men like him had been through hell and mastered the art of survival. 
 
    We all removed our gi jackets and T-shirts and donned helmets, fingerless gloves, and mouthpieces. 
 
    "Lowest rank goes first," Dallas said. 
 
    Diesel and Blaze bickered a little over who would go first since they both had the same rank, but Diesel had a black belt to Blaze's brown. Ruger and Oz were SEALs so their ranks were different, but nearly equal to Diesel and Blaze. Their belts were both black. Falcon didn't have a martial arts belt of any color. He trained on the streets of Mexico, but he held the highest military rank. 
 
    "Okay. Form ranks by years of service," Dallas said in a frustrated tone. 
 
    Shit, the new Delta Force Alpha Squadron couldn't even form a line. 
 
    Years of service put me fifth to face Dallas and Falcon sixth. As Dallas entered the cage with Ruger, Falcon whispered to me, "Watch his technique." 
 
    Dallas's technique mixed boxing with karate and jiu-jitsu. By the time he'd pinned Ruger, Blaze, and Oz, I'd gained no advantage by watching those three matches because he'd mastered every martial arts skill available and switched between them with ease. 
 
    By Diesel's turn, sweat dripped off Dallas's face, and his chest rose and fell with labored breaths. Diesel took him to the mat with a scissor hold and managed to pin Dallas on his front. Dallas worked a knee around and jammed it into Diesel's groin. Diesel recoiled in pain and Dallas pinned him on his back. 
 
    "One, two, three. Win!" I counted out Dallas's fourth win with two men left. 
 
    On my turn, he attacked off the block with a roundhouse, a move he hadn't tried at the beginning with any other men. I dodged the roundhouse, but he landed the follow-up side kick to my gut. With fatigue setting in, Dallas continually dropped his guard after a strike. I leveraged that by standing within distance for him to kick, but not punch. He threw a side kick with his guard down, allowing me to grab hold of his shin and twist him to the mat on his stomach. I him pinned the in same position Diesel had him. I knew he'd work his knee around to dislodge me, so I twisted his leg at an angle that would impart maximum pain. He groaned and rolled to his back, arching his torso to keep his shoulders from hitting the mat. Without letting go of his shin, I dropped my back to his chest and managed to get him to submit for three seconds. Dallas laughed under me as Falcon counted him out. He was having fun getting his ass kicked by Alpha Squadron, although so far I was the only one to win. 
 
    "Next!" Dallas called and Falcon stepped into the cage. Falcon may not have a martial arts belt, but he had height, freshness, and the fact that he was totally fucking crazy on his side. 
 
    "Fight!" Blaze called this one since I was still catching my breath. 
 
    The psycho-killer look Falcon gets when he fights lit up his face as he exploded off the block, body slamming his whole right side into Dallas with the brute force of a semi-truck, pinning Dallas against the side of the cage. Dallas landed a series of blows to his ribs and face, but Falcon didn't flinch. He knocked Dallas on his ass with a brutal sledgehammer fist to the temple. 
 
    The spectators, including me, grimaced as Dallas wobbled in place then dropped like lead to the mat. 
 
    "Dammit!" I ran into the cage and pushed Falcon away before he killed our new boss. "Win." 
 
    I kneeled beside Dallas to check him out. His eyes rolled back in his head and he grinned, showing off his blood-smeared teeth. "That was excellent." 
 
    Just what I needed, another crazy fuck to look out for. 
 
    He climbed to his feet and said, "Meet me at Siege in an hour." 
 
    *** 
 
    Siege was an upscale nightclub on the outskirts of Boston, not what most would consider downtown. The location wasn't ideal for walk-ins, but Dallas had a built-in clientele. Any place that catered to off-duty servicemen was sure to attract female customers as well. 
 
    Dallas gathered us in a private room upstairs in the back of the club he called the war room. "The CIA has proof of life on Kovalev. You'll fly in and out of Kabul International on a private jet. Then meet with Sergeant Akimo at Bagram to train with their equipment. Be quick in and out. You'll have specialized air support and communications. You leave tomorrow." 
 
    When he said tomorrow, the room came alive. We all sat up straight in our chairs and shared excited glances. Instead of swift termination or jail time, Brightman offered us a second chance. We'd be forced to murder when it wasn't called for or approved, but we had a clearly defined mission. Alpha Squadron had reunited. We deployed tomorrow. For the first time since Eden's death, I looked forward instead of backward. Rescue Kovalev. The first step to killing Jericho. 
 
    "We have a mission codename?" I asked. 
 
    "Operation Bloody Hammer," Dallas replied. 
 
    Shit. I'd never heard a codename like that as a Ranger. 
 
    *** 
 
    Five hours into the flight to Kabul, I patted Takoda at my feet and closed my eyes. Eden's ghost interrupted my meditation on killing Jericho.  
 
    In all the hours I'd spent thinking of her since her death, this was the first time a vision of her materialized in my head. Her purple dress from our first night together glowed a vibrant fuchsia. 
 
    Violet. I love you, babe. 
 
    I love you too. Be careful. Don't do anything stupid. 
 
    I already did. I led them to you. Nothing more stupid than that. 
 
    It was my fault. I shouldn't have followed you. 
 
    No. This is all on me. And Jericho. 
 
    *** 
 
    Two months later 
 
    After a day of traveling back to the States, we met with Dallas in the war room at Siege. 
 
    "Kovalev was delivered to Brightman this morning," I said to Dallas. "Blaze set a decoy explosion on the north side of the compound and we extracted the target from the south. Kovalev fought us. Pointed a weapon at Diesel, so I had to shoot the idiot. Once he figured out we were there to save him, he cooperated and we got him out." 
 
     "Excellent work. Casualties?" Dallas asked. 
 
    "I'd estimate twenty insurgents with the initial explosion, another ten by sniper fire." 
 
    "Not them. Us." 
 
    "Us? No casualties or injuries. It came off clean. The after-action report—" 
 
    "There's no report for D Force." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "No after-action reports. Either you succeeded or you didn't. Either you're dead or you're not." 
 
    "We succeeded, sir. No casualties." 
 
    "Then this mission is complete. Well done. You could have up to six months before the next mission," Dallas said to the group. "You're all welcome to stay on here in Boston or return to wherever you're training. You can train here with my deluxe cage. Got a sweet range too." 
 
    Diesel and Blaze already had a place in Boston. The rest of us said we'd go home to our respective families. More accurately, Falcon, Takoda, and I would return to the empty house in Wilmington. 
 
    Before we left, Dallas called my name and asked me to stay behind. He took a chair next to me. 
 
    "Tell me about Eden." 
 
    Shit. I hadn't talked to anyone except my mom about her. I didn't want to show him my weakness. 
 
    "I've worked with enough snipers to know they take on too much. They're like the kicker on an NFL team. The offense and defense work their asses off for hours, but the kicker is the one who can make or break the game. Being a kicker is very mental, like a sniper. You know what their top skill is? Not kicking. Focus. On the current task, not the weight of the team, the coach, the fans all watching him. The suicide rate among kickers is as high as it is among enlisted men. Probably would be higher if kickers had as much access to weapons." 
 
    "I'm kicking myself right now." 
 
    "You lost the Superbowl. But you don't give up the game. You keep practicing and get stronger and better for the next time you're called upon." 
 
    "I understand what you're trying to say, but when it's your woman you lost, it's far more serious than a game." 
 
    "I'm trying to help." 
 
    "I shouldn't have married her. I'd only known her five weeks." 
 
    "If the right woman walked in here, do you think I'd let her go? I'd marry her no question just like you did. I wouldn't watch her walk away because my job is dangerous. If she's meant for me, she can handle this. You being a unit sniper, you excel at compartmentalizing tasks." 
 
    "This one doesn't fit in a compartment." 
 
    "Did you shoot her?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Accidentally discharge your weapon?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Did a bullet from your rifle kill her?" 
 
    "No. But I killed her." 
 
    "No. An RPG fired by our supposed allies killed her. You did not kill her." 
 
    I shook my head. I killed her. 
 
    "Put it in a box and lock the lid for now so you can get work done." 
 
    "I returned Kovalev unharmed. Didn't I? Killed all the fuckers in that place." 
 
    "Ah, see. Unrestrained anger like that will be your downfall. What're your plans for the break?" 
 
    "Training in Wilmington with Falcon." 
 
    "In the same house you lived in with her?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Her ghost all over that place?" 
 
    I looked away. No need to answer his question. 
 
    "I need a new security guard at Siege." 
 
    "I'm not working security at a club. No offense, but watching after a bunch of drunks isn't for me. I'll end up shooting some asshole who gets outta line." 
 
    "It's not just any club. Security at Siege is a specialized task. All branches of the military send men my way. I have other high-profile associates frequenting the club too. Don't underestimate the job. It pays well, and you can take leave whenever you need to. But when you're between missions, you work for me." 
 
    I agreed, because what else did I have to do? 
 
    "Thank you, sir." 
 
    "We'll get to know each other. If we both decide you'd be a good fit for my private contracts, we'll work out a deal." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Three years later 
 
    In the master security room at Siege, surveillance monitor nine showed the typical weekend crowd at the door. Enrique Gutierrez and his posse filled all the VIP booths for his private celebration of the end of his North American concert tour. 
 
    "Keep at least three men in the VIP area tonight. Enrique's crew always pushes the limits."  
 
    "Yes, sir." Lux nodded his bald head. Watching over rock star groupies was easy work for him as a former British SAS, but he took the job as seriously as I did. "I heard The President appointed Marla Brightman secretary of state." He raised one eyebrow and peered at me. 
 
    "Heard that too." I keep my eyes on the monitors. 
 
    "Operation Devil's Gate have a go date yet?" 
 
    Over the last three years, Lux filled in for me as head of security at Siege whenever Brightman sent Alpha Squadron on a mission. We'd become friends, and I'd trusted him with some of the details about Jericho. Marla Brightman had called me her first week in office and promised to send Alpha Squadron back for Jericho by the coming spring. 
 
    "Expect to take over for me mid-May." 
 
    A hint of a smile tugged at his lips, and he patted me on the back. "Glad to hear it. Good luck."  
 
    Dallas entered the room, his shoulders high, his gaze darting across the screens. Lux passed him on his way out. 
 
    "Who's the girl in the box?" His eyes stopped on monitor four. A curvy brunette shook her assets in a plexiglass cube suspended above the dance floor. 
 
    "New employee. Her name's Cyan. Jovanna hired her yesterday as a waitress. Brock promoted her to box girl." 
 
    He sighed like he always did when his brother interfered in Siege business. "Background check clean?" 
 
    "One arrest for solicitation of prostitution." His head shot to me and his brow furrowed. "No conviction. Other than that, she's never even had a parking ticket." 
 
    He gaped up at her as she snapped her hips to the beat. "She's exquisite."  
 
    Her tits spilled over the top of her tight tube dress. Rainbow sequins glistened in the strobes like fish scales on a mermaid. She spread her legs wide enough to catch glimpses of her black panties. 
 
    "Mmm-hmm." The box was meant to titillate the patrons by offering crotch shots exactly like the one Cyan displayed. 
 
    Dallas growled and clenched his jaw. "Get her down. She's fired." 
 
    "Yes, sir." I snapped to attention and schooled my features. 
 
    He strode to the door like a rabid dog who'd been thrown a steak, temporarily pacified but still highly volatile. "All box girl assignments go through me now." 
 
    *** 
 
    "Jerk!" Cyan slammed the door to Dallas's office and huffed out a deep breath as she stomped down the stairs. I stepped aside to let her pass. Within seconds, a pissed-off Dallas came through the same door, chased her down the stairs, and hauled her into the alley via the employee exit. Ten minutes later, he returned, only this time he carried Cyan over his shoulder. She beat his back with her fists, her wild hair swinging near his knees. "You can't carry me around like a sack of beans! Put me down, you ass!" 
 
    He marched up the stairs and banged the door to his office behind him. 
 
    I stifled my chuckle. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next night Cyan and a leggy red-headed woman sauntered into the club through the main entrance. They rolled in dressed-to-kill in tight, sparkly dresses, big hair, and geometric platform heels that raised their asses high. The women sashayed straight to the bar. Three men swaggered over to them within a few seconds. 
 
    Dallas stood to my left in the security room, his gaze cemented to the monitor showing the bar. One of the men, a Marine I'd seen at the club before, spread his feet wide and stood in front of her with his thumbs in his waistband, his fingers pointing to his dick. A vein twitched in Dallas's neck. 
 
    "I thought you fired her." 
 
    "I did. She's here as a patron." 
 
    "What's her story?" 
 
    "I'm about to find out." He peeled his eyes from the screen and strode to the door, motioning with his hand for me to follow. "You make sure her girl gets home." 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    I trailed behind Dallas as he bee-lined through the crowd on the main dance floor. He stared down the man talking to Cyan, who wisely stepped away, palms up in front of him. Dallas turned to Cyan and planted a kiss on her. Her heels shifted and struggled to find purchase on her barstool as she fought him off. He grabbed her neck and forced the continuation of the kiss. After a brief struggle, her limbs relaxed and she kissed him back. 
 
    I made eye contact with the redhead as I approached her. She looked from Dallas and Cyan to me with her eyebrows held high. "My name's Rogan. I'm head of security here at Siege." 
 
    "Is something wrong? Looks like everything's okay here." She smirked and pointed a thumb at the kissing couple. 
 
    "We're leaving." Dallas scooped an arm under Cyan's knees and lifted her off the stool. 
 
    Her hand fluttered, covering her bottom where her skirt had hiked up. "I can walk." 
 
    Dallas grunted and carried her toward his office. 
 
    "Uh, bye! See you at home later." Cyan waved over Dallas's shoulder. 
 
    Dallas stopped and planted his feet to swing her toward us again. "She won't be home later." 
 
    "What do you mean I won't be home?" 
 
    Dallas hauled Cyan away, leaving me alone with her friend. 
 
    "Is she okay with him?" She looked in the direction they'd left. 
 
    "Trust me, she'll be safe with Dallas. What's your name?" 
 
    "Tori." She held out a manicured hand with red fingernails pointing down. 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest. "And you live with Cyan?" 
 
    She folded her hands over her knees, covering up the awkwardness of my rejection to touching her. "She's staying at my place right now." 
 
    "I'll give you a ride home." 
 
    "We just arrived. Stay. Let's have a drink." She turned and motioned to Dirk, the bartender on duty. Dirk arrived at our end of the bar and looked to me for her order. 
 
    "What would you like?" I asked her. "Drinks are on the house." 
 
    "How about a red-headed slut?" She pressed her lips together and winked at me.  
 
    Luckily, Dirk tilted his head to let me know he'd heard her order. He left to prepare it. 
 
    "So, Rogan, what do you do apart from rescuing abandoned best friends in clubs?" 
 
    "What do I look like I do?" 
 
    "Work out, scowl, kill bunnies?" 
 
    "Sounds about right. You?" 
 
    Her drink arrived and she took a sip. "I'm a lawyer." 
 
    "You don't look like a pitbull." 
 
    "Oh, I am. I fool 'em with my looks, then go for the jugular." I held back my laugh when she scrunched up her nose and bared her teeth in a look that was not fierce at all. She bounced her foot to the beat of a hip-hop song the DJ played. "You wanna dance?" 
 
    "I don't dance." 
 
    She hopped off her stool and worked her dress down her hips from where it had hitched up her thighs. "Well, I squeezed into my LBD, and I'm here to dance." 
 
    "I'll wait." 
 
    "I can take the T." 
 
    "Not safe on the T. I'll wait." 
 
    She sauntered off to the dance floor, leaving her purse behind. I opened it up and checked her wallet. Tori Fawkes. Cambridge, Massachusetts. Business card for Gunderson, Murphy, and Hale in Beacon Hill. Scrolled through a client list… One name stuck out. Dominic Dubare. Dallas had several operators in Atlanta working to take down a drug cartel that Dubare was rumored to be associated with. 
 
    I texted Dallas. 
 
    Me: Find out anything on Cyan? 
 
    Dallas: Not much except she's an incredible fuck 
 
    Me: She may have ties to Dubare 
 
    My phone rang. 
 
    "Why do you think she's connected to Dubare?" I heard a door close behind him and the sound of his footsteps. 
 
    "Her girl Tori works for a law firm representing Dubare." 
 
    "Tori's defending that scumbag drug lord?" 
 
    "Not sure. He showed up on their client list." 
 
    "How's Cyan involved?" 
 
    "Didn't mention this earlier, but Cyan's prostitution arrest was in Atlanta." 
 
    He paused for a moment. "I've tried and failed three times to take down Dubare's prostitution ring in Atlanta." 
 
    "That's why I contacted you when I saw the name." 
 
    "Dubare sent Cyan to Siege as a plant?" 
 
    "Worth investigating if Cyan is gonna be spending time with you." 
 
    "Oh, she's going to be. I'm moving you from Siege to Cyan. Whenever I can't be with her, you're on her." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "Find out what you can from Tori and I'll grill Cyan. After I'm done fucking her. Which might be tomorrow. Or the next day." 
 
    "Ten-four." 
 
    *** 
 
    On the ride to Cambridge, I asked Tori, "How do you know Cyan?" 
 
    "She's a client. I'm helping her with a pro bono case." 
 
    "Didn't know lawyers worked for free and took clients into their homes." 
 
    "We were close friends growing up. She needed some help. Didn't have anyone. I stepped in and gave her a hand." 
 
    "That's generous of you." 
 
    "It's my way of making up for it." 
 
    "For what?" 
 
    "For being a lawyer." 
 
    "Not all lawyers are scum. Granted. Many are, but there's honorable work out there too." 
 
    "Gunderson, Murphy, and Hale defends criminals." 
 
    "Why don't you make a change? Take the pro bono work full time." 
 
    "Right now's not a good time to make a move." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    She looked at me, exasperated. "I'm stuck at GMH for now. Unfortunately, fighting for the underdog doesn't pay the bills, and my student loan debt is as much as a house payment each month." 
 
    "Where'd you go to school?" 
 
    "M.I.T. and then Harvard Law. All funded by loans." 
 
    "Ahh." 
 
    "If I'd known how hard it would be to get a decent paying job as an attorney, I never would've racked up the loans. But I wanted to have the prestigious names. It was stupid." 
 
    "Getting a law degree from Ivy League schools is not stupid. You'll get there." 
 
    "GMH pays me associate salary even though I'm a junior attorney. Maybe because I'm sleeping with the boss." 
 
    Oh, this is getting interesting. "Uh, Tori, I don't need to know the details..." 
 
    "My boyfriend is a partner at GMH." Her voice got softer as she talked. 
 
    "Your boyfriend?" 
 
    "Tyler Gunderson." 
 
    "Of Gunderson, Murphy, and Hale?" 
 
    "Yes. His father founded the firm. We were the it couple for a few years. Living the life. Since I started the pro bono work, he's gone cold on me. I don't understand why he's so against the idea if I do it on my own time." 
 
    "If he's making money defending criminals, and you're prosecuting them on your time off..." 
 
    "Yeah, conflict of interest can kill a relationship." 
 
    We pulled up to the curb in front of her townhouse. A guy in a suit stood at the base of her stairs, arms crossed, eyes on my vehicle. 
 
    "That Tyler?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    He moved his hands to his hips, pushing his coat aside and revealing his holster. His strong forehead and slick black hair looked a lot like some of the Italian wise guys I knew. What the heck was Tori doing with a mafia thug? 
 
    "I'll walk you up." 
 
    "You don't have to. He looks meaner than he is." 
 
    "I'll walk you up." 
 
    I helped her out of my truck and kept my glare on Tyler as I guided her to her door. Tyler gave me one last stare before he followed her inside. 
 
    *** 
 
    From my truck, I called Dallas. 
 
    "What?" He sounded frustrated. 
 
    "Tori's an attorney. She's helping Cyan. Her boyfriend's Tyler Gunderson at Gunderson, Murphy, and Hale. Probably representing Dubare against forced prostitution charges." 
 
    "Yep. Cyan confessed the same." 
 
    "Why Siege?" 
 
    "She says the other hookers told her to get a job at Siege. She'd be safe from Dubare here." 
 
    "You're earning a rep as a savior." 
 
    "I don't mind. Send them to me if it gets them off the streets and out of Dubare's stable." 
 
    "Dubare's gonna be after her if she's a witness against him." 
 
    "She's safe now. Stay diligent." 
 
    "Always do." 
 
    I heard Cyan's mumbled voice in the background. 
 
    "No," he said to her. 
 
    "Please," she asked in a sweet voice. 
 
    He sighed. "Cyan has a shopping trip planned with Tori tomorrow. I have meetings. Can you tail them?" 
 
    "No problem." 
 
    "Thanks, Rogan." 
 
    *** 
 
    Sitting in my truck outside Cyan and Tori's townhouse the next evening, Dallas texted me he'd arrive within the next two hours. 
 
    Tori came down the apartment steps and walked over to my truck. I rolled down the passenger-side window for her. She'd put on darker makeup and fluffed up her hair since her shopping trip today. The tight skirt she wore showed off her long legs and shapely figure. She looked fantastic. No idea why she stood outside my truck. 
 
    "Thanks for putting up with us today, Rogan. You're a trooper." 
 
    No. I'm a Ranger and a marksman, but not a trooper. 
 
    "Sorry about trying to ditch you; I told Cyan we shouldn't." 
 
    "Appreciate that. And yet you did try." 
 
    "Did you like our stealthy moves? You totally lost us in the food court." 
 
    "Never, at any point in the day, did I lose sight of you or Cyan." 
 
    She blushed like I'd given her a compliment. Shit. I didn't mean it that way. 
 
    "Can I ask you something?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Can I uh, get in?" 
 
    Get in my truck? "Why?" 
 
    "Just visiting." 
 
    I opened the passenger-side door and Tori climbed in. 
 
    "How's it going?" 
 
    I grunted. 
 
    "So, I was wondering if… you had a girlfriend." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Or maybe a wife?" She glanced at my left hand. 
 
    I had a wife. I failed to keep her alive, but I had her. I'd stopped wearing the ring because my shot was better without it. Moments like this I wished I still wore it. 
 
    "You asking for you?" 
 
    "Possibly." 
 
    "Listen, if Tyler isn't making you happy, dump his ass. You're a beautiful woman. Gorgeous, actually. But this shop is closed up. Has been for a long time." 
 
    She pouted her lower lip and scrunched her brow. "Why would you close up shop when you have such tempting goods to sell?" 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. "Long story. Can't tell you. It's nothing about you. I'm just off the market." 
 
    "It's not me, it's you?" 
 
    "Something like that." 
 
    She blew out a long, slow breath. "Okay, Rogan. I'll let you have that, but you notify me when you're ready to open up the shop again because I'll be the first one knocking at the door saying open, open, open." 
 
    *** 
 
    The following night, she showed up on the passenger side of my truck, crying and soaked from the rain. 
 
    "Get in. What happened?" 
 
    She could barely speak through her tears. "Tyler fired me." 
 
    "He's an idiot." 
 
    "It's not so much him. I stopped loving him a long time ago. It's just the money, the job, starting over." 
 
    "You're a smart girl. Great education. You'll make your way." 
 
    "I know. I just have to pony up and be strong." 
 
    "You can do it." 
 
    We talked a little longer till she collected herself. During a lull in the conversation, she leaned in close. "Thanks for talking to me, Rogan." 
 
    "Tori..." I should've shut her down right there, knowing there was no room in my life for her, but she'd used the tears on me and they always worked. 
 
    I'd carefully avoided situations like this for the last three years. A gorgeous woman was inviting me to kiss her. I didn't feel half the attraction to her as I had felt from the first moment with Eden. 
 
    But I kissed her anyway. She moaned and my dick perked up. I lowered her to the seat, and she wrapped her legs around my back, clawing at my shoulders. Damn. Her soft curves under me reawakened the man inside long dead. I pulled her top over her head and dove into her cleavage. God. Breasts. The velvety flesh rubbed my nose. I flicked my tongue across her nipple over her lacy bra. She responded with a loud groan that went straight to my cock. I unbuckled my pants and watched her lower her skirt. 
 
    Revealing purple underwear.  
 
    Ice water dumped on my boner. 
 
    "Shit." 
 
    "What? You don't have a condom? It's okay. I'm on the Pill. I'm clean." 
 
    "It's not that." 
 
    "What's wrong? Don't you want me?" 
 
    "I do. Damn, Tori." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    What the hell do I say to her? I took my place behind the wheel, buckling my pants again. "You need to settle your business with Tyler before anything happens with us." 
 
    It was a dick move, leading her on when I knew we had no chance. Eden was dead. Killing Jericho was all that remained in my life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    "I'm marrying Cyan." Dallas stood with his arms crossed over his chest as he watched monitor three. Cyan sat at the far left end of the bar at Siege. She braced one of her impossibly tall high-heeled shoes on the rung of the barstool and crossed her legs, bobbing the other one above her knee. Her mass of sable hair covered her back as she twisted to talk to the bartender. 
 
    With the rock I'd seen on her left hand today and Dallas's focus on her the past few months, the announcement didn't surprise me. 
 
    He'd kept his word. Cyan turned out to be the woman for him, and he refused to let her go even if his work put her in the line of fire. 
 
    "Congratulations." I scanned all the monitors for threats. Looked clear. 
 
    "You'll be her driver for all the wedding events." 
 
    "You going the traditional route?" 
 
    "She wants the whole nine yards, she'll have it." On the monitor, Cyan swiveled on her stool, gripping a tumbler and sipping through a narrow straw. Dallas chuckled as she spun too far and her knees hit the bar on the other side, her frothy drink wobbling in her hands. 
 
    "Dubare still gunning for her?" 
 
    "Most likely. I've got a bounty on his head. Brock's out looking for him. He's in the wind." 
 
    I looked up at her on the monitor again. She was beautiful. I understood his desire to keep her as his, but if I were in his place, I'd let her go before I put her in this situation. Worst case, I'd leave my work behind and run off with her, but I'd never tempt fate with a woman like Dallas was doing with Cyan. 
 
    "Expect extensive shopping." Only a man blinded by love could conjure the patience in his voice. Cyan had expensive tastes and a flare for the extravagant. The wedding would be a huge endeavor. 
 
    *** 
 
    As the afternoon sun set behind the Cambridge apartment complex, Cyan held her veil out of her eyes and looked down to carefully scale the stairs. Tori followed behind her, balancing the train of Cyan's wedding gown in one arm and an oversized tote bag in the other. 
 
    After checking the street again, I approached them and offered Cyan a hand down the steps. When she reached the sidewalk, I took the bag from Tori's shoulder. "I'll carry that for you." 
 
    "Thank you." Tori's long legs and toned body looked stunning in her silk bridesmaid's dress. I'd seen the women trying on their dresses when I drove them shopping and to subsequent fittings, but with full makeup and all the accessories, they looked like a couture show on the sidewalks of historic Cambridge. They also looked vulnerable out on the street like this, unable to move quick if something happened. 
 
    Dallas felt it was safer for them to get ready at their place instead of setting up security in the bride's room of the church. I opened the rear passenger-side door to the armored Range Rover Sentinel I'd used for the bridal shower and the rehearsal dinner events. As I opened the trunk, a black Mercedes tore around the corner and screeched toward us. 
 
    "Get down!" 
 
    Tori and Cyan froze and stared at the rapidly approaching car. I dove at them, pushing Cyan's back hard, forcing her into the Range Rover on her hands and knees. Shots rang out from the Merc and splintered the bulletproof windshield as I shoved Tori down. "Get in! Stay low." 
 
    They scrambled into the car. In a swift motion, I cleared their dresses from the gutter, threw them in the vehicle, and slammed the door. By the time I drew my weapon, the Merc turned the corner. I didn't even get one shot off.  
 
    I climbed into the driver's seat and zipped the Range Rover away from the curb. In my rearview, two Mercedes took up chase behind me. I gained ground with a quick right down a one-way street, but the attackers followed. I headed for the interstate. 
 
    "Were you hit?" I made eye contact with Cyan in the rearview. 
 
    "No, but Tori… Oh god." Blood coated Tori's fingers as she gripped her bicep. Cyan grabbed a towel from the bar and pressed it to Tori's arm. 
 
    "Wrap the towel around it. Keep pressure on it.” 
 
    With one flick on the bluetooth in my ear, I had Dallas on the line. "Tori's been shot. I'm heading north. Two black Mercs tailing me." 
 
    "Where was she hit?" Dallas asked. 
 
    I tore my eyes from the road to peek at the women on the floor in the backseat. "You hit anywhere else?" 
 
    They stared back at me with shocked eyes. "What?" Cyan asked. 
 
    "Was she hit anywhere else? Just her arm?" 
 
    "Yes, just my arm," Tori answered. 
 
    "Bullet wound to the upper right arm. Can't tell how serious it is right now. Not a lot of blood. Might be a graze." 
 
    "Is Cyan all right?" 
 
    "Yes. She wasn't hit." 
 
    "Continue to the church." 
 
    What the hell? "Two of Dubare's vehicles are tailing me." 
 
    "Use the back entrance. We're fortified. I've been waiting for Dubare to make his move." 
 
    "Tori needs medical care." 
 
    "Ruger's here. No guests have arrived yet. Let's take care of Dubare for good today." 
 
    "Ten-four." If Dallas wanted a battle on his wedding day, I'd give it to him. 
 
    I exited the freeway and rerouted us to the church. I had to slow to keep my tail about five clicks behind me, careful not to tip them off I was leading them to an ambush. 
 
    In the alley behind the church, the familiar feel of eyes and weapons pointed at me trickled up my spine. I rolled the Range Rover to a stop and clicked it into park, keeping the engine on in case we had to make a run for it. 
 
    "Stay down," I said to the women in the back. "You're safe in here. We're fully armored. They're not getting in." 
 
    With two shallow breaths to center myself, I grabbed a rifle from under the console and slipped the barrel through the custom opening above the dash. I could only shoot forward with thirty-five degrees on each side. 
 
    I scanned the alley for more gunmen. We appeared to be alone in the dark, but my senses told me Falcon had my back and the rooftop was lined with Dallas's men. 
 
    "On my signal," Dallas said with a frightening calm in his voice. 
 
    Headlights made the ninety-degree turn into the alley. One of the Mercs approached us from the front, another from the rear. They stopped with their high beams blasting my windshield, blinding me for a second before they killed their headlights. We all sat in the dark. 
 
    Dallas had turned the Range Rover into a live target with limited methods of defense at my disposal. Cyan's life was in my hands—the man who'd failed to keep his own wife alive. 
 
    I had minimal range of motion and no idea where my own men were. 
 
    We all waited to see who'd open their door first. It wouldn't be me. After a tense ten minute wait, the driver's side door of the car in front of us opened. The driver took up position in the window crease above the door hinge. "Come out, Monroe. Or we shoot your wife." 
 
    "Not yet," Dallas said into my ear. 
 
    When we didn't respond, the driver left his cover and walked toward the Range Rover. Idiot. He walked right into my crosshairs. 
 
    "Got him in my sights," I said to Dallas. 
 
    "Hold your fire. I want Dubare." 
 
    Letting a known enemy approach a vehicle went against my training. I let him walk right through to my weak spot. 
 
    Dallas was putting all his faith in the Range Rover, but armoring wasn't always one hundred percent reliable, particularly at close range like this. 
 
    Dubare's man reached the vehicle and tried the door handles. 
 
    No, genius. I didn't leave the doors unlocked. 
 
    Cyan and Tori gasped on the floor in the back. 
 
    C'mon, Dallas. Light this asshole up and let me get Tori to Ruger. 
 
    "He's at your door!" Cyan said. 
 
    Dubare's man shot the door handle. 
 
    "I'm aware of that." 
 
    "Shoot him!" 
 
    "I can't. Dallas ordered me to hold my fire." 
 
    "Let me talk to him." Cyan climbed up on her knees and reached for my earpiece. 
 
    "Stay down!" 
 
    She dropped back to the floor. 
 
    "When your commander gives you an order, you follow. He's trying to save your goddamn life. Do not question him." 
 
    Cyan and Tori flinched as the man shot the other three door handles, but the Range Rover held steady. 
 
    "Why doesn't Dallas kill him?" Cyan's voice trembled. 
 
    "He wants Dubare. He thinks he's in the other vehicle." 
 
    Another man exited the Merc in front of us and aimed his weapon at my windshield. Four men approached from behind with their rifles drawn. Six armed men surrounded me in a vehicle with no door handles and a useless defense portal. 
 
    The last man to exit the vehicle in front of us was Dubare. He walked right into my line of sight. 
 
    "Open fire!" Dallas called. 
 
    My rifle blasted out a deafening shot. I nailed Dubare in the chest. He jerked back and dropped his weapon as he fell to the ground. All the men around the Range Rover dropped. It only took ten seconds to fell the attackers since they were out in the open and trapped in an alley. Falcon could have picked them off alone, but Dallas's men up on the roof assisted. 
 
    As the dust settled, Cyan and Tori lifted their heads, still holding their hands over their ears. 
 
    In my rearview, Falcon emerged from his hiding spot and checked the bodies. 
 
    "All clear," Dallas called on the earpiece. He stepped out from the church into the alley. "Open the doors." 
 
    I unlocked the Range Rover and reached back to force the passenger-side door open. Dallas snatched Cyan up, carrying her inside the church. Ruger crawled into the Range Rover and carried Tori out. 
 
    Falcon strode over to me. "That was fun." 
 
    "Thanks for watching my six." 
 
    "Always, bro." 
 
    I inspected the dismantled Range Rover. "This goddamn vehicle doesn't have gun portals in the sides or rear." 
 
    "You coulda opened the sunroof." 
 
    "Not with two women in the back." 
 
    "I woulda opened the sunroof." 
 
    "And you'd be dead if anything happened to Cyan." 
 
    He shrugged and walked away. 
 
    *** 
 
    "My wedding is ruined," Cyan cried. 
 
    Falcon, Dallas, Brock and I stood in a room at the back of the church, all of us in matching tuxedos. 
 
    "No it's not. Tori's all bandaged up. The show must go on," Dallas replied. 
 
    "There's blood on my dress." 
 
    "Matches your roses." 
 
    "There's bodies in the alley!" 
 
    "Hush. Not for long. The cleanup crew is already working on it. We're getting married today." Dallas slicked his hair back with his fingers straight and his palms flat. 
 
    He turned to Brock. "Got the rings?" 
 
    "Right here." He patted the pocket of his tuxedo jacket. 
 
    "Let's go have a goddamn wedding." 
 
    As the cleanup crew worked in the alley, Dallas and Cyan exchanged vows in the church. Cyan and Tori's blood-stained dresses and Tori's obvious bandage on her arm made it a macabre site. Cyan grinned and shook her head at Dallas and he smiled back at her. 
 
    *** 
 
    "Congratulations," I said to Cyan and Dallas at their reception. Cyan and Tori had changed into dresses with less evidence on them. 
 
    "Will you dance with Tori?" Cyan asked me. 
 
    "I don't dance." 
 
    "C'mon. She's hurt." 
 
    "It's my fault she's injured. I'm the last thing she needs." 
 
    "It’s not your—" 
 
    Dallas hooked his arm around Cyan's neck and spoke in her ear. "Leave Rogan be. Dancing with the bridesmaid is not in his job description." 
 
    "I apologize, sir. I holstered my weapon to help the women with their bags." 
 
    "No apologies. You made good choices holding your fire and keeping the doors locked." 
 
    "Not sure I'd have taken the risk you did, but it worked out." I'd never have taken that risk with Eden. 
 
    "I trust you with my wife." 
 
    Was this all some dangerous show to prove his faith in me? He coulda just told me. Crazy fuck. 
 
    "The Range Rover held up well. Whoever did the armoring would be proud of its performance," I said to change the subject from my ability to protect a wife. "Tell them to install rear- and side-facing gun portals on all future vehicles." 
 
    "Good idea." 
 
    "And change the range of motion to ninety degrees." 
 
    "You didn't trust me?" he asked with irony. 
 
    "I trust you and the men of Siege, but I never want to be pinned and defenseless like that again." 
 
    "Understood. Cyan, I need to speak to Rogan privately." 
 
    "Bye." She kissed him and his eyes followed the train of her gown as she walked to Tori and a table of guests. 
 
    "I have news for you, my friend." He moved to a private corner of the reception hall. His eyes scanned the room casually, his words spoken softly. "Operation Devil's Gate is a go." 
 
    Celebration drums pounded in my chest like a marching band on crack. Each time Dallas announced an Alpha Squadron mission, I prayed to hear those words. It was always some other operation. Never the only one of relevance to me anymore. 
 
    "When do we leave?" 
 
    "A week. Prepare yourself." 
 
    "I've been preparing for years, sir." 
 
    "I know that. Good luck. I hope you get him and find some closure." 
 
    "Thank you. I'll get him." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Three months shy of the four-year anniversary of Eden's death, Alpha Squadron boarded the plane to complete Operation Devil's Gate. 
 
    As the jet reached altitude, I unhooked Takoda's tether, allowing her the freedom to stretch out at my feet instead of sitting crammed in a chair like a human. 
 
    Takoda rested her muzzle near my foot, blowing out a soft breath. Eden's spirit escaped her compartment, breaking the year of dull vacancy since I'd last heard from her. 
 
    Rogan… 
 
    Hey, baby. Missed you. 
 
    I struggled to see her. Only her voice surfaced in my head. No violet dress. The crisp vision of her I'd treasured had faded from my memory. As painful as it was to see her, my heart ached for the image. Even if it meant suffering her loss all over again when the visage receded. 
 
    You're going back to Afghanistan to kill him?  
 
    Yes. 
 
    Don't. Life's too short to live for vengeance. 
 
    It's not vengeance. It's justice. Different. 
 
    My grief over Nathan's death killed me. Don't let it make you an angel too. 
 
    Always challenging me like she used to do. 
 
    If I die, I'll be with you. 
 
    No. I'm letting you go. Don't hold on to us anymore. 
 
    I pressed my eyes shut and shook my head, but she kept talking. 
 
    I want you to live. Go on without me. You don't have to remain faithful to a ghost. I'm only a memory. 
 
    Please, don't... 
 
    You won't listen to me now, but someday, you'll remember today as the day I let you go. 
 
    An ember deep inside me latched onto the frayed thread of hope she was offering. If Eden released me, the future would shift. My expired heart might beat again. Free to love another woman, I could be the man someone needs. The man I knew I was capable of being. 
 
    No. Jericho raped her. He killed her. He still breathed air and she did not. Matters of the heart were inconsequential in comparison. 
 
    No, babe. I'm not trying again with someone else. 
 
    We fail, Rogan, then we get up and try again. You of all people know this. 
 
    You need to let me deliver the devil to hell for you. 
 
    Okay, Boggs. Just be careful. 
 
    I promise you, Violet. 
 
    ### 
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    Rogan gets his second chance at love in Men of Siege Book Two. Get it here. 
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