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Love doesn’t need to be perfect, it just
needs to be true.

Beauty & the Beast



BEAST

Isabella—Grady Williams is a national treasure, the youngest
living Medal of Honor recipient, America’s scarred superhero.
With tattooed arms sculpted from carrying M-16s, this bad boy
has girls begging from sea to shining sea to get a piece of his
action.

When my father squanders away my college fund, I make
a deal with this dirty-talking Devil Dog—I will pretend to be
Grady’s girlfriend for the Marine Corps Ball, and my dad will
write Grady’s war memoir.

Grady is fearless. Hell, this badass jumped on a grenade to
save his fellow Marines! As much as I crave him, I refuse to
allow myself to become addicted to a dangerous man who will
detonate my heart.

Grady—Isabella Cuesta is an angel who can see beyond
my mangled skin, a pawn used to repay her father’s debt, a
woman who makes me feel like a man instead of a monster.

But I no longer believe in fairy tales.

She’s mine until our contract ends. I’ll take her hard and
rough, listen to all her hopes and fears, lay down my life to
protect her.

This beauty will never let herself love a dangerous man
like me—a man who has killed, a man who runs towards
gunfire, a man who never backs down from a fight.



But without her love, I’m not a man—I’ll remain forever a
beast.



I

1

GRADY

blasted the volume on the television, trying to drown out the
noise from a goddamn frat party down the street. Loud music,
water splashing in the pool, girls laughing maniacally—the
sounds of people enjoying their lives. At least the racket
sounded better than the clamor running through my head.

The ricochet of gunshots, my friend screaming in pain, his
agonizing cries during his last seconds of life—that was the
clatter that racketed through my skull. And I could never turn
it off, not even when I slept.

Why had I been the one to survive the battlefield? The
survivor’s guilt was almost worse than my physical scars.

And now, I’d been deemed a fucking war hero. At twenty-
five years old, I was the youngest living Medal of Honor
recipient. I’d met the President—even shared a beer with him
in the Rose Garden.

He’d invited me to be the guest of honor at an upcoming
Marine Corps Ball in Hawaii that he would be attending.
Sounded great, but I needed to find a date worthy of meeting
the leader of the free world. I couldn’t exactly bring one of the
porn stars I’d recently fucked to meet the President.

My commander-in-chief had given me one piece of advice
—get an education. Sounded great in theory, but only one of
my eyes worked, dirt from the attack was still embedded
deeply in my wounds, and the burns on my skin itched so



fucking badly that I spent my free time gouging my own flesh
off. And those were just the physical problems. Mentally, I
was a complete fuckup. I couldn’t shake the premonition that I
was headed for some sort of Final Destination fate, doomed
because I’d cheated death. The littlest noise made me as
skittish as one of the wild dogs in Iraq. I couldn’t focus on any
task for more than a minute, and I struggled daily trying to
heal from my injuries.

College wasn’t an option for me now because the thought
of sitting in a room filled with people scared me more than
jumping on that grenade. I wouldn’t have time to attend even
if I wanted to. For the past two years, I’d endured intensive
physical therapy, nonstop burn and facial reconstruction
surgeries, not to mention PTSD treatment, which was the most
painful experience of them all. And I’d be too drugged up to
focus. My docs forced me to try a bunch of meds that gave me
at worst a limp dick and at best massive headaches and
sleepless nights. I’d done group therapy, individual therapy.
Fucking bullshit. I’d rather get a skin graft than talk about my
feelings.

The only benefit from this fucking hell that was my life
was that every time I had left my place, I’d been swimming in
a sea of pussy. Women couldn’t wait to get a piece of me, like
being fucked by me made them some type of patriot. But that
was all they wanted. One night riding a hero, and by morning
they were quick to bail, find a man who didn’t look like he
escaped from the circus, a man who could take them to a fancy
dinner without freaking out and having a flashback. I enjoyed
all the attention at first, but sometimes I yearned to find
someone who actually liked me for me.

The voices down the block grew louder. I peered out the
window, and could see the party raging, a bunch of rich,
spoiled college kids dressed like superheroes.

Kickass. I could do this. The old me hated costume parties
or anything with a theme—I’d much rather get wasted with
my buddies. But since I looked like Frankenstein now, masks
suited me just fine.



I pulled out my razor because I didn’t want my beard
scraping against my mask. I rarely shaved because I couldn’t
stand the sight of myself in the mirror. I’d never get used to
looking at my face.

A freak. A monster. A beast.

My face was now split in two. On one half, my eye
drooped, my skin sagged. On the other, I looked like the man I
used to be.

Now I had a face only a mother could love. Too bad my
mom had abandoned me years ago.

Could anyone ever stand the sight of looking at me every
day? Or would I always remain some type of novelty—a
patriotic pity fuck?

I dug out my favorite costume—the Hulk—stained my
body with green camouflage paint, pulled on my shorts, and
tugged the latex disguise over my head.

Normally, once I told a woman my name, she’d start
fawning over me, and thank me for my service by sucking my
cock. But tonight I wanted to try something new. I was up for
a challenge. I wanted to keep my scars and my identity a
secret. Maybe I’d be able to meet a girl tonight who would get
to know me first before judging my appearance and my
actions. Someone sweet, caring, and classy. Someone I could
invite to the Marine Corps Ball. A woman who wouldn’t be
scared of getting to know the real man behind the mask.



I

2

ISA

logged into my student services account and stared blankly
at the screen.

HOLD—PLEASE CONTACT REGISTRAR

A warning in bright, capitalized red letters. What on earth
was going on? My tuition was supposed to be deducted
directly from my account every month. I’d taken all the money
I had earned while on Dancing under the Stars and created a
tuition trust. No one else had access to the funds except my
father because he was the trustee. I shot my father a quick text
to call me. There wasn’t much more I could do at this point—
it was Saturday night and the university was closed. I briefly
considered trying to find my login for my trust, but assured
myself that I was panicking and should just wait until I heard
from my dad.

Now what was I going to do tonight?

My nervous hand shook as I clutched my cell phone. What
was it again? Swipe right if he didn’t look like a psychopath
and left if he posed shirtless in a mirror selfie? These guys
didn’t have a single friend in their lives who could take a
decent picture of them?

Forget this.
I deleted the app. How pathetic was I?

Pretty pathetic, actually.



After living in the public eye for so long, I didn’t trust
anyone. Once a man found out I was a former reality star, he
treated me differently. Like I was some fame-hungry whore,
good enough to hook up with but not to date.

But I refused to hide anymore. I’d spent the first year post-
spotlight cowering from the media, cringing every time I saw
my name on the gossip sites. “Makeup-free former reality star
Bella Applebaum indulges in fattening treat.” Cue the mean
tweets.

At least interest in my life had died down. I stopped using
my stage name, moved, and changed my phone number and
email account. I was now living as Isa Cuesta, struggling
twenty-three-year-old college senior. Bella Applebaum,
America’s ballroom dancing sweetheart, had disappeared.

Sighing in frustration, I reached for my Kindle—maybe I’d
just throw myself into the latest bad boy romance novel.

Just as I perused my book choices, my phone lit up.

Marisol.

My gut clenched. My goodtime girlfriend was no doubt
looking to recruit a wing woman.

Marisol: Phi Delt Party at SDSU. Get ready.
My fingers typed frenetically.

Me: Sorry, not my scene.
Marisol: Too late. I’m on my way!
Great, I hated parties. A bunch of drunken frat guys and

vapid sorority sisters would get wasted, hook up, and then take
their walks of shame the next morning. I preferred seeing a
live band downtown, catching the latest indie flick, or
checking out the newest ethnic restaurant. But I did need to get
out. Though it was mid-summer, I was burned out from having
a full load of classes all year. I spent my vacation teaching
barre, doing research for my psych professor, and studying for
my GRE exams. I deserved one night of partying.

My long, dark hair was still damp from the shower. I
sprayed some Moroccan oil on it, dabbed my face with



concealer, lined my green eyes with a metallic gold pencil, and
applied nude lipstick and mascara. One glance in the mirror
and my confidence came back. Despite being the offspring of
an alcoholic author and a tragic, old-school Vegas showgirl, I
prided myself on being natural, normal, and real, which I
considered quite an achievement having spent my late teens in
La La Land. Four years ago, my life had been so embedded in
the Hollywood scene—filming my show, attending premieres,
posing for photo shoots, raging at after-parties, and gloating at
award shows. Thank God I’d escaped and regained my sanity
—though I definitely had some scars from my time in the
limelight. I now lived in San Diego, which while still
technically SoCal was a welcome break away from the L.A.
party drama.

As I picked out an outfit, my doorbell buzzed. I opened the
door, and saw Marisol standing there, dressed as Catwoman,
clutching a shopping bag in her hand. Her brunette ombré hair
was pulled back and her heavy makeup featured winged cat
eyes, a pink nose, and sparkly whiskers.

Oh, hell no.

I rolled my eyes. “The animal shelter is closed.”

“Funny, Isa. It’s a superhero-themed bash. Don’t worry—I
hooked you up, girl!” She rummaged through the bag and
pulled out a red wig and a black leather catsuit.

At this point, I had two choices—either go along with
Marisol and embrace wearing this getup, or run like hell and
lock myself in the bathroom. But she’d never take no for an
answer.

“You want to go as twin Catwomen? That’s super lame,
Mari.”

She let out a purr. Well, I had to give her credit for getting
into character.

“No, silly. You’ll be Black Widow. You know, from the
Avengers? Come on, get dressed. My parents are watching
Paloma. Please don’t make me go alone.”



Well, I had to go now; Marisol rarely had a free night
between school, work, ROTC, and watching her child. Paloma
was her adorable three-year-old daughter, who Marisol swore
was the result of a one-night stand with a famous rock star.
Marisol adored Paloma, never regretted her choice to have and
keep her, and never sued for child support. I’d always
encouraged her to contact the father; he had the right to know
he had a child. She swore that she’d tried but that he had
vanished.

“Fine, but we’re not staying long. And don’t you dare
leave me alone with some sleazy guy while you make your
rounds.”

I studied the costume and ran my hands along the rubbery
material. I squeezed my body into the suit, slicked my hair
under the wig cap, and slipped my feet into my shiny black
pumps. Costumes and makeup used to be part of my daily life.
I shuddered from the tightness of the wig cap, the familiar
ache in my calves from the heels. I’d always felt trapped, like I
couldn’t breathe. Not anymore. These days my wardrobe
consisted of tank tops, jean shorts, and flip-flops, and my
beauty routine involved hardly any products other than
sunscreen, tinted moisturizer and lip balm.

But sometimes, late at night, I would fantasize about
dancing a slow foxtrot, held in tight frame by a strong partner,
our legs melting together until we moved as if we were one.

I closed my eyes and inhaled a calming breath. After a few
seconds floating back down to reality, I opened my eyes and
smiled—I could pretend to be someone else at this party and
hopefully no one would recognize me. It would be nice to try
to find some common interests first before someone judged me
from what he’d read in the tabloids. This costume could allow
me to break out of my shyness. My father was a huge
Avengers fanatic and dragged me along to all the movies. I
think he secretly wished he’d had a son, but after my mom
died I was all he had left. At least I could relate to Black
Widow’s character—she spoke Russian and had been
brainwashed into thinking she was a ballerina. I learned some
Russian from my old dance partner and had been forced to



dance by my mother. But deeper than our superficial
connection, Black Widow always emanated a sense of loss and
loneliness. And that was something I understood intimately.

Though we both went to University of California at San
Diego, this frat was at San Diego State. SDSU was way more
of a party school, but for tonight, that was fine by me because
I needed a change of scenery. I climbed into Marisol’s beat-up
sedan, and we left pretentious La Jolla for the laid-back
College Area of San Diego. I took a moment to center myself
and appreciate the beauty of my surroundings. Turquoise skies
without a hint of smog, accented with the deep green burst of
treetops. Though I was less than three hours away from LA, I
felt a world away from Hollywood’s famous haunting sign,
which lured young people from around the world into the
deadly cog of fame.

“So, I was reading Star magazine, and you won’t believe
who Pasha is dating!”

Great, I was trapped alone in an interrogation vessel with
Marisol. The perfect opportunity for her to force me to talk,
since normally I would either hang up on her, not reply to her
nosy texts, or just walk away. In her defense, this was the only
way I would really answer her questions. “I don’t care. And I
told you a thousand times that those stories are all fake. I’m
sure he just had his publicist plant some stories so he could
stay relevant.” She never believed me, but I spoke the truth.
According to the tabloids, I had hooked up with every partner
I ever had on Dancing under the Stars. Which was totally not
true, but I was sure those rumors no doubt contributed to the
way people treated me.

“Even so. Aren’t you the least bit curious about your old
partner?”

“Nope.” And I wasn’t. That jerk never gave me the time of
day though I used to have the biggest crush on him. He was
older, already a ladies man, and I was just an inexperienced
teen. He tossed our partnership aside when I needed him the
most. Even worse, he hadn’t defended me when the press
started making crazy allegations about why I’d left the show.
Most days I doubted that he ever really cared about me.



I gazed out the window, trying to erase the past from my
mind. The show destroyed my life, devastated my soul, and
detonated my family.

“I’d do anything to find out what Dax was doing, even
though I barely knew him. But he vanished.” She placed her
hand on mine, and squeezed it. “Sorry I brought it up.”
Marisol turned up the radio, and some pop catastrophe filled
the air.

Her smile faded. Though she completely owned her choice
about sleeping with Dax and she loved her daughter, I couldn’t
fathom how hard it would be to be pregnant and not even have
had a chance to tell the father. Every choice has consequences.

I didn’t blame Marisol for being curious about my former
life, a life that the media made out to be so glamorous, when it
was actually soul-sucking. She was one of the few people I
confided in about the real horrors of my dance with stardom.
And I planned to keep it that way.

Marisol parked her car a block away from fraternity row
and we walked toward the house, the chaos from the party
spilling out on the street. The usual suspects milled around the
lawn—a full range of Supermen, Batmen, Thors, Captain
Americas, and Iron Men. I also counted a dozen Catwomen, a
few Wonder Women, a Batgirl, a couple of branches of Poison
Ivy, a Supergirl, an Elektra, and even a Harley Quinn. But as
far as I could tell, I was the only Black Widow. This place
looked like a Comic-Con after-party.

We made our way into the house, and despite Marisol’s
vow not to leave my side, before I could even blink she had
stalked off toward a Joker sporting a winning grin. Joker
apparently knew Catwoman, evident by their overly friendly
embrace.

I watched them flirt for a few moments until Marisol
motioned me over to join the group, attempting to lure me
with a skinny Aquaman as bait, but I refused. When I shook
my head, Marisol mouthed, “Be right back,” and Joker placed
his arms around her and they went to the basement.



Great. We hadn’t even been here for the full length of a
song and I was already on my own. I grabbed a red Solo cup,
poured myself a rum and coke, and prayed to be anywhere but
here.

Batman groped at Poison Ivy on the sofa; Superman and
Wonder Woman exchanged heated words in the kitchen.
Spider-Man played a friendly game of beer pong with Green
Goblin. Ha! Apparently no one did research on their
characters’ enemies and allies. This sucked—my hopes of
meeting someone interesting were dashed as I took in the
usual “let’s get wasted” party scene. The cacophony rang
through my ears, and the scent of weed, sweat, and beer
wafted through the house. I stepped out to the brown and
patchy back lawn, no doubt a casualty of California’s drought,
and inhaled the eucalyptus-scented air. A DJ spun tracks while
a bunch of coeds splashed around in the pool, Wolverine
grilled burgers, and there was a Marvel versus DC superhero
volleyball game going on. Still not my idea of a good time.

I retreated to a corner of the yard overlooking the majestic
canyon, away from the chaos, and nursed my drink.

After people watching for a bit, a green flash caught my
eye. No, not San Diego’s famous sky streak. Opening the
sliding doors from the frat house was a man wearing a mask—
his skin was tinted green, and he wore ripped purple shorts.

The Hulk.

At first glance, I was convinced he had one of those
muscle costumes on, padded fabric to make him appear to be
strapping. But no, oh no. This man was massive—arms twice
the size of any other man’s at this party, broad shoulders, rock-
solid abs. But unlike the Hulk, this imposter’s entire body was
covered with tattoos, which were hard to decipher since they
were obscured with body paint. I tried to avert my gaze but I
couldn’t—I was drawn to him, like a magnetic force. He oozed
confidence, the way he stood there assessing the environment,
like he owned this house, when he was clearly out of place.
Who was this man? No way he was a frat brother.



Was he looking at me? Don’t be silly, Isa. He was probably
just scanning the full scene to see who would be the lucky girl
to go home with him tonight.

I volunteer as tribute! I snickered to myself. Too bad this
wasn’t a Hunger Games party.

A few girls stopped to check him out, not that I blamed
them. He looked at the ground, and his hand reached into a
rose bush where he plucked a single red bud. Wow, that was
fast; he was probably already hitting on one of the girls inside.
I felt like I was on one of those stupid Bachelor shows—
hundreds of desperate women, one hot guy, and nothing to
base any romantic connection on besides a fleeting first
impression.

I finally drew the strength to turn away and wipe the drool
from my face. One long gulp of my drink and I would be fine.
But seconds later, a looming shadow appeared at my feet, and
the intoxicating smell of cedar, vanilla, and cinnamon made
me realize I wasn’t alone.

“Welcome aboard, Russian,” a deep voice said in a sexy
drawl.

I looked up and the Hulk hovered above me—the bloom in
one hand and a beer in the other.

Ay dios mío, he was breathtaking. Well, a mask covered his
face, but his body was incredible. Incredible Hulk indeed. He
could be the Hulk’s stunt double—no special effects needed.

I steadied my nerves and downed my drink. “That’s not
Hulk’s line. Iron Man said that.”

He let out a laugh, or maybe it was a growl—the sound
was muffled under that mask.

“Avengers fan? I’ve been searching for a Black Widow all
night. Here, this is for you.” He handed me the rose.

My belly quivered, pleasantly surprised by the sweet
gesture. The only time in my life I’d ever received flowers was
after a big dance performance, and those were from my father.



“Thanks, that’s very sweet of you.” His tattoos were in
focus now—the first one I could decipher was a huge USMC
emblem on his right biceps. Whoa, a Marine—well, that
explained his body. There was a quote in Latin, Semper
Fidelis.

“Nice tattoo, Devil Dog. Always faithful?”

The Hulk sat next to me, his green skin shone in the
moonlight. “Yes, ma’am. Do you speak Latin? Or have you
dated a Marine?”

I definitely detected a deep Southern accent. “No, I’ve
never dated a Marine. I know it’s the motto of the Marine
Corps. My father is a Marine. Well, once a Marine, always a
Marine; he retired before I was born.” And then he met my
innocent mother. Young, beautiful, from a rural town in
Mexico. But my father rarely talked about himself; he
preferred to tell other people’s stories. “And no one speaks
Latin. It’s a dead language.”

“I know that, Natasha Romanova. I was making a
reference to Iron Man 2.”

“Yeah, I get it. My dad’s dragged me to all the movies. My
name’s Isa. What’s your name?”

He paused. “Bruce Banner, but you can call me Hulk.”

This guy couldn’t even tell me his real name? Strike one. I
immediately put up my guard. Probably another player, but
with a body like that, who could blame him? His hand brushed
against my thigh, and my core heated up. I couldn’t help but
stare at his shorts as the huge bulge stared back at me. Looked
like his chest wasn’t the only part of his body that was
massive.

“Okay, Hulk. So what’s your job in the Marines?”

“I’m a grunt, ma’am.”

I loved the way he said ma’am. I was so used to SoCal
surfers, frat boys, and Hollywood types that I was charmed by
his politeness. I just hoped it wasn’t fake.

“Cool.”



“So you don’t hate military guys like most of the girls in
San Diego?”

I wasn’t imagining a bitter edge to his voice. But it was
refreshing that he didn’t seem to hold his opinions back. “No, I
don’t. I actually admire any man who would risk his life for
his country. Being in the military isn’t a job, it’s an honor.”
Much more honorable than my former life in the spotlight,
existing to please people, making money off my appearance,
fakeness, dishonesty. I shuddered remembering the older
pictures on my now defunct Instagram account. Thank God,
I’d changed my path. Even if it hadn’t been by choice.

He leaned in closer to me and squeezed my hand. “I’m
glad and, well, shocked you think that. It means a lot to me,
thank you. How about you? Do you go to SDSU?”

“No. UCSD. But I want to apply here for grad school.” I
studied Hulk’s body. He had a deep scar on his right shoulder,
and even though it was covered in green makeup, I could tell
that some of his skin was mottled and puckered.

Should I ask him about his obvious injuries? Would that be
rude?

His strong hand covered mine; the strength of his grasp
excited me. I imagined this man dominating me, a fantasy that
I’d never had the pleasure of experiencing with the passive
pretty boys I’d dated.

“Isa, you’re the most beautiful woman here. This party
really isn’t my scene, and I’d like to get to know you better.
Let’s get out of here.”

Well, that was quick. So much for my romantic Southern
gentleman. “What did you have in mind, Hulk?”

Before he could reply, a loud boom detonated nearby. A
blinding flash of light streaked the sky, the shimmer of
multicolored fireworks were overhead.

Hulk dropped the beer, glass shattering under us. Before I
could react, he threw me to the ground and flung his frame on
top of mine, his body shaking, a labored breath emanating
from his mask.



What the hell? “Get off me!” I yelled, pounding his chest
with my fists, shards from the bottle scraping my skin.

I suffered through a few seconds in silence, praying he
would move, but he just clung to me like cling wrap. The
pressure on my chest tightened, but no matter how hard I tried,
I couldn’t push him off. I writhed under him, my face pressed
to his green chest.

Finally after what seemed like a few minutes, he rolled off
of me and sat up, his hands shaking. Sweat beads adorned his
chest. A crowd had now gathered around us, probably trying
to make sure I wasn’t being raped. Had a firework gone off?
Oh damn—was that some kind of war flashback? How
insensitive was I?

“You okay, honey?” some girl asked, glaring at the blood
on my costume.

“I’m fine.” I sat up, brushed myself off, and picked up the
rose he’d given me, now crushed on the grass. Luckily the
glass had given me only superficial cuts.

Hulk plowed through the crowd and ran off.

“Wait!” I screamed after him, but he was gone. I dashed
out of the backyard, through the house, and onto the front
lawn. Hulk stormed down the street.

“Hey, wait up!”

He didn’t turn his head, and I wasn’t even sure he heard
me. He just kept on walking and made a right at the end of the
block.

I should’ve let him go—he obviously wanted to be alone
and had just had some sort of trigger—but I wanted to make
sure he was okay.

I flicked off my heels, threw them and the rose into my
purse, and ran down the street. I finally caught up to him as he
was using his key to enter an apartment building.

I slowly placed my hand on his shoulder. “Hey, I’m sorry I
yelled. I was just a little scared. Do you want to go back to the
party with me?”



His head turned to me. I wished I could rip that damn mask
off of his head and read his expression. “No,” he said, his
breath labored. His hands fidgeted, and then he crossed his
arms.

Cars whizzed by the street, drowning out our silence. This
guy was obviously going through something. Sure, I’d just met
him, but after failing to detect all the signs of my mother’s
depression, I’d made a vow to never turn my back on someone
in need.

We stood there in awkward silence. “Did you have a war
flashback?”

“Something like that. I’m fine.”

He did not seem fine. His voice was shaking and he
flinched at my touch.

“It’s okay. I mean my mom used to have episodes. I’m not
judging you. Do you want to talk?”

“I said I’m fine. I need to relax. I don’t do well in big
groups of people. I should’ve never gone to that party.” He
exhaled and his shoulders dropped. Then his chin tilted up,
and he placed his hand on my back. “But then, I would’ve
never met you.”

Ah. The charm was back.

“I’m glad you went.”

His lips grazed my ear. “Come upstairs with me.”

Whoa, arrogant much? In any other situation, I would’ve
run for the hills. Despite my reputation in Hollywood, I’d
never gone home with a guy whom I’d just met. “I don’t think
going up to your place is a good idea.”

He leaned into me, his firm hand tracing mine. “It’s the
best idea I’ve had all night.”

His body was now pressed into mine, and I could feel his
rock-solid cock poke through his shorts.

Ah, damn. I knew what he wanted—and I’d be lying to
myself if I said a part of me didn’t ache for him too. Lust



aside, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if I walked away
from him now. I needed to be assured he was okay.

But I wasn’t stupid—I recognized that I didn’t know this
man. I wanted to just talk to him, somewhere safe, somewhere
public. “Do you want to grab some coffee with me? There’s a
café a block away. Or if you’re hungry, there’s this great hole-
in-the-wall Thai restaurant around the corner.”

“I’m not going anywhere but home. And you’re coming
with me.”

Damn. I should’ve told him off but the ache between my
legs compelled me to stay.

“But…I don’t even know your name.” Nor had I seen his
face. I refused to walk away without getting a glimpse of the
man behind the mask.

His fist clenched. “Are you coming upstairs or not?”

I took a deep breath. “Okay, but just for a bit. My friend’s
at the party.”

His head tilted to the side. “I didn’t see you with a friend.”

“Yeah, well, she ditched me when I got there.”

“Some friend.”

Hulk had a point. Even so, I took out my phone and texted
Marisol my location just in case I ended up in a bad situation.

We walked upstairs to the second floor, and he opened his
apartment door. His place was masculine and modern—IKEA-
style black furniture, a huge flat-screen television, and a small
balcony with a tiny barbecue. Instead of the room smelling
musty, like most guys’ rooms I’d been to, his smelled like
lemons and pinecones. It was immaculate. He must’ve either
had a maid, which was unlikely, or he was a complete OCD
neat freak. The creative slob in me was impressed. I sat
nervously on the sofa and he stood in the kitchen, watching
me.

What on earth was I doing? “What’s your name?”



He just shook his head. Okay, I was in a strange apartment
with some psycho, nameless Marine who just had some war
flashback. I’d probably end up in a ditch, the subject of a
future episode of Dateline. Well, at least my dad would get the
opportunity to pitch the story about my disappearance and
murder to Vanity Fair—a boost and paycheck he needed for
his slumping writing career and mounting bills.

“Okay, Hulk. Are you okay? Do you want to talk?”

He didn’t say a word, just opened the refrigerator, and
grabbed two beers. He handed me one, then leaned against the
granite kitchen island, his hips jutting out, and I couldn’t help
but stare at the bulge in his shorts.

I took a swig of my beer, the bitter taste filling my mouth.
Awkward. I didn’t know what to say, but I didn’t want to
leave. In addition to my immense attraction to this man, I
wanted to know his story. I had to see if his face was as
breathtaking as his body.

I looked at him. “Will you take off your mask for me?”

He grunted. “Only if you take off your clothes.”

Whoa. Did he just say that? Who did this guy think he
was? With that body, he clearly had no problem getting
women to spread their legs for him. Was this his game? Play
the damaged vet card to gain sympathy from unsuspecting
coeds?

Not that he needed a ploy. This man was incredibly hot.
Hands down the best body I’d ever seen. Like one of those
fitness models who graced the covers of my romance novels.

“No way, Devil Dog.” I gathered my purse and stood up.
“Look, I made a mistake. I wanted to make sure you were
okay, but you’re clearly fine and all, so I’m going to see
myself out. It was nice meeting you.”

I walked toward the door, but he grabbed my wrist. Before
I could protest, he pressed his body against mine, shoving my
ass against the black granite countertop. His huge cock pushed
against my crotch, and my core ached.



“Don’t leave.” His voice was deep, sexy, guttural, as his
fingers traced my side.

I was unable to speak, my adrenaline spiking. I could race
out of here, slamming the door on any hope of taking this
further. Or I could stay and see this night through. Our
interaction had started out so promising. He’d given me a rose,
seemed to be interested in more than just a hookup, even
though he’d asked me to leave the party with him after we just
met. Maybe I’d read him wrong and he’d been about to ask me
out on a date? It wasn’t his fault that an ill-timed firework
ignited and ruined our moment. Why should any connection
we might have become a casualty of his pain?

At the same time, he did seem cocky, which turned me on
yet frightened me. He’d clearly had many hookups and knew
what to say to get a woman into bed.

Rebelling against my common sense, I kept my feet
planted on his laminate tile floors. He pulled off my wig and
wig cap, my hair cascading in my face. His hand undid the
zipper of my catsuit and peeled it off my body, kneeling to
take off my heels.

I did nothing to stop him.

He stood back up and unhooked my bra, his rough hands
teasing my nipples. I gasped when his fingers slipped into my
black lace panties, which within seconds fell to my ankles.

He didn’t ask me if it was okay—he acted as if he owned
me, which was sexy and scary at the same time. Lust waged a
battle with my brain. My body ached to be touched, my head
urged me to flee, yet my nerves sensed no danger. I felt
strangely safe. Like I could tell him no or leave at any time.

I stood in front of him, buck naked as he eye-fucked my
body. After giving him more than enough time to stare at me, I
squeezed his shoulder and lowered my voice. “Take off your
mask.”

For a few seconds he didn’t move. His hesitation tortured
me.



Then, without a word he ripped the mask off and looked
me dead in the eye. His shoulders back, his chin up, as if he
was standing at attention.

I battled the urge to recoil in horror. A wave of nausea hit
me, and despite my best effort, I let out a gasp.

Ay dios mío! What the hell happened to this man?



T

3

GRADY
IRAQ—TWO YEARS EARLIER

he blazing Iraqi heat incinerated me, my flak jacket serving
as my own personal oven. The pounding in my head was
relentless, and it wasn’t just from the popping of the nearby
AKs. I flicked a sand flea off my chest and took a swig from
my hydration pack, but the few drops of water did little to
quench my thirst. The dehydration, bug infestation, torching
sunbeams, and constant sounds of gunfire ensured that the
sandman had refused to pay me a visit for days.

My men and I were clearing houses. I was a fucking grunt
in an infantry unit, the backbone of the Marine Corps. A
human sandbag. I’d joined hoping one day to become a scout
sniper—and more than ever wished I were prone on some
building offing these terrorist motherfuckers before they
assassinated my brothers. At least I was happy to have my
friends by my side—Beau, Diego, Trace, and Rafael. These
men were my brothers—and out here, the dirty water that
bound us together was thicker than blood.

One more house. We’d already cleared two and this was
lucky number three. This one was two stories and even had a
fucking roof. I threw the purple magic cloud in the air to
disorientate the enemy and the smoke grenade detonated.
“Let’s go!”

Diego went in first, and we hustled behind him. The rancid
air smelled like a putrid mixture of gunpowder, shit, and sour
goat’s milk.



“Clear,” Beau yelled out after he checked the first room.
Luckily, the second room was vacant also.

I sprinted upstairs, my men close behind me. As we turned
the corner and entered the room to the left, the distinct
popping of the enemies’ AKs went off.

“Get down!” I crouched in the corner of the room,
desperate to get the fuck out of here. Alive. With all my men.
Diego returned fire, clouding the room with gunfire and
smoke.

And that was when I saw it flying through the window.

A fucking hand grenade. Right next to Rafael.

We were all about to fucking die.

“Grenade!” I screamed. “Get the fuck out.”

I’d always believed that you could never predict how you
would act in a deadly situation until the Grim Reaper knocked
at your door. Nothing could’ve been truer in that moment.

I was about to die. All my friends were about to be blown
up by these motherfuckers.

Not on my watch.

Limbs shaking, tears choking in my throat, I flung my
body down on the grenade preparing to shield my men from
the blast.

Rafael tried to drag me away, but I remained still, praying
for mercy and a quick death. I counted the seconds until my
life was over—until I would meet my maker.

A stream of gunfire ricocheted through the building,
instantly taking out Rafael, who had refused to leave my side.
His heart-wrenching scream echoed through this shanty house
as his head split open before my eyes, his brains splattering on
my cammies.

“No!” I screamed. It was too late—despite my sacrifice,
my best friend was dead.

Boom!



Agony ripped through my chest, my heart spontaneously
combusting, as I let out a desperate scream.

The world was black. I thought I was dead.

But I wasn’t fucking dead; I could never be that lucky. I
was alive, trapped in my own body. Cries desperately trying to
be heard, tears burning my skin, every nerve in my body short-
circuiting, lying in my rotting flesh. Metallica’s song, “One,”
played on repeat in my head. The smell of ammonia and
bleach filled the white room. Maybe I’d been committed to an
insane asylum.

My only working eye made out the image of a man in a
white coat walking into the room, a reluctant smile hiding the
pity on his face.

“Sergeant Williams, I’m Dr. Evanson. You’re at Walter
Reed Medical Hospital. You’ve been in a coma for three
months; we didn’t think you’d make it. Congratulations, son,
you’re a hero.”

It was a smile I would get to know intimately, for that
same condescending smile would end up gracing the face of
every politician asking me to pose for a photo, every active
duty Marine praying they wouldn’t end up like me, every
woman I propositioned.

It was a look that said simultaneously “Thank you for your
service” and “This poor bastard.”
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uilt from my initial reaction to his injuries tormented me.

At first I was determined not to stare at his face, horrified
that he’d be insulted by my reaction. But the second his face
came into focus, I held back a sob, and a lump grew in my
throat.

The right side of his face was mangled, taut raw flesh
accented with blue and red scars. His jaw was uneven, and his
right eyelid slumped, filled with what must’ve been a glass
eye. The remnant of his ear was dappled and twisted. But the
other half of his face was clean-shaven, handsome and rugged
—a bright turquoise eye, strong chin, black hair shorn in a
Marine Corps high and tight haircut.

Flashes filled my brain, stored images I must’ve retained
from newsreels and graphic war movies. Had it been a
roadside bomb? An outmanned firefight? Some type of
chemical attack? I wouldn’t ask him. For now, I was content
with the trust he had shown me by unveiling his scars.

“I guess I should’ve gone to the party as Two-Face,” he
said, his voice somber.

“No, you’re beautiful. You make a sexy Hulk.” I caressed
his face, my fingers tracing its divots. “Plus, then you’d be
DC, and I’d be Marvel. We would’ve never had a chance.”

He let out a small laugh, but flinched at my touch. “You’ve
seen me now. You’re free to go.”



This was my chance to end this night safely and in control.

Or I could get wild—do what I’d only ever read about in
my books.

Cut loose.

I’d always admired those women who owned their
sexuality, like Marisol. Indulged in pleasure without any guilt
or shame. I wondered what it would be like to live in the
moment.

I was picky, but I still had needs, and right now I needed
some action—and sadly these days the warm glow from my
eReader was about the closest that I felt to having any heat
radiating on my body. But even the artificial afterglow of one
hot night with my latest romance hero did little to warm my
heart. After all, I hadn’t hooked up with a guy since winter
break. I missed everything about being around men—their
masculine scents, their non-subtle eye fucks, their rough
hands. At least my book boyfriends were gorgeous, witty, and
incredible lovers—but most importantly, they wanted more
from their heroines than just a one-night stand.

And I was sure this man wasn’t looking for anything more
than a hookup.

Isa, put on your clothes and get the hell out of here. This is
not you. You are responsible, conservative, and goal-oriented.

Faced with the opportunity to indulge in my fantasy of hot,
wild sex with a hunky alpha male, I had to admit that the
reality of the situation made me realize how rigid I’d always
been.

But somewhere deep in my soul I wanted to lose myself in
this damaged man, give him pleasure to alleviate his pain,
experience ecstasy and release.

And maybe he could heal me too.

The heat between us rose, and I erased the distance
between us, like two magnets being drawn together.

I traced his face with my fingers, running the tips over his
lips. Rough, wild, and dangerous. As he remained still, my



hands explored his incredible body—rock-hard muscles,
deeply embedded scars, and intricate ink. All making him look
like the sexiest badass alive.

He bit his bottom lip, his pupil dilated.

Hungry.

Ravenous.

Intense.

His chest heaved, and the sight of this raw, ferocious man
before me sent a shock between my legs. I ached for him to
relieve the tension that consumed my body.

I pressed my palm onto his chest, the green body paint
staining my hand. “I want to stay. I want you.”

Damn, did I just say that? My words betrayed my will.

The left side of his mouth widened into a grin, although his
right side remained frozen in time. With one arm, he clutched
my ass and wrapped my legs around his waist. I gasped as his
mouth covered mine. His lips were neither soft nor sweet—
they were hard and hungry. The length of his cock and the hair
on his chest let me know that, unlike my previous boyish
lovers, I was about to be fucked by a real man.

There was no turning back. I needed this Marine inside me
in the worst way.

His kisses were out of control. I’d never been kissed like
this before, like I was an oasis in the middle of the desert. His
mouth tasted minty and hot, and his manliness intoxicated me.
He awoke a latent desire in me, summoning my inner wildcat.
I kissed him back, kissed him everywhere. His mouth, his lips,
his neck, his scars. My hands explored his insanely ripped
body, stroking him like he was my personal sex toy. I gripped
his hair and dug my nails into his back, kneading him closer to
me, never wanting to let him go.

I’d always been the good girl, living vicariously through
my friends’ hookups, only indulging in my fantasies in the
safety of my mind. Whether it was from a place of fear or
control, I had never allowed myself to fulfill my desires. But



tonight, with this nameless sex god in my grasp, I made a
silent vow to not hold anything back. I was going to let him
fuck me like it was the last night of the world.

He shoved my ass on the countertop as his hands worked
their way down my body, his mouth suckling on my nipples. A
moan escaped my lips. I could feel my pulse beat in my core,
and the thought of his hot tongue working its magic between
my legs was almost enough to make me orgasm. I arched my
back as his fingers teased my pussy, his thumb rubbing my
clit.

“Oh, yes,” I moaned. “Just like that. Don’t stop.”

He groaned and dropped to his knees, his lips teasing me,
showering my warm, wet flesh with kisses. He pushed his
finger, first one, then two, deeper inside me, twisting and
turning, and I gasped. I ran my fingers through his hair,
wanting more of him, more of his tongue, more of his fingers.
One wicked glance up at me, and he buried his face in my
pussy. Ohmigod. His tongue danced around me, licking me
into a frenzy as sensations of bliss pulsed through my body.
Glancing down at this sex god going to town on me, my legs
now wrapped around his neck, I felt so naughty. I didn’t even
know this guy’s name, so why did he feel so right?

“I’m gonna lick you until you come all over my face,
baby.”

Ahh. His tongue worked its magic against my clit. A rush
of pleasure coiled in my core, rising and falling, desperate for
release. My pussy throbbed and a wave of ecstasy exploded
through my body, the sweet freedom making my body tremble.

He looked up at me, as he slowly stood up, his one eye
hungry with desire. I kissed his neck, careful to give his
wounds extra attention. I wanted to take my time, explore
every inch of his body. It would take me a lifetime to
memorize it, but I might only have this one night. I kissed his
chest, lavishing love on his nipples. I massaged his hard flesh,
all the while studying the scars and tattoos on his muscular
frame.



What was his story? Where was he from? What had
happened to him?

I licked my way down all eight sections of his abs to his
happy trail before dropping to my knees. His shorts were still
on, so I unbuckled his belt, pushed down his boxers, and his
huge cock stood at full attention. Wow, it was beautiful—
thick, long, and harder than concrete.

I took a moment to look up into his eye and smile. I
wanted him to know that I wasn’t taking pity on him—I
wanted this, I wanted him. He was the hottest man I’d ever
seen, and the scars only made him sexier to me.

He bit his lip and ran his fingers through my hair. My
mouth opened and my lips created a seal around his cock, and
he let out a heavy grunt. I licked the head and did my best to
take him deep. I’d never really enjoyed giving blowjobs, even
though I’d wanted to please my ex-boyfriends. But pleasuring
the man standing above me, his sculpted body naked for my
eyes only … for the first time in my life I truly appreciated
how sexy this act was. How giving him this pleasure might
take away even a small bit of his pain.

He groaned and his eyes hooded. “That’s it, baby. Suck me
hard.”

I obeyed his command, locking my eyes with his. I took
him deeper, sucked harder, my hand wrapped around the shaft.
I needed to give him pleasure, make him need me.

I wanted to taste his hot cum in my mouth, but he pushed
me off of him. I rose, never losing his gaze. He threw me over
his back like he was some caveman and I was his possession,
opened his bedroom door, and tossed me down on the bed.

He reached for a condom, ripped open its package, and
rolled it on his cock. I touched his hand. I had so many
questions, but before I could open my mouth, his body
hovered over me. He asked me if I was sure and I gave him an
affirmative nod and a breathless yes. He exhaled one deep
breath, parted my thighs and slid inside me, setting my every
nerve on fire. He grabbed my hips and pushed deeper. I was so
wet for him, my pussy clamped around his cock.



“Baby, you’re so tight.”

I moaned and he pulled out and thrust fully inside me. He
pinned my hands behind my head and fucked me.

“How do you want it, baby?”

Lust had taken over my mind. I had only one goal—to
completely lose myself in this moment, and have him lose
himself inside me. “Hard and rough.”

“My kind of girl. Spread your legs, baby, that’s it.”

He pushed my legs back so my knees were near my neck. I
arched my back and he thrust harder, faster, rougher, my pussy
stretching to take him, take him deep. His left hand clutched
my ass, pulling me into him, ensuring my clit received the
indirect stimulation that I craved.

“So fucking sweet. Show me how much you want me.”

And I did. I writhed under him, working my hips, rocking
back and forth for him, like I was performing an intimate
dance just for him.

“That’s it, baby. Take me deep.” He squeezed my hand and
pumped deeper, rubbing my nipples. He was so huge I was
astounded that I wasn’t in pain, but I was loving every to-the-
hilt second of him being inside me.

He released my hands, pulled me up so we were facing
each other, and wrapped my legs around his waist. His mouth
sucked on my tits, and I almost came again, but he slowed the
pace, edging me like I’d only read about in my romance
books. “Not yet, sweetheart. You don’t come until I say you
come. Ride me now; don’t hold back.”

My hips swiveled around his cock, my clit rubbing against
him. My ecstasy came in waves, but every time I was close he
somehow managed to change his pace, not allowing me to go
over the edge, to end this moment.

He slapped my ass and pulled my hair. “God, you’re so
fucking sexy. Good girl. Do you want to come?”

“Yes.” I ground deeper into his body, savoring his touch,
his silent intensity, his beautiful cock. I was so wet, so hot,



every cell in my body bouncing in euphoria.

“Say it. Tell me what you want.”

“Make me come.”

Mouth on my nipples, he grasped my hips in both hands
and pounded me down on his cock, finally setting me free. I
let out a scream as he held me close, rocking my body through
my orgasm. A final deep thrust and he let out a guttural groan.
Then I collapsed in his arms.

We cuddled for a few minutes, our bodies intertwined in
the now green-stained sheets. The silence was awkward; I
didn’t know what to say. Despite my assurances to myself that
I could handle this random hookup, a wave of guilt crashed
down on me. I couldn’t believe I just had sex with this man.

I didn’t even know his name.

I wondered what this naked man next to me was thinking.

My fingers traced the scar on his shoulder. “What’s your
name?” I whispered.

“Grady,” he said in a low tone.

Grady? Holy shit! As in Grady Williams? The war hero?
I’d read a magazine article about him. He couldn’t be. But
Grady wasn’t a common name.

I popped up in bed and stared down at him. “You’re Grady
‘The Beast’ Williams? The youngest living Medal of Honor
recipient?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Ay dios mío!
There had been a before picture of him in the magazine

and I remembered thinking he was so handsome, but I hadn’t
recognized him tonight underneath all his scars.

“Oh my god! You’re a hero. My dad’s, like, obsessed with
you.” So obsessed, in fact, that my father dreamed of writing
Grady’s war memoir. My mind raced, trying to recall all the
details of the article I’d read. Grady was legendary. This



badass had thrown his body on a hand grenade to save his
friends’ lives.

He rolled away from me, and sat up on the side of his bed.
I sat next to him and noticed his hand was shaking. “I’m not a
hero. I was just doing my job. Fucking bullshit that I was
given an award to remember the worst day of my life.”

This guy blew my mind. “Are you kidding me? You saved
the lives of your friends—you could’ve died. You threw
yourself on a grenade, Grady. How are you not a hero?”

“Anyone would’ve done it.”

Um, okay. Not true. Hell, my old dance partner once used
my body as a shield because he didn’t want to get wet in the
Splash Zone at SeaWorld. Worse yet, he split the second my
life fell apart.

“So that’s why you freaked out back there?”

I wanted to feel something, connect on more than a
physical level. I’d always been fascinated with warriors—I’d
written a paper for my classics course on “The Ancient Greek
Hero”—it was about time to get to know the modern version.

He didn’t reply, not that I expected him to, and instead
stood and walked into the bathroom. I heard the water turn on
and I lay back down, paralyzed in bed.

I’d just been fucked by the man the press hailed as
“America’s Bravest Beast.”
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scrubbed the green body makeup off my chest, the
saccharine sweet aroma filling the shower—at least it smelled
better than the coppery scent of blood. I flashed back again to
that night, the image of my buddy’s brains strewn on cammies
before my body imploded. No matter how many fucking
therapy appointments I had, no matter how many bottles of
vodka I drank, no matter how many girls I fucked, every time I
closed my eyes, I was right back in Iraq.

Black Widow, AKA Isa, however, had done something that
no girl had done since I’d been back. She didn’t abandon me
after one of my episodes. In fact, she chased me down to make
sure I was okay.

I was shocked she ran after me. Her presence calmed me
down faster than I normally would have had I been alone.

I never realized how much I needed someone to care about
me.

After forty surgeries, flat-lining twice, and excruciating
rehab, I definitely had my share of freak-outs. Fireworks, of
course, were an obvious trigger, but lesser things set me off
too. The sound of dogs baying in the night, the scent of diesel,
the crush of a huge crowd. After a few too many flashbacks,
my ex-girlfriend flipped out, packed her bags, and left without
looking back. Fuck that bitch. All those nights in the hospital,
dreaming about her, and she left me the second she could
conjure up an excuse. But I knew the truth—it wasn’t because



of my nightmares, it was because she couldn’t stand to be
dating a circus freak. Her new boyfriend was one of those
collegiate pretty-boy types—lean body, shaggy hair, looked
like he could be an Abercrombie & Fitch model. He could
blend in at her country clubs, where I’d always stand out like a
mutant.

But I couldn’t blame her for not wanting to deal with my
problems. Even in Beauty and the Beast, at the end the Beast
turns into a prince. I would always remain a one-eyed jackass.

I stepped out of the shower. By now, I’d given Isa enough
time to flee the scene of the crime. No matter how she tried to
hide it, I saw her look of disgust when she saw my face. And
this girl had recognized my name—she’d definitely find an
excuse to bail.

Back in the bedroom, I was shocked to find her still naked,
curled in a ball on my bed. I’d expected her to already be
dressed, phone and keys in hand, ready to make an exit.

She was so fucking hot and I’d seen her somewhere
before, but I couldn’t remember where, which wasn’t
surprising with my memory loss. Looked like an angel—well,
the Victoria’s Secret kind. Her long hair cascaded around her
chest, the wisps barely covering her nipples. Her green eyes
were the color of kryptonite, and her tanned skin was
completely smooth. And her body—full, natural breasts, tiny
waist, and a tight, round booty.

I recognized her, but where the fuck from?

Before my injuries, I never forgot a face, which was why I
knew I would’ve made an excellent scout sniper, my dream
job. But I would never qualify anymore. This facial
recognition didn’t even do me any good either.

Her pupils appeared dilated and she pulled at her hair.
“Hey.”

Yup, she was definitely looking for a reason to bail. “Hey.
I’m going to drive you home.” I walked over to my dresser,
threw on some boxer briefs, gray sweatpants, and a T-shirt.



Her shoulders slumped. “Oh, okay. I hoped I could hang
out for a bit.”

Kickass. Maybe I’d read her wrong and she was up for
another round. Maybe she even could look past my face.
“Okay. You want some pizza?”

She hopped out of bed, and I stared at her naked ass as she
walked into the bathroom. This chick was fine as all hell. She
looked like a movie star—she definitely didn’t want to date a
guy who looked like the Terminator.

When she came out of the bathroom, I handed her a T-shirt
of mine, hoping that when she finally grew sick of looking at
me, she’d leave it behind and her scent could comfort me for a
few days.

God, when did I become so fucking pathetic?

That was easy—the night my face was blown up.

She went into the living room, slipped on her panties, and
sat down on the sofa.

I warmed up some slices of Round Table pizza. The
silence was awkward. I shouldn’t have told her my fucking
name. Now she’d probably interrogate me and I’d have to
relive that night. Not that I could ever forget it—it played on
an endless loop in my head.

I sat down next to her and handed her a plate.

Her lips widened into a smile. “Thanks. So, just wanted to
tell you not to worry about what happened at the party. I’m a
psych major, and I want to apply for a doctoral program in
clinical psychology after I graduate. I’m a really good listener
if you want to talk.”

Great. I fucked a shrink. Well, a future shrink. This chick
wanted to lay me down on a sofa and instead of riding my
cock, force me to confess my deepest sins. Most women tried
to fix men anyway, but this woman was going to school for
that shit. I didn’t need her to pity me.

“I’m good. Talking never solves anything.”



She pursed her lips, and I turned away when I caught her
staring at my face. “I disagree.”

My breathing accelerated, and I could feel my pulse
quicken. “Yeah? Well, you don’t have a fucking clue what
you’re talking about. All the shrinks I’ve met do nothing but
try to numb me on drugs. This one jackass told me that I
should just get over my friend dying, treat his death like a bad
breakup with a girlfriend. Fuck that dude. I have shrapnel from
my buddy’s skull embedded in my neck and my fucking
psychiatrist thinks I should just get the fuck over it?”

She inched over to me on the sofa and placed a cautious
hand on my thigh. I liked the way she touched me. She stroked
my forearm, and I imagined her stroking my cock.

“Your therapist was clearly incompetent. But there are
treatments that work,” she said, her tone warm and soothing.
“I just read a study that Transcendental Meditation really helps
people with PTSD.”

“Sounds like some quack hippy bullshit to me.” I glared at
her. “Fucking you was the best therapy I’ve had in months.”

She bit her lip and removed her hand from my thigh.

“Hey, I’m sorry.” Man, I shouldn’t have said that. My
grandma would whip my ass if she ever heard me talk to a girl
like that. These days I’d lost my impulse control. The sooner
Isa realized that I’d become a complete asshole, the sooner she
would leave.

But I wanted her to stay.

“It’s okay.”

We finished our food in silence.

“So are you getting out of the Marines?”

“I don’t want to, but I’m pretty fucked up, so I’ll probably
get forced out—it’s for the best. I don’t wanna be some
fucking POG stuck at a desk, a twenty-year staff sergeant.”

Her brow crinkled. “I don’t understand. What’s a POG? I
thought you were a sergeant?”



I’d forgotten how to talk to civilians. “Person Other than
Grunt. I am a sergeant. I meant that being a scout sniper was
the only thing I ever wanted to do. I’d been selected for sniper
course, but because I lost my eye, I’m ineligible. So I’m
nothing but a grunt.”

Grunt, that’s who I was.

A warrior.

A motherfucking beast.

“Oh. Well, you can do anything now. You’re a hero. Go to
college, go on one of those cheesy reality shows, write a war
memoir …” Her voice trailed off.

Fuck that. Why was everyone nagging me to go to college?
I wasn’t a dumbass, and I didn’t need a goddam degree to
prove that I was smart.

I hated reality television. My buddies gave their lives for
our freedom and no one remembered their names. Yet these
asshat celebrities posted selfies of themselves licking donuts
and wearing American flags and were treated like gods.

As for writing a book, that sounded worse than therapy. I
never wanted to be a public figure. The last thing I wanted to
do was to have the details of my fucked up childhood exposed
for the whole world to read.

“I’m not cut out for college because I can’t remember shit
with my brain injury. And actually, a producer asked me to be
on that dumbass dance show—Dancing under the Stars. I
guess every year they try to get some fucked up vet to
compete, to balance out all the fame whores. I told him I’d
rather go back to Iraq.”

She closed her eyes for a second, a pained look on her
face. “Don’t blame you. I hate that show. It’s so fake.”

Her tone sounded bitter, but it was refreshing to meet a girl
who didn’t seem to be obsessed with celebrities.

“And I’ve had several agents and writers hassling me
about writing a book, but I can’t write and I don’t trust anyone
with my story. So that’s never going to happen.”



Her mouth gaped, as if she wanted to say something else,
but instead she just took another sip of her beer.

This sucked. I didn’t want some chick telling me what to
do, trying to inspire me. I yearned to take care of a woman,
have her need me, not the other way around. “Why do you
want to be a shrink? You must be pretty messed up—all the
shrinks I’ve met had some serious issues.”

She shifted in her seat and stared toward my balcony. “My
mom died four years ago. I went through a really rough time,
so studying psychology helped me.”

Fuck, I was being a complete dick. I wasn’t used to people
being this open with me. Most girls just blew smoke up my
ass. Even so, Isa clearly saw me as a project, someone to fix.
Not as an equal. Not as a man. Definitely not as potentially her
man.

“Sorry about your mom. My dad left before I was born,
and then my mom abandoned me—I haven’t seen her in years,
though she must think I’m rich because she keeps trying to
contact me ever since I got my medal. My grandparents raised
me.”

She nodded, and I could almost see her mind racing,
creating some kind of psychological profile of me, pieced
together from her knowledge of my actions that led to my
Medal of Honor, the flashback she witnessed, my scarred face
and body, and the brief tidbits I’d just offered.

Enough. This session was over.

I turned on the TV, landing on a channel airing the Country
Music Awards. I didn’t want to talk anymore, but I didn’t want
her to leave.

I never wanted to go out anymore—I’d become a recluse,
holed up in my own world, alone with my demons. I’d only
left tonight because I could go in costume, and look how that
turned out.

Even so, I felt comfort in sharing our silence. After a few
more songs, I knocked back my beer and knelt in front of her.



I lifted the T-shirt off of her body and just stared at her,
sitting on my sofa in nothing but her black lace panties. Her
cheeks were flushed; her breasts were soft and round, real. Her
nipples looked like ripe cherries.

Her gaze focused on my face. She reached her hand out to
touch my skin, and I recoiled.

“No, let me look at you,” she whispered.

Fuck it; I wanted to get laid again, so I’d do whatever it
took. If she wanted to examine me like some sort of circus
side-stage attraction, I’d let her. Her soft fingertips traced my
flesh, the charred remains of my ear, my scarred body.

“Can you see well? I mean, is your vision okay?”

“I see perfectly. I see your soft lips, I see your hard
nipples, I see your trimmed pussy.”

Her face turned pink. Guess she wasn’t used to a man
talking to her like that.

Enough of this bullshit. My hand grasped her neck, and
our mouths met, my tongue probing her mouth. She made the
sweetest little groan—less of a sigh, more like a purr. My cock
became even harder, and my mouth focused on her nipples. I
took one into my mouth, sucking, teasing, and my hand
worked its way down her incredible body. Her belly was taut
yet soft. I pressed on the fabric of her panties, her warm flesh
slick with wetness.

A wicked smile graced her face, and she spread her legs
wide, so fucking wide I was impressed. She was flexible as
fuck. My mind filled with images, thousands of different
positions I could fuck her in. I quenched that thought—this
would probably be just another one-night stand.

But the night was not over yet. I rubbed her clit, and she
writhed under my hand but kept her eyes focused on my face.
Why? Why would she want to look at me? Did it get her off to
examine my wounds? I didn’t need a pity fuck. I flipped her
on the sofa and pulled her panties off.

She gasped but pressed her ass backwards.



“Don’t fucking move.” I sprinted to retrieve another
condom.

When I returned, she was in the same position—her
curvaceous booty propped right up in the air. She gave me a
coy glance over her shoulder.

I resumed my post, slapped her ass, and pumped my cock
into her slick slit. Man, she felt incredible—wet, warm, tight
as fuck. I kissed the back of her neck and rubbed her clit.

“Yes, ohmigod, Grady. Yes!”

I loved the way she said my name. My heart beat strong.

She let out a yelp as I drove deep inside her. I could fuck
her for days. I could fuck her forever. But we might not have
forever; as far as I knew we could only have tonight.

Her face flushed with pleasure. “Oh, baby, yes, just like
that.”

I loved a girl who knew what she wanted. This woman
moved with the grace of a dancer, her hips swiveled around
me, her pussy clenched and released my cock. I pumped her
hard, my hand working her pussy, desperate for her climax.
Desperate for my own, the only moment when I could
experience pure joy and erase my pain. Forget for a few
blissful seconds who I was and what I’d seen, and what I’d
done.

“Come for me, baby. Come all over my cock.”

“Grady, oh, Grady. Yes!”

She exploded into moans, her pussy pulsating around my
cock, the sensation pushing me over the edge. One deep groan
and our physical connection, the moment we’d shared was
over.

I pulled out, gave her a pat on her ass, and walked over to
the trash to throw the condom away.

I wanted her to sleep beside me, but I was afraid that I
would scare her, wake her in the night with my screams, or
even worse, choke her in my sleep. As much as I wanted to



find someone to take care of, someone who could learn to love
me, I couldn’t risk endangering her.

And it went deeper than that. Even my closest friends
weren’t aware of all the dark stuff that existed in my mind. If
Isa ever learned how clearly fucked up I was, she’d want
nothing to do with me.

I wanted so much for a woman to truly see me—as a sexy
man, as a protector, as her true love.

But I doubted I would ever allow myself to rely on a
woman.

I’d had enough organs broken in my life; I didn’t need a
broken heart.
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ISA

kay, I was officially ashamed now. I’d slept with a man I’d
just met twice in one night. This wasn’t a date; this was a
hookup. Exactly what I hadn’t wanted.

And oh my God—how crazy random was this night? A
producer asked Grady to be on Dancing under the Stars? What
a nightmare. I could never tell Grady that I’d been on that
show.

And even worse—he’d been approached about writing a
book. I mean, of course he had, but I wondered if my father or
his agent had asked Grady. I knew my dad had his sights on
him. Dad kept waxing poetic about Grady’s heroics. He’d even
made a point to mention that he would love it if I dated a man
like Grady. Ha! If he only knew where I was now, I don’t
know if he’d be ashamed or thrilled.

Grady walked out of the bathroom, silent. I gathered my
clothes and dressed. My costume barely fit with my sweaty
body clinging to the fabric.

When I emerged, Grady sat on the sofa, blankly staring at
the screen.

Okay. Awkward. “I’m going to go back to the party. It was
nice meeting you.” Isn’t that what you were supposed to say
after these hookups? How was I supposed to act? Was there
any way I could turn this night around?

He stood up, and I admired his body again.



Stop it, Isa. He probably sees this as a one-time deal. He
wanted to drive you home earlier and you insisted on staying.
He hasn’t mentioned seeing you again, asked what you like to
do for fun, or shown any sign that this is more than just a
hookup. Cut your losses and leave.

“I’ll walk you back.”

“You don’t need to. It’s just a block.”

He grabbed his keys. “I said I’ll walk you back. It’s late;
lots of guys have been drinking. A girl was assaulted on
campus last week.”

My belly fluttered—he was being protective over me, but
it probably meant nothing. Was this some military honed
instinct? He was a Medal of Honor recipient—I was sure this
was just how he acted toward every woman. Whatever his
reason, I enjoyed being the object of his concern. “Suit
yourself.” He probably wanted to head back to the party and
find another Black Widow.

We left his apartment, the stars now shining over the San
Diego night. We walked in silence to where Marisol had
parked, but her car wasn’t there.

Dammit.

I tried to think of a lie because I didn’t want Grady to
know I didn’t have a ride. I didn’t want him to feel guilt-
tripped into driving me home. “My friend’s car’s gone. Let me
text her real quick.”

He grabbed my hand as it slid into my purse. “Gone? She
left without texting you?”

I checked my phone. Yup. Nada. “Well, technically I left
without telling her though I did text her that I’d met someone.
I’ll call a cab.”

He turned me to him. The starlight shone in his glass eye.
“I don’t trust cabs. Stay with me tonight, and I’ll take you
home tomorrow.”

I couldn’t get a read on him. Earlier he offered to drive me
home; now he was telling me to spend the night. Did he really



want me to stay or was he just worried about my safety?
“Well, I trust cabs so I’m going to just call one.”

“Stay.” His grip tightened on my arm, but still I felt safe.

“Okay.”

He put his arm around me and we walked back up to his
apartment.

Now it was awkward.

He nodded, and then sat down, this time across from me.
His gaze leveled me.

After a long swig of his beer, he finally spoke. “Where
have I seen you before?”

Great. My insides quivered.

My gut wrenched as I thought about telling him the truth.
If I had any hope of dating this man, this hero, I’d better not
lie to him. After all, he’d been honest with me. But this
situation was awkward enough. If I told him, I was sure he’d
see me as some spoiled, rich reality star—the polar opposite of
him being famous for saving his men’s lives. But I wasn’t
spoiled or rich. I’d left that life. I wanted to help people who
had gone through trauma. People like Grady, people like my
mother.

People like me.

My hand rubbed my face. “Not sure, I guess I have a
familiar face.”

He shook his head. “No, it’s not that. I may have only one
eye, but I never forget a face. I’ve fucking seen you before.
Don’t lie to me.” His voice was now gritty, rough, angry—a
wave of fear flashed over me. I was alone in an apartment with
a Marine with PTSD. He was trained to kill. Hell, he probably
had killed.

This was it. This was the moment, one of those pivotal
moments I was certain I would agonize over for years to come.
I could tell this man my truth in the hopes that we could turn
this one-night stand into something more. But I knew from
experience that the second he knew I had been on television,



he would probably assume I was one of those trampy celebrity
types who went home with everyone they met. Most men saw
me only as a conquest once they learned about my past.

That fluttery feeling that I had had in my belly was now
replaced by knots.

No, I couldn’t allow a man I didn’t know didn’t trust into a
part of my life I’d said goodbye to forever.

“I’m not sure. Maybe you’ve seen me at another party or
around town.”

He exhaled, an audible sound of his disgust. He could
probably tell I’d lied to him.

Great. I had just ruined this night.

After a few moments in silence, his phone rang. Saved by
the bell.

“Hello? … Yeah, man, hold one sec.” He looked at me.
“It’s my buddy, his wife just left him. Make yourself at home.”

He opened the sliding glass door and stepped onto the
balcony, closing the door quickly behind him. I wanted to give
him some privacy, so I grabbed my purse, headed into his
bedroom, and went into the bathroom.

One look in the mirror, and I almost didn’t recognize
myself. My hair was wild, my eyes had mascara pooled under
them, and my cheeks were splotchy.

I left the bathroom and something shiny caught my eye.
His nightstand drawer was ajar, and a glimpse of steel
deflected off the moonlight.

A gun.

A motherfucking gun.

My blood chilled. A flash of my mom’s skull busted open,
blood staining her gorgeous black hair, the smell of
gunpowder, the lethal weapon still clutched in her hand, a final
reminder that she’d given up the will to live. She’d never see
me walk down the aisle; my future children would never know



the love of their nana. After she’d taken her own life, I’d lost
the desire to ever dance again.

My hand shook. Only an hour ago I’d seen Grady suffer
from a combat flashback. He’d been blank, out of his mind,
unreachable. What if he had another flashback and no one was
around? What if this truly turned into nothing more than a one-
night stand? Did he have someone to talk him down off the
ledge? Would he call someone for help? I’d recently read an
article about the suicide rates of vets and the lack of mental
health care they receive. He’d even told me that he didn’t
believe any of the therapies worked. A grenade had blown
Grady up. He’d watched his best friend die. Was he suicidal?

I peered out the window—he was still on the phone.

Luckily, I’d gone shooting with my dad many times prior
to my mom’s suicide, and I knew how to operate a weapon,
though I hadn’t seen a gun since I’d discovered her. My hand
shaking, I slid the magazine out—it was empty. But I saw a
single round in the chamber.

One round. One bullet.

Enough to end his life.

Enough to end mine.

I removed the round, clutched it in my hand, and buried
the bullet in my purse.

I walked back into the living room, my heart racing, but I
was certain I’d done the right thing.

But I was also certain I had to get the hell out of here.
What if he found out I stole his bullet? In the haze of lust and
desperation, I’d put myself in a dangerous situation—alone
with an armed stranger. Emotions twisted inside me. Grady
was sexy and a true hero.

But it didn’t matter.

Ultimately, I didn’t feel safe. Though I wanted to be a
clinical psychologist, I didn’t have the tools to help Grady, and
one glance at the bullet in my purse made me realize I was in
way over my head.



But what about our connection? I liked this guy—my heart
raced when I thought about him. We had just had the most
incredible sex, twice, and he’d opened up to me, revealed
himself to me, showed me his scars. He asked me to spend the
night. How could I leave him now when he had just began to
let me in?

After a few more minutes, Grady came back into the room.
“Sorry about that, my buddy’s going through a rough time.”

“No worries, it’s great that you’re there for him.”

We sat in silence. I didn’t know what to say to him. I had
so many questions about what had happened to him in Iraq,
what his life was like now, how he coped. But I had no right to
ask these questions. I never wanted to start a relationship with
sex first. But we’d already crossed that line, and there was no
going back.

My phone vibrated. Marisol.

Marisol: You hooker! You ready to go home?

Isa: I’ll be back where you parked in a few minutes.

Marisol: K.

“Grady, my friend is going to pick me up downstairs. I’m
going to go.”

His face fell and it was as if I could almost see hope
escaping from his eye.

What had I just done? I hated myself.

“Good.” He stood up.

Good? Ouch. Maybe he had only asked me to stay the
night because he was a gentleman. Guess he didn’t want to be
held responsible if a cabbie murdered me.

Or maybe the sting of my rejection had caused him to turn
cold.

I’d been wrong to think there was a connection here; I was
probably nothing more to him than another random hookup.



This was for the best. As much as I craved getting close to
a man, I truly doubted that I could really let my guard down,
especially with someone who was going through his own
issues. Plus once he realized I’d disarmed him, he would
probably never trust me again.

I refused to let him see my hurt. “It was really nice to meet
you, Grady.”

My arms extended for a hug but he brushed me off.
Double ouch.

I wanted him to throw me over his back and take me back
to his bed, fuck me all night. Grady’s wounds, his scars of war,
were likely so deep, that no amount of love could heal. Maybe
he was actually right—no amount of therapy could help either,
especially with an unwilling patient. He was not right for me
—I couldn’t risk getting involved with and loving another
person who would leave me.

Pathetically I still hoped for a second that he would ask me
for my number, or out on a date. Somewhere public, without a
loaded gun in the vicinity. Some sign to show me that this was
more than just a one-night stand.

But he just opened the door.

Isa, you’re embarrassing yourself. He doesn’t want
anything to do with you. Just make a clean break now and
forget this night ever happened.

I squeezed his hand, gave him a kiss on his cheek, and
darted out of his apartment.
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an, she couldn’t leave fast enough, just like all the other
girls. I’d been wrong, thinking there was a chance she could
actually be interested in more than just a hookup. She
definitely would never agree to attend the ball with me and be
seen in public with a freak.

I threw my beer against the wall—shards of glass flying
through the air, the liquid dripping down the wall.

Had I said something wrong? I didn’t have a tolerance for
bullshit or small talk. I never knew what to say to women.
After living through the hell that was my life, talking about my
favorite color or what movies I liked seemed so superficial.

This entire night had been so fake. Another meaningless
hookup. I’d actually been about to ask her out before I had that
flashback at the party. But once she’d followed me back to my
place, of course I tried to fuck her. I’d hoped she’d stay the
night, and maybe we could slowly learn about each other. If
she’d seemed cool, I was going to ask her to the ball.

But asking her out was a dumbass idea anyway. I clearly
couldn’t handle being out in public, even with my face
covered. Where could I take her? Some smoky bar where she
wouldn’t have to look at me?

I paced around my apartment, the blood pulsing violently
through my body, my adrenaline spiking. Had she taken pity
on me? A pity fuck—that was all I was these days.



And I’d seen her before, but I just couldn’t figure out
where. When I asked her where, I could swear she was lying
to me. My mind never cooperated anymore. Her face, her
body, her eyes, even her voice. It was as if I knew her. But that
wasn’t possible. Maybe I was really losing it.

Fuck that bitch. It would’ve never worked out between us
anyway. She was training to be a shrink. If I dated her, our
relationship would turn into a never-ending counseling
session.

Fuck women. I’d risked my life for my buddies and they
had done the same for me. My love for my brothers was the
only thing that mattered to me. My best friend was dead, and
here I was acting like a pussy, stressing out because some girl I
met took off. It didn’t matter. None of this dating drama
mattered.

Living in San Diego didn’t help. I missed my hometown
friends. And the Southern girls too. Everyone out here on the
left coast only cared about appearances and money. I had
neither.

I regretted ruining a perfectly good beer over this bitch. I
grabbed another bottle, drowning myself in liquid regret. Each
sip increasing my rage. Yes, I was a fucking alcoholic. And
no, I didn’t need any help.

I should’ve never left my place. I couldn’t handle being
around people anymore. From now on, I would hide away
from the world. I’d fulfill my duties to the Corps and complete
my required treatment.

I still needed to find a date to the ball, but it sure as hell
wouldn’t be Isa.
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woke up the next morning with the worst hangover, but it
wasn’t from the alcohol, it was from the guilt. My head
throbbed, and my eyes were blurry. God, I hated myself for
dashing out of there last night after he’d asked me to stay. I
could’ve been honest with him about finding his loaded gun
and asked him if he was suicidal. What was wrong with me?
How could I claim to want to be a psychologist if I ran away at
the first sign of trouble?

I also should’ve just opened up to him, told him I used to
be on Dancing under the Stars. Maybe we could’ve connected.
He would’ve probably understood how fame distorted reality
since he was also in the public eye. A brief fantasy of grabbing
brunch after incredible morning sex, maybe topped off by a
walk on the beach later in the day, filled my head. We’d fall
into a deep relationship before either of us really knew what
had happened.

But more than likely, opening up would’ve just led to
nothing.

But I didn’t feel sorry for stealing his bullet. Granted, he
was a Marine, so I was pretty sure he had more ammo around
the house. At least if he had a weak moment, he would have to
reload his gun, and even that short delay could potentially save
his life. I’d missed all the signs that my mother was suicidal,
so I refused to regret being proactive.



I did entertain the thought that my action could’ve possibly
put his life in more danger. An intruder could break into his
place, Grady could reach for his gun, think it was loaded, and
then shoot, and lose his life. But that was the chance I’d taken,
and my gut told me that he had a higher likelihood of
committing suicide than of being robbed.

I Googled him the second I returned home. He was so
beautiful before he’d been injured. Kind of looked like a
young Elvis Presley but with a way better body. I was still
attracted to him, even with his disfigurement and scars. In a
way, it made him sexier. More badass.

My fingers shook as I clicked away. I glanced around my
room—a dust bunny perched on my nightstand, last night’s
costume in a pile on the floor, a day-old coffee mug on my
desk. I definitely wasn’t neat like Grady was. I wondered if he
had always been that clean and organized or if being a Marine
made him that way.

I hoped he didn’t think I’d left because of his injuries. I
shuddered, thinking I could have possibly made him feel like
he disgusted me. Maybe I was being conceited—he clearly
knew he had a great body and could get any woman. Maybe
he’d been relieved when I left.

Another link took me to his official webpage. I laughed
when the page loaded—it played that song “Grenade” by
Bruno Mars. I loved that Grady could keep a sense of humor
about his injuries. On second thought, that song would make a
good rumba …

I missed dancing, connecting to the floor, expressing the
emotion of a song. For years it had been my outlet, kept me
sane when my family life was chaotic. But after my mom
killed herself during my last night on the show, the memories
of me dancing had been laced with tragedy.

Wow, Grady wasn’t the only one who needed therapy.

Despite all my intense work on myself, I was cognizant
enough to realize that I was completely screwed up. I’d never
been in a healthy relationship. And my own interaction with



my father was complicated. He’d become distant after my
mom died, not that I blamed him.

And he refused to talk about my mother.

I tried to tell my father once how much I needed to share
memories about her with him, but he claimed it was too
painful to remember. I thought it was more painful to forget.

I closed my eyes, and replayed last night over again,
haunting questions increasing my anxiety. Would I ever be
able to find a man who was emotionally present and
responsible? Would Grady ever recover from war? Could he
move on from his traumas and find happiness in a normal,
stable life? A man like that, so strong and sexy … I wondered
what it would be like to be his.

But I’d never know. I’d closed that door before it was even
cracked.

After stalking Grady, I finally closed the window,
determined to push him out of my mind. I logged in again to
my student services account, hoping the hold on my account
had mysteriously vanished in the night, but unfortunately it
remained.

Something was off. My father hadn’t even returned my
text.

A thought chilled me. Was he avoiding me?

I rummaged through my notebook to find my passwords.
Finally, I was able to log in to my trust fund, a fund I had set
up with my earnings from Dancing under the Stars. I had
made my father trustee.

The blinking screen seemed to take forever to refresh. But
there was no mistaking the negative balance in glaring red.

-$359.

What in the world? This had to be a mistake. I had checked
last quarter and had over thirty-five thousand dollars.
Definitely more than enough for this final year of school.

I shot off a frantic text to my dad. Maybe he was in Vegas
or on one of his benders? I would not wait for him to respond.



First thing tomorrow morning, I would head to the bank. No
one else had access to these funds— except my father.

And he would never touch it.

Would he?
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y hand grasped the thin envelope, crumbling it in my fist.
My heart knew the words written inside—medically retired.
Not fit for duty.

Worthless.

I ripped open the letter, the stoic black ink confirming my
worst fears. I was out, done. I’d be medically retired at the end
of this enlistment—six more months. Nothing left of me but a
broke-ass civilian, doomed to spend the rest of my life
shuttered away from public view so I didn’t scare the children.
A future working the graveyard shift was my best bet so no
one would have to look at my fucked up face.

Why hadn’t I died in that shanty house? Honorably, a hero.
Maggots eating my body in Arlington, a twenty-one-gun salute
blazing.

At least I’d be with my best friend, Rafael.

I missed that motherfucker. His raw sense of humor, his
supremely bad taste in music, his penchant for dousing his
MREs in hot sauce. But more than anything, I missed the way
he took care of everyone in our unit. He truly had our backs. If
you needed some extra cash, Rafael wouldn’t hesitate to lend
it to you. If you needed a ride from the airport at two in the
morning, Rafael would be there even if he were due to PT on
base at six.



He had a wife and a beautiful little girl who worshipped
him. Who missed him. Who would do anything to see him one
last time.

I had no one.

No one would ever love me like that. No woman would
ever want to look at me every day for the rest of her life.

It should’ve been me.

I jammed my key into my apartment, grabbed a bottle of
whiskey, and blasted the death metal CD I’d left in the stereo.

San Diego was suffering from another late summer heat
wave. The sun blazed outside the window, the excessive
warmth incinerating my already torched skin.

I paced around my apartment, clutching my cell phone, but
my fingers refused to press any numbers. I didn’t want to
burden my grandparents with my pain, my friends were in the
field at CAX preparing to deploy to Afghanistan. I was jealous
of those motherfuckers, training in the desert of 29 Palms,
able-bodied, fearless, free. I was a prisoner of my body, my
mind.

I can’t do this anymore.
Another swig of whiskey, and I knelt beside my bed. One

shot, that’s all it would take to end my suffering, my burden on
this world. My spirit would soar free, leave my battered body.

Maybe it was my destiny. I shouldn’t have survived.

I shouldn’t be alive.

My life as I knew it was over. My career was finished. My
best friend was dead. My body was in excruciating pain. I
looked like a mutant.

No one would even notice if I was gone.

I grabbed my pistol, my Glock. No magazine; I always
kept one round in the chamber. One click, and I’d meet my
maker.

This wasn’t the first time I’d thought about killing myself
—I’d always kept my gun close by, in my nightstand, in my



glove compartment. It was like a prescription that was always
filled just in case I needed it.

It was time.

I wasn’t afraid; I was at peace. I wanted to go home.

I placed the gun to my head, the cold steel imprinting on
my temple, and squeezed the trigger.

Click.
Nothing. Radio silence.

What the fuck?

I was still here.

Fuck, I can’t even kill myself.
Where the fuck was that round? I always left a round in

my chamber.

Always.

No one had been in my apartment in a while. Only person
who had been here recently was Isa.

Isa?

No way. No fucking way.

But it could only be her. No one had broken into my place
to steal my bullet.

How did she know how to disarm a weapon? When had
she done this? While I was in the shower? On the phone with
my buddy?

I placed the gun down, debating going into my closet to
get more ammo. But I just sat still on the bed, frozen.

I couldn’t believe that bitch had stolen my bullet. What if I
needed my gun to protect myself?

If I ever saw her again, I’d make her pay. But I didn’t even
know how to contact her. No last name, no phone number.
Nothing. Only a memory remained that replayed daily in my
mind. The sensation of her hot, wet flesh, of how being inside
her erased my pain, if only for a fleeting moment.



I buried my face in my hands. And for the first time since
my injuries, I allowed myself to cry.

One tear burned my skin, and it was like I had opened up a
floodgate. I wept for Rafael, I wept for myself, and I drowned
myself in self-pity. What had I ever done to deserve this fate? I
was caught in an endless cycle of surgeries, excruciating pain,
agony and no relief.

I grabbed my bottle of whisky and downed it, the smooth
liquid coating my throat, taking the edge off my aching. The
framed picture of the President awarding me the medal came
into my view, and my breath hitched. I was not worthy of such
an accolade—the highest military honor in the country.

After staring at my gun, I stood up and placed it back in
my nightstand. Once again, I’d cheated death. I would make
no promise for tomorrow, but tonight would not be my end.
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y hand shook, my coffee spilling through its tiny plastic
slit. This bank opened at nine in the morning, and I’d been
standing outside for the last half an hour. Worry gnawed
through me. This was more than money—this was my life, my
future, the only lasting benefit of my past.

The teller finally opened the door at a minute past nine. I
marched to the back of the bank and sat in the manager’s chair.

A middle-aged man with a glint in his eyes and an ill-
fitting suit greeted me. “Good morning, Miss. How can I help
you?”

I handed him my driver’s license and bankcard. “There’s a
mistake in my account. My tuition check bounced. I looked
online last night and it said there was a negative balance. That
can’t be correct. I had over thirty-five thousand dollars in it a
few months ago.”

He glanced at my ID. “I see. Please swipe your card in the
reader and enter your PIN, and we will get to the bottom of
this.

I followed his directions and pulled my hair.

The manager gave me a sympathetic grin and perused his
screen. After the annoying tapping of his old-school keyboard,
he nodded his head toward me.



“I’m sorry to say that unfortunately your balance is in the
negative. It seems a transfer of funds was made into another
account last month.”

“No, that’s not possible. This is my college fund. I don’t
ever transfer out of it.”

He turned the screen towards me. My eyes registered what
I was seeing, and I could feel my heart drop. “It seems the
other owner of the account went into a branch in Temecula and
transferred the money to a personal checking in his name.”

Temecula.

My hometown.

My temples throbbed with rage.

“I see. I’m sorry for the inconvenience.” I stuffed my cards
in my purse, grabbed my coffee, and dashed out of the bank,
praying I would reach my car before tears welled in my eyes.

My father had stolen my money.

All of it.

No wonder he was avoiding my calls.

I slammed the car door and hunched over the steering
wheel. I knew my dad was an alcoholic and hadn’t written
anything worth publishing in years. But to steal from his own
daughter?

I turned my keys in the ignition and pressed on the gas
pedal.

My father would not get away with this. He better pay me
back every damn penny, or I’d have him arrested.

But no matter what I had to do, I’d find the money to
graduate.
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nother fucking waiting room. Man, I was sick to death of
doctors. Probing my flesh, their compassionate yet
condescending smirks, insincere offers of hope. Today, I’d get
another skin graft, fuck my life.

I shifted in my seat, wishing I were anywhere but here.
This place was stuck in the eighties, like I was on a Miami
Vice set: Kenny Loggins played over the speakers, the walls
were painted pale peach, the air reeked of baby powder and
bleach, and a vase of plastic flowers was placed on the floor,
not even worthy of a cheap coffee table.

I pulled out my phone but had no fucking reception.
Dammit. My hand shuffled through the basket of magazines; a
Playboy would’ve been nice, but I’d settle for a Men’s Health.

I grabbed a pile of crap—last year’s Good Housekeeping,
Star, Vogue. I was about to give up and just stare at the
cracked paint when something caught my eye.

A “Ten Years of Dancing under the Stars” special edition.
And there in the corner of the cover was a small picture of a
girl dancing. Black hair, incredible body, killer smile.

Isa.

The hot chick from the one-night stand I couldn’t stop
thinking about, the girl who stole my bullet.

What the fuck?



I focused on her face, her body, her hair. It was fucking
her. I’d bet my medal on it.

I knew I’d seen her before. I’d even fucking asked her why
she looked familiar but she lied to me. Couldn’t for the life of
her know where I could’ve possibly seen her? How about
fifteen million people watched you every night for two years?
My grandma loved that show—used to force me to watch it
every fucking week. And now I remembered that Meemaw’s
favorite dancer was “that sweet American girl.”

I thumbed through the magazine, desperate for some more
intel.

Bella Applebaum won the 5th and 6th seasons of Dancing
under the Stars. She left the show in the middle of the 7th

season, with no explanation. Her current whereabouts remain
unknown.

Isa…bella?

Why did she leave the show? Unknown whereabouts?
Why the secrecy? What was she hiding from?

A reality star—of course she’d never want a relationship
with me. She’d probably run off and marry some liberal war-
protesting Hollywood pretty boy.

She was like one of these goddamn celebrities who
pretended to support our troops but actually charged the
charities to make appearances. Give back to your country, fuck
a war vet.

My mind raced. Who the fuck did she think she was, trying
to disarm me? I needed to see her again—get some kind of
closure. I’d fucking flat out ask her why she slept with me,
then ran the fuck out the door the first chance she got.

Man, I sounded like a bitch. I just couldn’t accept that I’d
read her so wrong. I honest to God thought she was into me.
The sex was incredible, and she hadn’t abandoned me after my
PTSD freak out at the party. She seemed to want to get to
know me even if it was only to help me since she claimed to
want to become a psychologist.



And that damn bullet. Maybe the episode at the party had
been tolerable to her, piqued her psychobabble curiosity, but
once she found herself trapped in an apartment with a PTSD
war vet with a loaded gun, she bolted. I can’t honestly say I
blamed her. I was a fucking mess.

“Mr. Williams, we’re ready for you now.”

I glanced up. A hot young nurse waited to escort me back
to a room so I could be tortured. My flesh would be
manipulated and scraped so I could pass for a human and not
an alien. A swig of the whiskey hidden in my water bottle took
the edge of my pain.

Across the room, I recognized a fellow Marine, his leg
amputated, his wife clutching his arm, attempting to comfort
him. I wondered what it would be like to have someone like
that in my life who would love me no matter what.

I stood up and followed the sexy nurse down the barren
hallway. Meeting Isa, having her take my bullet, seeing her in
the magazine, these incidents couldn’t all be coincidences.

I had to see her again.
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sped on the freeway and drove an hour and a half north to
confront my father in Temecula.

Normally, I loved going home, but not today when my
anxiety was burning through my body. How could he take my
college money—money I had earned on my own? And why?
Was it a gambling debt? I’d worked so hard to graduate on
time. The mere thought of having my entire future destroyed
because I’d trusted my father was unbearable.

Our home was nothing extravagant, just a simple three-
bedroom, two-bath, ranch house. But there was comfort
knowing I could return to the place where I’d taken my first
steps, spent merry Christmases, and had learned how to dance
from my mom.

My hometown wasn’t well-known—it had a few
vineyards, and a bunch of motocross racers and UFC fighters
lived there. But it had a strong community network—it was a
place Ronald Reagan made famous by praising its
hardworking citizens for rallying together to build a sports
park.

As I pulled on our street, I noticed that our grass was
unusually brown and patchy—more than was even normal in
this drought. The trim on the door was faded, and the annuals I
had planted in spring had already wilted. Even so, our bright
pink crape myrtle was in full bloom and the lone avocado tree
was bearing fruit.



I grabbed my bag, and as I headed up the driveway, my
dad greeted me at the door. He wore his classic uniform of a
wrinkly flannel shirt and worn jeans, and his strong, woodsy
cologne mixed with his alcohol-spiked breath quickly hit my
nostrils. His face was unshaven and his salt-and-pepper hair
was unkempt. I winced—I hated seeing him so broken. In my
memories, my father had always been strong, proud, and
attractive. I knew he blamed himself for my mom’s suicide, no
matter how many times I told him there was nothing we
could’ve done.

He quickly surveyed my face. “Don’t give me that look,
I’m fine.”

Every muscle in my body tensed. I followed him inside the
house.

“You look wrecked. Why did you take my money?”

He paused, his eyes pained.

I knew that look.

“Now, Dad. Spill it.”

He remained silent. I forced myself to remain calm and not
blow up at him. I headed into the kitchen to start the
coffeemaker. Bills were piled near the telephone, and a few
boxes were packed tightly—as if he was planning on fleeing.
“Did you read an organizing book or something?”

“No.” He gazed out the window at the peek-a-boo
vineyard view.

“Why are your things packed?”

“Just doing some cleaning.”

I leveled him with my eyes.

He let out a sigh. “Okay. You got me.”

Fuck. I knew that tone.

“What’s going on with you? Where the hell is my money?
The truth, please.”

Beads of sweat pooled on his neck.



“I’m bankrupt. I hadn’t paid the property taxes and was
behind on our mortgage so I used the money to catch up. The
bank was going to foreclose on our home.”

I clenched my fist, and my vision became cloudy. “How on
earth are you bankrupt? You had a six-figure advance for your
last book. Didn’t you invest?”

“That book deal was five years ago. The critics loved it but
it was no bestseller. I earned out my advance and that was that.
I need a hit.”

I poured coffee into two mugs, debated emptying the pot
on my father’s hand. My dad by no means lived an
extravagant lifestyle. We had always lived within a budget,
which was probably why it was easy for me to adjust back to
being a starving college student after my brief time as a starlet.

But my house, our home, meant the world to me. It was
more than a roof over our heads. I could still hear my mother’s
voice echo down the hallway, I could still picture her tending
to the garden, I could still inhale the scent of her perfumed
clothes.

He continued his excuses as I struggled to remain calm.

“I’ve approached everyone I can think of to write a
biography, but either they’re already working with a writer, or
my agent doesn’t think we could get a big enough advance
from a publisher.” His voice was choked with emotion but I
refused to pity him.

My mind immediately flashed to Grady. If he wrote a war
memoir, it would be a bestseller. He’d told me he had no
desire to write one, but I wondered if he would ever change his
mind.

“So you stole from your own daughter? I need that money
for tuition. I won’t graduate. It’s my money. How fucking dare
you? I can have you arrested?”

“I know, I’m sorry. My agent assured me that this celebrity
would chose me to write his book, so I thought I could take the
money out of the trust and deposit it back before you ever



noticed. It was wrong of me and I don’t blame you if you hate
me but I didn’t want to tell you. I’ll figure this out, I promise.”

I was not reassured. Rage flashed through me. “Can’t you
sell the house and move somewhere else? That’ll buy you
some time until you find your next subject.” The second the
words left my lips, hollowness filled my core. My home. The
place I’d escaped to when my face had been plastered on every
tabloid in America, the community that had embraced me
when everyone else turned their back on me.

“Even if I sell the home it won’t help. I’m underwater on
the mortgage, and I’d need to find a new place to live. I have
three months of expenses left with the money I took from you,
and then I have nothing.”

Memories rushed back of picnicking with my parents at
the duck pond, exploring the candy and root beer shops in
quaint Old Town. My childhood was happy—I never had a
clue that my mom was in such private pain. And my parents
always seemed so in love. I had dreamt of having my own
happy marriage one day—but now that image was shattered.
My mom wasn’t content—she was miserable. If I had read her
so wrong, how could I trust anyone?

“How much do you owe?”

He started speaking rapidly. “Maybe it’s best if we lose the
home. Who knows how long I’ll be around anyway?”

“Is that supposed to be comforting? How much debt do
you have?”

“Forty-seven thousand dollars.”

Forty-seven thousand dollars? We were screwed. Royally
screwed. I could never come up with that kind of money,
unless I went back on Dancing under the Stars for a season.
And that was completely out of the question. I hadn’t danced
in years and was completely out of practice. There had to be
another way.

“We can’t lose this house, Dad. We have so many
wonderful memories here. Do you remember the time that
Mom found that white bunny in our backyard? Our neighbor



wanted to feed it to the coyotes. But Mom nursed him back to
health. She loved little Latte.”

My dad’s eyes narrowed and a vein popped in his neck. “I
hated that rabbit—another one of your mom’s projects that she
started but then abandoned when she lost interest. I ended up
taking care of that thing.”

I slammed my coffee mug down. “Why do you do that?
Every time I mention her, you either dismiss me or get
enraged. We had good times, happy times. Why can’t we talk
about her?”

“Because she left us! Suicide is selfish. She didn’t care
about or love us or she wouldn’t’ve done it!”

I raised my hand and slapped him, the tight sting of my
palm shocking me. “How dare you! She was not selfish. She
was sick! How can you not see that? She did love us—she
probably thought we were better off!” I was completely
stunned by how ignorant people were about suicide. I admit
I’d thought the same things my father just said, that she didn’t
love us, that she was selfish. Thank God I’d educated myself. I
just wished my father would try to understand. Try to forgive.

My father didn’t say anything to me. He didn’t need to. He
exhaled and his hand started shaking.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have slapped you.”

“It’s okay, I probably deserved it. I just miss her.”

And that was the first time my dad admitted to me that he
missed her.

I didn’t know what to say. The intersection of anger, hurt,
and resentment brewed inside me. “Why didn’t you tell me
about the house sooner? Can’t you take another job?
Anything?”

“You don’t think I’ve applied for everything? No one
wants to hire a middle-aged man. I just need a chance and I
can turn this around. Just one more hit.”

Could I dare ask Grady? He would say no, and he didn’t
seem to want anything to do with me. He hadn’t even asked



for my number. What was I going to do? Stop by his
apartment?

Maybe I could contact him through Facebook, though he
didn’t even have a searchable profile, just a page.

No, I couldn’t do that. I didn’t even know Grady. And I’d
ran out on him.

There was one other person I could ask.

“Don’t worry, Dad. It’ll work out. I’ll pray for a miracle.”

He exhaled and his eyes looked up. He hugged me. “Thank
you. I’m really sorry I took your money.”

I racked my brain. I could apply for a school loan. Or take
a one-quarter leave to figure this out. But one thing was
certain—I could only rely on myself.
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ll fucking day I couldn’t get Isa out of my mind. How she
sucked my cock, the image of her ass as I took her from
behind, the expression on her face when I licked her pussy, the
sweet sounds of her moans as she came.

Remembering how it felt to be inside her numbed my pain.
The throbbing from my skin graft was intense, like being
dragged around on a carpet until my skin melted off.

I sat down to my computer and Googled her.

Bella Applebaum—Dancing under the Stars.
Her face lit up my screen—hair darker, skin tanner, and

body skinnier. I thought she looked way hotter when I’d met
her than she had on the show—I liked my women with curves.

She’d danced two seasons, then left mid-season. No reason
why. She’d obviously changed her life—instead of dancing
with losers she now was sleeping with monsters.

A few pics with her ex-partner—Pasha, a fellow dancer on
the show. I wonder if he ever fucked her? Looked like a pansy.
I mean, the guy fucking waxed his chest.

I scanned a few more articles on the screen, until one
headline sent a jolt through my body.

Inside Bella’s private hell: the truth about the night when
the reality star discovered her mother’s body.



I skimmed the article—though Bella had never confirmed
the story to the press, the rumor was her mom had been shot
by an unknown killer.

Fuck.

Maybe that’s why she stole my bullet … she’d been scared
I would harm her.

And little did she know I’d be dead if it weren’t for her.

My head buzzed and a devious thought passed through my
head. What if … I accepted the show’s offer? Agreed to make
a jackass out of myself—as long as I was allowed to choose
my partner.

The producer had called me again last week. Said he’d do
“anything” to get me on the show.

Anything.

And honestly, what the fuck else was I doing with my life,
besides drinking myself into oblivion? To be honest, I needed
a plan B. Now that I was about to be retired from the Marines,
I’d be left at the mercy of the VA, waiting two years to get an
appointment. I had no formal education, no ability to hold
down a job with my injuries, no future.

The producer had offered me $125,000 to do the show,
plus a weekly bonus if I didn’t get eliminated. I could make up
to a half million dollars. The Corps would definitely give me
leave—anything for public relations. That was who I was
these days anyway. A fucking propaganda puppet.

If the public wanted a war hero, I would give them exactly
what they craved.

I relaxed back in my chair and entertained the possibilities.
The dancers were forced to train their partners up to eight
hours a day. I could demand that she was my partner.

It was a fifteen-week season.

Fifteen weeks to fuck Isa.

Fifteen weeks to make her need me. Show her the kind of
man I was.



My hand picked up my phone but my fingers refused to
dial the numbers.

No. I couldn’t do it.

I wouldn’t do it.

And it wasn’t because I thought it was gay or lame or
anything like that. There had been other war heroes who’d
starred on it, and my staff sergeant, Bret Lord, had been on as
a professional dancer on the show, and he was masculine as
fuck. He’d donated his entire salary to his buddy’s widow.

But he wasn’t fucked up like I was.

It wasn’t even the ridiculous outfits I’d have to wear or the
makeup they’d paint on my face.

It was the triggers.

They would be everywhere. Flashing lights, sound stages,
the audience clapping.

I’d snap. I’d break. I’d humiliate myself. I thrived on
routine—one of the only suggestions my therapist had made
that I actually implemented. Get up, go to the hospital for
forced therapy and medical appointments, return home, get
drunk, get laid.

But I hadn’t been with anyone since Isa. She’d been
different than the other girls I’d fucked. I wanted to claim her
as mine.

I was almost crazy enough to embarrass myself on national
television to find a way back to her.

Almost.

But that was a stupid fucking idea. For so many reasons.
The most important being that if I had fifteen weeks alone
with Isa, I’d become addicted to her. And then she’d leave me.

As a Medal of Honor recipient, I was held to a higher
standard. I would not humiliate the Corps. And having a
flashback on national television would be unavoidable.

Then again, blowing my brains out would clearly bring
shame to the Marines, but at least the publicity might shed



some light on the suicide rates of veterans. What the fuck was
wrong with me to even be thinking that? Man, I needed help.

I ripped up the producer’s number and threw the card into
the trash.

Maybe someday Isa and I would cross paths again, and I’d
be able to show her the kind of man I was.

A beast.
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fter an awkward breakfast, where I spent most of my time
internally debating whether or not I should contact Grady, my
father turned on the television and found a football game.
Once he was distracted, I told my dad I had some errands to
run.

I needed to talk to Benny Brooks, the executive producer
of Dancing under the Stars.

I jumped in my car and headed to the freeway, but I didn’t
have the guts to show up on Grady’s doorstep—instead I was
going back to LA.

I hadn’t been back to Hollywood since my mom killed
herself not wanting to be in the city where she’d taken her life.
But I was desperate now. I had to finish school. I’d do
whatever it took. And this option was infinitely preferable to
making an ass out of myself groveling to Grady.

And the truth was, I missed dancing.

My foot pressed on the gas pedal. It was Monday in the
middle of summer. Dancing under the Stars was not filming
nor was the show on tour. And it was only three weeks until
United States Dancesport Championships—which meant all
the dancers should be training. I no longer had Benny’s phone
number and no one ever answered the studio phone, but he
was usually coaching Pasha at his ballroom.



I checked Pasha’s Instagram. At least he was there—he
had endorsed a workout shake from the ballroom less than an
hour ago.

Two hours, an iced coffee, and a caramel apple empanada
later, I parked in the studio’s parking lot. This studio had been
my home for many years. I’d done rumba walks until my
toenails popped off, jive kicks until my knees gave out, and
samba rolls until my back ached. But no matter how much
physical pain I’d endured, I’d enjoyed every second of it.

My mouth became dry. I exited the car and placed my
hand on the door. Before I could change my mind, I forced
myself to walk inside.

But the second I stepped into the studio, I immediately
regretted it. I didn’t belong here—I was an outsider, a quitter.

Pasha whirled around the floor with his new professional
partner, a stunning Russian blonde who also just happened to
be his new girlfriend. I couldn’t help but stare at her toes, the
effortless way they rolled off the ground.

A bunch of younger dancers practiced their cha cha locks
in the mirror. Luckily, no one had noticed me. I contemplated
dashing back to my car, but a familiar voice stopped me.

“Bellichka?” Pasha had ditched his partner in the middle of
the floor and walked over to me.

Bellichka, Pasha’s pet name for me. “Privet, Pasha.”

The man who stood before me hadn’t aged a day since the
last time I’d seen him four years ago. Pasha’s blonde hair was
slicked with gel, his eyes were a pale blue, and his body was
lean and tan. I was pretty sure that his flawless skin was the
result of Botox.

I expected him to hug me or at least give me one of those
fake kisses on the cheek. But instead, his gaze traveled my
body. I felt naked in his presence. He’d never looked at me
like that, ever. All the years we danced together he’d treated
me like his little sister. I had yearned for him to want me, see
me as a woman and not as a little girl. I’d been so jealous of
his girlfriends.



But now, when I looked at him, I felt nothing.

He took me in his arms and hugged me, attempting to kiss
me on the lips, but I turned my cheek. He seemed startled and
quickly released me.

“What it is you doing here?”

Well, his accent was still strong, despite being on
television. “I was looking for Benny.”

“He is not here. He went to Australia to take care of
something.”

Dammit. There went my plan.

“But I can help you…”

Doubtful. But I hadn’t come all this way to give up so
easily.

Pasha said something in Russian to his partner, who had
come over to investigate. Years of immersing myself in
Pasha’s language and culture allowed me to loosely decipher
what he had said. “Go practice. It won’t be long. She isn’t of
your concern.”

Ouch. Well, it was true. I hated the way he talked to her,
the way he had talked to me. But he wasn’t my problem
anymore.

He took me to the office and I sat down on the loveseat in
the corner. There were old pictures of us hung on the walls, a
trophy in a case behind a desk. “Why you come to Benny?”

“I was wondering … my dad has run into some trouble,
and the truth is I’m tight on cash. Do you think he could get
me back on Dancing under the Stars?” I cringed with shame
the second the request left my lips. Here I sat, in my jean
shorts and T-shirt, begging my ex-partner to help me out. I’d
left the show and our partnership. Why would he ever help
me?

“I wish I could help with you on show, but I cannot. Do
you need the money? How much it is that you need, I write
you a check.” He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a
checkbook.



“No, no, I don’t want your money. I want to work.”

“Work? Let me be honest together with you. You will not
get back on show.” He stood up from the desk and joined me
on the loveseat. His hand pushed a lock of hair out of my face
and I resisted the urge to recoil. “You are now beautiful to me.
What we had, I will never have again. Oksana, she is
incredible dancer, but you, Bellichka, when you danced, you
were like magic.”

I steadied my breath. “Okay. Then if I’m so incredible,
why can’t I get on the show? Aren’t you a co-producer now,
you can help me.”

He laughed. “I am not head producer of show. Benny is.
And he wants young dancers, more young than you. You are
now twenty-three. The waitlist it is long. Unless celebrity
requests to you, you will not be picked.” He inched into my
dance space and this time, I retreated. “But you can come back
to me, work at studio, compete together with me, I can take
care of you, like you always wanted. If you work very hard,
we can win again.”

What? Was he serious? I didn’t want to date him now.
Back then, I’d idolized him and that life. But now, I saw it as
shallow. We had devoted our lives to dancing, not ever
thinking about anyone other than ourselves. After meeting
Grady, a man that had sacrificed so much for something he
believed in, I wanted to be with someone inspiring. Someone
who inspired me to be a better person.

“That is a kind offer, Pash, but I’m not interested. Nice to
see you again. Good luck at Nationals.” I stood up, and he
mirrored me. I turned to leave, and he pulled me to him,
kissing me on the cheek. But I felt nothing. Once there had
been electricity between us, but the spark had extinguished.
Until I met Grady, I’d wondered if I would ever feel that
radiance from a man again.

I wanted to feel that heat again.

By the time I returned home, my father was passed out on
the sofa. I crept by him and went to my room.



My bedroom was stuck in time since high school. Trophies
and pictures from my dance competitions adorned the walls,
pictures of me winning Nationals with Pasha.

My stomach fluttered, and I opened my laptop. Now I had
an excuse to contact Grady.

But it wasn’t even a good excuse. Hey, I know I ran off
after we had sex, but will you let my alcoholic dad, who stole
my tuition funds, write your war memoir so I can pay for
college? I’d be just another one of the people in his life who
wanted to use him.

But it was more than that. I couldn’t stop thinking about
him. I had to see him again. Even if he just laughed in my
face.

The worst he could say was no or ignore me. But maybe,
just maybe, we could reconnect.

I moved the cursor over to the message tab on his page.
“Grady Williams: Public Figure.” It even had one of those
blue checkmarks next to his name so I knew it was legit.

Did he even manage his own page? Maybe I would send
him a message and some assistant would respond? I was sure
he received hundreds of emails daily from women in love with
him.

I scrolled down his page. Mostly motivational quotes, very
few pictures. One of him sharing a beer with the President
outside the Oval Office, another one of him with his battalion
before the grenade. And a final picture of him and his buddy
off-roading. I stared at that last picture longer than I should
have. The inscription read “R.I.P. Rafael.”

Damn, I’d learned from reading reports of his attack that
Rafael was Grady’s friend who died next to Grady.

I clicked the message button, my heart palpitating, and
started typing.

Hi Grady, it’s Isa. I was wondering if we could meet for
coffee.



Once I hit Send, my insides begin to quiver. Then I saw
that check mark. Grady had read my message, or someone
maintaining his page had. Grady was typing.

Come by my place tomorrow night at ten.
Whoa. He didn’t even ask me when I was free, or where I

wanted to meet. Going to a man’s place at ten at night was
definitely a booty call. Maybe he thought I wanted another
round. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t crave him. Though I’d
contacted him, he was in control of the situation. I didn’t know
if I should be turned on or pissed off.

Okay. I’ll be there.
I sat in my bedroom, my stomach fluttering. What had I

just done? A few days ago I’d been a sexually frustrated
college coed eager to finish school. Now unless I could come
up with tuition, I’d end up being a college dropout who
couldn’t stop thinking about her epic one-night stand with
Grady the sex god. I kept replaying every moment of our night
in my head. The way he touched me, the way he made me feel,
the way he focused on my pleasure.

But now I had a second chance to see if there was
something more between us than just red-hot chemistry, to
apologize for running off, to figure out if I had been wrong
about being scared of him.
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GRADY

ime had passed slowly since I’d received Isa’s message
yesterday. I was driving myself crazy trying to figure out why
she’d contacted me, secretly hoping that she wanted another
round. Ever since learning about her mother’s death, I’d been
almost certain that she’d taken my bullet because she was
concerned. I was excited for another chance with her.

After a quick workout, I took a hot shower and dabbed on
some cologne. The steam from the shower cleared from my
mirror, and I caught a glimpse of my face.

I would never get used to my reflection. The droopy eye,
the non-existent ear, the skin that looked like it had been
slashed by a serial killer. A lump grew in my throat, and I
closed my eye.

I threw on a black T-shirt and some cargo shorts and paced
around my place.

A chime rang out—Isa was downstairs. Adrenaline rushed
through my body, the same feeling I had when I stepped out on
the battlefield.

I buzzed her in and stood by the door.

Before I saw her, I heard her steps. Heels for sure, delicate
little taps coming down the hallway. Her scent filled the air—
fresh, fruity, fascinating.

Damn, she was beautiful.



She wore one of those loose T-shirts and tight skinny jeans
that showed off her juicy ass. Her hair cascaded past her
shoulders, and I wanted to run my fingers through it while she
screamed my name.

“Hey, beautiful.” I pulled her to me and gave her a hug, my
cock pressing against her crotch.

“Hey. It’s good to see you. How are you?” Her voice was
cautious yet soothing.

“Good.” I didn’t have any tolerance for small talk. I
wanted to know why she wrote me. I wanted to know exactly
why she ran out the other night. I wanted to know why she
stole my bullet.

After I released her, she headed to the sofa. My mind
flashed to remembering her perfect naked ass perched up as I
took her from behind.

She rubbed her hands down her jeans and every inch of me
desired her.

I stared at her chest. “Do you want a drink?”

“No, I’m good.” She ran her tongue over her teeth, and her
gaze darted across the room.

My gut gnarled. Something was up. She wasn’t making
eye contact with me, and I suspected that it wasn’t just because
of my face. “What’s up?”

“I just wanted to see you.”

Nice non-answer. “Well, now you’ve seen me.”

She pulled on her hair. “Well, I don’t want you to think I
only came over here to ask you for a favor.”

A favor? I clenched my fists. My heart felt like it was
literally shrinking. Of course she wanted something from me
—these days everyone did. A woman that beautiful could
never be interested in dating a man as grotesque as me. I hated
myself for believing for a second that I had a chance with her.
For believing that if someone that beautiful could fall in love
with me, then maybe I could love myself.



She pursed her lips. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” What did this bitch want? I nodded toward her.
“What do you want?”

Her hands kept twirling her hair. “Can we talk first?”

I shot her an irritated glance. “Talk about what? We aren’t
friends. We just fucked once. What the fuck do you want from
me?”

The color drained from her face and she shook her head at
me. “My father, he’s a bestselling biographer. He’s really
talented, a complete perfectionist, and, like I already told you,
he’s a Marine. I was wondering … if there was any way you
would consider letting him write your war memoir?”

Yup, the bitch was no different than the other women I’d
met since I’d been injured. I was a novelty, a charity, a
commodity. God, and I honestly believed for a second she
wanted me. “The answer is no. Why don’t you get the fuck out
of here? You’re just like every other fake-ass bitch I’ve met,
Bella. And you washed up reality stars are the worst—using
anyone to stay relevant.”

Her chin trembled. “Bella? I guess you found out I was on
Dancing under the Stars?”

“Yes, ma’am. I may only have one eye, but I told you that
I’d seen you before. I never forget a face.”

“I … I’m sorry. I didn’t want to tell you because once I tell
a guy about the show, he treats me differently. I like you,
Grady, I honest to God do. But I figured if I told you I’d been
on a television show, you’d judge me, like you’re doing right
now. That show destroyed my life. That’s why I quit. I wasn’t
asked to leave, I ran away.”

Just like she had that night. Her lip trembled and I knew
there was more to her story for leaving. But I was too pissed to
keep interrogating her. “You saw my gun, didn’t you? Did you
take my bullet?”

Her face turned white. “I … I mean—”



“I’ll take that as a yes. Why? Did you think I was going to
kill you? Who the fuck do you think you are? I’m a Marine.
This is America. I have a right to have a loaded gun in my
house without some bitch stealing my goddamn bullet.” Here I
was yelling at this girl, my body bursting with rage. She
probably thought I was a psycho. I just wanted her to leave.

But instead of cowering, she glared right at me. “I didn’t
know you—I still don’t. I saw you have a flashback at that
party, and yes, I thought it was a possibility that you could be
violent or even suicidal. So yes, I did take it, and no, I’m not
sorry. And you know what? I’d do it again!”

Whoa. As pissed off as I was at her, I was impressed that
she was standing up to me. No one ever told me off anymore.
Even my own friends pussyfooted around me ever since I was
awarded my medal.

My eye darted around her face. She seemed sincere, hurt,
even scared. Whatever, it was too late now to even try to turn
this around.

I lowered my voice. “It’s fine. I don’t want to write a book,
but thanks for asking. And if I did, I could pick any author I
wanted. I definitely wouldn’t pick the father of some random
girl I fucked. It’s time for you to go.”

But the bitch kept talking, her voice laced with
desperation. “No, wait. Listen to me—my dad’s an excellent
writer. He will do a great job. I know you don’t want to tell
your story, but if you don’t, I’m sure someone will write an
unauthorized account of the attack. This is your way of
controlling the information, honoring your friend’s memory.”

She had a point. I’d already read some bullshit accounts in
the press. Most were exaggerated, made me look like I was
lying. Yes, I threw myself on a grenade—no, I wasn’t the
bionic man who withstood gunfire and killed a bunch of
people.

I studied Isa—her chest heaved as she talked and I spied a
pink bra strap. My rage began to melt away and lust replaced it
within my body.



I wanted her. Again. However I could have her.

“Why is this so important to you? If your dad is such a
great writer, he can write some other guy’s story. Why mine?”

She cast a downward glance. “He’s having some financial
trouble now. The bank will foreclose on our home, and—” she
sighed, “well, he stole my tuition money to try to save the
house. It was my money I had earned when I was on the show.
So, yeah, I won’t be able to finish my last year of college
unless I can come up with the cash.”

What a fucking dick. What kind of dad does that? “I’m not
going to trust my story with some jackass who steals from his
daughter.”

“No, wait. He’s not a jerk, I swear. He’s desperate. He’s
been a mess since my mom died. And he was in Vietnam so he
has his own PTSD issues. He’s an alcoholic and he has
flashbacks, too. But I know he’d do an amazing job. I promise
you that he’s a brilliant writer. He was even nominated for the
Pulitzer. And honestly, he’s so in awe of you. He first told me
about your story before you won your medal. He thinks you’re
a hero. You are a hero.”

My mind raced. She seemed desperate.

And I held the power.

So now I’d get what I wanted.

“What’s in it for me?”

Her eyes brightened. “My dad’s agent is excellent. I’m
sure you’ll get a huge book deal.”

I laughed, leaned in closer, and eye-fucked her slowly.
“No, that’s not what I meant, baby. I’m not talking about the
money. If I agree to do this, and choose your father, what are
you going to do for me?”

“Oh.” Her face finally registered the meaning behind my
question. “What do you want?”

“I want you to be my date for the Commandant’s Marine
Corps Ball. I’m the Guest of Honor. We’ll fly to Hawaii



together, spend a weekend attending official events, and when
the weekend is over, we will go our separate ways.”

“Wow.” Her lips widened into a smile. “Grady, I’d be
honored to be your date to the ball. When is it?”

“November tenth. The Marine Corps Birthday.”

She beamed. “That’s a few months away. I can’t wait. Yes,
of course.”

I let out a laugh. No way was I going to let her off that
easily.

“Don’t get too excited. There’s more to the deal. I want the
full girlfriend experience.”

Her smile dropped. “Full girlfriend experience?”

“Yup. I need you to pretend to be my girlfriend in public,
at the ball, and at any events we have to attend. The President
will be there. I can’t exactly bring my fuck buddy to meet the
leader of the free world. One year, the guest of honor tried to
bring a porn star to the ball and the commandant banned him.
The tabloids have interviewed my ex-girlfriends, so I really
want to keep this clean and avoid a scandal.”

“Makes sense. I understand.”

“No, you don’t understand. In order to pull this off, we
need to get to know each other. I want you to myself. No
drama. Just you and me, alone, away from the rest of world.
Whatever I say goes. You disobey me, and I won’t sign the
contract with your father. Once the ball is over, we go our
separate ways.” I moved toward her, placing my hand on her
upper thigh. “But until then, I own you. All night, every night.
On your knees sucking my cock, on all fours while I fuck you
from behind. I want to lick your pussy until you’re begging me
for release. I want to fuck you until you can’t do anything but
come and come and come for me.”

Her skin flushed, her eyes blinked and her lips parted. I
couldn’t tell if she wanted to slap me or kiss me. “Sorry, I’m
not for sale. This was a mistake. I’m going to go.”



I laughed and grabbed her wrist. “You’re not going
anywhere. You contacted me; you asked me for a favor. Look
me in the eye and tell me you don’t want me again.”

She swallowed hard and I remembered how hot she looked
sucking me off. “Our night together was incredible, but it was
a mistake. I’m not looking for a fling. I can’t have sex with
you every night and not get attached. I know you must think
I’m a slut, but you’re the only man I’ve ever had a one-night
stand with.”

I’d heard that line from many girls—but something in her
voice made me actually believe her. “I don’t think you’re a
slut. I think you’re a good girl who wants to get wild, who
wants to be tempted and cut loose. Use me, Isa. I’m not your
fairy tale prince, I’m your beast.”

Now she rubbed her hand over her heart, her mouth
alternating between gaping open and closing shut. “I … I don’t
know what to say.”

I pulled her into me, tilted her head toward my mouth,
whispering into her lips. “Say yes and I’ll make all your
fantasies come true.” My lips kissed her neck, and my hands
gripped her wrist. I flipped her under me, and she writhed
against my body. This kiss was urgent, menacing, yet at the
same time comforting. My tongue explored her hot little
mouth, until she let out a little whimper.

“And you swear you’ll let my dad write your memoir?”
She kissed me back, her leg wrapping around my waist.

“I give you my word.” I pinched her nipples, and took off
her shirt.

“When do we start?” she asked breathlessly, her hands
exploring my body, tugging at my shorts.

“Now. Get on your knees and suck my cock.”

Her hand undid my belt buckle, and my pants dropped to
the floor. She pulled down my black boxer briefs, releasing my
cock from its prison.

Her soft lips brushed against my tip, and the anticipation
was almost too much to handle. How many nights since I’d



met her had I jerked off thinking about her doing this exact
thing? In my fantasies, despite myself, I imagined her as mine.
No labels, not my girlfriend or my wife, but mine—all mine.
No other man would ever feel her lips on his cock—she was
only for me.

Her hand grasped the base of my cock and slid up the
length. She licked her lips, teasing me, and I was desperate to
feel that tongue on my tip. I resisted the urge to place my hand
on the back of her neck and guide her to me. She knew what I
wanted—and she was about to give it to me.

She kissed the lower part of my stomach, licking her way
down my happy trail, clearly enjoying that she literally had me
in the palm of her hand. I’d do just about anything for her right
now. After what seemed like an eternity, she finally took me
deep, her hot, little mouth creating a tight ring around my
cock. She sucked me so hard I could barely handle the
pleasure. I wanted to fuck her mouth, pound the back of her
throat, but I didn’t want to scare her. One glimpse of my
primal desire, the beast within, and she could leave me again.

“Fuck, baby, that feels so good.”

She pulled out all the stops—her hands gliding up and
down, her lips pressed against me, her tongue darting under
the base of my tip.

I gripped her hair, trying to push her off me.

“I’m going to come. Stop.”

But she didn’t stop. She kept sucking, licking, and
stroking. I closed my eyes and allowed myself to let go, and a
wave of complete ecstasy reached every cell in my body. Isa
didn’t recoil in disgust; she lapped up my cum like a kitten
devouring warm milk.

I pulled up my boxers and shorts and clutched her to my
chest. I debated asking her to stay but I had to check into my
unit tomorrow to start processing my exit paperwork

“I’m traveling to Lake Tahoe; I have a cabin for a week. I
want you to stay with me.”

She nodded. “Okay, when?”



“In a few weeks, I’ll message you the details.” I took out
my phone, and we exchanged numbers.

“Okay, that works. Grady, I … I wanted to apologize for
running—”

I stopped her. “We’re not going to do that.” Though I
wanted to know the reason she’d bolted, I didn’t want her to
lie to me. And I couldn’t trust her to tell me the truth. We had
a week together to get to know each other. Telling her I wanted
nothing to do with her at the end of our deal gave us both an
out.

“Oh, okay. Bye then.” She squirmed away from me. I
walked her to her car, and watched her drive away.

The traffic buzzed, triggering my anxiety, and I needed to
get back inside my place ASAP before I lost it. What the fuck
had I just committed to? A book? All because I couldn’t get
her pussy off my brain?

At least I had a date for the ball. I just hoped my bargain
wouldn’t blow up in my face.

I reasoned with myself that all the decisions I’d made were
good decisions, decisions for my future.

I did want to tell my story, to honor Rafael. And I would
refuse to do any book signings. Give the public the patriotic
war story they craved, and then retreat back into my shell.

And getting to fuck Isa for a week in exchange was the
best book bonus I could ever receive.
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drove alongside the ocean to meet Marisol for coffee. I
hadn’t told her yet about my deal with Grady because I didn’t
want to deal with her negativity. She would no doubt be
apprehensive about me heading to some mystery cabin, with
some dangerous Marine I barely knew. I also couldn’t risk
details of my agreement with Grady being leaked to the press.
I refused to do anything to jeopardize my dad’s book deal. But
I needed to confide in someone, and despite her tendency to
gossip, I did trust her.

I sat at Bird Rock Coffee in La Jolla, people-watching
through my dark sunglasses. Young mothers dressed in their
Lululemon leggings strolled by pushing their kids in BOB
strollers. Businessmen dressed in surf clothes and Reef sandals
held meetings on their laptops.

When I’d left Grady’s place, and the fog of lust
disappeared I was livid. How dare he demand sex in exchange
for letting my dad write his book? But I’d since calmed down
and attempted to see it from his perspective. We’d hooked up,
I’d stolen his bullet and left. When I’d finally contacted him, it
was to ask for a favor. I secretly hoped his demands would be
for more than just sex, that he wanted to get to know me. I
guess I would know soon enough.

Marisol finally showed up, fifteen minutes late as usual.
We hugged and took our place in line to order our lattes. Since
there was nowhere to sit at the café, we took our drinks down



to Calumet Park, a little area that overlooked the ocean and sat
on a small cement bench.

I sipped my drink, the nutty macadamia flavor transporting
me back to Hawaii. Last time I’d been on the island was for a
Dancing under the Stars tour, only months before my mother
died. And now, I’d be attending the ball there with Grady.

“So, girl, what’s up? What’s so urgent?”

“Not much, just studying for the GRE. You?”

She sipped her beverage. “Oh, just spending time with
Paloma and working at my dad’s restaurant trying to save up
money.”

Marisol definitely liked to have a good time, but that girl
worked harder than anyone I’d ever met. She didn’t even learn
English until she was six years old, and she graduated top of
her class in high school. In order to pay for college and
medical school, she’d joined the Navy ROTC program. A year
later, she found out she was pregnant. After she graduated
from undergrad and medical school, she would serve in the
Navy.

“Did I ever tell you how cool I think you are to join the
Navy?”

She gave me the side eye. “Is this about Grady again? Are
you still thinking about him?”

She knew me too well. “Yes, actually it is. I saw him
again. Well, I wrote him first. And I’m going to visit him in
Tahoe in a few weeks.”

Her eyes widened and her long lashes blinked. “You’re
kidding me. Why did you write him?”

Marisol knew everything about my mom, my father, and
me. I could tell her what was really going on. “The truth is my
dad is in debt, going to lose our house.” I paused. “Don’t tell
anyone, but he stole my tuition money trying to stop the bank
from foreclosing.”

“He stole from you? Damn, chica. I know he’s your dad,
but that’s straight fucked up.”



“I know. I’m pissed. But it’s in the past—getting mad isn’t
going to bring the money back. What could I do? Press
charges?”

“Uh, yeah. He should figure this out, not you. Why do you
have to always clean up everyone’s messes?”

Good question. “That’s not the point. I don’t want to lose
the house either.”

“Fine, but what does this have to do with going to Lake
Tahoe with Grady? Oh my God! Did you hook up with him
again?”

“Uh…yeah. I can’t help myself when I’m around him.
He’s so sexy—like electric. I actually asked Grady to let my
dad write his memoir. He said yes—if I went to Lake Tahoe
and the ball with him.”

Marisol grabbed my shoulder. “And you agreed? Are you
nuts? Are you forgetting the fact that this dude had a flashback
at the party, threw you to the ground, and then you found a
loaded gun at his house? I’ve been around some of these
PTSD vets at the VA, and some of them are nuts.”

She had excellent points.

“I’ve thought this out. I even admitted to him that I stole
his bullet. But here’s the thing—I can’t stop thinking about
him.”

A toddler boy played with his dog in the grass. I smiled at
him, hoping his nanny hadn’t overheard our conversation. She
seemed to be staring at me but maybe I was just being
paranoid.

“I call bullshit, Isa. I don’t care how amazingly he fucked
you, and believe me, I’m no saint. And I’m not judging you.
But he’s dangerous. He’s unstable. He’s a recluse. So you go
away with him, he fucks your brains out, you go to the ball
with him, and your dad writes his book. Then what? You
pretend you’ve never met him? You’re playing with fire.”

“It’s more than that. I like him; he’s fascinating. I mean
what kind of guy throws himself on a grenade?”



“A crazy one. Dude’s got a death wish. If I saw a grenade,
I’d run away.”

“Right. That’s the thing. He was willing to die to save his
friends. He has to be a good man, just messed up.”

Mirasol pursed her lips. “I guess. And let’s be real … his
scars don’t bother you at all?”

I gulped. “I mean yeah, his scars are horrific. But it doesn’t
matter. He’s still incredibly sexy.”

She downed the rest of her latte like it was a shot. “I know
you admire him. But—and I don’t mean to be a bitch, honey—
he’s not your mom. You can’t save him. After all the crap
you’ve been through with your mom, you can’t be in a
situation like that again. It wouldn’t be healthy. From what you
told me, Grady needs help. Real help. I’m not saying that you
guys could never find common ground, but I just don’t want
you in danger.”

I turned my head away from her and stared out to the
ocean, fixating on a rock with a bunch of brown pelicans
perched on it. Marisol was right. I’d fought so hard to
overcome my depression and fear, to stop blaming myself for
not realizing my mom was hurting. But my healing came from
within. Grady needed to find a way to live with his injuries
and his memories. Playing house with him wouldn’t solve
anything.
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y buddies threw me a “going to fuck a reality star” party. I
couldn’t believe Isa had actually agreed to my demands. As a
show of good faith, I’d exchanged a few emails with her father
and his agent. Her father was incredibly excited and passionate
about the project, and I felt confident that he would completely
dedicate himself and write an honest, heartfelt memoir. His
agent was certain he could sell the memoir at auction for six
figures—apparently the American public was hungry for
“heroic tales of valor.” I embraced the idea of writing the book
once I realized that I would be able to tell my story my way,
without embellishing it. But I refused to sign the contract with
the agent until after my vacation with Isa, just to make sure
she kept her promise to me.

Some patriotic Silicon Valley multimillionaire I’d met at a
fundraising function had offered to let me use his mansion, his
vacation home, whenever I needed to get away. He owned a
waterfront house in Incline Village. I’d initially told him there
was no way I could accept his offer, but he’d said it was his
honor to lend his home to a hero. I still felt uncomfortable
being praised, but I thought some time to detox would do me
some good. Better yet, a free house to fuck Isa in wasn’t the
worst idea in the world. My favorite type of therapy.

Beau, Diego, and Trace all took leave for a few days to
party with me in Tahoe before Isa arrived. These men were my
brothers—we’d all fought together, we were the survivors of
the attack.



Beau raised a bottle of Sierra Nevada Celebration Ale.
“Here’s to the best Devil Dawg I know. Get some!”

We all drank, and the other men milled around the cabin.
This place was sick. Had its own sandy beach, a hot tub on the
deck, nestled in the pines. Maybe I could find some peace out
here, besides losing myself in Isa’s pussy.

Beau smirked, his eyes reflecting on the lake behind him.
“Man, I can’t believe you fucked Isa. She’s fucking gorgeous.”

“Yup. But she’s just another stuck-up celeb. She’s only
agreeing to spend time with me if I let her dad write my
memoir. I’m not doing the book for her, I’m doing it to tell my
story and honor Rafael. And the money is nice. Maybe I can
buy a place out here so I have somewhere to go since the
Corps finally decided to kick my broke ass out.”

Beau placed his hand on my shoulder and I brushed it off. I
was jealous of this motherfucker. Before my injury, the two of
us would hit the clubs, compete to gain the attention of the
hottest girl in the bar. There was no competition now—he’d
win every time. He had everything going for him. He rocked
his boy-band smile, was in perfect shape, had just completed
sniper school, and had escaped our attack unscathed. He had a
future in the Corps, for as long as he wanted it.

“Whatever, dude. The Corps medically retiring you is a
good thing—groups will pay you to speak, politicians will
milk your Medal of Honor for all it’s worth.”

I sighed. “But I don’t want that—I hate public speaking. I
don’t want anyone pitying me. I want to go back overseas. I
want to fight. I want some action.”

Beau again put his hand on my shoulder, and this time I
didn’t remove it. “You’re looking at this all wrong. Write your
book, rake in the cash, fuck your hottie girl, get out of the
Corps, and you can do whatever you want. Hell, go on
Dancing under the Stars and every bitch in America will want
to fuck you.”

“Fuck that. You go on. You’d look good in the makeup and
shit.”



“Whatever, man. I’m telling you. You’ve got it made.”

Easy for him to say—he still had his looks, his career. The
career that should’ve been mine.

All my friends were living their dreams. Diego was going
to McMap to be a Marine Martial Arts instructor, and Trace
was going to be a Marine Security Guard at an Embassy. We
were young Devil Dawgs—raised on Eminem and Facebook.
Most of us had never even thought about life after the Corps.
Do twenty years, retire, get a paycheck for life. If we were
lucky, find a beautiful girl who wouldn’t fuck around on us
while we were deployed.

“And, dude, no one pities you—they admire the fuck out
of you. You saved my life, bro. I’d be dead without you. And I
know you think any of us would’ve done the same thing—but
you’re wrong. You’re the man.”

I shrugged him off of me. The world looked different to
me now. I needed to navigate my new reality—find a career or
job I could feel as passionate about. I believed everything
happened for a reason—my injury, getting offered to write this
book, meeting Isa. I had to figure out why God had allowed
me to live.
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ISA

he wait was over, my time alone with Grady would start
today.

I’d flown into Reno this morning and spent the past hour
driving my rental car to Lake Tahoe. He’d offered to pick me
up at the airport, but I insisted on renting a car. I wanted to not
be dependent on him just in case anything went wrong.

Even so, he would be in control.

In other words, he would be my master.

As I approached Incline Village, I marveled at the beauty
of the emerald bay. I rolled down the window—the scent of
freshly fallen pine needles mixed with the mountain air tickled
my nostrils. I needed this retreat. A time to relax, read some
books, finish that Christmas needlepoint stocking I’d been
working on for years—I could definitely think of worse ways
to spend the week, especially since I was still unable to enroll
for fall quarter. I’d applied for a loan, but because I’d missed
the deadline, I wouldn’t be able to attend.

But there was nothing I could do about that now. All I
could hope for was that this week with Grady would go
smoothly, that we would have a great time at the ball, and that
he would keep his promise and let my dad write his book.

And maybe, something deeper would develop with Grady.



I followed the navigation system and pulled in front of a
towering log cabin with a view of the lake.

I took a deep breath, steadied my nerves, and walked to the
magnificent door. It was gorgeous—hand-carved, mahogany
featuring a bear eating honey from a tree.

I pressed the doorbell, and Grady opened the door. His
muscles bulged out of his T-shirt but seeing his scars in the
light sent a shock through my core. I gasped, in spite of
myself.

Grady’s fingers pressed deeper into my flesh, and I let out
a yelp.

“You’re mine now, baby. And this time you can’t run
away. You’re going to be forced to look at me every day.” His
voice was urgent and dripping with sex.

His eye shot a dagger at me and then he finally released
me.

I gulped.

I’d hurt him.

He must’ve thought the only reason I wanted to see him
was to ask him to do the memoir.

But that wasn’t true. As much as Grady scared me, I was
drawn to him.

Before I could speak, he’d turned and disappeared into the
cabin, slamming the carved wooden bear door behind him.

I didn’t know whether I should be flattered or scared or
pissed off.

The only thing I did know was the heat of his body next to
mine had made me ache to be with him again.
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GRADY

ll I had wanted was to spend some time with her, and I’d
promised myself I would try to start fresh. But seeing her
outside, looking so damn sexy, triggered rage inside me. Rage
that she would never be mine, rage that she was only here
because I’d forced her hand, rage that she was only agreeing to
be around me so she’d have enough money to finish school. I
wanted her to choose to stay with me because she wanted me,
not because she felt being fucked by me was the only way to
save her father’s ass after he stole her money.

My solitude was short-lived. Isa cautiously opened the
door and headed to the sofa. Her scent filled the room—she
smelled like whipped cream and strawberries.

She was wearing a tight-fitting yellow sweat suit and flip-
flops with rhinestones. Despite her incredible body and heart-
shaped face, she didn’t look fake or hard like a few of the
celebrities and models I had met. Her smile was very genuine
and I had yet to see her in heavy makeup.

We were alone together. Truly alone.

I sat on the distressed leather sofa and just stared at the
lake. My ears pounded and I cracked my knuckles.

If she wanted to, she could talk.

It only took her a few minutes.



“Can we talk? I really want to start this weekend off in a
good place.”

“Shoot.”

“Okay. I want you to know that I’m not just here because
of the deal with my dad. I want to be here. I want to get to
know you.”

I didn’t believe her. Words were cheap. She would have to
show me that she truly wanted to spend time with me. It would
probably help if I stopped being such a dick.

“And the only reason I left after we hooked up that night
was because I panicked,” she said.

“Panicked about what? I thought you left because you
thought I was suicidal. Did you think I was going to hurt
you?”

The color drained from her face, but she made strong eye
contact. “For a second, yes, I believed it was possible. I mean,
you had a loaded gun, were drinking, had a flashback. But not
just that. I didn’t really see hope for anything beyond one
night with you. I’m attracted to you. You have the best body
I’ve ever seen, you’re incredible in bed, and I don’t mind your
scars. Honestly, I don’t—they actually make you sexy. But you
told me you didn’t believe in therapy. Neither did my mom.
I’m not a psychologist, and I don’t know you that well, but I
really think you need to find some type of therapy that works.”

So I had actually been wrong about her; she hadn’t wanted
to save me; she’d wanted nothing to do with me. And she saw
me as someone who couldn’t even take care of myself.

Though she’d saved my life by taking that bullet, I’d never
admit my moment of weakness to her. Once I told her I’d
attempted suicide, she’d probably bolt again.

I tried another approach.

“Look, I’ve tried every medicine I’ve been given, every
talk therapy. Honest to God, nothing has worked. But I’m
open. I don’t want to live like this.”

Her face seemed to shine. “That makes me happy.”



My promise to attempt more therapy seemed to soften Isa.
Her shoulders relaxed and she moved closer to me on the sofa.
I put my arm around her and pulled her into me. This was
more like it.

“How did you find out I was on Dancing under the Stars?”

“I saw your picture in a magazine at my doctor’s office.
Well, Bella’s picture, but I’d recognize you anywhere. But I
think it’s cool. I’d love to see you dance.”

She shook her head. “I’ll dance with you at the ball, but I
doubt I’ll ever compete again or dance like that.”

“Why’d you quit?”

She paused and stared distantly toward the lake. “After my
mom died, it was too painful. She was a dancer. Every time I
stepped on the floor, I’d search for her in the audience. I
needed to figure out who I was without dancing, without her,
without my partner.”

She paused on the word “partner.” Had that douche been
her boyfriend? The thought of that slimy motherfucker
touching Isa made me want to break his skinny legs. At least
she wasn’t still dancing. I would never tell a woman to quit her
passion, but I was certain I couldn’t handle watching another
man grope my woman, wrap his hands around her waist,
stroke her thighs. I’d seen that show, the tiny costumes she
wore, the seductive dances they did—I’d be too consumed
with jealousy to have anyone I was dating be on it.

“And the book? You feel okay with writing about what
happened?”

“Yup. You were right. I want to tell my story, my way. And
I need the money. I’m pretty fucked up, physically and
mentally. I have to prepare for my future, especially since I’m
about to get kicked out of the Corps.”

Her eyes opened wide. “I’m sorry, Grady. I had no idea.
You’ll find a new career to make you happy.”

My head bobbed forward. She didn’t know shit about what
made me happy. I was a warrior—that was the only thing that
had mattered in my life.



“So, I’ve emailed your dad a few times and talked to him
on the phone. He seems pretty cool—for a thief.”

“Ha.” She hesitated. “He’s okay. He’s going through a
rough time—he really needs this break, so thank you again.
Don’t worry—he’ll do a great job on your memoir.”

I winced. A father should protect and provide for his
daughter, and here Isa was the one taking care of her dad, a
man who’d stolen from her. But their fucked up relationship
wasn’t my problem. At least she had a parent in her life. “I
won’t tell him. This is the only thing I’m good for now—
telling heroic war stories. Instead of shooting guns, I’m being
wheeled out like a Smithsonian exhibit to make politicians feel
guilty about the war and to open their wallets up.”

Her chin dipped down. “I’m sorry. I never meant to make
you feel like I’m just another person who is using you. Maybe
this was a stupid idea—I should’ve never asked you. Maybe
we should just forget this whole idea. I feel like such a bitch.”

Damn, did this girl always try to run at the first sign of
trouble?

Her chest heaved, and I decided to stop being such an
asshole. I wanted her, however I could have her. I was going to
give this relationship, or whatever it was, everything I had.

I moved closer to her and put my arm around her. “Stay,
but it’s your choice, I’m not going to force you. I’m not going
to hurt you. You’re safe here with me. I’d be lying if I said I
hadn’t thought about our night—how you screamed my name,
how sweet you taste.”

“I want to … I just think we moved too fast. I’d like to
take some time, move slowly. Let our emotional connection
catch up with our physical connection.”

I hopped off the couch and stood in front of her, our bodies
inches from touching. “We’ve already slept together, baby.
And I plan to fuck you every night for as long as you’re here.
In fact, I’m gonna fuck you now.” I pulled her to me, needing
to feel the heat of her body. “You can’t deny how hot we were
together. Look me in the eye and tell me you haven’t dreamt of



me, that your body doesn’t miss my touch, that you don’t ache
for me.”

She looked down at her toes. “I—I want to, but I’m scared.
It’s complicated. Once a picture of us gets out in the press,
everything will change, you’ll see. We’re both in the public
eye. People will make up stories about us. We’ll be in the
tabloids. Fans, people, think they know us. They think they
own you.”

“I own you.” I cupped her face and kissed her, and a shot
of heat rose to my cock.

She kissed me back, deep, passionate kisses, kisses that
assured me that she wanted me as much as I wanted her.

I ran my hands through her hair. “Tell me what you want,
baby.”

“You, I want you. All of you.”

I controlled my breathing, wanting to take my time with
her, not rush. I picked her up and placed her on the long oak
coffee table.

I unzipped her sweat suit, and removed her tank top. I had
never seen anything sexier than her yellow lace bra with a red
bow in the middle of her ample cleavage.

I licked at her nipples through the fabric, sucking and
tugging slowly until she moaned. I unhooked her bra, freeing
her breasts.

She spread her legs and I slipped my arm around her waist,
pulling down her pants. Matching yellow lace panties—it truly
was my lucky night.

“Talk to me baby, what do you need from me?”

I could tease her all night. I dusted her with kisses, making
her come alive with my mouth. I licked her thighs, around the
lace border of her panties, pressing my lips to her heat,
desperate to taste her.

“I—I want your tongue.”



Yes ma’am. I hooked the edge of her panties and removed
them. My tongue moved, licking her lips, savoring her taste.
The image of her rubbing her nipples, her body reacting to my
mouth was almost enough to make me come right then.

I pulled a condom out of my pocket, and quickly
undressed. She stood up and I rolled the condom over my
cock. I sat on the sofa. “Straddle me.”

She flipped her hair out of her face and climbed on lap,
slowly guiding my cock inside of her. She gasped when I
slammed her deep.

I kissed her neck, buried my head into her chest and
sucked on her nipples, my other hand squeezing her amazing
ass. She rode me, controlling the rhythm, tossing her head
back, rubbing her clit against me. The reflection on her
incredible body in the window, knowing that someone could
be watching us, made the moment even hotter.

“That’s it, baby. You’re so fucking beautiful.”

Her pace quickened, and I was dying to make her come
harder than she ever had before. I rubbed her clit, licking her
nipples, until I knew she was close, so fucking close.

“Oh, Grady, oh baby.”

She let out a deep moan and I could feel her pussy clench.
I let myself go also, the intensity of my own orgasm shocking
me.

She climbed off of me and I went to the bathroom to throw
away the condom.

When I returned, she’d put back on her clothes.

“Where am I sleeping tonight?”

I quickly dressed. I wasn’t ready for her to sleep next to
me. I didn’t want to scare her with my night terrors. “In the
guest room. Get your rest. You’ll need it.”

I went out to her car, grabbed her bags, and returned to Isa.

I opened the door to the spare bedroom. Her eyes opened
wide.



“This place is beautiful.”

She gave me a hug and I held her tightly.

“You can go anywhere except up to the third floor where I
sleep, unless I invite you. I don’t sleep much, but if I’m lucky
enough to crash, I don’t want to be awakened. If you need me,
just press the intercom, and I’ll come downstairs.”

“Okay. Good night.”

I gave her a sweet kiss, the first kiss we shared that didn’t
lead to sex. Then I held her tighter than I’d ever held anyone.
Why did she feel so good when nothing was right? Why did I
want her so badly? Could she really be the one woman who
could make me feel like a man again?

“Isa, I’m really glad you’re here.”
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ISA

exhaled, relieved that Grady and I had been able to have a
good talk. Just the switch that I was now here by choice, not
under coercion, alleviated my anxiety. I wanted to be here.
Grady wanted me here. We were both going to explore if we
had more than just a physical connection.

My room was as nice as any hotel room I’d ever stayed in
when I was competing. It had a stone fireplace, a huge spa tub,
and a king-sized wooden bed covered with a bear-patterned
quilt.

I drew myself a hot bath and slipped into the soothing
water. My breath quickened when I reminded myself that I
was naked in the same house with Grady. Maybe there were
cameras in this place and he was watching me. That thought
excited me—my chest heaved as I imagined Grady finding me
naked in the tub, his strong hands exploring every inch of my
body. Being around Grady brought out all my fantasies.

Once the water turned cold, I quickly dressed in my
pajamas and relaxed in the bed, excited for the next day. My
nerves eventually calmed down … until I heard a scream in
the middle of the night.

Well, at least I thought it had been a scream. I sat up in my
bed, startled, breathless, but eventually realized it probably
had been a nightmare and fell back asleep.



The scent of bacon wafted through my bedroom and
roused me from what had actually been the best sleep I’d had
recently, despite being awakened by the noise in the dark. For
once, I didn’t wake a few times during the night to worry
about paying my tuition, didn’t have to sleep with the
windows open because my dorm didn’t have air conditioning,
nor did I have to drown out the noise from the freeway that ran
parallel to my place. Instead, the sound of birds chirping, the
warmth of the fire, and the peace of knowing that there was a
chance I’d still be able to still graduate swept me into a
blissful dreamland.

I headed into the bathroom, wondering if Grady was
waiting for me. After washing my face, and brushing my teeth,
I examined my outfit, which consisted of a tank top and fuzzy
pajama bottoms. For a second I had an urge to flee, giving in
to my anxiety, but I instead opened the door.

Ay dios mío!
The sight of Grady cooking breakfast made me drool. He

wore gray sweatpants and a tight, long-sleeved thermal shirt
that hugged his muscular body.

“Good morning, sexy.”

“Morning.” The sunlight beamed through a skylight and I
took the time to study the cabin. A huge staircase led upstairs
to a loft area, a gourmet kitchen beckoned me, and a beautiful
stone fireplace warmed the room. This place had to be worth
at least a million dollars.

“Please sit down. Can I get you something to drink?”

I sat on the leather sofa, staring out through the windows
toward the lake. “Water would be great, thank you.”

I watched him walk in the kitchen and noticed a slight limp
that I hadn’t seen before. I tried not to stare, but my mind
refused to quiet with all the questions I had.

He emerged from the kitchen carrying coffee, a glass of
water and a dozen red roses.

Swoon.



I sat at the breakfast table. He placed the glass of water
down and leaned into me and handed me the roses.

“These are for you.”

My belly quivered, pleasantly surprised by the sweet
gesture. I inhaled the scent of the roses. “You’re so sweet.
Thanks for the roses. They’re beautiful.”

“Not as beautiful as you.”

My heart fluttered.

“Are you hungry?”

I nodded. He returned to the kitchen and plated an omelet,
bacon, and fresh fruit. Coffee was awaiting me at the table. I’d
been single since I’d left the show, and I couldn’t remember
the last time someone had taken care of me.

It was hard for me to accept.

“You really didn’t have to do this. I can cook for you if
you like. Maybe I can go grocery shopping later today? I make
killer chicken enchiladas.”

“Let’s relax today. How did you sleep?”

“Great. It’s so peaceful here.”

I took a sip of my coffee and tasted the omelet. I detected a
hint of goat cheese and some fresh herbs. It was delicious.
“So, have you decided what you’re going to do when you get
out?”

“No.”

“After the book comes out, I’m sure you’ll be asked to do
interviews. I can give you some media tips.”

He squinted his eye. “Not interested. I’m going to tell my
story once and then vanish until I decide what I want to do
with my life. I don’t want to be that guy who spends the rest of
his life capitalizing on this one event.”

“Right, I get that, but people just want to hear your story.
It’s so inspiring.”



“Look, I see you staring at my hand and my eyeball. I’m
clearly fucked up—but I’m sick to death of talking about it.
Ever since it happened, that incident has been my entire life.
Every person I meet fixates on my injuries and the
circumstances surrounding them. Before I was maimed, I was
just a normal man. I want to be him again. The minute anyone
sees me, or finds out who I am, they treat me differently.
Everyone does. You do.”

Wow. That was kind of deep.

“Okay. I understand. But I don’t treat you differently
because of how you look—I treat you differently because of
what you did. But I do get what you’re saying. When I was
dancing, everyone expected me to look and act a certain way.
Sometimes I just wanted to be a normal girl.”

“Exactly.” His gaze focused on my chest and I realized I
wasn’t wearing a bra.

“So, I know we discussed this last night, but I want to be
clear of your expectations. We’re just getting to know each
other?”

I anxiously awaited his response, hoping I was reading this
situation correctly. “I still have the ball to go to in November.
You’ll pretend to be my girlfriend for the event. But I’ll be
honest with you, Isa—you’re insanely hot, and you seem
sweet, but I’m not looking for a serious relationship until I can
figure out my life. It wouldn’t be fair to you.”

A tingling swept across my face, and I couldn’t help faking
a smile to mask my disappointment in his answer.

“Got it. Me too, I mean with the serious relationship thing.
I want to focus on graduating from college. So what does
pretending to be your girlfriend entail, besides the incredible
sex?”

He laughed, reached over the table, and grabbed my hand,
his deep red scars contrasting with my pale skin. “I’m a man,
you’re hot, of course I want to fuck you every chance I get.
But I need our arrangement to be drama-free.”



Damn. Well, glad we cleared that up. But I had to admit,
the intensity in his voice, the strength in his hand, the delicious
way he said fuck, made every part of me ache for him.

“Good to know. I assume I’ll meet some of your friends
before the ball so we can pull this off?”

His lips curled, but since half of his face was covered in
scars, I couldn’t tell if he was amused or annoyed. “You
assume correctly. Any more questions or can I finish my
fucking breakfast?”

Definitely annoyed. I flinched. I’d clearly pushed too hard.
“Of course. Sorry for the interrogation.”

We ate in silence. As I savored each bite, I wondered what
the ball would be like. There had been a time in my life that
I’d spent dressing up, going to ballroom competitions,
enjoying meeting new people. But I hadn’t been that person in
years.

He stood up from his chair, his hand trembling, his face
now pale. “I don’t feel well. I’m going to go up to my room.”

“Are you okay? Do you need to go to the doctor?”

“I’m fine.”

“Okay, what should I do?”

He leveled me with his eye. “Read a book.” His voice was
gruff, unsettled, and tinged with anger.

I finished my breakfast quickly and retreated to my room.
Well, Mr. Nice Guy bearing flowers hadn’t lasted long. I was
probably already annoying him. But I felt better knowing his
intentions. To be a respectable girlfriend for hire. We clearly
had to get to know each other to pull the charade off.

That night Grady grilled burgers, still not allowing me to
cook for him. He pounded beers all night, and we barely spoke
a word. The tension hung thick in the air. Yes, we’d had sex,
incredible sex, but we didn’t know each other at all. Basically,
I was holed away in a cabin with a stranger. The full scenario
was simultaneously nerve wracking and unbelievably hot.



I was also struggling to understand his reactions toward
me. He probably couldn’t stand me and was regretting inviting
me as much as I was second guessing coming here.

After dinner, he retired to his room with a curt goodnight,
didn’t even try to get intimate with me. I felt so undesirable,
but I had to remind myself that I was the one who asked him
to take it slowly.

I also felt useless. I’d never just sat around. I wanted to
clean the house, organize something, be productive. Instead, I
went down to the basement, sat on the sofa, and turned on the
television.

A scream roused me from my sleep. This time I was
absolutely certain it was a scream, not a nightmare. I must’ve
crashed watching the movie. Dammit. I woke up shivering,
forgetting for a second where I was.

I ran upstairs, worried that maybe there was an intruder, or
Grady had been hurt. The main floor was eerily quiet. The hair
on my arm stood up, and I made the decision to go against his
orders and creep upstairs to the third floor. When I reached his
room, the door was shut. I debated knocking, but before I
could make a decision, I heard another groan.

What was going on in there? I knew that groan—it was the
sound my mother had made when she was in agony, when her
migraines were so intense that she was sobbing in pain.

My chest stuttered, so I listened by the door, praying not to
get caught. After a few seconds of silence, another moan—
deep, guttural, haunting. Definitely not of the sexual variety—
it was as if he was being tortured.

Suddenly, I heard muffled footsteps that seemed to be
coming closer on the other side of the door. Heart pounding, I
quickly hurried back downstairs to my room.

Damn, how could I be so insensitive? Giving him a hard
time about not trying therapy when he clearly had been
injured. He was still coping with so much physical pain that
maybe he couldn’t even begin to deal with his emotional pain.



I vowed to just try to live in the here and now, be more
sensitive and less anxious, and not interrogate him. No more
rules, from him or from me. I would for once allow myself to
be in the moment.
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’d been up all night fighting the sandman. Maybe it was the
altitude or maybe it was all this tension with Isa, but whatever
it was, I was fucking miserable. My already short-circuited
nerve endings prickled my skin, my head pounded, and my
stomach churned.

I snuck downstairs and was shocked to notice that Isa’s
bedroom door was wide open when the other night it had been
shut.

She eventually emerged from her room, her hair wild, her
skin flushed. My cock rose to attention.

“Did I oversleep?”

“No, babe. It’s fine. What would you like to do today?”

She yawned and sat on the sofa, her nipple buds pressing
against her tank top. “I was thinking we could just get
brunch.”

Fuck. I’d been hoping for Chinese takeout, Netflix, and
sex. But I wanted to make her happy. “Sounds good. There’s a
great restaurant on the water in South Lake Tahoe.”

“Okay. Great. I’m going to take a shower and get ready.”

I showered in my room, dressed, and waited downstairs for
her.

“Woman, we’re leaving in five fucking minutes. Get your
sexy ass down here.”



Isa ran down the stairs, her hair framing her heart-shaped
face. Tight jeans showed off her perky ass and it took every
ounce of strength not to throw her over the dining room table
and take her right then and there. Claim her as mine forever.

I smacked her on the ass and gave her a kiss. It was a
sweet, normal moment, like she was my girlfriend.

I locked up the Tahoe home, a gnawing in my stomach. I
hadn’t been out in public unmasked for months, outside of my
doctors’ appointments, military check-ins, and that quick run
to the store yesterday. She clutched my hand, as if she could
sense my discomfort.

We climbed into the truck and made a pit stop to feed our
caffeine addictions.

We drove in silence for around forty minutes as Isa took in
the scenery and I zoned out to the music.

But something was bothering me. My gut felt she was
hiding something, and I really wanted to get to know her
better. Time to do some intel. “So tell me about your mom.”

Her brow furrowed. “Why do you want to know?”

“I read online that you found her body. Did they ever catch
the guy who killed her?”

“What makes you think it was a guy?” Her voice was
sharp and irritated.

“Because men are more likely to kill people.”

She bit her lip. “What, are you a cop now? Why do you
care so much?”

Fuck it. “For someone who thinks I need therapy, you sure
get angry when the tables are turned. Forget I asked.”

She lowered the window and exhaled. “Sorry. I just don’t
like to talk about it.”

I understood. Completely. “It’s fine. So what about your ex
partner? Is he still hung up on you?”

“Pasha? No, we never dated. We danced together as teens,
won some championships. He wanted to be a professional



dancer, and I didn’t. We ended our partnership when I left the
show, which is for the best. He wasn’t there for me when my
mom died, and didn’t defend me to the tabloids when they
were printing lies about me. We’re not friends or anything, but
we don’t hate each other.”

I studied her face. She spoke flatly, little emotion toward
her memory of him, a guy she’d spent years with pursuing her
dreams. It made me think she was cold, closed off. Same way
she was with me. Only time she’d been raw with me was when
she’d admitted that she’d stolen my bullet. I was used to
overly emotional women. “Have you had serious boyfriends?”

Now she turned away from me, gazing distantly. “Not
really. I dated some guy in college but it didn’t work out. No
major drama. What about you? Have you ever had a serious
relationship?”

I pounded back my coffee. It was my fault for walking into
this line of questioning. I actually hated hearing about a
woman’s exes, imagining them fucking her. But I’d only asked
her because I wanted to see if we had the same views on
relationships. Wasn’t this what all women wanted? Intimacy?
Fine, I’d play. “Once. We started dating before I’d deployed. I
thought I was in love at the time, but it was bullshit. She
couldn’t stand the sight of me after my injuries, not that I
could blame her.”

Now she turned her attention back to me, her hand placed
firmly on my thigh.

“I’m sorry. But Grady, it’s in your head. You know that,
right?”

“What’s in my head?”

“Your perception that no one could love you because of
your appearance. I’m sure most people see you how I see you
—strong, sexy, masculine, invincible. I just want you to know
that no matter what happens with us, I think any woman would
be so lucky to have you in her life.”

She caressed my face and I resisted the urge to kiss her. I
wouldn’t allow her to penetrate my soul, get under my skin.



Her words were nice to hear, but I refused to believe them for
they couldn’t possibly be true. I was afraid to let her care
about me, because I was still certain she would eventually
leave.

I pushed her hand off of me, accelerated the truck and sped
down the freeway. Being around Isa was just like being stuck
in one of my PTSD group therapy appointments, but at least it
had included the added hope of sex. I didn’t want to have to
think about my feelings, about the past, about my buddies. I
only wanted to forget.

We pulled into the parking lot of the Riva Grill. I wished
for a second that I had a mask to wear. I adjusted my baseball
cap lower on my face, pressed my sunglasses down, and
prepared to face the world.

Isa attempted to open her door, but I stopped her. I jumped
out of my truck and walked around to open it for her.

She smiled and hopped out of the car. I wanted to spoil her,
make her feel like a princess. Show her that I could be a
normal guy.

I took her arm and we walked through the little shops on
the way to the restaurant. My eye scanned the tourists,
assessing any threats. I couldn’t help myself.

A little boy around three years old pointed at me, “Mama,
is he monster?”

His mom shushed him, gave me a sympathetic smile, and
pulled him toward her. I kept my chin up, not knowing how to
respond. Isa’s grip remained tight on my arm.

The hostess seated us, a table with a view of the dock. I
would’ve preferred a secluded booth.

As we were perusing our menus, someone dropped a glass
behind me. My heart raced. All my nerve endings prickled as
adrenaline jolted my system. I clenched my hands into fists
around the menu, struggling to keep my breath anywhere close
to steady. This was a mistake. I needed to go home.

Isa took my hand. “Are you okay?”



Despite the riot battling inside my body, I replied, “Yup.”

We ordered, and as I was sipping my beer and feeling a
little calmer, I heard a voice behind me.

“Excuse me, sorry to bother you. Are you by any chance
Sergeant Grady Williams?”

I turned around and saw a tall man with white hair wearing
a red Marine Corps cap.

“Yes, sir. I am.”

“Well, son, it’s an honor to meet you. I told my wife it was
you when you walked in the restaurant. A real American hero,
that’s what I said. Would you mind if I took a picture with
you?”

I couldn’t say no; I had a soft spot for old Marine vets. “Of
course, sir.”

His wife snapped a picture of us, the flash momentarily
blinding me. The gentleman turned his attention to Isa. “You
must be a special young lady to be with a man like Grady.”

I sat back down and the waitress brought our food. Isa was
glowing.

“Wow, how cool was that? People worship you.”

“He’s probably a vet. I was happy to take a picture with
him, but I really hate the attention.”

“Oh, I understand. I used to hate it too, but I guess I
eventually became used to it.”

I wanted to finish my food and get out of here before my
anxiety heightened and I freaked the fuck out. I sipped my
beer, hoping no one else would recognize me.

After we shared a peach cobbler, I was ready to bounce. I
called the waitress over and asked for the bill.

“That gentleman took care of your bill. He told me how
you saved all these lives in Iraq.”

Wow, that had never happened to me before. I turned to
thank the gentleman, but he’d gone. I threw down a tip and



walked out with Isa.

We looked into a gift shop, which was randomly filled
with patriotic toys so I bought her a Marine Corps bear that
sang the Marine Hymn. I checked my watch and realized we
needed to get back to the lake house before sunset.

I’d been avoiding sunsets since Iraq, unable to handle the
triggers that reminded me of the night my life, as I knew it,
ended.

I opened the truck door for her, and she climbed in. Before
I closed the it, she wrapped her arms around me. “Thanks,
Grady, for bringing me here. It’s so beautiful.”

She was so beautiful. I was stretching my comfort zone for
her, but I couldn’t shake the sense that our next public outing
wouldn’t be so easy.
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opened Isa’s door the next morning and watched her sleep.
Her chest heaved and she made these cute little sighs. I didn’t
want to sleep next to her, afraid something would startle me
and I’d wake up with my hands wrapped around her throat,
thinking she was an enemy. I hadn’t allowed myself to sleep
next to a woman in years.

Isa stretched in the bed and opened her eyes. Her lips
widened into a smile when she saw me. “Good morning.”

“Good morning, sexy.”

The doorbell rang, and Isa jumped.

“Are you expecting anyone?” she asked, her voice weak.

“Nope.” I stood up and walked over to the security
cameras. Some young, cheese-dick-looking guy stood outside.
Despite the fact that it was eighty degrees, this douchebag
wore a black V-neck shirt, skinny jeans, and a fitted leather
jacket. Once his face came into focus, I recognized him as
Pasha, Isa’s ex partner.

Isa came over to me and peeped over my shoulder. “That’s
Pasha, my old partner. What on earth is he doing here?”

I gritted my teeth. “How does he even know you’re here?
Do you still talk to this guy?”

Isa’s eyes widened. “No.” Her face turned blush. “But … I
did see him recently. I went to the studio to ask Benny, the



producer, if he could help get me on the show so I could pay
for my tuition but he wasn’t there. Pasha was though. He said
there was no way, unless some celeb requested me.” She
paused and I was certain she was keeping something from me.
“But that was before I asked you about my dad writing your
memoir. I haven’t spoken to him since that day.”

So had she been able to get on the show, I probably
would’ve never seen her again. She asked me about the book
because she was desperate and had no choice. Fine, I refused
to let that bother me. We were here now, and I was going to try
my damnedest to make her happy.

“Don’t worry, babe, I’ll handle him.”

I opened the door. His skin was tight and my first thought
was that he resembled an alien. It immediately struck me that
his pale blue eyes seemed hollow. His mouth stretched into a
sleazy smile, and he immediately eye-fucked Isa. Hell, no. I
wanted to deck him, but I controlled my temper.

He stuck out his hand to me. “It is the pleasure to meet
together with you, Grady. I’m Pasha Gravilov.”

I shook his hand, noting that his grip was weak and
insincere.

He embraced Isa in an awkward hug, and she quickly
escaped his grasp and clung to my side.

“Privet, Bellichka. Now I understand it is that you rejected
the offer from me”

What offer? Isa squeezed my arm and whispered to me.
“He asked me to teach at his studio.” She turned to Pasha, her
body remaining by my side. “How on earth did you know I
was up here? Did you just drive up from LA?”

He let out a deep laugh. “I went to see your old man and he
told to me where it is I find you. I am smart man so I put two
and two together.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “Only
reason you did agree to work together with her dad is to get to
Isa, da?”

I stared Pasha down. “That’s it, buddy. I’m not sure why
you’re here, but it’s time for you to leave before I throw you



out.”

Pasha ignored me, plowed past us, and made himself right
at home, sitting on the sofa.

“It is a beautiful place, Grady.”

“Why are you here exactly? I’m giving you five minutes
before I kick your ass out.”

He slicked his hand through his greasy hair. “What is it
your plans with the Marines?”

Here we go.
“I’m getting medically retired. After that, no clue.”

His gaze shifted. He wanted something from me. “The
producer, he has his eye on you. You could do show, dance
with beautiful woman, make money. How does that sound?”

I swallowed hard; though I could barely understand him
with his thick accent and broken English, I knew one thing for
sure—this guy saw me as a meal ticket, just like Isa had seen
me as a pity fuck. “I’m not interested. I just want to find
something that makes me as happy as being a Marine does.
This book is a one-shot deal with me. I’m not going to be your
right-wing gun-toting show pony.”

I glanced over at Isa, who shook her head and muttered
something under her breath.

Pasha let out a cackle that reminded me of the bleats from
the goats in Iraq. “Grady, listen to me. You will get money,
endorsements, TV shows. I can make you.”

Fuck, I already told this guy no. For a second, I wondered
if Isa put him up to this shit—a way to get her back on the
show. But the scowl on her face told me she was as angry with
him being here as I was. I needed to get this prick to leave.
“Not happening.”

“Dammit, just leave him alone,” Isa said in a sharp tone.

He leveled her with an icy scowl. “Isa, stay out of this.
This is not concerning to you. Why do you not shut up and let
the men talk together about business. Go pour me a coffee.”



Isa shot a cold, dead glare at him. “Fuck you, Pasha.”

Fuck this dude. I didn’t give a rat’s ass that he was on TV
or he used to dance with Isa. No one was going to talk to her
like that in front of me.

I grabbed him by the arm and tossed him off the sofa.
“Isa’s my woman, not yours anymore. Get the fuck out of
here.”

“Your woman?” Pasha’s eyes widened as he straightened
his clothes. “You must be blind, also. A woman as beautiful as
Isa could never love a man as hideous as you. She’s using you
for money—just like she used me to dance.”

My hands wrapped around his neck and I shoved him
against the door. “I may be blind in one eye but you must be
deaf. You have no idea who you’re dealing with. You contact
either of us again and I’ll break both your legs and you’ll
never dance again.”

I released him, and he slumped to the floor. This
motherfucker wasn’t worth going to jail over.

He clenched his fist. “Good job, Isa—you will never get
back on show. You left dancing together with me and now
want to date this freak?” He slowly stood up. “And Grady, if
you lay your hands on me again, I will have you arrested for
assault.”

Ha. That was almost funny. “Assault? Go right ahead—
that will be great for your public image—arrest a war hero
who you begged to go on your pathetic show. I’m not afraid of
you. Fuck you and fuck your show. What are you going to do?
Sue me? I don’t have a fucking dime to my name and I’m
about to get kicked out of the Corps. I jumped on a grenade to
save my buddies’ lives—I’ll do whatever it takes to protect
what’s mine, and that includes Isa. If you come by here or
harass us, or you talk to her like that again, I’m going to fuck
you up. Am I clear?”

His head made a slow, disbelieving shake. “Crystal. I’ll let
myself out.”



Isa bit her nails, her eyes glued to her feet. I put my arm
around her as her ex partner slammed the door.

I locked the door and set the alarm, then turned my
attention back to Isa. Her hands were clutching her stomach.

“Hey. It’s okay.” I pressed my hand under her chin.

She gulped. “He’s just such a jerk. He only cares about
himself. Always has.”

I stroked her hair. “Forget about him. I got you.”

“No, you don’t understand. He has a reason to hate me.
He’s still mad because I ended our partnership right before
Blackpool. We probably would’ve finaled that year.”

“He doesn’t matter.” I planted a kiss on her forehead. “I’m
not going to let anything happen to you.”

She sobbed in my arms.

After a few minutes, she abruptly stood up. “I’m going to
go take a bath.”

I remembered the night I’d met her at the party, how her
friend had ditched her. She hadn’t mentioned anyone else close
in her life. My gut told me, that as of today, I was the only one
she had.
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fter seeing Pasha, I wanted to escape, drown out the voices
in my head that told me that somehow our partnership had
been responsible for my mother’s death. I’d been so wrapped
up with the show and training for Blackpool that I hadn’t
noticed how lost my mom was. Maybe I would’ve seen a sign.

Enough—he didn’t deserve to occupy my thoughts.

I filled the tub with hot water. A large window looked out
to the lake, the snowcapped mountains in the distance. I
undressed and slipped into the blissful heat.

The best distraction from Pasha was fantasizing about
Grady.

Everything was happening so fast between us. It seemed
like a big jump to me though, going from never leaving the
house, to eating at a restaurant, to spending all our time
together. I hoped Grady could handle it, and that he wasn’t
moving too fast.

Grady opened the door, and I couldn’t help but gasp even
though I’d seen him only a few minutes ago. Every time I
looked at him, he became more and more beautiful to me. His
battle scars made him look rougher, tougher, badder.

His eyes focused on my body. I wanted him so badly, I
arched my back and made sure to give him a view of my
breasts.



His tongue darted out to lick his lips and I imagined his
tongue doing its magic on me. “Can I join you?”

“I’d like that.” I watched him peel his clothes off, a private
strip tease. I’d never grow tired of staring at his body, like
some lovesick teenager. His cut abs, his massive chest, his
huge biceps. Had he never been injured, his gorgeous face
would’ve matched his incredible body. Who would he be
now? Some cocky, drop-dead gorgeous player?

He climbed in the soaker tub and wrapped his body around
mine as I relaxed into his. Grady’s hands gripped my thighs,
and the warmth from his body sparked joy deep inside me.

He squeezed me tight. “I’m glad you dressed as Black
Widow that night.”

“Me too.”

His lips crashed onto mine, and my body became alive
next to his. I couldn’t get enough of his touch, his scent, his
strength.

“Grady, I’m crazy about you.”

He let out a growl but kept my body faced away from his,
his cock pressing against my ass. “Don’t move.”

He jumped out of the tub, and the sight of his ass,
muscular and defined, was almost enough to send me over the
edge. He dimmed the lights, opened a drawer, grabbed a
lighter, and lit the candles placed around the tub. He poured
some bubble bath in the tub, and turned on the water.

After what seemed way longer than a few minutes, he
finally slipped back behind me, and I leaned back into his
chest. Our breath syncopated, and his fingers began to
massage my temples.

I was literally melting into him when he finally turned the
water off. The scent of salted caramel bubble bath filled the
room. Grady grabbed a turquoise mesh loofah and gently
kneaded my skin. The fabric danced over my neck, my breasts,
down my belly, until it rested in between my thighs. I let out a
moan, as his fingers replaced the fabric, teasing my folds,
pressing on my clit.



“You’re so beautiful, Isa. Let me worship you.”

He propped me up on the edge of the tub, knelt in the
water, and spread my legs. One hand rubbed my nipples, now
slippery and slick, while his other hand teased my pussy.

I was desperate for his tongue, remembering how amazing
it felt the other night. His eyes looked up at me, and he flashed
a wicked grin before his mouth covered my slit.

His tongue swirled around my lips as he rubbed my clit.
The pressure was divine, the perfect blend of sucking and
licking.

I released a breath and paused to create a mental picture of
this moment and freeze it in time. The peaceful lake, the
majestic mountains, the sunlit sky.

My pleasure was pulsing in waves, and I began to moan.
Grady seemed invigorated by my response, but instead of
continuing, he pulled me off the edge of the tub.

I was sure he was about to fuck me, maybe bent over on
the edge of the tub, but he had other plans. One press of the
Jacuzzi buttons, and I trembled with anticipation.

“Come here, Isa. I’m gonna make you come so hard.”

He positioned me so I was kneeling inside the tub, the jets
blasting between my legs.

“Oh, ohmigod.”

He slapped my ass, and I moaned. The palm of his hand
tweaked my nipples as the rapid stream of water blasted my
clit.

“That’s it, baby, come for me.”

I rolled my hips against the waves, and Grady pushed me
flat against the jet.

“Oh my God!” The surge of water unleashed the most
intense orgasm I’d ever had. I was out of my mind, riding the
pleasure. I screamed Grady’s name, and he held me as I
collapsed into his arms.



After I came back down to earth, I couldn’t stop laughing,
delirious with pleasure. I reached to stroke his cock, eager to
return the favor, but he just pushed my hand away. “I’m good.
I just wanted to make you feel good.” He kissed my neck, and
we relaxed into the bubbles. “That was the sexiest thing I’ve
ever seen.”

I’d never in my life experienced with anyone else the type
of chemistry I had with Grady. That instant lust, that mad
obsession, that constant longing. I knew what Grady and I had
wasn’t love, it was something else. Something intoxicating.

And it terrified me.
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rady took off shortly after our sexy time in the bathtub. He
said he had a few errands to run and to just make myself at
home.

I enjoyed the solitude—I picked a book to read, watched
an old dateline, and worked on my needlepoint.

When he returned in the early evening, he finally allowed
me to make dinner for him. It was so nice to cook for
someone.

After dinner, Grady relaxed in his chair, drinking his beer,
his eyes steady on me. “The enchiladas were great. I didn’t
expect you to be such a good cook.”

“Thanks. My mom used to make them for us. They were
my dad’s favorite.” It was one of the last things she had done
before she died—taught me all her family recipes. I
remembered being so happy bonding with her, never
anticipating that she had already made the decision to leave us.

He stood up, told me to wait for a second, and went
upstairs. He emerged from his room a few minutes later
clutching a shoebox. “I bought you something.”

My heart leapt the second I saw telltale suede sole.

“Dance shoes?”

“Yup. I remember watching you dance on the show when I
was in the hospital. You were really good.” His lips widened,



and half of his face seemed to smile.

“It was years ago. I’m sure I’ve forgotten how to dance.”
But I quickly realized that was a lie. I remembered everything.
Every arch of my foot, every beat of the rhythm, every sway
of my back.

“The lady at the store told me these were the best. I looked
at your shoes to get the right size.”

I wanted to kiss him. I hadn’t had new dance heels in
years, and my old ones had been danced in until their soles
were so barren that I would stub my toes on the floor. Even
though I’d had money when I was on the show, those shoes
were my lucky shoes. My mom had given them to me. “You
shouldn’t have. I really don’t need them. I don’t even dance
anymore. That was really sweet of you, but I can’t accept
them.”

He walked over to me and knelt at my feet. His hand
reached around my calf, and he took off my flip-flops and
rubbed my toes.

I held back a moan. The touch of his hand on my feet
made my flesh tingle. The second I slipped my arched foot
into the three-and-a-half-inch Latin suede dance shoes, my
heart sang, my body yearning to return to the floor.

“Thank you. I love them.” We stood up and I wrapped my
arms around his neck. His strong arms encircled my waist, and
for a moment, I thought he would kiss me. But he released me
instead.

Grady went to the formal dining room, and started pushing
the table and chairs to the walls.

“Wh-what are you doing?”

He didn’t answer.

My mind was still trying to process that this gruff man, the
one who barely wanted to talk to me a few days ago, was the
same one who would buy me such a thoughtful gift. I was so
overwhelmed that it took me a few minutes to realize what he
was doing.



He was making me a ballroom.

“Let me see you dance.”

“I—I don’t have any music.”

“Name a song.”

I contemplating picking a cool song to impress him but
just decided to go with a classic rumba. “‘I’m Not Giving You
Up’ by Gloria Estefan.”

He fiddled on his phone and then plugged it into a speaker.

Grady placed a lone chair in the corner of the room.
“Dance for me.”

Once the first note of the haunting rumba played, I knew I
was back like I’d never skipped a day. That was the universal
truth for dancers. No matter what the reason was you quit, no
matter how many times you swore you would never return,
one step onto that dance floor and your soul became whole
again.

My body remembered every rhythmic rumba beat, my toes
recalled every jive flick, and my arms reminisced every time I
placed them in a paso doble battle pose. My gut wrenched—
I’d had no clue how much I’d missed this part of my life.

But my reclaimed joy terrified me. One tap of my toes on
the sprung hardwood floor, and I wanted to lose myself in the
music.

My toes traced the floor during the rumba walks, my core
settled into the beat. I danced as much for Grady as I did for
myself.

Grady focused on me, his gaze steady, never looking away.
Over the years I’d danced for so many people, in many shows
and competitions, but I never had danced solely for the eyes of
another man. I danced toward him, shimmied my hips near his
face, teasing him gently. I wasn’t a stripper, this wasn’t a lap
dance, but the energy between us was passionate. I yearned for
him to stand up, take me on the floor, expose his secrets to me.

I turned away from him, but his strong arms pulled me
back. He pushed me onto his lap, grinding me down on his



hard cock. His hand pulled my hair, pressing me into his lips. I
kissed him back, high off the urgency, his beard tickling my
skin. His lips were powerful yet soft, just like him. All my
misgivings about getting close to him were fading, as I was
melting into him. Our kiss was equal parts illicit and
comforting. But the intensity of my emotions spooked me—I
pushed him off of me, tears welling in my eyes.

As the song ended, emptiness filled me. My body chilled,
one taste of my obsession with the beat, and I’d be drowning
in a sea of rhinestones before I could help myself. Like an
addict in recovery, I feared I’d be unable to quit after one
dance.

And I knew I’d be unable to quit Grady after our time
together was over.
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loved watching Isa dance, the way her body swayed with the
music, as if she was dancing just for me.

But I needed a change of scenery.

As much as I loved the lake house, the place was a bit too
pretentious for me. I wanted to be out in the wilderness,
camping in nature. Luckily Isa was game, so the next day after
lunch we drove to a local campground that had small cabins. It
was beautiful, so rustic, so removed from the world. This place
was simple, humble, and more my style. It reminded me of
vacationing in the Smoky Mountains in Tennessee. The cabin
we rented here was unfortunately named “The Honeymoon
Cabin.” It was constructed with knotty pine, contained a
simple stove, refrigerator, and a queen bed made with a rustic
quilt. Outside on the pine needle-covered ground were a
barbecue, picnic table, and campfire pit.

We checked in and relaxed in the cabin for a bit. I’d
planned to grill some burgers, down a few beers, and then
spend all night fucking Isa.

But she had other plans.

“Wow, it’s gorgeous up here, Grady. Let’s go on a walk
around the campsite.”

I hesitated. It was seventeen hundred. A gorgeous, late
summer sunset.



I suddenly had a strong urge to remain in the cabin. But I
chose not to listen to my gut. I could do this.

“Sure.”

I wrapped my arms around her slender waist and went
outside. For the first few minutes, I enjoyed the mountain air,
the sweet, smoky smell of ribs from a neighboring barbecue,
the comfortable silence between Isa and me. We walked
around the grounds, weaving in between cabins, trees, picnic
tables, and a tiny creek.

Then it happened again.

The roar of plane engines overhead, the towering
mountains in the distance, the scent of dust mixed with diesel,
the chill of the wind on my face, the haunting glow of the
sunset highlighting the sky.

I choked on the air and fear penetrated my soul.

Fuck.

The perfect blend of the elements had triggered every
sense in my core.

The rapid beating of my heart pulsed through my chest.

My gut clenched and dread overtook me. Like some
fucked up time warp, my mind was back in Iraq, trapped in an
eternal hell that I could never escape.

“Grady, you okay?”

But I could barely hear her words—my ears were echoing
with my screams, the screams of my fellow Marines. I could
see Rafael’s face as the bullet hit him, his brains splattered
around me. The heat of the bomb underneath me. Counting
down until my death.

10. 9. 8. 7. 6. 5. 4. 3. 2. 1.

I needed to get the fuck out of here. But no matter where I
went, I would never flee this terror.

But almost as soon as it had started, my flashback was
over.



Fuck.

“Grady, babe, let’s go back.”

I wiped the sweat beads from my forehead with my
clammy hands and attempted to steady my breathing. My
fingers tore at my clothes, ripping my shirt, wanting to relieve
the pressure from my chest.

Flashback. I’d had another flashback. They’d never go
away. This was my new reality; my fucked up brain didn’t
respond to any of the drugs or talk therapy I’d been given. In
the movies or in books, it was made to seem like flashbacks
were movies in one’s mind or images of dead friends. Yes, I
relived that night vividly in my nonstop nightmares. Though I
couldn’t speak for all other vets, for me a flashback was more
than a film playing in my head. Sights, scents, sounds. A
primal feeling that I was in grave danger, that I would never be
safe, that everyone I loved would be taken from me. That I
was helpless. As if I were entombed in an unbreakable dark
box underwater, suffocating and gasping for air. All taking me
back to a night I didn’t want to remember, to a night I’d never
forget.
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grasped Grady’s hand, and the sweat from his palms seeped
into mine. His face registered a blank stare and I could see his
breath in the cold night air puffing short, labored breaths.

Within minutes, we were back at the cabin. Grady sat in a
chair and I turned the stove on to make him tea.

He exhaled. “I’m sorry, I—” His words were sharp and
staccato.

I cut him off. “No, babe, you have nothing to be sorry
about. We don’t have to talk about it unless you want to.”

I wanted to talk. I wished I could climb into his mind and
erase his memories of war.

Maybe he could return the favor. Erase the memories of
seeing my mom dead. Erase the memories of what I knew.

We could both start fresh, no pasts, both of us could learn
to be present and just be here now.

But that was impossible. All I could do was love him.

His hands finally stopped shaking.

“Are you okay?”

“Sure.”

Sure. Didn’t sound convincing but I’d take it. The teakettle
whistled and I poured two cups of hot water. I dunked the tea



bags into the mugs, watching the warm liquid turn to a dark
amber shade, then placed the cup in front of Grady.

We sat in silence, sipping our tea. He had access to the best
care, but clearly, however they were treating him, wasn’t
working.

He finally spoke, his words disjointed. “Sunset. Late
summer sunset, a night like this. Mountains, a chill in the air,
planes overhead.”

Triggers. I couldn’t even pretend to imagine what it was
like to be in a combat zone. Or to feel like you never left.

I’d studied every published detail of his attack available
after I met Grady—hell I could recite his medal citation from
memory.

Without hesitation and with complete disregard for his own
safety, Corporal Williams reached out and pulled the grenade
to his body, shielding his fellow Marines only feet away. When
the grenade detonated, his body absorbed the brunt of the
blast, severely wounding him, but saving the life of his fellow
Marines. By his undaunted courage, bold fighting spirit, and
unwavering devotion to duty in the face of almost certain
death, Corporal Williams reflected great credit upon himself
and upheld the highest traditions of the Marine Corps and the
United States Naval Service.

I wanted to hear about what he went through in his own
words. Maybe it would even help him, to talk about the night,
desensitize it. I certainly wasn’t a trained psychologist. But
Grady and I had something—whatever we labeled it—between
us. Maybe he could share with me what he couldn’t tell others.

“Grady, that’s fine if you don’t want to talk about it, I
understand. But if you’d like to tell me, I’d really like to know
what happened to you.”

He sighed and stared in the distance. “We were clearing
houses, looking for terrorists. This one motherfucking
insurgent threw a grenade in front of my Marines. I jumped on
the grenade.”



He said it matter-of-factly, like it wasn’t a big deal, like he
bought the guy behind him a drink at Starbucks. “Why?”

His voice lowered. “Because it was my job. Because I’m a
Marine. Because he was my best friend, my brother in arms, I
loved him. He would’ve done it for me. I was just the unlucky
motherfucker to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. And
the worst thing about it … he died anyway. I did it all for
nothing.”

I wanted more, so much more. To go deep into his psyche.
Find out every detail about the night, what he saw, what he
felt, physically and emotionally. But not like this, not yet.

I turned into him and initiated a kiss. He kissed me back,
but these kisses weren’t lustful. They were comforting, dare I
say soothing, or possibly even loving.

I pulled back for a moment, and looked at him, really saw
him. I imagined what he had looked like before the injury, who
he had been before he’d sacrificed his looks, his health, his
soul. Was it for his country? Was it for his friend?

Tears welled in my eyes.

His gaze was fixated on me too, and I allowed him to look
at me. To truly see me. Did he see my longing for him? How
much I wanted to be loved by him? How hard I prayed that
this, whatever this was, could possibly work out?

He lifted me off the chair and carried me to the bed. It
creaked when he placed me on the quilt, and we both laughed.
It was nice to see him smile, a hint of joy brightening his face.

He climbed on top of me as his lips took mine again. His
tongue slowly explored my mouth, as his hand guided down
my body.

I wiggled out of my clothes as he pulled off his shirt. His
arm reached around to unhook my bra, and his mouth lapped
at my breasts, the stubble from his beard rubbing against my
chest.

I whispered in his ear, “I’m falling in love with you.”
Tonight, there was a sense of comfort between us, as if every
kiss was healing our souls.



He pulled down my panties, and I heard the distinct sound
of foil ripping. His tip grazed me and pressed between my
legs. This teasing was unbearable; I couldn’t wait any longer.
I’d never wanted anyone more in my life.

His lips locked again with mine as he pushed deep inside
me. His pace alternated between hunger and caution, as if he
was holding back the beast within. I wasn’t scared of his wild
side; I wanted to see the animal he kept caged. I pulled him
closer to me, urging him to fill me up and erase the space
between us.

He glided in and out of me, each thrust taking me closer to
nirvana. He paused for a second and looked deep in my eyes.

“I need you.”

Need? That was good, right? It had to mean something. I
needed him too; I needed this moment, this feeling.

His fingers interlaced with mine and he pinned them over
my head. His pace quickened, and I could feel myself
desperately trying to hold on to the cliff, hold on and ride the
waves of ecstasy. He released my hands, and I clutched the
sheets as he grinded deep inside me, pressing flat against my
belly, giving me the direct stimulation I craved. I dug my
fingers into his ass, and he pounded into me. Our release came
crashing down around us, and I savored every second as our
bodies drowned together in a sea of satisfaction.

This man loved his fellow Marines, was willing to give his
life for them. He was capable of loving someone more than he
loved himself. I wondered what it would be like to be loved by
such a man.

But my heart was restless. Soon our world would change,
our time out here would be over. No matter how much we
wanted to, we would never be able to return to the innocence
of this moment.
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he looked up at me. “Can I spend the night with you? I
really want to try to make this work.”

Of course I wanted her to stay with me, to fuck her sweet
pussy every night, though I wasn’t sure if that emotional
performance she just gave was nothing more than a
combination of an apology for her ex partner insulting me and
pity witnessing my flashback. At this point I didn’t care what
her motivations were—I just wanted her near me.

“Sure. I’m glad you begged me to let your dad write my
book. I honestly would’ve never done it. And I’m actually
looking forward to saving up some money. The VA sucks and
who knows if I’ll be able to hold down a job. And I’ll get to
tell my side of the story in the book.”

She rolled on top of me, staring into my eye. “The book
will be amazing. Get some!”

I kissed her forehead, appreciative of her Marine Corps
“get some” reference, as if she was trying to relate to me.

In my post-coital haze, I decided to put myself out there
even more. It had gone well so far. No more games. From here
on out, I wanted her to know she’s mine.

“For the ball, I don’t want you to pretend to be my
girlfriend.”

“Oh?”



I lifted up her hand and kissed it. “I want you to be my
girlfriend.” Once the words left my mouth, I knew I had made
the right decision asking her. Since I’d left the hospital, I’d
stopped making plans for the future. I wanted to look forward
to my life—with Isa in it.

A big smile spread across her face, and her eyes sparkled.

“Yes.” She wrapped her arms around my neck, a shot of
adrenaline reinvigorating me.

She pursed her lips like she was thinking. “Grady, since
this is a ball, do you know how to dance?”

“Nope. Never learned.”

“Well, can I teach you? Just two dances. Maybe a foxtrot
and a rumba? I really had a great time dancing tonight.”

Hell no. “Nope, not going to happen. Most Marines just
end up screwing around, you might see them dancing to
‘YMCA’ or the electric slide, but no one really dances.”

“I get that. But I mean the President will be there. You’re
the guest of honor. And once the press finds out you’re going
with me, they’re going to expect something. Especially since
we’re dating.”

I tensed up my shoulders. Writing a book was one thing—I
wasn’t going to learn how to dance. “No. It would be like a
gateway drug. Next thing you know I’d be on Dancing under
the Stars.”

“Ha!” She laughed. “It’s fine. Just thought it would be
fun.”

She cuddled onto my chest, and I wrapped my arms around
her. She fit perfectly. For the first time since I’d met her, I felt
like there was a possibility that she could truly need me.

“Fine, two dances, that’s it. I’m not wearing those weird
shoes with heels. And don’t get any crazy ideas about waxing
my chest and stuffing me in a rhinestone onesie.”

She giggled. “You’re hilarious Grady. Okay—it’s a deal.”
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he next morning we left the campsite and headed back to
the cabin. We had a few more days here before we would
return to the real world.

In the daylight, I was filled with embarrassment that she’d
seen me have a flashback again. She’d been understanding and
comforting, but I was worried that the novelty would wear off
and she wouldn’t be able to deal with my issues long term.

We arrived back home and we milled around the cabin in
silence. I needed to know why she snapped at me earlier in the
week when I asked about her mother’s death.

I went to the kitchen and poured her a mug of coffee. After
a few minutes, she sat at the table with me.

“So what happened to your mom?”

She looked away from me, her face turning red. “She died.
End of story.”

I didn’t have a clue how to read women. Men were direct.
If a dude had a problem with someone, he’d kick his ass, share
a beer later when it was resolved. I hated playing the guessing
game with this girl. “Cut the bullshit. You say you want to get
to know me, but you’re being secretive. I absolutely can’t
stand liars. You lied to me about where I’d seen you before,
and you snapped at me when I asked about your mom. Just
please be honest with me.”



Her hand was shaking. “It doesn’t matter how she died—it
only matters that she is dead.”

I would get this girl to open up to me. I put my arm around
her, her petite body fitting perfectly on my chest. “Babe, you
have to trust me.”

She just looked away from me. For the first time it
occurred to me that she might be in as much pain as I was. I
had nothing left to lose—I’d lost my best friend, my career, I’d
almost lost my life—twice. Once from a grenade, and another
time from my own hands. I would lay my heart open for her
sake.

I raised her chin with my thumb. “Fine, I’ll go first. I need
to thank you for taking that bullet out of my gun. A few days
after we met, I found out I was getting kicked out of the Corps.
It was really dark for me. I’m in so much fucking pain all the
time, I miss my buddy who died in the attack. I felt worthless.
So I tried to end it. You’re the reason I’m standing here today.
Thank you.”

She gripped the side of her head, as if she was covering her
ears. “Oh my God, Grady. I’m so sorry you were suffering,
and I’m so grateful I took that bullet. Suicide is never the
answer. You’re such an amazing man. Your life is so
valuable.”

I didn’t want to hear her fake platitudes. She didn’t know
anything about the true darkness that lurked within me. “I’m
fine now. Don’t worry about me. Now it’s your turn.”

She pulled her knees to her chest, her voice choked with
tears. “My mom. She wasn’t murdered. She killed herself. I
was the one who found her, her brains splattered everywhere.”

Bile rose in my throat. So that was what she was hiding
from me. And my dumbass had just told her I’d attempted
suicide. She’d never want to continue this relationship with
me. I was just like her mom. “Man, I’m sorry.”

“I couldn’t deal with life, the press asking questions about
my mom, so I quit the show, hoping the truth wouldn’t get out.
The tabloids printed crazy rumors that I had some drug



problem and that I went to rehab. To this day, I don’t know
where that rumor started. So that’s why I took your bullet. You
…” Her eyes were teary. “You remind me of her.”

Fuck.

I looked in her green eyes, really looked at her, and
allowed her to look at me. I didn’t turn my head when she
stared at my face. If a woman this beautiful could stand the
sight of me, if she stood by my side, maybe I could face the
world again.

Maybe not.

“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t in pain. The skin grafts are
brutal. And my brain is fucked up. I have triggers, and I can’t
control myself. If I see something that reminds me of that
night, I lose it. You saw me.”

“It’s hard, I know. Just take your time.” She put her hand
on my thigh and pursed her lips. “I wish I’d never run out the
night we met. I was scared. And the truth is, I couldn’t stop
thinking about you. About that night.”

Her soft touch immediately invigorated me. “Me either,
baby.”

I reached around her waist and pulled her closer to me. A
lock of hair fell in her face and I brushed it back. She looked
up at me through her long, black eyelashes, and I couldn’t
resist a second longer. My lips covered hers, and her warm,
sweet tongue danced in my mouth.

Last time I fucked her with the faint hope that it might lead
to something more. Tonight, I would fuck her, praying that it
would last forever. I could keep her safe, I could love her.

Her delicate hands rubbed the back of my neck as we
kissed. We didn’t rush our lips. I had some time alone with this
girl—I could take all the time I wanted.

Her fingernails scraped my scarred skin, and the sensation
sent chills through my body. She lightly kissed my neck, then
she nibbled on the nub where my ear used to be. I resisted the
urge to shove her mouth away, not wanting her to be disgusted
by me. But her lips found a way back to my tortured flesh, and



the comfort of her kisses was more soothing than any creams
that I had ever applied to my wounds.

My hands gripped her tiny waist. I loved her curvy hips,
her round ass. She was perfection. I wanted to pleasure her,
worship her, show her that I could be the man to protect her
from anyone. If only she’d let me.

She lifted off my shirt, her eyes widening at the sight of
my chest. I undressed her beautiful body, slowly, savoring the
unveiling of her flesh. The previous times we had sex had
been laced with lust. Tonight, I wanted to make love to her.

I had nothing left to say. Scooping her in my arms, I
carried her into the bedroom. Her eyes widened, and she bit
her bottom lip. I’d fantasized about this very moment for the
past few months, and I was in no rush.

I placed her on my bed and we knelt facing each other. My
hand pushed her hair back, and I planted a kiss on her neck.
Her skin was so soft and tan. Her lips parted and my mouth
took hers, indulging in every sensation of her hot tongue
probing my mouth. These kisses were so much better than
yesterday’s kisses, which were shortly after my PTSD attack,
when I was so afraid of losing her.

I was afraid of nothing now.

I cradled her head and urged her closer to me, pressing her
clothed body against mine. She kissed my face tenderly as she
began to undress me. I removed her white tank top and kissed
her cleavage. Her head dropped back and she gave out a sweet
sigh. My hand unhooked her bra and then teased her nipples
with my fingers, pinching and tugging until her face was flush
with pleasure.

“Grady, you’re torturing me.”

I grinned. Taking her buds, I sucked on one while my hand
squeezed the other. She moaned causing a jolt of pressure to
my already hard cock.

Her hands dug into my shoulders and she began kissing
my chest, licking my nipples, straddling my waist. I was so
desperate to be inside her.



She undid my belt and removed my shorts as I pulled
down her sweatpants. She was wearing a mesh lace thong. I
teased her with my tongue, tasting her sweet wetness. When I
couldn’t resist anymore, I pushed her panties down and
devoured her pussy.

She writhed on the bed, gasping, moaning, every sound
making me want her more. I could eat her pussy for days,
forever.

I grabbed a condom from my nightstand, pulled off my
boxers, turned her over, and climbed on top of her. Her round
ass mesmerized me. I took off her thong and wrapped my arm
around her.

“Ready for me?” I whispered into her ear.

“Yes, baby.”

I grabbed my cock in my hand and slid into her warm
pussy.

The softness of her ass as I pressed deeper heightened my
desire. She moved in sync with my thrusts. I rubbed her clit
until she was moaning, almost gasping for air. I could feel her
pussy clench tight around my cock and I was desperate to
release. I pumped faster, harder, deeper, out of my mind in
pleasure. She let out a long cry and I came with her.

We collapsed onto the bed, my mind completely blank. I
was about to get up when she turned toward me and cupped
my face.

We lay in silence and I listened to the pattering of rain
falling on the roof.

“Grady, I need to tell you something.”

Great, here it goes. I care for you but this isn’t going to
work. I was ready. “What?”

“I love you.”



29



I

ISA

told Grady I loved him. And he hadn’t said it back.

But I wasn’t freaking out yet. He asked me to be his
girlfriend—he opened up to me about his depression.

Though honestly, knowing that he had been suicidal filled
my heart with more fear than love.

Grady gave me a wicked smile the next day, and told me
he had the perfect plan for us. I reluctantly agreed—even
though I hated surprises.

Grady and I sat in his truck in silence as we drove on the
freeway. This entire setup felt so surreal. I wanted a crystal
ball so I could read our future. I wanted assurance that we
could make some type of relationship work. I had never
navigated an adult relationship and I didn’t have a clue what I
was doing. The tension hung thick in the air, and even the
view of the beautiful mountains did little to ease my nerves.

We pulled off a dirt road, and I saw a sign: “Shooting &
Safety.”

“Are you taking me to a gun range?”

“Yup. Since you’re an expert and all at disarming
weapons.”

I shuddered. “You’re kidding me. I hate guns. I told you
my mom shot herself. Not to mention you confessed to me that
you tried to shoot yourself. Nope, not going to happen.”



He placed his hand on my thigh and looked at me. “You
don’t have to shoot, and if you want to, we’ll leave. But you’re
the one always talking about therapy. One of the methods I
was taught was to desensitize yourself from the experience.
This is a safe place. I want you to take back the power.”

“And this from the guy who claims that therapy doesn’t
work.”

“I was blown up by a grenade. I can’t really do that again
to desensitize myself. But I’m working on other ways to deal
with it. Talking to you helps. So does fucking you.”

“Funny.” I exhaled, happy he could admit that keeping his
feelings bottled up was futile.

At the shooting range, my fingers tingled and it wasn’t
from the cold. I’d been raised shooting with my dad. After my
mom killed herself with my father’s gun, I’d never had a
desire to be anywhere near a weapon, though I had made an
exception when I stole Grady’s bullet.

“Wait here.” Grady walked around the truck and opened
my door. Swoon. He hoisted me out of the car.

Once inside the building, he introduced himself to the
range owner.

The older gentleman shook his hand. “Sergeant Williams, I
assure you that you do not need an introduction. It’s an honor
to meet you. Thank you for your service.”

Grady posed for a few pictures, and I realized that in this
environment he was a celebrity. This man was in awe of
Grady.

The man placed his arm around me, in a fatherly hug.
“Well, ma’am, you’re a lucky young lady to have a man like
Grady Williams by your side.”

The fear pulsed through my veins as the owner pulled me
aside to ask if I’d ever shot before.

“Yes, sir, I have but it was years ago. I’ll be honest, I’m
pretty scared.”



“Well, you couldn’t have a better teacher. Grady is a
legend.”

We were led into the shooting area that kind of resembled
a really secure bowling alley, long lanes separated by
partitions.

Grady fitted me with goggles and ear protectors. His face
turned serious. “Okay, Isa. We have some safety rules. First
rule, treat every weapon as if it were loaded. Second, never
point a weapon at anything you do not intend to shoot. Third,
keep your weapon on safety until you’re ready to fire. I will
walk you through each step. Carefully pick up the pistol.”

I hesitated to grab the gun, my heart beating rapidly. Grady
had brought his own pistol, which he informed me was a matte
camouflaged-colored Colt M45.

What had my mom felt before she retrieved my father’s
gun from the safe? Why had he given her the code? Did she
think of me before she blew her brains out?

I choked back tears.

Grady leaned into me. “You okay, baby? You don’t have to
do this.”

I swallowed hard. “No, I’m fine. I want to.”

Picking up the gun with my right hand, the cold metal
imprinted on my palm. It felt heavy, its deadly steel haunting
in my hands. I shivered, I didn’t know if I could go through
with this. I made sure to keep pointing the gun down range.

“Good, baby. Now load the magazine.”

With my left hand, I loaded the magazine, careful to not
pinch my fingers.

“Great job. Your stance is good, keep your legs parallel,
arm extended. You will feel recoil when you shoot. Let it
happen. Don’t tense up, and keep your weapon pointed in a
safe direction.”

He wrapped his arms around me, his hands steady, his hard
body pressed into mine. He took the weapon and placed my



hands around it, his hands around my own, as if he was
protecting me from the gun.

“You got this, babe. Now just aim and fire. I’m not going
to let anything happen to you.”

The target was one of those paper bodies with a red heart.
My hand slowly pulled back the trigger, and I fired and let out
a yelp. The recoil surprised me, but Grady held me firmly in
his grasp. A huge wave of relief swept over me.

“Good job, baby. Keep going.”

I pressed the trigger again, this time more confident. Bam,
bam, bam, bam. Electricity pulsed through my veins; my heart
beat fiercely. I felt alive, in control, strong, and powerful.

I placed the weapon down.

Grady picked up the gun. “Let me show you how it’s
done.”

I took a step back, and Grady fired that weapon. With
precision.

Bam, bam, bam.
Every shot dead center. His face was calm, centered,

focused. No hesitation.

My mouth dropped. I was so turned on despite myself.
How hot was this guy? I’d never had a military fetish, never
been attracted to a man who shot guns. But being around this
man, this superhero, for once in my life, I felt completely safe.

He unloaded the magazine and we walked out of the range.

He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and kissed me
sweetly. Kisses have different purposes in life—some are for
lust, some are for pity, some are for love. This one was for
comfort. It was tender, dare I say loving. It was an amazing
kiss. I had so much to say to him, desperately wanting to tell
him more about my mother, but once again I was at a loss for
words. Grady always rendered me speechless.
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eing back on the range today rattled me. I loved shooting—
I’d been a rifle coach, had dreamed of being a sniper. The
power, the rush, the thrill. It was completely addicting.

But these days, the sound of gunfire brought me back to
Iraq. When I’d been over there, it wasn’t about the politics, it
wasn’t about the war, it was about protecting my brothers. One
goal, getting them out of there alive.

I focused on why I loved shooting: the precision, the
power, the skill. I refused to allow myself to think of the men
I’d killed in combat, refused to picture their faces, and the way
their bodies slumped when they hit the ground.

There were some things I’d done that I would never tell
Isa.

It was bad enough that I looked like a monster, she would
never love me if she knew I was also a killer.

When we returned to the cabin, we relaxed for a bit. After
an hour Isa came over to the sofa and sat on my lap. “I’m
going to just teach you some fundamentals of dancing.
Nothing too intense today.”

I grimaced, but I refused to go back on my word. My
dance knowledge consisted of doing joke moves to make my
Marines laugh—lawn mower, the fishing pole, the hammer.
But once I committed to something, I put in one hundred and
ten percent. “Sounds good.”



“Okay, I’m going to run upstairs and change really quickly.
Luckily, you bought me dancing shoes.”

Yeah, what a stroke of luck. I’d just wanted to see her
dance, not to have to dance myself.

I made a fresh pot of coffee and waited for her.

Five minutes later, she walked down the stairs and I almost
dropped the coffee pot. She wore a loose purple shirt that had
a strappy sports bra sewn in and multicolored yoga pants that
seemed painted on her curvy ass. Instead of tennis shoes, her
feet were strapped in the sexy little dance heels.

We cleared the living room so we could use it as a dance
floor, and she turned on Sam Smith from her iPhone. The song
was soothing and melodic, definitely not like my usual
listening choice of heavy metal.

“So, we’re going to start with the basics—rumba walks.
They’re also used in cha-cha and bolero. Keep your toes on
the floor, chest up, straight back, and push off of your standing
leg.”

Her hand adjusted my hip and all I could think about was
having her hand drop lower to my cock.

“Good. Okay, that’s a good start. Keep your legs straight,
when you bring your right leg to your left, settle your hip, and
then stick your right leg forward and transfer your weight.”

Fuck, this was hard, though she made it look easy. Her
hips seemed to be flowing back and forth, as if they were
making love to the floor. I was used to drill—precise steps
with my feet, syncopated with my fellow Marines.

She taught me a basic rumba, a dance of unrequited love,
and a bit of the foxtrot, a dance of happily-ever-afters. Isa had
drilled me with the steps, feet on the floor, shoulders down,
chest and chin up.

After an hour of me following her around the floor like a
lovesick puppy, I’d had enough, but I wasn’t about to quit. I
didn’t want to look like an idiot in front of my fellow Marines
who would no doubt be egging me on.



“So, I think you have the moves down. But you’re still
missing something.”

“What?”

“We’re going to work on our connection in the dance. Our
dancing depends on our ability to get our audience to feel our
spark.”

I thought I had it down, but she was right. There was still
something I was missing.

Emotion.

Intimacy.

I had to feel something, something toward Isa, something
toward the dance. She’d told me she loved me. Did I love her?
I craved her, I was addicted to her, I wanted her to be mine.
But I was comfortably numb. I had been disconnected for so
long, I didn’t have a clue how to bond.

She moved her body into my space. “We’re going to start
with a game. In dance, the man is always in control.”

I liked this more and more. “Keep talking.”

“I need you to lead me, take charge, own me.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Fuck, baby, if I knew
dancing was this hot, I would’ve started years ago.”

She gave me a playful glance, untied her hair, which was
wrapped up in one of those weird scarfs, and handed the silky
fabric to me. “Here, blindfold me.”

What the fuck? “Don’t have to ask me twice, sweetheart. I
didn’t know you were into that sort of thing, but I’d be happy
to tie you up and lick your pussy until you can’t stop coming.”

Her mouth widened into a cautious smile and a nervous
laugh escaped her lips. “Maybe later, Hulk. But for now I need
you to blindfold me and lead me around the room. When
we’re dancing, we can’t speak. We can only communicate
through movement. And we need to build trust. Though I may
be your teacher, on the floor you are always in charge. Make
me submit to you.”



Heat rose through my body. I couldn’t tell if she was
fucking with me, but if she was, I didn’t care. I didn’t hesitate
but pulled her to me and secured the scarf around her eyes.
Without saying a word, she swiveled her hips into mine and
laid her head on my chest.

“Dance with me. Don’t think, just connect,” she
whispered, breathy, sexy.

I wrapped my arms around this beautiful woman and just
moved to the music. When I stepped, she followed, mirroring
my every movement, even though she couldn’t see. Her
fingers brushed my neck, her chest heaved with mine, our legs
moved in sync. Our bodies became one unit. I’d always seen
dancing as pointless, but I’d never been this physically close to
a woman without having sex. It was hot as hell.

Then she looked up and smiled at me. A genuine smile,
accepting loving. Her face didn’t wince in horror at my face;
instead she looked at me the way I prayed that someone would
one day look at me like that again. She loved me.

And I knew one truth in that moment.

“Isa.” I cupped her face and looked into her beautiful green
eyes. “I love you.”
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he next morning, we both sat on the sofa, catching up on
our phones.

Then I saw it.

A text from Beau containing a web link.

Beau: Bro, did u c this?
I clicked on the link which led to a gossip article.

“Bella Applebaum’s Deal with the Devil Dog: Why the
desperate former reality star agreed to pretend to be the
girlfriend of maimed Medal of Honor recipient Grady
Williams.”

What the fuck?

Rage swept through me as I skimmed the article.
“According to a source, Bella told her friend that she was
repulsed by Grady but agreed to attend the Marine Corps Ball
with him as long as her father would write Grady’s war
memoir.”

I’d never been under any delusion that my face was
anything but grotesque. But reading this article, knowing that
she told her someone I disgusted her singed my already
scorched skin with humiliation.

I could show her the article, listen to her false apologies,
her protests that she never said it, but there was no point. I
wanted her gone—out of my life.



Forever.

In all honesty I should never have allowed myself to get
close to her—from the second I saw her, I knew she was out of
my league. She was too beautiful, too sexy. Who could ever
love a beast?

I stood up from the sofa and looked toward the ground. I
refused to give her the satisfaction of staring at me again.

“I’ve made a mistake. This, whatever this was, isn’t going
to work out. I’ll pay for you to change your ticket so you can
go home early.”

“What? Are you serious? After telling me last night that
you love me you want me to go?”

“Yup.”

My back was turned to her but I could hear her stand up.
She placed her hand on my shoulder, I pushed it off.

“Don’t make this harder than it is. It would never work out
between us. And I’ve decided that I don’t want to write a
book. Meeting Pasha made me realize that once I start up with
celebrity shit, I’ll become a fucking puppet.”

“No.” She wasn’t giving up. “I don’t care about the book,
I’ll find another way to pay for my tuition, even if I have to
take a year off. I can get a loan. I can get a few jobs. Don’t do
this, Grady. I’m in love with you! Just because you’re scared
—”

“Scared? Scared of what? You? Love? You don’t know
what the fuck you’re talking about. You don’t know the
meaning of the word scared. Get the fuck out of my face. If
you want to talk about our relationship, I’m sure your friend
would love to hear more stories about how repulsive I am.”

Her mouth flew open. “What are you talking about? I
never said that.”

“Whatever, Isa. Just get your shit and go.”

She stormed off to her room. I threw my cell phone at the
wall, hoping it would shatter. That way, I’d be unreachable.



Any minute now my phone would be blowing up with
sympathetic texts about that article.

She emerged a few minutes later, clutching her suitcase.
“Grady, I read the article. I didn’t say that I swear. I told
Mirasol that—”

“Doesn’t matter. I don’t want to hear your excuses. Just
stop.”

“No, you’re going to listen to me. I didn’t say that. I said
your scars are horrific and clearly you’ve suffered so much,
but you’re sexy anyway. Please believe me.” Her voice was
choked with emotion.

“Whatever. It’s more than that. This will never work. I just
want to be alone.”

I grabbed her luggage. As we walked toward the door, I
could sense her mood changing. A scowl graced her face.

But she wasn’t my problem.

We walked outside and I loaded her luggage in the car.

She clutched my arm. “Grady, I didn’t say that. If you
aren’t aware already of how the media skews everything, you
need a crash course ASAP. You’re in the public eye, whether
you want to be or not.”

“That story is on national news. You still told someone
about our agreement for the book deal, something you told me
to keep quiet.”

“Yeah, I did. I told my best friend. That’s what friends do
—they share. And I texted Marisol—she swore to me she
didn’t talk to the press, and I believe her. I trust her. Someone
overheard us and then sold a false story to the tabloids. This
happens every day. I can give a statement and it will go away.”

I believed her. But it was too late now. The entire world
now saw me as a joke.

She caressed my waist and I wanted to feel her hands on
me this one last night.



“You’re an amazing guy. You’re heroic, strong, sexy, and
surprisingly sweet. But you have PTSD. You need help. I can’t
walk out of here today and regret not telling you how I feel. I
think we could really have something beautiful here. We could
have an amazing life together. I love you, but I can’t be with
you if you don’t love yourself. And you don’t even want to try.
You risk your life to save your friends, but you won’t even
attempt to save yourself. You’re worth it, I’m worth it. If you
go get some help, I’ll be here when you’re finished. If not, I’m
not going to the ball with you. Promise or no promise.”

I clenched my fist, using every bit of self-control I had to
not plunge it into the car door.

“So it’s all my fault this won’t work? I’m not the only one
fucked up here, Isa. You’re a mess too. Always trying to save
everyone—me, your dad. What makes you happy? What are
you running from? Your mom killed herself and you found her
—well, that’s pretty fucked up. Have you dealt with that?
What are you doing to take care of yourself? At least I admit
freely that I’m a wreck. That I’ll never be able to do the one
thing I’ve wanted to do my entire life—be a sniper. You want
to be a clinical psychologist to help people, I get that. But I’ve
seen you dance. Not just here with me, but I used to watch you
every week on television with my grandma. And once I
discovered who you were, I watched old clips. You loved
dancing, you glowed. I’ve never seen that glow on your face,
that light in your life. You claim you want to live your life free
and not hide from anyone, but you are hiding from yourself.”

Her face reddened and her nostrils flared. I expected a
smartass retort, but her silence infuriated me more. She had to
know I was right. Instead of trying to help everyone around
her, Isa needed to help herself.

Her face softened. “You’re right. I’m damaged too, and I
miss dancing. But I’m going to do something about it. I hope
you will too. And no matter what happens with our
relationship, I hope we can remain friends.”

Friends? Fuck that, I could never be a friend to a woman
I’d fucked. The thought of another man touching Isa, fucking
her, killed me.



I gritted my teeth. “Not going to happen. I never want to
see you again.”

A grimace lingered on her face and her chin trembled.
“You don’t mean that.”

She kissed my scarred cheek, and I resisted the urge to
grab her, kidnap her, throw her over my back like a caveman
staking his property. Before I knew what had happened, her
car disappeared behind the pines.
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drove away from the lake house, rage consuming me. I bit
my nails, sped on the freeway, and blasted the music.

How dare Grady try to psychoanalyze me? Maybe he was
just trying to project on to me?

Except that he was right.

Even worse, I loved him. Completely. I know we had spent
such a short time together but every moment had seemed so
intense. Like we crammed all the stages of a relationship into a
week.

I had to get him back.

And Marisol—I could kill her. She claimed to have been
trapped by the press and that she was in fact telling them that I
actually liked him despite his scars but they misquoted her. If
Grady never took me back, I would never forgive her.

I plugged my phone into the car and pressed the button for
my ballroom mix, long hidden from my ears. First song that
came on was a foxtrot, “You’re Nobody Till Somebody Loves
You.” Dean Martin’s soothing voice penetrated deep into my
soul. Memories flashed back of competing at Blackpool in
England, Pasha leading me around the floor, the crowd
screaming our number, my mom shouting louder than
everyone.



Grady was right. I missed dancing—not the drama, not the
show, but dancing. When my mom died, I’d banished that
entire part of my life. It took being around a man who’d lost
his own dream to realize how my own heart ached for mine.

I pulled over to the next shopping area, and set my eyes on
a coffee shop. But I had something important to take care of
first.

One last dance, for me, for Grady. Maybe if he could see
me face my fears, he could conquer his.

I dialed the numbers, my hands shaking.

“Hello?”

Benny, I hadn’t heard his voice in years. My former
mentor. My master coach. Benny held one link to my past. A
past I refused to ignore anymore. “Benny, it’s Isa. I’m ready to
dance again. Is there anyway you can find a place for me on
the show?”
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was alone in this amazing house, the scent of Isa still
lingering in the air. I was due back on base for my next round
of treatments. Useless treatments that hadn’t helped me at all.

Had Isa meant what she’d said? That she not only loved
me but thought that we could have a beautiful life together?
Even if she’d told me the truth about what she’d said to her
friend, the damage was done.

And she baited me. “But I’m going to do something about
it.” I’d once been a leader, men followed my orders, lived and
died by my decisions, they entrusted me with their lives.

A leader takes action, fixes what’s wrong, and doesn’t sit
around and give up.

I’d never look the way I had before the war, but I could be
that man again.

I logged into the computer and searched around, finding a
list of residential treatment programs I’d been referred to. I’d
always refused to even consider attending. But experiencing a
glimpse of happiness with Isa made me want to see if I could
really heal.

After an hour of searching, one program stood out to me.
Thirty days, on a working ranch, hunting, fishing, living off
the land. Of course there was the usual bullshit, daily therapy,
group and individual.



Once I saw the price tag, my hopes were dashed. But I
knew I needed this. I’d find a way. Maybe when I finished
treatment, I could start over with Isa. But I wasn’t doing this
for her, or even as a way to get her back, I was doing this for
me.
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enny had pulled some strings, and I’d been asked to come
on the show as a member of the troupe. The troupe. A backup
dancer to younger dancers. Dancers I’d trained. But I had no
problem eating my humble pie. This gift helped me in two
ways—I needed the money and it would also provide me a
way to heal my soul. Reconnect with dancing. Fall back in
love with the passion that had consumed my life.

I hadn’t danced in years. I was grateful for this
opportunity.

Benny Brooks, my larger-than-life former coach and
resident jerk judge strolled into the studio wearing a purple
suit with a black dress shirt and a bolo tie. At almost sixty, the
self-proclaimed Silver Fox still commanded a room and even
had recently married a dancer forty years his junior.

“Isa, luv, I knew you’d be back. That was surer than a bum
in the bucket.”

I laughed as he embraced me and gave him the required
cheek kiss. I’d missed his crass Australian humor. “Thank you
for giving me the opportunity.”

“Well, that’s not all, lassie. I read that you’re involved with
that hero, that soldier.”

Great. Grady was right, the story had gone viral. “He’s a
Marine, not a soldier.”



“Right. We’ve been after him for a year to come on the
show. Maybe you could sway him?”

Ha! That was almost laughable. “He’s not even speaking to
me now.”

And that was the truth. Grady had gone radio silent. My
texts went unanswered, my calls went straight to voicemail.
Even his Facebook page was offline. Nothing. It was like he
had vanished from the world, like he’d only been a figment of
my imagination.

Benny started to say something, but I tuned him out as an
idea hit me.

“Actually, Benny, maybe I can reach him. Will you let me
dance a tribute to him on a show?”

Benny squinted his eyes. “Of course, luv. We can do
sometime in the next few weeks if you like. Just let me know
what you need.”

I squealed and hugged him. I couldn’t wait to choreograph
a dance for Grady. Show him with my body what I hadn’t been
able to say with words.

But how could I make sure he’d be watching? I quickly
hatched a plan.

I picked up my phone and called a reporter—the same
reporter who had written that horrible article about him.

After leaving a quick voicemail, my phone rang.

“Miss Applebaum, thank you for reaching out to me. Did
you want to go on record regarding Grady Williams?”

“Yes. I did. Yes, we had a deal, but along the way, I fell in
love with him. Grady’s the most heroic, romantic, and sexy
man I’ve ever met. I love him. I’m dancing a tribute for him in
a future show. Please make sure to include that.”

I answered some more questions and agreed to send him
pictures of Grady and me.

This plan had to work. He would see the article, and
hopefully, watch me dance on television.
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he blue sky had threads of purple and amber running
through it. Sunset approached, but for the first time in years, I
wasn’t scared.

I’d been in Montana for the past four weeks, riding horses,
taking care of the farm animals, and inhaling the fresh air.

I missed Isa. Her smile, her warmth, her love. We’d had no
contact at all. I wasn’t allowed a cell phone or internet access
here, and I loved being disconnected from the world.

But not from her.

The more time I had away from her, the more I realized
how much I loved her, no matter how ridiculous that sounded.
We’d spent a week together, an amazing week. But we were
together twenty-four hours a day, I opened up to her more than
I’d ever opened up to anyone. In addition to her physical
beauty, she was compassionate and non judgmental. And I
loved her feisty personality, the way she called me on my
bullshit, trying to make me a better man. She made me want to
be a better man.

I’d do whatever I could to get her back. Glimpses of
myself pre-accident started reappearing in my personality.
Could she love the badass Marine instead of the fucked up
vet? Time would tell.

“Hey, Grady. Pull up a seat.” Ben, a fellow Marine with
PTSD, hovered around the television. We were allowed to



watch one hour a week of TV, and since we didn’t get any
access to porn, Ben had decided Dancing under the Stars was
the closest alternative.

“Nope, not interested. My girl used to be on that show.”
My girl, was she still my girl? Was she ever?

“Yeah? Which one?”

And then, as if my eyes were deceiving me, Isa’s
incredible body appeared on the screen. Not a clip from an old
show, but live. Her hair was now jet-black, her skin was
tanner, but luckily she hadn’t lost any of her luscious curves.

“That one.”

The announcer spoke: “And join us next week for a special
treat when two-time Dancing under the Stars winner, Bella
Applebaum, who will be dancing a special tribute to an
American Hero, Sergeant Grady Williams.”

What the fuck?!

The show showed an old clip of her dancing with Pasha,
that jackass leading her around the floor like some lovesick
puppy. I wanted to kill the motherfucker for ever touching her.

“Damn, dawg. She’s fucking hot. Look at those fucking
legs. Did you hit that?”

“I’m about to hit you if you don’t shut the fuck up.”

But I couldn’t blame the boy; Isa was hot. Gorgeous. She
teased me with glimpses of her thighs, her gown seemed to be
painted on her incredible ass, and her chest glistened in the
glow of the spotlight.

“Dude, I’m out.”

I went back to my room to pack, my treatment was up this
week anyway.

I had to go get my girl.
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arrived in Los Angeles. I’d secured VIP tickets to the show
and an all-access pass to the back lot. My truck pulled into the
back gate at the television studios. I’d been on a few news
shows after receiving my medals, but those shows were
nothing like this Hollywood mind fuck. Dancing under the
Stars had a huge lot, trailers for makeup, hair, and the
“celebrity guests.” The trailers reminded me of war bunkers,
and my anxiety was on high alert.

I parked and walked toward the dressing trailers.

Before I’d even walked ten feet, I instantly recognized
Pasha. He stopped mid-stride when he saw me. This time his
hair was wavy and scrunched together in a man bun. He
wasn’t clean-shaven, and was dressed in gray sweat pants and
a too-tight white T-shirt. He looked like a member of a 90s
boy-band.

I held my cool, imagining Isa being fondled by this guy.
How he’d touched her thighs when they’d danced. How he’d
called me a freak.

“Allo, Grady. Welcome. I want to apologize to you. I was
out of line. No hard feelings.”

He stuck his hand out, but I refused his handshake.

“I am sorry about what I said to you in Tahoe. You’re the
man! I can’t believe it that you jumped on the bomb. That’s
crazy, bro. Isa won’t shut up about you.”



“It wasn’t a bomb, it was a grenade.”

“That’s cool.” He lit a cigarette and I was shocked. Didn’t
dancers take care of their bodies? I expected that shit out of
my Marines, but not this guy.

“Let me get Isa for you.”

“No. She doesn’t know I’m here. I want it to be a
surprise.”

“Okay, man. She will be around here. I can take you
somewhere to hide until show time.”

Why was he being so cool to me? This guy was a snake—
I’d already seen his true colors and I didn’t trust him at all. But
I didn’t want Isa to see me before the show. “Sure, that would
be great. I really appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome. And tonight you will see Isa dance
together with me. But I assure to you, it is just dance.”

The rage built in my chest. She was dancing with this
motherfucker? After what he had said to me? Some loyalty.

Pasha stared at me, as if he was trying to read my face.
“No, no, man. It is not like that. We were partners, for years.
The fans, they want to see us one more time. She’s crazy about
you. I want you to know there is nothing going on together
with us. And I’m really sorry about that day I came at you. I
was wrong. Isa had been like my kid sister, and she grew up. I
was jealous.”

“It’s fine, man.” It still pissed me off but I realized she
probably hadn’t had a choice. Either way, I had to go with my
gut—this guy was full of shit. When I’d met him, he’d been a
dick to Isa and me. Now it seemed he was going out of his
way to convince me that he didn’t like Isa and that he thought
I was a good guy? Sorry I wasn’t buying what he was selling.

He led me to a room on the floor above the stage. “Stay in
here. The dancers will be walking down the hallway. Before
we go on, I’ll bring you down to VIP sitting area. She won’t
see you until she dances. It will be in a few hours. Can I get
you something? Water? Something to eat?”



“Sure.”

He put his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t even mention it,
seriously. I know I’m just dancer, but I love America. Back in
Russia, I used to dream of coming to here. I am refugee; I was
beaten in the streets. My parents risk our lives to come to here.
Men like you are why we are free. I thank you for your
service.”

Whoa. Over the years, so many people had thanked me for
being a Marine, for risking my life. But most of them had been
American born. Hearing Pasha’s appreciation for the military
choked me up. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was
plotting something, though I was sure that my therapist and Isa
would say that I was paranoid. “Thanks, man.”

“I wish I had your courage. When Isa and I were kids, her
mom died. I didn’t help her. I was too scared of ruining my
own career and pissed off at her for leaving me. I’m glad she
has a man like you. I’ll be back in a few minutes with your
food and drink.” He walked out the door.

I sat in the empty room with its dirty carpet and tiny
windows. Even just a few months ago, this isolation could’ve
sent me into a complete panic attack. But I felt better,
definitely not healed, but calm.

For the last month in rehab, I’d pondered living with a new
reality. Looking toward the future instead dwelling on the past.
Maybe I would enjoy sharing my story with people, inspiring
them. Maybe it wasn’t so bad to be deemed a hero.
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he tribute to Grady was tonight and my legs were restless.
What had I been thinking? Of course he wouldn’t see it. The
guy clearly hated my guts. I still hadn’t heard a word from him
since I’d left him standing in the driveway of the cabin. I
couldn’t believe how much of a fool I’d been.

But at least my luck was changing. With the money from
this season, I’d actually be able to afford to finish college next
semester.

Dancing under the Stars had changed so much from when
I’d been on it. Now it was all about the drama—fake fights
between the judges and dancers, showmances, and scandals.
And the dancers were now treated as celebrities.

I emerged from the production trailer, shaking at the
thought of reentering my own world. My skin sparkly, my
dress sequined, my nerves shot. The sun blinded me,
illuminating me in a beam, like maybe an alien would abduct
me from this place.

I walked toward the sound stage.

I’m sure the public thought that this show was filmed on
some glamorous set, but that couldn’t be further from the
truth. We were housed in a studio in the back of the lot that
resembled a high school auditorium. The audience members
were sandwiched into chairs around the stage, the “ballroom”
wasn’t even regulation size, which made it impossible to



dance a decent waltz. Last time I’d danced here, the show had
this amazing live band, true musicians to play our songs.
Always warmed my heart and reminded me of my favorite
competition, Blackpool in England—the only competition
where we danced to live music. But the TV band had been
fired, and we would now be forced to dance to crappy
prerecorded songs. This decision was the result of the
producers’ cheap iron fist and the sinking ratings of this show
that had extended its shelf life by five years.

Would Grady be watching me tonight? Somewhere silently
connecting with me? My heart hurt. I was convinced he was
avoiding me, but I held out hope he was somewhere getting
the treatment he needed. I refused to give up hope on us until I
could speak with him.

The haunting sounds of the show’s opening number played
over the speakers. My time was here. One featured dance, one
rumba, for Grady, for my fans, for me. My official goodbye to
the ballroom. Last time, I’d just quit mid-season. This time,
I’d do it right. Even if Grady weren’t watching me live, he
would be with me when I stepped onto the floor.

Pasha came behind me and squeezed my hand. “You look
beautiful, Isa. You’re going to do great tonight.”

I gritted my teeth. Since we’d been back on set, he’d been
overly nice to me, apologizing for how he behaved in Tahoe.
And though he’d repeatedly asked me out, I’d told him that I
was only interested in Grady. I had begged Benny to let me
dance with another partner, but this was the only way he
would allow me to do the spotlight. And I understood—to so
many people in the ballroom world we were Pashabella. A
championship couple. United through dance. They wanted to
see us dance together, and this would be the last chance they
had.

“And now, for the first time in four years, two-time
Dancing under the Stars champion, Bella Applebaum, and her
former partner, Pasha Gravilov.”

Pasha led me onto the floor, and the lights dimmed.



Last time, I’d danced had been for my mother. She’d sat in
the front row of the show, her cheeks glowing from the
incandescent lights. When I’d received a perfect ten, she’d
beamed at me. I remember thinking she was so beautiful, her
red dress clung to her curves, her long, black hair curled at the
end.

I almost wished that had been my last memory of her.

The music began, “Grenade” by Bruno Mars. It was an
acoustic version that had been reworked into a classic slow
rumba, soothing, melodic. The perfect song for Grady.

Pasha pushed me into a back break and pulled me back
into him. My head rested on his chest as my feet did swivels
on the floor. My soul soared, and he spun me out to fan. As my
eyes grazed the audience, there in the limelight I saw Grady.

I almost stopped dancing, he looked so handsome, and
completely out of his element. He was dressed in a fitted suit,
his eye gleaming, and a rare smile on his face. I struggled to
continue, but Pasha saved me, pulling me back into him,
guiding my body into the movements, presenting me to the
audience, showing me off to the only man who mattered.

Pasha gripped my thighs, throwing me into a split, acting
as the perfect frame for my picture. When the music died
down, the roar of the applause drowned me.

I looked back up to meet Grady’s stare. He was standing,
clapping harder than anyone, his scars accented by the bright
camera in his face. Ay dios mío! No! The camera director was
focused on him. They probably intended to make it a clip for
the show. How horrifying! I had no idea he’d be here.

Pasha quickly led me off the floor, away from Grady, and
gave me a kiss on the top of my hair.

“You were amazing, Bellichka. Are you sure you don’t
want to compete together with me one more time?”

“Positive. But thank you, I couldn’t have done it without
you.”

“You need to go back to your dressing room. I think you
have a surprise waiting.”



He knew? Had Grady contacted him to get on set? Maybe
Pasha had set this up as a way to apologize to me?

After making my way through the maze backstage, I ran to
my trailer, anxious to jump into Grady’s arms. I pushed past
security and saw the door to my trailer ajar. He must’ve run in
first.

“Grady?”

My trailer seemed empty. I heard running water in the
shower. Maybe Grady was waiting for me to join him? I
couldn’t wait to rub my hands all over his rock solid body, kiss
his face, tell him how much I missed him.

But when I opened the bathroom door, no one was there.

And the shower was on.

What in the world?

The loud slam of my trailer door chilled me.

I stepped out of the bathroom, praying to be reunited with
Grady, but instead Pasha was standing in front of the door,
holding a gun.

I screamed, but he pointed the gun at my head.

“You’re mine, Bellichka. All mine. You ruined our
partnership, you ruined my life. We spent years training and
you tossed me aside. Now you’re going to pay. No way are
you going to choose a monster over me.”
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he crowd was heavy and the room was stuffed with
equipment. A few reporters came at me but I blew them off.
The only person I wanted to see was Isa.

Watching her dance, in her element, made me truly
appreciate her beauty. Though I was repulsed my Pasha’s
slimy hands on my woman’s thighs, I knew in my heart that I
was the only man on her mind.

I’d be reunited with my woman in minutes. The
anticipation of wrapping my arms around her, this time
vowing to never let her go, invigorated me. I walked out of the
set toward the dressing trailers, when I heard a scream.

It was Isa.

Fuck.

I bolted toward the dressing trailers. Which one was hers?
The others were labeled but there were a few unmarked. I
didn’t have time to waste. I kicked down the doors, until I
found hers.

Hell no.

Pasha was on top of Isa, on hand on her breast, one hand
holding a gun. Her body was stark naked, stripped for this guy
to ogle.

“Grady, be careful! He has a gun!”



My own gun was in the glove compartment of my truck.
But I didn’t need a gun. I wasn’t afraid of this motherfucker.
I’d seen combat. I’d fought with the real enemies. And I’d
won.

“Get the fuck off her; this is your only warning.”

The asshole laughed, fucking laughed at me. He stood up
—his pencil thin dick waving at me.

“What are you going to do, freak? Fight me?” His eyes
seemed to be a darker shade of blue and his pupils were
dilated.

“Yup. What does shooting me accomplish? You go to jail
and never see Isa again. Put down the gun and let’s have a fair
fight. The better man wins.”

I glared at Isa, praying she could read my mind. I needed
her to remain calm until I could unarm this psycho.

His gun now pointed toward my chest.

“I am not going to fight together with you, you monster.
Turn around and walk out of here so I can have my way with
my girl. Or you can stay and watch, if that is your thing.” He
turned to Isa. “It didn’t have to be like this. All I ever want is
to be pleasing to you.”

I mouthed, “go with it” to Isa.

She touched his waist. “You are. Let me show you how
much I want you, how much I always wanted you.”

“You mean it?”

“Yeah. It’s always been you. Since we were kids.” She
caressed his hand and kissed him on the lips, and he slowly
placed the gun on the table next to the bed.

This had gone on long enough. I ran toward him and
lunged at his neck, pulling him off of Isa.

Isa grabbed the gun and pointed it at Pasha.

“You going to shoot me, Isa?”



Cocking my arm back, I punched him square in the face,
knocking him out cold.

Pasha slumped to the floor and I secured the weapon from
Isa.

“Did he hurt you?” I wrapped my arms around her, her
body shivering.

“No, he just touched me. You got here in time.” Her voice
cracked. “This is all my fault. Pasha, going on the show. I just
want to go away with you. You’re all I have.”

“Hey, listen to me. This is not your fault. That guy was
clearly a psycho. I’m never going to leave you again, baby.
I’ve got you. I love you.”

I helped Isa dress, called 911 and within minutes security
ran to the trailer followed by the cops.

After we were hauled down to the station, and after a few
hours Isa and I were finally free to go. Together.

“I don’t want to be alone tonight. Or ever. Can I stay with
you?”
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e checked into a nearby hotel since I didn’t want to drive
back down to my place.

Once back in the room, she kept her distance from me and
shifted on her feet. “I can’t believe you showed up. Where
were you? I called you, texted you, messaged you. Nothing.”

“I couldn’t contact you. I was in rehab. No phones, no
internet.”

Her mouth gaped and her shoulders relaxed. “Really? Oh
my God, Grady, I was hoping that’s where you were, but I
didn’t believe you’d actually go. Do you feel better?”

I walked over to her and held her waist, staring into her
eyes. “Yeah, actually I do. It was rough, but some of the
therapies made me feel better. I met some cool buddies. I saw
that you were going to dance for me on TV. So I left to come
find you.”

Her hand reached up and caressed my skin. “Now I feel
bad. Were you ready to leave? I can take you back there and
wait for you when you’re done.”

“No. I’m good.” I cupped her in my hands and kissed her
face. Just a loving kiss. Nothing more, she had been through
enough today. “I don’t want to be away from you again.”

I wrapped her in my arms and clutched her to my chest.
“Let’s get some rest. I’m taking you somewhere special



tomorrow.”

“Where?”

“It’s a surprise.”
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he next morning, he woke me before sunrise. “Let’s go.”

“Now? It’s four in the morning. We’ve only slept a few
hours.”

“Now, sleeping beauty.”

I yawned and sat up in bed, trying to focus. “I was hoping
to spend all day in bed.” I’d missed him so much. I just wanted
to make love to him all day, order room service, and watch
some movies.

“Ha. Don’t tempt me. Get up, we’re going to be late.”

I hated surprises. “Late? For what?”

“I told you, it’s a surprise.”

“Fine.” I packed our bags, and we headed back to the
truck. He drove on the freeway, and he pulled into LAX.
Long-term parking.

“Grady, what’s going on?”

“The ball? Remember? You promised.”

“You’re taking me to Hawaii?” I couldn’t believe I’d
forgotten that the ball was today.

“Yup. Let’s go.”

Ay dios mío! I squealed, and jumped into his arms. We
kissed and his hands ran down my back, caressing my body.



He placed me down, and we headed to the security lines. My
heart sang, and I couldn’t resist humming. Yesterday had been
one of the worst days of my life, the other being when my
mom died, but twenty-four hours later I was happier than I’d
ever been. My beast had returned to me.

Five hours later, and one too many mai tais, our plane
touched down. My mouth was watering in anticipation of
eating my weight in chocolate-covered macadamia nuts. But
more than anything, I was eager to get Grady alone in the
hotel.

We climbed into a taxi, but when we arrived at the hotel,
Grady just took our bags and instructed me to wait.

A few minutes later, he returned. “Ala Moana, please.”

“The mall? We just got here. Can’t we relax?”

“No. The ball’s tonight and you need a dress and heels. I
didn’t think we’d make it, but I already have my blues ready—
they were sent to the room.”

“Tonight? It’s two o’clock? I need to get my hair and
makeup done.”

“I know this. I’ve got it taken care of. Let me spoil you.”

We drove down to the mall. My head spun. I couldn’t
believe he had offered to take me on a shopping spree. No man
had ever done something this nice for me.

“Where to?” he asked.

I never spent money on clothes. I didn’t go anywhere,
really, besides school. “You really don’t have to do this,
Grady.”

He put his hand on my back. “Let’s go here.” He pointed at
Bloomingdale’s.

We walked into the store and took the escalator to the
second floor. An older sales clerk approached us, her eyes
immediately focusing on Grady.

“Sergeant Grady Williams? It’s an honor. My son is a
Marine. Thank you for your service, son.”



Whoa. We hadn’t been in public for more than a few
minutes. Did this always happen to Grady?

“Thank you, ma’am. My girlfriend is trying to find a dress
for the Marine Corps Ball. Very formal. Could you help her?”

“Of course, I’d be honored.” She turned her attention to
me. “Do you have any particular style or color in mind?”

I shrugged. “No, I’m not sure what’s in style.”

“That’s fine, dear.” She surveyed my body, guessing
correctly my size, and brought out a selection of dresses.

After the weight of last night’s attack still heavy on my
mind, I wanted something simple and classy. My eyes
immediately went toward a navy blue A-line dress with a lace
bodice, sweetheart neckline, empire waist, and a layered
chiffon skirt. I pulled the dress over my head, the soft fabric
draping across my curves. I gasped when I saw myself in the
mirror. The dress was stunning.

I walked out of the dressing room, and Grady did a double
take when he saw me.

He walked over to me and kissed my cheek. “You look
gorgeous.”

That was easy. I changed out of the dress, and he also
bought me heels and a clutch. Then he dropped me off at a
spa, where they did my nails, hair, and makeup.

I felt like a princess.

Two hours later, my jaw dropped, literally dropped, when
he picked me up in his full dress blues, medals gleaming,
especially the Medal of Honor around his neck.

“Hello handsome.”

He took my arm and led me to a limo parked outside.

Once inside, Grady poured himself a glass of whisky and I
had a rum and coke. It was as if we were going to prom,
another experience I’d skipped because of my dancing.

The limo took us to the Hawaiian Marriott.



We walked downstairs, all eyes staring at us. I’d had the
public eye on me before, but never on the arms of someone I’d
loved. Who I was proud of. Who I wanted to spend the rest of
my life with. And, as if this night couldn’t get any better, I was
about to meet the President.
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straightened my medals, and put my arm around Isa’s back.
Six months ago, I doubted that I would ever even find a date to
take to the ball. Now I was here attending with the most
breathtaking woman, inside and out. And better yet, she loved
me.

The place was swarmed with secret service men, another
career I’d wanted to consider after being a sniper. But I
refused to focus on what couldn’t be.

A bunch of Devil Dogs greeted us, including my best
friends, Beau, Diego, and Trace. After catching up with them,
Isa and I posed for formal pictures.

The commandant walked over. I’d met him once when I’d
been awarded my medal. “Good evening, sir. I’d like you to
meet my girlfriend, Isa Cuesta.”

“Good evening, Sergeant. Nice to meet you, miss. Sergeant
Williams, the President has requested your presence. Please
join us.”

We were escorted to the back table, where the President
was sitting with a few other high-ranking Marines. He stood
up when he saw me. “Sergeant Williams, it’s lovely to see you
again. And who is your beautiful date.”

I shook his hand. “This is my girlfriend, Isa Cuesta.”



The President kissed Isa’s hand. “It’s an honor Mr.
President.”

“The honor is mine. Sergeant Williams tells me you’re a
dancer. I hope to see you dance tonight.”

She bit her lip. “Oh, I’d love to. I’m so happy to be here.”

The ball was about to start so we were seated for the
Commandant’s Birthday Message. A video played, showing
the history of the Marine Corps. I was interviewed in the reel,
cringing when I saw myself on the high definition screen.

“I’m Sergeant Grady Williams. I’m a Marine. And
Marines will do anything for each other. Semper Fidelis.
Always Faithful. I didn’t think I was going to die that day, I
knew I was going to. But if I could’ve saved one life, I knew
my sacrifice was worth it.”

Isa’s eyes welled with tears, and she clutched my hand.
Her fingers looked so delicate placed in my white gloves.

The video ended, and there was the cutting of the Marine
Corps cake, as well as a presentation recognizing the oldest
Marine, a Korean War vet who was 85, and the youngest
Marine, a 17 year old private.

I was having a blast, drinking, eating our catered dinner,
seeing all my friends again.

Once dinner was over, an announcer took the stage.

Nerves overtook me. I had another surprise for Isa.

“And now we have a special treat. Sergeant Williams
please take the floor.”

“What?” she turned to me and I stood up and led Isa out to
face the audience.

The sweat dripped down my face and I clung to Isa. Strobe
lights, people packed into the audience like sardines. I spied
my friends at their tables, dressed in their dress blues, clapping
their hands manically. Man, what had I done?

“And now, dancing a slow foxtrot to “Tale as Old as
Time,” Sergeant Grady Williams and Isa Cuesta.



The audience roared. The blue dress hugged her incredible
curves. And I didn’t need a mask or a costume. I was a beast.
Her beast.

She back led me through the song as I tried to focus on
doing heel leads and keeping the rhythm slow, quick, quick,
slow. I hated to admit it, but I actually enjoyed dancing—the
pressure of Isa’s tight body on mine, the softness of her skin in
my scarred hands as we moved as one to the music. I was in
complete control. Of the dance, of her, and of my life.

After a few more steps, she twirled off me. My Marines
stood up, their claps and catcalls deafening.

She kissed my lips. “I can’t believe you danced with me.”

I lowered my hands to her waist and kissed her back. I
reached into my breast pocket, and pulled out a ring. I had a
question to ask her.
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efore I could even realize what Grady was doing he’d
dropped to one knee in front of me, holding a ring. I thought I
was going to faint.

“I love you, Isa. I want you to be my wife. Will you marry
me?”

“Ay dios mío, Grady. Yes!”

He picked me up and kissed me. Applause rang out
through the banquet room.

I stared at my ring, a beautiful oval-cut diamond set in rose
gold.

Rose.

From my beast.

My beast. My prince. My hero.

My fiancé.



F

EPILOGUE

or my final act in the Marine Corps, I married my lovely
bride in a traditional Marine Corps wedding, my buddies
creating the arch with their swords.

After Isa and I were married, our lives had blended
together seamlessly. She’d re-enrolled in her senior year at
UCSD. I found a job working with wounded warriors, men
and women just like myself. It was great to know that I could
inspire those who felt as desperate and despondent as I once
had.

Money would be tight, but we were both fine living on a
budget. Between Isa’s job teaching dancing, and my income
from my job and the VA, we would make ends meet.

Pasha had been arrested and charged with kidnapping and
sexual assault. Because he had no priors he pled it down to
probation. I’d always known there was something seriously off
about that guy.

Turns out, he had other pending allegations of sexual
assault with other dance students. They had been afraid to file
a report against a TV star. He must’ve counted on Isa being an
easy target. But she pointed the gun at his head. Isa was strong
and beautiful.

I would never stop missing Rafael, but I finally found
some comfort, knowing he would want me to be happy, and
that he was guarding the gates of heaven.



Almost a year after we met, I looked out the window of
our apartment and heard the sounds of a party from the local
frat house, where Isa and I had met.

“Hey, there’s a party down there. Looks like some
superhero theme. Would you like to go?”

Isa came over to me, wrapped her arms around my neck as
I squeezed her ass.

“I’d love to. But this time, let’s go as the Joker and Harley
Quinn. You don’t need a mask.”

The End
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I’LL BE HONEST WITH YOU—I’m no hero. Sure, the
media tries to brand every Navy SEAL as some kind of
Batman dressed in cammies. There’s even a line in one of our
cadences: Superman is the man of steel, he ain’t no match for
Navy SEAL. You’ve seen the movies—we’re infallible,
invaluable, invincible. But that night, the one you read about
in the papers … all I really wanted to do was get laid.

One harmless fuck with an Aruban whore, no strings
attached. I picked her out of a lineup—wild, dark hair, long
legs and a crooked smile. After she sucked me off, I relaxed
back onto the creaky, cum-stained cot, thankful for the blissful
moments she gave me when I actually forgot for a second the
faces of my buddies who died because I made the wrong call,
the tears of the children I couldn’t save, and the eyes of the
enemies I slaughtered during their last seconds of life.

But before I left, her hazel eyes peered into my soul. She
whispered in a distinct Californian accent, “My name is Annie
Hamilton. I’m an American citizen. I was kidnapped on spring
break five years ago. You’re my last hope. Please save me.”

One desperate plea. This wasn’t a Hollywood blockbuster
or a New York Times best-selling thriller. I knew this time
there was no room for excuses, no margin for errors. I had one
chance to put on the cape and be her hero.
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PATRICK

IBERTY. FINALLY, A NIGHT OFF. Fuck yeah!

Petty Officer 2nd Class Victor Gonzales slicked some gel
into his dark brown hair and slathered on some after-shave.
“Hey, Walsh—you wanna go to that club tonight? Near the
plaza?”

Another tourist hotspot in picturesque Aruba—drunken
college girls on spring break, wayward daughters escaping
their parents on family vacations. I had no desire to spend my
first night on land in six months making small talk, hoping to
get lucky. I wanted a sure thing, with no strings.

“No thanks, man. I’m just going to head on into town and
get a bite to eat.”

Lieutenant Commander Kyle Lawson trimmed his short
black beard and nodded toward me. “You sure? You’re my
wingman, bro. Vic over here can never close the deal.”

Vic threw the bottle of hair gel at Kyle. “Fuck you, Kyle. I
have standards—I don’t just sleep with every girl who says hi
to me.”

Yeah, I definitely needed to go solo tonight, even though
the three of us always made our mark when we hit the town.
Three United States Navy SEALs didn’t exactly blend in with
the local tourists. We were all ripped, especially since on
deployment we spent all our free time in the ship’s gym. Vic’s
huge arms were decorated with tattoos. Stupid motherfucker,



identifying markers weren’t a plus in the Teams. He’d never
make SEAL Team Six. And at six feet five inches tall, former
NFL linebacker Kyle towered over Vic and me, though we
could hardly be considered short since we both measured in at
over six feet. People would stop Kyle all the time and ask him
for an autograph, confusing him with a Hollywood movie star
or a rapper. Not to mention, the two of them looked like a
walking Navy SEAL diversity outreach recruitment poster,
with me standing out as the blond-haired, blue-eyed boy.

“I’ll meet up with you two fools later.” For the past six
months, I’d spent every waking minute with my Team—SEAL
Team Seven to be precise. We’d been circling the Caribbean
Islands, working our asses off, patrolling and hunting “go-
fast” boats run by South American drug cartels. Tomorrow, I
planned to snorkel, relax on the beach, and rest before we
returned home from deployment. And later tonight I’d meet up
with Kyle and Vic and get hammered.

But first things first—I needed some pussy.

I pulled on my civilian clothes, which felt foreign to my
body. Sandals and shorts instead of boots and “utes.” I glanced
in the mirror and debated whether to shave off my full beard.
No point. One benefit of being a SEAL was our relaxed
grooming standards. The Marines on our carrier still had to
shave daily and cut their hair within regulation. We SEALs
could grow full beards and keep our hair longer, to blend in
undercover. I certainly wasn’t trying to impress anyone
tonight, so I grabbed my wallet and headed out.

Where the fuck was that brothel again? I’d visited it last
time we were here. Some of the Team guys refused to pay for
sex—they’d rather cheat on their wives or girlfriends with
unsuspecting coeds or stay on ship all night reading the Bible.
Fuck that. I didn’t have a wife, or a girlfriend. Some woman
back home to screw around on me while I was off training or
deployed nine months out of the year? No thanks. I’d tried that
once—our ship hadn’t even left the dock before she had
another guy’s cock in her mouth. Never again. At least I
wasn’t one of those guys slipping in and out of women’s lives,
filling them with empty promises. I’d seen enough of those



men growing up—assholes taking me to baseball games,
vowing to be my new dad, fucking my mom and then
vanishing. I never made any commitments—except to my
country and to my men. Sleeping with a prostitute was the
definition of safe sex to me.

Neon-colored buildings lined the streets, some marked
with graffiti. A dark-skinned man with an AK-47 slung across
his body approached me. “Hey, Sailor, looking for a good
time?”

Damn straight. I hadn’t laid eyes on a woman in six
months. I said no words, just nodded and followed him into an
alley, where he frisked me for a weapon. I was all clear. The
sun beat down on the broken pavement, and I realized what a
dumbass I was for going to a brothel in daylight. But I didn’t
give a fuck.

The multi-colored beaded curtain crashed in the wind, and
I heard some Caribbean music in the background. The man
rang a bell, and at least a dozen women ran from the back of
the ramshackle house. They were dressed in cheap heels and
trashy nighties; this wasn’t some high-class joint. But that was
fine with me.

One brunette caught my eye. Her black thong was hiked
high up on her hips, like she was stuck in some eighties music
video. Light-skinned, long legs, small breasts. She seemed
older and more withdrawn than the others—and she was the
only one who didn’t make eye contact with me.

I pointed. “Her.”

The pimp let out a deep laugh. “Star? Good choice.”

The other girls dispersed, probably grateful to get a small
break from being forced to fuck a stranger.

But I didn’t want to think about their pathetic lives. There
was nothing I could do to improve their existences. My
conscience was already filled with guilt—I didn’t need to add
their sob stories to my burden.

The whore led me down a hallway into a tiny room. The
place reeked of cum and sweat, covered by some sort of



coconut spritz. What did I expect for twenty dollars?

A tiny cot was pushed up to the left side of the room, a
tattered teddy bear sat on the floor, and a plastic end table
filled the other corner. Was this where she lived? There were a
few needles lying haphazardly in the trashcan. Of course she
was a heroin addict—how else could she live this life? I was a
SEAL—I knew that these women were probably all forced
into prostitution at a young age. They had once been little girls
playing make believe, dreaming of princes and castles. But I
was no prince. I’d done enough lifesaving in my time and I’d
learned the hard way that I couldn’t save them all.

“Star? What’s your real name?” I didn’t really care, but I
felt that since she’d be sucking my dick, I should at least know
her name.

She pursed her lips as if she was trying to say something
but couldn’t get the words out. Her face looked vaguely
familiar, but I was certain I hadn’t fucked her before. My last
whore was Dominican: dark, curvy, black eyes. This chick
seemed different, more tragic.

“Fine, we don’t have to talk. Blow me.” I took twenty
dollars out of my pocket. If she did a good job, I’d give her a
tip.

Over the years, I’d learned blowjobs were the best way to
go with a whore. They always gave amazing ones, and I never
felt guilty like I did when I took extra-long to come as I had
with my ex-fiancée. I couldn’t risk getting a nameless hooker
pregnant and leaving a kid fatherless and growing up in this
hellhole. Plus, there was less chance for a disease, especially
since I always wore a condom. The Navy tested me every
month so I figured there was minimal risk.

“Take your panties off.”

Her panties dropped to the floor, revealing a nicely
trimmed triangle. I loved it. Why did all those American
bitches wax everything off? I was a man; I didn’t want a little
girl.



I sat on the edge of the cot. She knelt in front of me,
unbuckled my belt, and glanced up at me, taking a moment to
stare. She wore a rusty necklace with a small key charm. There
were drug tracks on her forearms and a deep scar on her right
shoulder. Her eyes were hazel, deep set, and disturbed. I
closed mine; I couldn’t deal with her pain.

She rolled on the condom I’d handed her and took my cock
in her mouth, slowly. I felt her warm tongue dance around me.
Flicking, teasing, sucking. Damn, this bitch was good.
Sometimes while getting a blowjob I couldn’t help but
imagine the whore was my girlfriend, or even my wife. That
she loved me, was faithful to me, lived for pleasing me, and
that having me take care of her even for just a few months out
of the year was worth enduring the loneliness when I was
gone. That she respected how I saw being a SEAL as more
than a job—it was my calling.

I opened my eyes and placed my hand on the back of her
head, her dark, wiry hair bobbing up and down. She stopped
for a second, looked me dead in the eyes, and shifted from
kneeling to sitting on her left side, exposing her right ankle. It
had a tattoo of a surfboard painted with the American flag—
why would a woman in the Caribbean have an American
tattoo. Weird.

She got back down to business.

I didn’t want to come, didn’t want this moment to be over.
But fuck, it had been so damn long. I mean, I barely even
jerked off in my rack because my buddies were in the ones
right next to mine.

Her mouth sucked on me hard, pulling and pushing. Man,
why did this feel so good even with the latex barrier between
us? I couldn’t hold back any longer—I exploded into the
condom.

She handed me a towel. I took off the condom, threw it in
the trash, cleaned myself up and then pulled on my shorts.
This part was awkward, always was. At least she hadn’t
spoken, so her voice wouldn’t haunt my dreams or my
conscience.



Her lashes blinked twice, as if she was deep in thought and
wanted to tell me something. I didn’t want to know her
problems—I just wanted to get the fuck out of there.

I threw down five twenties and pushed myself off the cot.
She stood up on her tiptoes, took my hand, and her lips grazed
my ear, making sure to shield her hair over her mouth.

“My name is Annie Hamilton. I’m an American citizen. I
was kidnapped on spring break five years ago. You’re my last
hope. Please save me.”

What the fuck? This bitch wanted me to believe she was a
sex-trafficked American? What kind of con was this heroin-
addicted whore trying to pull on me?

“I gotta go.” I shoved her off me. This was not my
problem. She was not my problem. I walked out of that smelly
room and didn’t look back.

The streets of Aruba were bustling now in the early
evening; tourists strolling through this idyllic Caribbean
island, unaware that around the corner from where they were
buying shot glasses and sundries, women were turning tricks
for less than the price of their margaritas. The view of the
beach was blocked by the endless taxicabs and the cobblestone
streets were littered with cigarette butts.

Dammit. Of all the brothels, all the whores, why did I go
there? Why did I choose her? I didn’t need this shit. I headed
to the closest bar to get drunk. Not one of those pretty tourist
joints which served up fruity drinks. A seedy local dive, which
offered nothing but hard liquor. No pictures of palm trees and
beaches. The walls were barren, the air was thick with
tobacco, and the bar stools had been cut with blades.

I should’ve listened to Kyle and fucked some college girl.

“Tequila, straight.”

The bartender poured me a drink, then another. Smooth,
sweet, salty, tart.

The more the liquor flowed, the more I tried to push her
out of my mind. I thought about my dog back home, my
mother, my ex-fiancée, my truck. I made small talk with the



bartender; lied about my job, told him I was a tourist on a
business retreat.

By the end of the night, I was blazed senseless. I stumbled
back to the USS Ronald Reagan, our huge, naval nuclear-
powered super carrier, and collapsed onto my rack.

There was one problem. Her voice. She had spoken with a
perfect American accent; sounded like she was from
California. And her vaguely familiar face now made me think
I had seen her picture once in a magazine.

Christ. One fucking blowjob and now the whore was a
constant presence in my brain. Maybe Kyle was right—I did
need to get laid more often.

I closed my eyes and tried to sleep, praying to erase her
from my memory.
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STAR

NNIE HAMILTON.

N MY DRUG-FUELED HAZE, I took a chance. The words
that I thought, that I knew I wouldn’t have the strength to say
overpowered my lips as if they had a mind of their own. I
hadn’t uttered my name in years. They’d given me a new one
—Star—and a new identity—whore. Analía “Annie” Rose
Hamilton—San Diego University’s soccer star, Kappa Kappa
Gamma sorority girl, and Bob and Linda’s “perfect” daughter
—was dead. Star—heroin addict and prostitute—was barely
hanging on to life.

I hobbled over to the sink and brushed my teeth, scrubbing
the bitter condom taste out of my mouth. My panties remained
scrunched up on the floor, so I pulled them on and slumped
back onto the cot. The bell would ring any second and I would
have to line back up and greet the next group of men, or face a
beating. I reached into my stash to get a quick fix.

What the fuck had I been thinking? For five years, I had
lived this life, accepted my fate, and fought the urge to escape.
I focused on survival, one day at a time, one man after the
next. I knew my family was most certainly still looking for
me, desperate to find answers as to what had happened to their
princess the morning I had disappeared from the resort. I
couldn’t face them knowing what I had done to stay alive, who
I had become. Would they accept me? Could I accept myself?



And I didn’t know if I would be able to live without the friend
who had been there for me over the years. And that friend
would never fit in at my parents’ country club or with my
sorority sisters. The friend that had held my hand through the
beatings, the rapes. My only friend: heroin.

And I held a secret. A secret I would die for. The one light
left in my life. And the truth behind my secret was yet another
reason I doubted I would ever be accepted back into my
former life.

The man who had just been in my room, in my mouth, he
had been different. Different than the other men who’d
haunted my doors, stuck their dicks inside me, penetrated my
body and mind.

He’d asked my name—my real name. No one had ever
done that.

That man was gorgeous—looked like he had just walked
off an action movie set. He wasn’t just another American—no,
that man had to be Special Forces. What if he was a Navy
SEAL? Would he save me? I grew up in San Diego and would
always see them training on the beach, running through the
surf carrying logs and boats over their heads, when I was
having brunch at the Hotel Del Coronado. They were a cult of
masculinity: chiseled, wet and sandy. I could tell by his
muscular body, his longer dirty, blond hair, and his scruffy
beard. His attitude. He didn’t try to make small talk or make
me feel better about myself. He approached me like a job. A
job he needed to accomplish. He was the kind of man who
could save me. The kind who gave me hope that one day I
could escape. And he picked me—I usually got chosen by old
European businessmen and crooked Caribbean cops. My first
thought when I saw him was maybe my parents had finally
located me, and had sent someone to extract me. So, I took a
chance. Knowing if my pimp found out I had opened my
mouth for anything other than sucking cock, he’d kill me. I’d
always thought that by age twenty-three, I’d be married to my
college sweetheart, living in Encinitas with my dog and
starting my career as a teacher. Maybe I’d be on my



honeymoon in paradise, instead of turning tricks for tourists in
hell.

I’d risked my life by revealing my identity. And he barely
listened to me before he bolted.

I tied the rubber tube around my arm then shoved the
needle in my least-bruised vein. The warm, smooth fluid
spiked through my body, soothing my soul. My pain stopped
and I pretended I wasn’t splayed on this filthy cot. Ten, twenty,
thirty seconds of the most intense pleasure, warmth, and joy—
the only release I had left in my life. I wrapped my arms
around my body to contain my euphoria.

The bell rang. I leapt from the cot. Maybe he had returned?
His eyes had given me a glimmer, a glint of warmth. I’d
broken my own rules—I looked him in the eyes, I showed him
my tattoo and my scar. I did my best to please him, imagined
when I was servicing him that he was my boyfriend.

The girlfriend experience.

I’d never done that—I don’t even remember what it’s like
to be turned on by a man. And I highly doubted I would ever
enjoy sex again—even if I somehow managed to escape from
this nightmare.

I returned to the line. Two Middle Eastern men stood there,
picking out their victims. One pointed at me. Fuck.

Why me? I’d already pretty much aged out. Men always
went for the barely legal girls. My face was now weathered;
my eyes were hollow. How could any man get turned on by
fucking a corpse? I was a shadow of who I once was. My
family wouldn’t even recognize me now. I’m sure I’d be an
embarrassment to them—what if they didn’t even want me
back?

He followed me back to my tiny room, but I could still
sense that beautiful man’s presence. At least he had asked my
name.

This guy said something to me but I didn’t understand him.
My mom was Mexican-American so I grew up speaking
Spanish, a skill that definitely helped me blend in with the



other girls. Over the years, I’d learned the nasty words in most
languages. As my high school French teacher said, you never
knew when you’d have an opportunity to practice your foreign
language skills. If she only knew.

He took off my clothes and threw me on the bed. I shoved
a condom in his face and luckily for me, he didn’t fight it. I lay
back on the cot and closed my eyes, praying it would be over
soon.

Each pump, each thrust, each moan, made my skin crawl.
His rum-spiked breath blew hot on my neck. Finally, he
collapsed on top of me, and I didn’t even have the strength to
push him off. After a few torturous minutes, he rolled off me,
threw the money on the floor and walked out of the room.

This was my life. How many more men could I take? Once
my pimp decided he no longer had use for me, I would be
history. He would trade me to another brothel, another island.
Or kill me.

No hero was going to sweep in and save me. I had to find a
way out of here, back to my life, back to the United States. I
was running out of time before Star wiped every piece of
Annie away forever.

I knelt by the side of my bed and clasped my hands in
prayer. I was Catholic but stopped praying years ago, after all
my prayers went unanswered and I endured daily beatings,
rapes, torture, and drugging. But this time I wasn’t praying to
Mary, the Saints, God, or the Holy Spirit, the Trinity. I was
praying to the man with the deep blue eyes and shaggy blond
hair. I prayed he was the man I thought he was. I prayed he
was capable of what I thought he was. I prayed he would
believe me. I prayed he would return and bust me out of this
hellhole so I could discover if life was worth living again.
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PATRICK

ROLLED OUT OF MY rack the next morning and hit the
head to take a piss. A hot shower would’ve been nice, but I
had something more important to do.

I poured myself a cup of coffee, black, and went over to
our computer and typed in the name she had given me. Annie
Hamilton.

The screen lit up—articles, news clips, videos, websites.
“American Analía ‘Annie’ Rose Hamilton Vanishes on Spring
Break.” There was even a wiki: “The Disappearance of Analía
Rose Hamilton.”

Could the drug-addicted prostitute from last night really be
America’s missing sweetheart? Maybe she was part of some
elaborate con job? A light-skinned prostitute could’ve faked
the American accent, learned the story, and used it to bilk
johns like me out of cash.

I clicked on the first image—the cover of People
Magazine. “Vanished without a Trace: Annie Hamilton.”
Those deep hazel eyes from last night stared back at me.

Fuck.

Those eyes were about the only part of her, which
resembled the girl from last night. She was hardened,
despondent, and scared. Those pretty eyes were now encased
by dark circles, and had only given a dead stare.



I skimmed the first line; five years ago, just as she’d said.
And by all accounts, she was still missing.

After five years, surely she was dead. Yet no trace of her
body had ever been found. I remembered hearing about her
disappearance, but I was deployed in Iraq at the time so I
never knew all the details.

I read the first article. Annie and her boyfriend, Chris
Porter, had taken a spring break vacation to the Caribbean.
They’d partied until around two a.m. in the nightclub at their
resort and multiple guests saw them dancing together. By all
accounts, they’d both been extremely intoxicated and a few
guests recalled that Chris seemed to be jealous when Annie
climbed up on stage to dance with a professional ballroom
dancer from the resort. At two thirty a.m., her boyfriend’s key
card was used to enter their hotel room, and he swore she was
with him. Chris stated the last time he saw her was around five
a.m. sitting on the balcony of their suite the morning she went
missing. He figured she wanted to get fresh air and watch the
sunrise, so he went back to sleep. A few other guests claimed
they saw her around six a.m. in the elevator with the dancer.
Chris passed a lie detector test and repeatedly insisted on his
innocence. The dancer was also questioned but there wasn’t
any evidence to hold him. Authorities believed she’d
committed suicide, or was killed by her boyfriend after a fight.
Despite a FBI search The FBI had conducted a thorough
search of the resort and the nearby ocean but no trace of her
had ever been found.

Suicide? Doubtful. She was young, hot, in college and in
love. Came from money. I guess she could’ve been depressed,
but I figured it was a long shot.

As for the boyfriend? I felt bad for the guy. He was a
pretty-boy, wealthy surfer from La Jolla who had probably
never worked a day in his life. Tan and blond, he looked like
one of those guys who sat on the beach smoking weed,
laughing at the BUD/S candidates while they were running
around carrying logs over their heads during Hell Week. Came
from a good family, played water polo at San Diego
University. He seemed normal enough, but how did anyone



really know how he treated Annie behind closed doors?
Maybe he abused her. If he killed her, then he got away with
the perfect crime. If he was innocent, his life was ruined from
the suspicion and the guilt he must’ve felt not knowing what
had happened to her.

I gazed across the ocean from my porthole. The resort was
only a mile away. If she had been killed, surely there would’ve
been some evidence—blood, clothes, a body. It didn’t add up.

In the weeks, months, and years, which had followed,
there’d been a few sightings of Annie on Aruba and on other
neighboring Caribbean islands, but nothing ever panned out.
Her family had even reportedly hired a former SEAL to find
her, but he turned out to be a fraud.

I fucking hated any motherfucker who lied about being a
SEAL. It was easy to figure these assholes out—just ask them
their SEAL training class number. Not knowing your SEAL
training class number is like not knowing your last name.

I still wasn’t convinced yet that the prostitute was who she
said she was. I didn’t want to stake my career on a maybe.

I studied a few more websites. Her parents had created
www.findannie.com.

There were childhood photos, lists of sightings, news
articles, and links to television programs.

There was a letter begging for her return posted from Chris
with pictures of the happy couple.

Then a photo caught my eye.

The tattoo on her ankle.

That surfboard with an American flag. So that’s why she
made sure I saw it. Just in case I was the man she thought I
was.

The words of the Navy SEAL Code, our warrior creed,
echoed in my head.

http://www.findannie.com/


F uck.

But tattoos can be faked. I needed more.

I clicked on another picture.

Yup—the scar on her shoulder. She’d shown me that also.

My heart beat rapidly in my chest, my jaw clenched.

I needed to see her face again, look into her eyes. That’s
the only way I’d know for certain.

Why hadn’t anyone rescued her? She was an American for
Christ’s sake!

But this wasn’t a fucking movie. There weren’t FBI and
CIA agents on the ground in Aruba searching for kidnapped
Americans, especially since there was no proof she had been
abducted. Any sightings of her would first be passed to the
local police, who were corrupt as fuck. Her parents could’ve
hired one of the many private contractor groups filled with
former SEALs who did this shit for a living.

She didn’t need a private contractor group—she now had
me. I’d trained my entire adult life for missions like this one.

There was a three hundred thousand dollar reward for her
safe return. But I didn’t want any money. Giving Annie her
life back would be reward enough. If I saved her, I had to
remain anonymous. Any hint of an active duty Navy SEAL
going rogue would ruin my career on the Teams.

I glanced back at her pictures. Man, she’d been beautiful.
Could’ve been my high school sweetheart. She was half
Latina, looked almost like a young Wonder Woman. Her black
hair had been shiny; her hazel eyes had been bright. A soccer



star, a prom queen, a little girl in pigtails. And I had treated her
like she was a piece of trash.

Fucking traffickers. Most Americans were completely
oblivious to the sex trade. They thought it only happened in
third world countries. But girls were kidnapped off the streets
in Middle America, and forced to service assholes like me. I
wanted her to be just another piece of ass who I could use and
forget, but the pain in her eyes reminded me too much of my
own hell.

We were headed back to the states tonight. What the fuck
was I going to do? Tell my men? Ask my command? It wasn’t
that easy. Everyone thinks Navy SEALs are above the law, that
we can do whatever we please without any consequences. Like
the ridiculous story about one of our snipers who shot and
killed two civilian men and wasn’t even brought in for police
questioning. Bullshit. There’s protocol, and busting into
brothels was way out of our jurisdiction. I’d have to talk to my
commanding officer. He’d send me to Captain’s Mast for
going to a brothel. Any authorized rescue attempt would have
to be cleared with the FBI and CIA. There would be an
investigation to see if she was who she said she was. They
might set up a sting operation. And the crooked cops in Aruba
could tip off her pimp. If her pimp had any inkling of what
was going on, he’d probably kill her without a second thought.

I wasn’t going to let that happen.

Were all those prostitutes trafficked? Prostitution was legal
here, and I deluded myself to think that at least the women
were there willingly. And I couldn’t save everyone in the
place. It would cause an international incident; most of them
were probably from Eastern Europe or Central and South
America. But I’d be damned if I let Annie, or any other
American trapped there, spend one more day than they had to
in that hellhole. Other men didn’t get why I hadn’t shed a tear
when I found out my ex-fiancée had cheated on me. But the
national anthem? “The Star Spangled Banner” had me bawling
like someone shot my dog. I’d watched my buddies die
protecting our country’s freedoms. And I’d lay down my own
life before I let some traffickers steal Annie’s.
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She was twenty-three now, two years younger than me.
She’d spent her entire adult life in a foreign country as a sex
slave. I couldn’t even fathom her miserable existence.

nough men had used her and then abandoned her. I wasn’t
going to be one of them.

Vic made his way through the tangled maze of hungover
SEALs in our sleeping quarters. “Want to get lunch?”

If I flaked on them two days in a row, they’d know I was
up to something. “I can’t. I’m going to get a massage.”

Kyle’s head popped up in his rack. “As long as it includes
a happy ending, I’m in.”

These men were my best friends—I didn’t want to lie to
them. We’d saved each other’s lives more times than I cared to
remember.

“No can do, I’m already late. I’ll be back in a bit and we’ll
go have a drink before our ship leaves.” I slipped a watch on
my wrist and left the ship.

I had to see Annie before they shuffled her to another
brothel and I lost the opportunity forever. Tattoos and scars
could be faked. I needed to be one hundred percent certain the
girl with the hollow eyes really was Annie.

Would the pimp get suspicious if I came back two days in
a row? I doubted it. If she had survived five years, she must’ve
gained their trust. They probably thought she was so strung out
that she wanted dope more than she wanted her old life back.
That’s how these lowlifes worked—strip these girls of their
identities and leave them with nothing left to fight for.

But she’d told me her name. She trusted me. And I’d
walked away from her.



Some hero.

The streets seemed less bright today. I’d actually looked
forward to my Team’s mission in the Caribbean waters. Aruba
was a better destination than Afghanistan as far as I was
concerned. But now I’d rather be roasting in the mountains
than investigating the underbelly of paradise.

I stopped by a tourist shop. Purchased some water, snacks,
lotion, and a dress for Annie. Also bought her a small
necklace, which I placed in my pocket.

The same pimp found me on the street. “Hey, hey. You had
good time? Welcome back, my friend.”

I hated the way these vipers called me friend. Did he even
know that Annie was a kidnapped American? Often these girls
were traded to other pimps, so he might not know her true
identity if she kept her cover. Even though he had a gun, I
could take this fool in a second, even unarmed. Were there
more armed men watching this place? Without my men and
my weapons, I couldn’t take any chance of smuggling Annie
out.

I followed him back to the brothel. He was about to ring
the bell but I stopped him. “I want the same girl I had last
night.”

“Star? Sure, sure. How about two girls? I give you a good
price.”

I shook my head. “Nope, one will do. ‘Star’ did a good
job.”

“What’s in the bag?”

I opened it up. “Some food, water, clothes, lotion. I wanted
her to dress up for me and smell good. How much for an extra
hour? I’m heading back out to sea tonight.”

He rummaged through the bag, and then squinted his eyes.
“I give her to you for two hours free, for your watch.”

I didn’t hesitate to hand it over to him.

His face broke out into a smile. He motioned to me and led
me down the hallway, to her door. Then he turned and left,



probably to lure the next jerk like me inside.

I paused before I opened the door. There was no going
back; I needed to know one way or another if the woman
behind this door was Annie Hamilton.



M

4

STAR

Y DOOR SQUEAKED. HAD I missed the bell? I was
crashing down so hard that the only rings I’d heard were in my
mind. Jose would beat me if I missed line up and then he
wouldn’t give me any more dope tomorrow. It was still
working hours, and I wouldn’t have a break until well past
midnight.

I glanced up from my bed, thinking it was one of the
younger girls or maybe even Jose.

But it wasn’t Jose. Or another girl. Or another client.

It was that man.

The bearded man from the other night stood at the door:
chest erect, shoulders back, confident, strong, and sexy.

Was he here for another round?

Before I could say a word, he shut the door and put his
hand over my mouth. His deep blue eyes darted around the
walls, probably scanning to see if there was a camera. He
wrinkled his face when his glare hovered over the needles in
the trashcan. The stench of my dope wafted through my drug
den.

My chin dropped. I’m sure he saw me as nothing more
than a heroin-addicted whore. I cowered, embarrassed about
who I had become.



He turned his attention back to me. Without saying a word,
he knelt beside me and grabbed my ankle, tracing his fingers
over my tattoo.

He’d noticed. And my parents had actually once said to me
I’d regret getting that tattoo one day. Little had they known
this American surfboard might possibly save my life.

He sat on the bed and spoke in a low tone. “Annie, my
name is Patrick Walsh—I’m a Navy SEAL. Sorry for running
out of here the other night.”

Holy fuck! I was right. He was a SEAL. He’d come back
to rescue me.

I gasped. Was I still high? Was this a dream?

My body trembled. I wanted to scream, to cry, to kiss him,
but I remained frozen.

“I’m sorry I didn’t believe you.”

But he did believe me. He’d come back; no one had ever
come back for me. Over the years, a few tourists gave me
knowing glances, as if they might have recognized me. One fat
American businessman spent so much time staring at my
tattoo, I’d been convinced he was going to report seeing me,
but that had been over two years ago. This other American,
who I’d thought was former military, acted so strange I’d been
convinced he’d been sent to save me. But I’d never had the
courage to utter my name to any client until the other night.

“Why don’t you start by telling me what happened.” He
placed his strong hand on my knee, trying to comfort me.

In an alternate reality, I’d be so wet right now. Fucking a
fine-ass Navy SEAL had once been my fantasy. Back in San
Diego, I would’ve dropped my panties so fast for this man,
begged for him to dominate me, screw me senseless.

These days, being touched revolted me, but his hand was
different. Rough and blistered, yet firm and calming.

My lips parted and despite his warm skin, chills radiated
through my body. For years, my hope had died. No fairytale
ending was in store for me.



I tried to speak but I had lost my voice. Before I could tell
him my sob story, tears stained my cheeks. I didn’t want to
come down from this high, and for once I wasn’t talking about
heroin, I was talking about the high of hope.

Could this man be my hero? The one who could finally
break me free and give me back the life that was stolen from
me?

The only thing I could imagine worse than the hell I had
endured was to think, even for a second, that I had a chance of
getting my life back. A chance to be whole again. And having
nothing come of it. I wanted to enjoy this moment, this
fantasy. Even if it only lasted one night.
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PATRICK

NE LOOK BACK INTO HER hazel eyes and my doubts
melted away. After five years, extensive manhunts, and
expensive private investigators, I was the one who stumbled
upon the long lost Annie Hamilton.

This time, she wasn’t wearing sexy lingerie, probably
because she hadn’t been called out to the line. She was clad in
a stained white tee shirt and pink cotton panties.

I debated apologizing for paying her to give me a blowjob.
As much as I felt like a jackass for hiring a captive sex slave,
deep down I didn’t regret it. Probably from growing up
listening to all of my mom’s new age bullshit, but I believed
everything happened for a reason. I’d found her. That was all
that mattered.

Annie sobbed quietly. I could handle that. Being raised by
a single mom, I’d comforted her so many times growing up, it
was as if I were the parent. Every time she had her heart
broken, she lost a job, or she didn’t have enough money for
Christmas presents, I was the one who reassured her
everything would be okay.

“Hey, hey, it’s okay. I’m going to take care of you.” I
embraced her, her tiny frame almost disappearing in my strong
arms. She buried her head into my chest. I would do anything
to protect her—she’d been through hell and back and if she
needed me to hold her, wipe away her tears, and tell her
everything was okay, I would do that. I wanted to comfort her
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as much as I could. “You can relax. I’m not going to have sex
with you, or make you touch me—that’s not why I’m here.” I
had a thousand questions to ask her, but I didn’t know how to
start. She didn’t release me, and just softly sobbed in my arms.
When was the last time someone just held her and told her it
was okay? The seconds turned into minutes and I didn’t have
the heart to let her go. How was I going to walk out of this
room in two hours and leave her behind?

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, she released
me. I brushed back the hair on her face and handed her the
paper bag. “I picked you up some things, clothes and stuff.”

Mascara ran down her face. She opened the bag and took
out a sundress, fresh panties and a bra, and some vanilla-
scented lotion. I kept the necklace in my pocket.

Her tongue poked in her cheek and she swallowed.

“You can put the dress on if you want.”

She nodded, stood up, and turned away from me as she
undressed. Her sudden shyness surprised me, as less than
twenty-four hours ago she had my dick in her mouth. I forced
myself to not stare at her, and focused my glare on my feet and
not her ass. A dull pain heaved in my chest. I hated myself for
adding to her nightmare. At least I came back to do the right
thing.

I needed to figure out the daily routine at the brothel; how
far gone she was on heroin, and try to make a plan. There was
no Intel team on the ground making action plans for me. I was
in charge. And alone. No one to watch my back…or hers.

here wasn’t even an embassy in Aruba—the closest one
was in Curaçao so even if I could somehow smuggle her out of



here, she’d have nowhere to go. I needed to get her out of here
and safely back on American soil as soon as possible.

Maybe I should’ve told Vic. But Vic played by the rules.
He would’ve never let me go rogue. Or accompany me to a
brothel, for that matter. Vic was a good man, a deeply pious
Catholic. When his wife cheated on him during our last
mission, I didn’t know if he would make it. He spent every
minute he could back in the States with his daughter, Carina. I
knew he missed her like crazy. I couldn’t imagine having a
child. My dad left before I was born, so I wouldn’t have a
fucking clue about how to be a father.

Annie turned back toward me, dressed in her sweet yellow
sundress, her hands fidgeting, as if she wanted approval.

“That looks nice on you,” I offered, careful not to
compliment her body. Though she was way too skinny, and
her skin was speckled with bruises and welts, she was still
sexy as hell. Her pouty lips curved up, her wild hair framed
her face. My mind flashed and I wondered if the situation was
different, if she was my girl, what it would feel like to hike up
her sundress, rip off her panties and feel her wet pussy clench
around me. I knew I could never again cross the line with her.
From now on, she was nothing more than a mission to me.

She sat on the cot next to me. I wanted to move over and
put an invisible line of distance between us, but I kept her
close by my side.

I whispered into her ear, “I need to take a few pictures,
okay?”

She shrugged and I took out my phone. Took a shot of her
ankle, her scar, and her face.

“What happened, Annie? Tell me everything.”

She remained silent, her dilated pupils fixed on the wall.

I pulled her to me and stroked her hair. “I’m sure they
think by now they’ve broken you so much you’d never
consider running. You can trust me. But I can only help you if
you let me.”

Her shoulders dropped and she blinked rapidly.



I didn’t want to talk about myself, but I guess she needed
more from me in order to open up. “I believe you, Annie.”
Every time I said her name, more tears welled in her eyes. “I
saw your tattoo, your eyes, and your scar. I’ve read the news
reports. Once I heard you speak, I knew you were an
American, but I was spooked. I don’t run away from problems,
I fix them. If anyone can save you, I can. But if I told my
command I found you, I’d have to go to Captain’s Mast for
going to a brothel. My career would be over, and then I’d
never be able to get you out of here. And they would have to
clear any rescue plans through the CIA and FBI, which could
take months. The closest embassy is in Curaçao. I’m confident
I can rescue you, I just need some more info. So please, help
me help you.”

She still didn’t say a word.

I ran my hands over the scabs on her arms, her skin was
clammy. “So, you shoot heroin?”

Her voice trembled. “Yeah. I can’t stop. I want to, but they
keep us high.”

Right. Can’t say I blamed her. “I get it. How long have you
been in this brothel?”

“Don’t know. I’ve been traded around.” Every word she
spoke I had to earn. The edge in her voice gutted me.
“Different islands. Curaçao, Columbia, Venezuela. I speak
Spanish so I don’t stand out. I’m so fucked up, it’s all a blur.”

So that’s how she’d survived so long. Her exotic looks and
language skills must’ve helped her blend in with the other
girls. “Are there any other American girls here?”

“No,” she whispered. “There was a girl, Nicole.”

Nicole Race? She’d disappeared on a family vacation a
few years ago—I saw her name when I was researching Annie.
She was last seen talking to a bartender at a popular tourist
club in Curaçao. Was finding these girls not a priority? Didn’t
the FBI and CIA have Intel out here? “Where is she?”

“Dead.” Her head shook a bit. “She OD’d. I’d convinced
her we were going to be saved, but I’d been wrong. She gave



up hope.”

My breath shortened, the sense of urgency mounted. I
needed to get Annie out of here before she succumbed to her
addiction, or a fate even worse than her current life.

Annie brushed against my arm. I didn’t want to touch her
any more than necessary to comfort her. Enough men over the
years had fondled her. “Who kidnapped you?”

“Renzo, the ballroom dancer at the resort. It was my fault.
I left our room to go to the beach alone to take pictures of the
sunrise and he grabbed me in the elevator.”

Motherfucker. My blood burned. But I needed to focus on
the future, not the past. “Annie, this isn’t your fault. None of
this is. I hope you know that. Are you ever allowed outside the
brothel?”

“No.” The little bit of color she had in her cheeks seemed
to fade away.

“Why’d you tell me your name?”

She stopped shaking and touched my face, tracing my
beard with her fingers. A spike of warmth radiated through
me. “Because you asked me my real name. No one has ever
asked me. I knew you were an American. I was praying you
were a Navy SEAL.” She paused and her fingers made their
way down to my neck, my arms. “Your full beard, your strong
arms, your muscles, your long hair—I knew you weren’t some
typical sailor. Something about your eyes … sounds crazy, but
I trusted you. Despite the fact you’d just paid a hooker to give
you a blowjob, I could tell you were a good man. I’ve seen so
many men and their eyes were dark, cold. Or worse, dead. But
yours … I can’t explain it. They’re kind, but hurt. For five
years, I’ve held on to this fantasy that I’d be rescued. I prayed
for you, I’ve dreamt of you. I knew you were sent for me. You
are my only hope.”

Whoa. Was she for real? I’m supposed to believe she
willed me to save her, like some divine prophecy? I swallowed
hard. She was probably flattering me to ensure I would help
her, make me feel like I wasn’t such a loser for hiring a



hooker. I didn’t need compliments; I’d save her no matter
what.

This was getting intense. But I liked intense.

The courage it must’ve taken for this shell of a woman to
open her mouth, say her name when she had no hope, showed
me what a survivor she was. She was strong, like me.

“You told the right man. And I’m glad you showed me
your tattoo. Your parents have it plastered all over their
website.”

Her lip curled. “I wasn’t sure it was my ankle which had
your attention at that moment. I figured if I did a good job,”
she went on, “then maybe you would believe me.”

That made me feel like a grade-A asshole. My pants
became tighter and I decided to change the subject.

“Do you have any questions for me?”

Her head bobbed forward, her eyes shifted. Maybe she just
got high. I hadn’t spent any time around drug addicts, so I
didn’t know what to expect. “What does everyone think
happened to me?”

I didn’t want to sugar coat it—she deserved the truth. “You
committed suicide, Chris murdered you, or you ran away and
started a new life. Chris has made several statements where he
insists you were kidnapped, but most people believe he was
trying to shift the blame off of himself.”

Her head cocked up, and her left hand tugged at her
earlobe. I could see the quiet intensity that she’d had with me
snap. “Killed myself? Why the fuck would I kill myself? I had
the best life—I was in college, had a great boyfriend, and was
the star of my college’s soccer team. I was drunk, yeah, but we
were on land. Didn’t anyone else see me that morning? Who
the fuck thought Chris could’ve killed me? That’s fucking
ridiculous—he’s a Buddhist vegan surfer, I mean the dude
doesn’t even eat dairy. Haven’t there been sightings of me?
I’ve been fucked by hundreds of men, even diplomats, police,
FBI, secret service, military. Not one of those assholes
reported me? Renzo took pictures of me and put them on a



fucking escort website. He even covered my tattoo with a
sheet. No one saw those? My dad is loaded—hasn’t he sent
people to find me? Or at least my body? He’s just accepted
that I’m dead?”

I rubbed her back. I wished I could take away all her pain.
“I only know what I read today on the internet, but you’re
right, it makes no sense. Your parents hired some guy to find
you, but he was a con man. There were some sightings but
they couldn’t be confirmed. I’m so sorry. I’m going to take
care of you. You aren’t alone anymore.”

But she was alone. I knew damn well I was leaving to head
back to the States tonight, without her. I’d racked my brain on
every way I could get her out of here and safely to the
embassy or to my ship. I was unarmed, unable to bring my
weapons off the ship. There wasn’t even an embassy in Aruba.
A sloppy rescue attempt would get us killed. Even if I had told
Vic and Kyle, there was nothing we could do to extract her
tonight. Nothing.

Her breathing slowed down and she looked up at me, her
eyes hopeful. Fuck, she felt her freedom was mere hours away.
I couldn’t tell her, not yet.

“Why’d you choose me? The other girls are younger,
sexier. Why me?”

“No they aren’t, not to me. You’re beautiful, Annie. You
were the only one I wanted.” Defending my attraction to her,
now knowing that she was a sex slave churned my stomach.
“Look, I had no idea you were trafficked. Prostitution is legal
here. I guess I wanted to believe this job was your choice. I’m
not going to lie and say I’ve never been to a brothel. My life
and job are stressful. I’ve been deployed for six months. I
don’t have a girl back home waiting for me. I’m not a cheater.
For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. I’m going to make it up to you,
I promise.”

She turned to comfort me, placing her hand on my back.
“It’s okay. I understand. You were just lonely.”

A longing crept up inside me. I’d never admit it, but I was
lonely. My men were more than coworkers, they were family.



We were the most elite fighting force in the world, and
supposed to be tough. But every now and then, I missed the
closeness of being in a relationship with a woman. Someone
who worried about me while I was away, dreamt of me at
night. Someone who was actually in love with me, not just the
idea of being fucked by a SEAL. I couldn’t offer a lavish
lifestyle on my salary or daily attention because I was never
around. Even so, I wanted to be the reason someone smiled in
the morning.

Back to work. “How many men secure this place?”

“Jose. And Renzo. And others. They know everybody. I
don’t think you can save me.”

“I’ve taken men a thousand times more dangerous than
them. Annie, I’m going to get you out of here, but I can’t do it
today. I’m deployed and our ship leaves in a few hours.” Her
head started shaking, but I continued. “I need my weapons, to
case the entire building, the surrounding area, get a car, and
find a safe house for you. Bring a few of my buddies. You
have to act normal. Do what they say. We’re leave Aruba
tonight to return home, but I will come back for you, I
promise.”

She pulled a fistful of her hair and rocked her head back on
the cot. “No, please don’t leave me here. You found me. You
said you could save me. You came back! Come back and save
me tonight! I’ll be ready. I know you can.” She rubbed her
skin.

Hell if I was just going to lie there and watch her rock
herself back and forth, like she was in some mental institute.
She needed someone to comfort her, hold her, and tell her that
her nightmare would be over soon. I took her in my arms and
flipped her on top of me. She nestled her head on my chest. “I
won’t let you down, Annie. I will get you out of here and back
to your family. I would do anything to save you today, but I
can’t. I promise you I’ll spend every moment figuring how to
get you back to your family.”

She let out a pained breath. “Please, Patrick. Please, take
me tonight. I need to go home. You don’t understand. We have



to get out. I’m going to die here. I can’t take another day in
this life. I’ll do anything you ask.”

She attempted to kiss my neck, but I pulled away and sat
up, holding her to my side.

“I have to leave. But I have something for you.” I
rummaged through my pocket and retrieved the necklace, and
placed it around her neck.

She gasped as if it was expensive jewelry, not a cheap fake
gold chain with an anchor charm. I hoped if her pimps figured
it had no value, she’d be more likely to be allowed to keep it.

I stroked her forehead. “Every time you look at it, know
that I’m working on extracting you. You aren’t invisible—
you’re invincible. I know you’re alive. I know your name.
You’ve survived this long and I will get you out of here.” My
pulse raced and I was disgusted with myself for being attracted
to her in her present state. Her vulnerability was like a sword
in the chest and a shot to my dick. I wanted to both protect her
and fuck her and it was a combination, which could get both of
us killed.

Her voice cracked. “Please, take me. You said yourself you
have a few hours ‘til you leave. Just go get your guns and
buddies and save me. I’ll do anything.” Her hand reached in
between my legs and she stroked my cock over my jeans.
“Don’t leave me here. I shouldn’t be here. You don’t
understand. It’s not just—”

I firmly moved her hands off my pants. “Don’t, Annie.
You don’t ever have to touch me again. You don’t owe me
anything—saving you is my only mission now. I’m sorry, but I
have to go.”

“Patrick!” She started looking desperate, clutching me
now. “Promise me you’ll tell Chris I didn’t kill myself. And
my parents that I love them.”

“You’ll be able to say whatever you want to your
boyfriend and your parents yourself. Soon.” I never made
promises I couldn’t keep. And if I couldn’t save Annie, if she



I

died and I couldn’t get her home safely, I’d never be able to
forgive myself.

Her body was shaking. “What if I’m not here when you
come back? What if they trade me?”

Fuck it. My hands clutched her body in a tight embrace. I
wished she could read my mind and trust that once I
committed to something, nothing would come in the way of
achieving my goal. “I will find you. No matter what.”

pushed her off me, and rolled off the cot. I pressed one
hundred dollars into her hand, opened the door, then walked
out of her room, and out of the brothel. Staying any longer
would arouse suspicion, and I couldn’t fuck this up for Annie.

Every step I took away from her tore me up inside. Why
should I be safe when she was stuck here turning tricks?
Hadn’t she been through enough hell for a lifetime? I
should’ve knocked out her pimp and carried Annie to safety.
But a hasty plan like that could get us both killed. I needed to
be patient to ensure the success of my mission.
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PATRICK

PACED AROUND THE LIVING quarters of our ship as we
set sail back to San Diego. I couldn’t focus on anything except
saving Annie.

I pulled Vic and Kyle into an empty rec room away from
the rest of our Team.

Vic sat down in a chair. “Dude, what’s going on with
you?”

I stared at the drab gray walls, hesitating to tell them.

Kyle glared at me. “Spill it, Walsh.” Kyle was a complete
badass. He was one of only a handful of African-American
men on the Teams, and unlike Vic and me, he was an officer.
He’d been a linebacker in the NFL, and had been recruited
through a joint partnership with the NFL and the Navy Special
Warfare programs. Kyle gave up all that fame and money to
join the Teams. There was a saying once on our recruiting
posters, something like, He’ll never win MVP, never get a
Super Bowl ring—some heroes don’t play games. Kyle was the
living embodiment of that quote.

I didn’t want to speak. So I logged into the common
computer and pulled up a website on Annie.

Kyle focused on the screen. “Yeah, Annie Hamilton.
Everyone knows about her. Fine as fuck. Got drunk and
vanished from a resort out here. I bet her stoner boyfriend
killed her. What’s your point?”
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I took a deep breath. “She gave me a blowjob last night at
a brothel.”

Kyle laughed. “Sure she did.”

Vic shook his head at me, probably not sure whether or not
I was joking. “Fuck you, man. She’s someone’s daughter.
That’s not funny.”

“I’m not laughing. I didn’t want to believe it either. She
was fucking kidnapped and forced into sex slavery. I went to a
brothel last night and this chick gave me head. Afterwards, she
said her name was Annie Hamilton. I thought she was trying
to con me, but it’s fucking her: hazel eyes, Californian accent.
And she made a point to show me her shoulder scar and ankle
tattoo. Here, look at the pics.” I handed Kyle my phone and he
scrolled through the pictures while Vic looked on.

“I went back today to be one hundred percent sure. I’d
fucking bet my Budweiser on it.”

The room fell silent. We didn’t joke about “The
Budweiser,” our trident, our Navy Insignia. It was pinned on
every Navy SEAL, after completing the BUD/S training,

yle put his hand on my shoulder. “You’re serious. You
fucking think you found Annie Hamilton in a Aruban
whorehouse?”

“She’s pretty wrecked, but she’s alive. A heroin junkie
barely holding on. It’s a miracle she’s survived these last five
years. Now, how are we going to get her out?”

Vic shook his head. “You fucked a hooker? That’s low,
even for you, Walsh. Go tell Captain Marshall. You realize
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you’re going to get charged for solicitation.”

“Shut your fucking cock holster. Who the fuck do you
think you are telling me what to do? You’re not my sea daddy.
Of course I know I can get charged, but I don’t give a shit. We
need to save her. We’re fucking SEALs. No one else is going
to do it. Don’t you see? I was meant to be on this deployment,
this SEAL Team. To rescue her. But we aren’t going to tell
Captain Marshall—or anyone else on the Team, for that
matter. The Navy would have to go through the proper
channels. It’s too risky. There have been sightings of her
before and no one did shit. I’m going to rescue her. You going
to help me? Or you going to fucking rat my ass out?”

Kyle didn’t hesitate. “I’m in.”

Vic bit his lip. “So am I.” I knew Vic would help, even
though he liked to follow protocol.

Kyle put his hand on my back. “Yup. Not even worried.
These dumbasses are jokes compared to the guys we usually
deal with.”

He was right. I’d been in firefights with the Taliban,
overtaken Somali pirates, and offed members of drug cartels.
A low-grade Caribbean white-slavery ring didn’t scare me.

e had two weeks at sea to come up with a plan before we
arrived back in San Diego. The second my feet touched the
ground on shore, I was going to hop on the next flight to
Aruba. She’d survived five years. I’d never forgive myself if I
couldn’t bring her home to her family, home to the United
States. What was the point of being called a hero if I couldn’t
save her? It didn’t matter that rescuing her wasn’t an official
mission. She was my mission.
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STAR

Y MIND RACED. HE WASN’T coming back. He had
left me. Another man who used and abandoned me, but even
worse, he’d given me false hope. He knew I was whom I said I
was, the hell I’d been through, and he had just left me here.

It had been more than two weeks. The longest weeks of
my life—even longer than the first weeks I had gone missing.
Back then, I had been slipping in and out of consciousness so I
hadn’t even been aware of my surroundings. I didn’t know
who or where I was, drugs shooting through my veins.

Why did he have to come back and give me hope? I didn’t
want to believe him, be let down again by another man. But
what choice did I have?

I crept into the bathroom and turned on the shower. The
lukewarm water beaded down my body, highlighting my scars.
How much longer could I go on like this? I wondered what
Patrick was doing at this precise moment. Was he thinking of
me, planning my rescue? Or was he partying somewhere with
his buddies, paying for another whore to service him? Why did
I believe him? This was a man who paid for sex in a
whorehouse. Sure, all men had needs, but I didn’t know if I
could ever respect a man who used a woman for sex, knowing
she was a living corpse with no control over her body or life.

Patrick was nothing like the men I’d known before I was
kidnapped. He was rugged, masculine, and unfiltered. My
father was a proud and honorable man. He and my mom had



been married for twenty-six years and he always treated her
and me with such love and respect. He prided himself on
having the perfect wife, the perfect daughter—how did I even
fit into that picture anymore? I shuddered and it wasn’t from
the now ice-cold water. Thinking of the immense pain my
father must be experiencing, unable to find his daughter,
almost seemed worse than enduring my daily grind.

I’d had a boyfriend at the time I vanished. Chris was a
marine biology major, and a world-class surfer. And Patrick
said he’d been a suspect in my supposed murder? My careless
decision to leave my room at dawn to take pictures ruined his
life too. I’m sure he’d moved on now, not that I could blame
him. Who would ever want me knowing I had been with
hundreds of men? Even if I came back, I couldn’t really see
his parents accepting me into their family; a smack-addicted
whore doesn’t belong at the yacht club.

I scrubbed my body with the soap, until my skin was
almost raw. Sometimes when I came down from a high, my
skin burned and itched and I wanted to gouge it off my body.
No matter how much I scoured and cleansed, I felt so dirty.

The steam filled the room and I exited the shower. Within
an hour, I’d be back on the line, waiting for my next john.

I hated sex. Hated it. I could never learn to enjoy it again.
It had even become more painful after Patrick had returned.
Every time a man touched me, I wanted to vomit.

I’d give him a month or two. If he didn’t come back for
me, I needed to consider my options. Ha—back when I was
younger, the word options to me meant travel, colleges, cars,
jobs. Today, the only options I had available to me were to
continue to live this miserable life, or to end it all. I couldn’t
go on like this forever.

But I had a reason to live. A reason to hope. And for now,
that was enough to keep me going.
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PATRICK

YLE, VIC AND I HEADED down to the ship gym to get
one last workout in before we docked in San Diego. Tomorrow
we were going to fly to Aruba. Adrenaline pumped through
my veins yet I was able to control my emotions. I wanted to
kill these motherfuckers, but to avoid an international incident
they would have to do something really stupid for me to pop
them off.

I was glad Kyle and Vic had my back. That’s the thing
with Team guys—we were more than brothers, we were
bonded for life.

Kyle smacked me on the head. “Shit, man. I don’t see why
I can’t get laid with one of the other whores first and then we
can save your girlfriend. I’ll be quick.”

I hit him back. “Yeah, your ex mentioned your little
problem. But sorry, not going to risk it. And she’s not my
girlfriend.”

Vic shook his head, disgusted with us both. Kyle and I
partied with the best of them, but poor Vic still hadn’t learned
his lesson after his ex-wife had cheated on him. He harbored
some fucked-up fantasy that he’d find a girl to be faithful to
him when he was away; some delusion that he might be able
to have a marriage, which defied the Navy SEALs infamous
eighty percent divorce rate. Optimistic bastard.



“Whatever you say, man.” Vic laughed. “I know you.
You’ve been obsessed with her since you met her. She’s all
you’ve talked about for the past two weeks. Once you save
her, she’ll worship you. You two will end up getting married.
Mark my words. And she’s from San Diego—how convenient.
Plus, you said yourself, she gave great head. Sounds like a
match made in Hell Week if you ask me.”

“Fuck you, Vic. I’m not saving her because I love her. I
don’t even know her. I’m saving her because it’s the right
thing to do.” But Vic’s words resonated with me. Annie was
all I thought about. Though I hadn’t had more than a cheap
sexual encounter and an awkward conversation with her, over
the past weeks I’d learned everything I could about her. I’d
watched childhood videos of her and her family from their
website, seen interviews of her parents crying and begging for
her safe return. She’d wanted to be a teacher and had
volunteered with a dog rescue. And, though at first I saw her
as just another woman who could satisfy me, now I couldn’t
wait to see her again. Even if it would be to watch her walk
away in the end.

I could never make any woman happy. Especially not one
who had been through so much and seen men at their worst. I
doubted Annie would ever be able to trust a man again.

I loved women. All women. My mom taught me never to
disrespect a woman. I’d given my heart to one once—I’d been
faithful to her, encouraged her dreams, and supported her.
Once, when I’d been deployed for six months, I arranged to
have flowers delivered weekly to her house, with notes I’d
written ahead of time and had given to the florist. And my ex
gutted me. All the times I was stuck in some hole in
Afghanistan, dreaming about her, she was screwing around on
me. I didn’t need that complication; my job was stressful
enough. I needed my home life to be peaceful, because my line
of work was anything but. The only men in the Teams who
had successful marriages were married to women who were
completely strong, honest, and loyal. Faithful women, who
were both mothers and fathers to their children when their
husbands were away. If I ever found a woman like that, I’d
marry her in a heartbeat. It was impossible to build that type of



relationship when I was never home. Since I’d turned
eighteen, I’d spent most of the past seven years deployed or
out training. In all that time, with the exception of BUD/S, I’d
spent a grand total of eight months in San Diego, broken into
two or three-week intervals. So I chose to be single until I
retired, yet I was still a man and had my needs. It didn’t help
that I was plagued by the memory of Annie’s mouth on my
cock and her hands gripping my thighs as I came.

I knew despite my best efforts, I’d worry about what
would happen to Annie after I dropped her off at the embassy.
I hoped she could heal and recover. But it wasn’t my problem.
She wasn’t my problem. I would do my job and get her back
to safety and then I had to get the fuck out of there. I’d seen
what the media did to rediscovered treasures—they stalked
them like celebrities. I could never be part of that media
circus, not with my job, my life.

I’d fulfill my duty to her and keep my promise. But after
that, she was on her own. There was no other way. She had a
family and a boyfriend waiting for her anyway. I could never
fit into her life and she could never be a part of mine. She’d
have to forget she ever met me, just like I hoped she would
forget all the torture she endured. And I could go back to
living my life the way I liked to.

Alone.
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STAR

HE DOOR OPENED TO MY dimly lit cell. Had Patrick
returned?

“Get up, princessa.”

Jose stormed in.

Fuck.

“Get dressed, we’re leaving.”

My palms became moist and it wasn’t because I was
coming down. Had he somehow heard me tell Patrick my
name? Years of building trust all thrown away in a careless
moment.

“Why? Where are we going?”

Jose smirked, I recognized that look.

He was trading me.

Like Eva last month. One day, he came in the middle of
the night and took her. And we never saw her again.

“Just put on your nice clothes. And your makeup. We leave
in ten.”

“But what about my—”

“No more questions. It is taken care of.”

No. I couldn’t leave! Patrick could still come back for me.
He was my only hope. The only way I could foresee



reclaiming my life.

“Please, Jose.” I batted my eyelashes. I would do what I
had to. Sliding my hand up his thigh, I leaned into him.

He pushed my hand away. “Get ready.”

I bit my lip. I never left the brothel. The pain of facing the
outside world, seeing people who were enjoying their lives,
even just a glimpse of my past, was more than I could handle.

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll find you.”
But how could he? For the past five years, I’d been

invisible. I was sure my father had hired private investigators
to look for me. And what about the FBI? How could this
SEAL locate me on his own if no one had been able to before?

My dress, a skin tight, tacky fuchsia number, the type of
outfit I would’ve made fun of back at home, was now the
highlight of my wardrobe. Black, plastic heels completed my
ensemble. One pump of body spray and I was ready to go.

Would my new pimp torture me? I survived this horror too
many times to count. At least here, I knew the routine. I had
earned Jose’s trust. He didn’t rape me anymore and I had
seniority amongst the girls. Who knew what hell waited for me
somewhere else.

Jose arrived back at my door, wearing his crisp, white suit,
a few of the other girls crowded around him. He only dressed
up when he did a trade. “We go.”

“We’re all leaving?”

“Yes, we’re moving to new house.”

He let me take my purse, even though there wasn’t much
in there. Condom, gum, a hair clip, some lube. I grabbed my
smack—I couldn’t live without it. I shuffled my feet across the
concrete floor and followed him and the others outside.

The purple sunset was breathtaking. I remembered seeing
this sunset the last night before I was taken. I was a spoiled
bitch back then. Chris wanted a romantic vacation, but I
wanted to let loose. Partying with the dancer in the club the
night before I’d been taken was my right. No one could



control me. Renzo later told me watching me dance on stage
with the band made him determined to make me his. What a
naïve fool I had been.

Jose shoved us into a van. I stared out the window, holding
back sobs.

The driver started the engine, and I burst into tears.

“Hey honey, it’s okay. We’ll be fine,” Sveta offered.

But she didn’t know why I was crying. I’d told no one
about Patrick. I’d done everything he’d asked of me, not
aroused suspicion.

The van sped away, flashes of neon buildings whizzed by
my eyes like a movie. I held my necklace. I didn’t believe he
would find me. I didn’t believe in anything anymore. As the
brothel disappeared in the distance, any hope I’d had of being
rescued vanished with it.
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PATRICK

AN, I WAS FUCKING TIRED. Thirteen hours by plane,
including a redeye and a layover in Miami, and our airplane
finally touched down at the Queen Beatrix airport, Aruba at
sunrise. Had this been Annie’s last sight before she had been
taken? Her desire to photograph its beauty had cost Annie her
freedom. Today, I would liberate her. I couldn’t wait to see the
look on her face once I’d saved her, hold her, and tell her she
was free. All the training I’d gone through in my life had
prepared me for this mission. The excitement, the adrenaline,
and the high of completing a mission were indescribable. But
liberating Annie would be the biggest reward of all.

Vic, Kyle, and I left the airport and headed to the private
dock to stow our gear on our yacht rental.

We made our way through the maze of scuba tours, glass
bottom boats, and moonlit cruises. A middle-aged bearded guy
with a ponytail and a beer belly met us at the dock, dangling
the keys.

“You must be Dave.” Kyle shook his hand, and Vic and I
followed suit.

“Nice to meet you. The Cleito is all cleaned up and ready
for you.”

I glanced at Vic and Kyle. The Cleito. In Plato’s myth of
Atlantis, Cleito bore Poseidon ten sons. An obscure Navy



SEAL trident reference, but we all understood the significance
of the name instantly.

“And I secured you the weapons you wanted.”

“We appreciate it.” We couldn’t bring our own weapons
and check them on a commercial airplane.

Dave handed me the keys and narrowed his eyes toward
me. “So, what are your plans? I know some great scuba spots.”

I placed the keys in my pocket. “Thanks, man. Just wanted
the guns in case we encounter any pirates. We’re just going to
relax, go fishing, and snorkel.”

Dave glanced at our sea bags, which concealed our night-
ops equipment. He was no dummy, a former old school
Frogman. He probably sensed we were planning something
other than checking out the local tropical fish. “Well, I’m
happy to show you around. Anything you need.” He placed his
hand on my shoulder. “Please, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“We will.” I eyed Kyle, who nodded toward me. We could
trust this man. Any BUD/S class, any trident. He was one of
us. Basically fucking family.

“Well, let me give you a tour.” He led us on the boat. It
was no luxury yacht by any means, but it would suit our needs
well. Downstairs there was a small galley, upstairs there were
two cabins—one with two narrow bunks and one with a queen,
a head, and a tiny living area. And a small area to relax up on
the top deck. I gave Kyle the keys and he fiddled around with
the controls.

We spent the rest of the day stocking up the yacht with
food, drinks, and supplies. I’d bought Annie clothes, shoes,
toiletries, magazines, books, and a small duffle bag so she
wouldn’t have to go to the embassy empty handed. Wasn’t
sure what she was into, but I figured anything, which could
keep her mind off drugs and what she’d been through would
be a good bet. I hadn’t a clue how long she’d be kept at the
embassy, so I wanted to take care of her, even if I couldn’t be
there.
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Hours later, the sun had finally set. We cleaned, loaded,
and concealed our weapons.

We’d gone over the layout from the diagram I’d sketched
when I returned from the brothel that night. We weren’t too
worried about smuggling her out. The plan was to head over to
the brothel at night, posing as clients. Once I was inside the
room with Annie, Kyle and Vic would take down the pimp
until I smuggled her out of there. We weren’t going to use
force unless necessary.

fter we rescued her, we were going to take her to the
embassy. The full plan should take us three days tops.

I was ready to give Annie her life back.

Kyle stood up. “Let’s do this!”

Operation Rumpelstiltskin was ready to go down.

We’d all dressed casually. I had no fear—this was more
like a training exercise than a mission.

Nothing could go wrong.

We walked through the back alleys of Aruba. A rush
pulsed through my body. In less than an hour, Annie’s
nightmare would be over and a whole new world would begin.

Five blocks away—the cool night breeze blew across my
face. I was so close to Annie, I could taste her. Knowing we
were breathing the same air, and we were minutes away from
seeing each other again sent tingles through my body.

Four blocks away—every step brought me closer to her.
The town was unusually quiet; I could almost hear my heart
beat in my chest.



Three blocks away—Kyle turned and nodded toward me.
A silent confirmation that we would be successful. He had no
doubts of our abilities, our plan.

Two blocks away—my palms sweaty. Something seemed
off. Usually by the time I reached this street, I could already
see her pimp scouting for johns. But the streets were
hauntingly empty.

One block away—my chest clenched. A distant smell of
smoke wafted through my nostrils. My breathing became
labored.

When at last we turned onto the street, my jaw tightened.
The brothel was nowhere in sight—instead, ashes were strewn
across the ground, burnt mattresses collapsed in the street, a
lone teddy bear tattered in the rubble.

It was gone—she was gone.

I’d failed her.

Vic put his arm around my shoulder. “You sure this is the
place?”

“Positive.”

Kyle sifted through the embers, eyes focused. “I’m sure
she’s alive and they just moved her. Buildings down in these
parts have a way of mysteriously catching on fire.”

Tears rimmed my eyelids and I could feel the pulse in my
throat. I scooped up the teddy bear from the ground,
remembering that it looked like the one I’d seen in Annie’s
room the first night I met her.

A man walked by wearing a watch which looked like the
one I’d given the pimp.

I ran and shoved him against the next building. “Where did
you get that fucking watch?”

He quivered. My hands clasped his throat and he let out a
croak.

“Where is she, you motherfucker? Where did you take
her? Tell me before I fucking snap your neck!”



His hands flailed in the air. “I don’t know—I don’t know
what you are talking about. A man sold me this watch.”

He quivered, and once I got a closer look, I realized it
wasn’t my watch.

Vic and Kyle dashed after me, pulling me off the man.

I stood back. “Get the fuck out of here.” He scurried down
the street.

Vic stood in my personal space and made strong eye
contact. “Pat, we’ll find her.”

I backed away from them, and started back into town.

If she were still alive, I would find her. Annie had survived
this long. I prayed she wouldn’t give up, because I would
scour every corner of this Earth until I found her. Nothing
would stop me. Not even my job—I’d fucking take extra leave
from my Team.
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PATRICK

E SAT AROUND IN THE yacht and hatched a plan over
beer and pizza. I had less than four weeks to find her. Four
weeks until our leave was over and we deployed to the Middle
East for six months. By then she would be lost forever. And so
would I. There was no more room for errors.

Kyle always tried to take charge. “It’s easy. Let’s go and
ask around town until someone talks. Or we can ask Dave for
help. He knows this area.”

“It’s not that easy.” I took a swig of my beer and studied
the breaking waves. “I don’t want to involve Dave unless we
have to. He’s a local. We can’t raise suspicion. They could kill
her if the wrong person found out.”

Vic nodded in agreement. “We contact the FBI, go through
the channels. That’s the best way.”

Kyle and I exchanged a glance. I’d already informed Vic
that telling the FBI wasn’t an option. Especially now—I’d
wasted enough time.

“I fucked up. I should’ve told you guys the night I met her.
We could’ve gotten her the next night when I went back. Now
it’ll be on my shoulders if she ODs or winds up murdered in a
ditch.”

Kyle placed a reassuring hand on my back. “Don’t beat
yourself up about it. We had to get back on the ship that night.
And we didn’t have access to our weapons. What the fuck



could we have done? Save her and then drop her off
somewhere? And don’t be such a fucking pussy. She didn’t get
moved because you came back. They move these girls all the
fucking time.”

I knew that, she’d even told me that. But I hadn’t listened.
Too cocky, and now I didn’t have a fucking clue where she
was.

I stood up. “Let’s go.”

I didn’t have to explain myself. Vic and Kyle pounded
back their beers, polished off their pizza, and we left.

We weaved in and out of the underbelly of Aruba. Must’ve
hit up a dozen more brothels. It was so fucking depressing. I
wanted to get hammered so I didn’t have to deal with the guilt
I felt for hiring Annie. How could I have ignored her
suffering? Even if she hadn’t been trafficked, I realized now
that visiting any of these brothels was so wrong. My mom
would be disgusted with me. Some of the prostitutes couldn’t
have been older than fourteen. The older ones reeked of
desperation. Dead eyes, bruised bodies, drugged minds.

There was no sign of Annie.

At all of these brothels, I never recognized any of the other
girls who’d worked with Annie. I knew they couldn’t have all
just vanished into the night. They had to be somewhere.

At the next brothel, Kyle disappeared into one of the
rooms with a girl. He said he was going to ‘take one for the
team’ so we didn’t arouse suspicions.

When he emerged from the room, he had a big smile on his
face.

“Was she that good?” I asked.

“Wouldn’t know. I couldn’t bear to fuck her, in case she
was another American sex slave. Just gave me a hand job. Not
half bad but I do a better job myself. Anyway, I told her I had
fucked this amazing whore at the brothel that had burnt down.
She said she’d heard a bunch of girls were just moved to
Curaçao.” He smirked. “Told you I’d take one for the Team.”



I pressed my palms downward on my pants; this time I
didn’t want to be overly confident. The cool Caribbean breeze
calmed my mind. Annie had mentioned she’d been transferred
to Curaçao once. Made sense that she might be back there
now.

Curaçao was a mere island away.

Pictures of Annie in various situations raced through my
mind. Annie being raped by some sweaty fat ass with tentacle
hands and bad breath. Annie shooting up and stoned out of her
mind on the dirty floor of a dark room. Annie being beaten by
an overenthusiastic pimp with a heavy hand and no one to
protect her. Annie crying alone at night because she’d finally
given up hope that I would find her.

Over the years, I’d participated in many missions.
Accomplishing them gave me a great sense of pride for my
country, but I’d never felt as connected to a mission as I did to
this one. I was meant to be in the brothel that night, to choose
her, to ask her name. Even my ex-fiancée cheating on me led
me to that moment, that decision, because if she had been
faithful, I would be married to her and would’ve never set foot
in a brothel. I may have many character flaws, but cheating
was not one of them.

As we made our way toward the dock, I breathed in the
crisp island air. The stars illuminated the ocean. When was the
last time “Star” saw stars? Maybe wherever she was, she had a
small window with a glimpse into the night. I closed my eyes
for a second and focused on her soul, willing her to feel my
presence.
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PATRICK

Y EYES WERE GRITTY FROM lack of sleep and not
even the black tar Kyle claimed was coffee could wipe the fog
from my brain. A restless night on the piece of shit boat
coupled with vivid nightmares of Annie’s fate had me feeling
edgy and irritable. I couldn’t relax until we’d gotten this shit
done.

With the boat safely docked in a slip, the three of us made
our way through the energetic market, elbowing through
hordes of tourists and locals hawking their wares. The sun was
already baking a sea of bodies on the stretch of beach, and
though I wore faded jeans and a frayed t-shirt with a cap
pulled low over my eyes, I felt the heat heavy on my skin.
Kyle bought a tacky floral shirt, his attempt to dress like a
tourist and blend in. Vic followed at a distance, strolling
leisurely from shop to shop along the beachfront road.

We’d rented a car and reserved a hotel room in the middle
of town. Until we found her, we wanted to make sure we were
staying in the center of the tourist hub so we could do our best
to blend in with the throngs of visitors.

At night, Kyle, Vic, and I set out again, scouring the red
lights. The ones in Curaçao seemed more upscale than the
ones in Aruba. Most were set up like bars. Men could sit and
order drinks at little tables and chat up the hookers. I guess
that was great for the men who liked to pretend these women
were actually interested in them, instead of admitting they



were paying for sex. I preferred to be honest with my
intentions so I never needed to play any games or delude
myself any more than I already did.

After another long night of too many drinks and too bright
neon lights, we’d come up empty-handed. No Annie.

Kyle convinced us to cool off at the hotel bar, Enrique &
Richie’s. It was dark and pulsed with loud music, heavy on the
bass. Spring break was out in full force. Coeds writhed on the
small dance floor with candy-colored drinks and short skirts
paired with bikini tops. Most were already halfway to blitzed,
and I couldn’t help but wonder if one of them would be the
next Annie.

The other American girl who went missing, Nicole Race,
had last been seen at this bar.

Vic and Kyle hit on girls, but I was too fucking depressed
to make small talk. I sat alone at a table in the corner, drinking
whiskey. Why should I be out having fun in paradise, while
Annie was still turning tricks in hell?

Think, motherfucker. What am I missing?
My mind drifted, and I zoned out listening to the Calypso

music. The beat of the steel drums shook my shot glass.

Steel. Drums.

Annie had said the last thing she’d remembered the
morning she had been taken was that the dancer entered her
elevator. And she had said she knew Nicole before the poor
girl had overdosed. This couldn’t just be a coincidence.

I glanced over to the dancer and my eyes narrowed. A
larger than life man with piercing dark eyes; he wore a pink
shirt and danced to those drums as if he didn’t have a care in
the world, his arms wrapped around a blonde tourist. And he
was wearing a watch. Was it mine?

I slammed my whiskey glass down, the liquid sloshed over
the rim. I’d been wrong before back at the burnt down brothel.
I needed to be certain.



Kyle was busily grinding some girl on the dance floor, so I
approached Vic.

“I need to get out of here. Just going to take a walk.”

Vic raised his eyebrow at me. He knew me well enough to
know something was up. “I’ll go with you. Let me just pull
Kyle away.”

At this point, I had a loose hunch, a clenching in my gut.
Ultimately this was my mission, my fight. I’d looked into
Annie’s eyes; I’d given her my word. Her freedom was my
responsibility. “No man, I’m good. I kind of want to be alone.
I’ll meet you back at the room.”

Vic nodded, patted me on the back. “Okay, bro.”

I made my way to the alley near the back of the club.
There was a van parked there. A crooked tree was painted on
its side door. For once, luck was on my side. Our rental car
was just up the street. I could watch from inside, and when the
band and dancer left, I’d be ready to follow.

Hours passed. I was tired as fuck but didn’t so much as
close my eyes to risk sleep. Staying up casing this van was
easy compared to the training I’d endured. In BUD/S Hell
Week, I’d survived on only four hours of sleep in five and a
half days. To this day, every time I was tired during a mission,
I could hear my instructors’ words echo in my head, taunting
us, trying to get us to ring the bell three times and quit.

Anybody who quits right now gets hot coffee and
doughnuts. Come on, who wants a doughnut? Who wants a
little coffee?

There was no coffee machine available, so I took a swig of
some stagnant bottled water. Time to hurry up and wait.

Eventually, the five-member band loaded their equipment
in the van. But instead of taking off, they milled around,
talking and smoking ganja, no sense of urgency at all.

Another half an hour passed. Finally, they climbed into the
van. When it pulled out on to the street, I slowly followed
behind them, keeping my distance.



Dark buildings, broken windows covered by bars. A few
blocks away from the tourist hub, we were now in a
shantytown. I couldn’t help but fantasize that I was minutes
away from seeing Annie again. That in only a few short hours,
I’d be able to hold her and tell her that her nightmare was
finally over.

After a few miles along the road, the van stopped in front
of a one-story plantation-style house. It wasn’t one of the
brothels we’d investigated—I wasn’t even sure if it was a
brothel at all. No sign, no man out front, just a door with some
metal bars on it and some lights in the windows. If it was a
brothel, this one definitely wasn’t one of the legal ones we’d
been scoping out in the center of town.

Could Annie be in there?

The men got out. Four of them took off in a different
parked old model sedan. Then the door to the house opened
and the dancer walked inside and greeted another man.

I took out the binoculars I had stowed in the glove
compartment and his face came into focus. It was that pimp.
The one I’d given my watch to, I was sure of it.

Fuck. Annie had to be in there. But was it a brothel? A
drug den? Maybe it was a holding place where they drugged
up the women before they moved them elsewhere. And how
many men? I could see two—the pimp and dancer. But as far
as I could tell, only the pimp was armed, with the same AK-47
he had in Aruba slung around his shoulders.

I drove my car around the building. In a window to the
back, I could see a girl stare out the window. She had dark
hair, but even with my binoculars that was all I could make out
because she had left the window so quickly. Was she Annie?
My gut told me she was, but there was only one way to find
out.

I needed my men and my night-ops equipment. I drove
back to the hotel, careful to mark the path in my mind.

I couldn’t wait another day, another chance for them to
move her. We had to move in tonight.



One desperate plea. This wasn’t a Hollywood blockbuster
or a New York Times best-selling thriller. I knew this time
there was no room for excuses, no margin for errors. I had one
chance to put the cape on and be her hero.
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PATRICK

FLIPPED THE LIGHT ON in the hotel room. Kyle was
passed out in the bed next to some blonde girl and Vic was
crashed on the sofa in the small living area. I knew the drill—
if one of us was going to get lucky, he’d head up to the room
first. We’d hobble in later when the coast was clear and crash
on the floor, giving the loving couple the bed. Of course, Vic
never did that to us. He was a serial monogamist. We’d always
tease him, but I was starting to think Kyle and I were the ones
who were fucked up and Vic had the right idea. I wouldn’t be
in this mess now if I hadn’t given in to my needs, but then
again I would’ve never found Annie.

I nudged Kyle. “Hey. Sorry to interrupt. But we need to
go.”

Kyle understood. He rolled over to the girl. “Hey,
sweetheart. Sorry, but I need to help my buddy out.”

The girl nodded, almost looked hurt. She reached for her
clothes and got out of bed. I couldn’t help but stare at her
naked body. Great ass, perky tits, nice tan skin. She slipped her
panties on, then her jeans, and pulled a pink tank top over her
head. She either hadn’t been wearing a bra or didn’t bother to
look for it. Kyle gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll call you.
We’ll be in town for a little while longer.”

Kyle actually might call. He straddled the line of
commitment-phobe and romantic. His usual M.O. was to start
a fling with a girl, swear that she was the one, and then vanish



when it got intense, which it always did. Everything we did
was intense. Sometimes I wondered what it would be like to
have a mellow job, a relaxed life.

I gave the girl an awkward wave. But because I was
paranoid about Annie, I wanted to make sure she was going to
be safe. “Where are you staying?”

“Oh, a hotel down the road. I’m fine to walk.”

Fuck that. “We’ll take you.”

She looked at Kyle. “No, I’m okay. Really. It’s just a few
blocks.”

Kyle got dressed. “No, Pat’s right. Sorry, I should have
offered myself. We’ll drive you.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Okay.”

She slipped into the bathroom. I signaled to the guys to get
their guns and night-op gear.

“It’s on.”

Vic slipped on his gun. “You found her?”

“Not sure. Her pimp is there.” I explained about dancer
and my watch.

“Good enough for me.” Kyle loaded his pistol and
gathered the bag full of our gear. “Hooyah!”

Kyle’s girl walked out of the bathroom, her mascara
smudged. But at that moment, I didn’t see this nameless girl, I
saw Annie. Annie’s eyes. In one careless, drunken night,
Annie’s world had changed forever. Spring break, five years
ago, a night like this. The girl who stood before me, she didn’t
know that Kyle was a good guy. That the three of us weren’t
going to gang rape her. But this girl took a chance, a chance on
him, a chance with us. In a foreign country, with different
laws. These girls had false senses of security, that they were
invincible. But all it took was one wrong drink, one wrong
man, and they could end up dead, or in a living hell. Just like
Annie.



We headed out of the hotel and piled into the small rental
car. We dropped the girl off at her hotel room, Kyle walking
her in to make sure she was safe.

He climbed back into the car. “So what’s the plan?”

“We’re going to go back and case the place. I’m not even
sure Annie is there.”

This amateur rescue attempt was so different than the
missions we usually went on as a Team. We had to clear the
house, like we’d done many times in Afghanistan. These
traffickers probably only cared about drugs and money; they
weren’t going to risk their lives over one hooker. To them,
Annie was property. Expendable.

We parked a block away from the building, put on our
gear, and snuck up outside the door. The absence of sound and
light made me believe everyone inside was asleep. I wanted
this to be clean.

“I think she’s in that room. Second window to the left.”

“Let’s check it out.”

I was a non-practicing Catholic. Even so, every time I
went on a mission, I always said a silent prayer.

Amen. Let’s roll.

A dog barked in the distance. Kyle and Vic stood watch
alongside me as I used my night vision goggles to peer into the
window.

A sink, a bed, some rumpled sheets, a mop of dark hair. I
focused the scope. Could I see her face? Her tattoo? The
necklace?

She rolled to her side and her profile came into view.
Annie was mere steps away from me, only metal bars and a
bunch of lowlifes stood in between her and her freedom. My
muscles trembled.

No time to celebrate—she wasn’t free yet.

I signaled to my men. With those fucking bars on her
window, we couldn’t just grab her. We had to go through the



I

back door.

had no intention to kill her captors. My only goal was to
save Annie.

Gun and scope out, I touched the door. No lock. I pushed it
in, and motioned for Vic and Kyle to follow. They were right
behind me.

As they scanned for men, I crept down the hall to Annie’s
door.

She was sound asleep, under the covers. Or in a drugged
stupor. If I woke her, would she scream?

Fuck it. I was about to scoop her limp body in my arms,
when something under the covers moved.

A little boy.

Wavy hair, dark skin. Annie was cuddling his tiny body.

What the fuck?

Her eyes opened, startled. She clutched him to her chest.

“Who’s that?” I whispered.

“My son. Please, take us away.”

Her son? She didn’t mention anything about a kid.

My heart almost pounded out of my chest. Lashes open,
hazel eyes glowing. Color returned to her face. Her hope
almost brought me to my knees.

I didn’t have a choice and even if I had, I wouldn’t leave
her little boy behind. I scooped them up, praying the little boy
wouldn’t wake. Who was his father? If he was the pimp or the
dancer, how was I going to take the boy out of here without
bloodshed?



We made it to the living room, and I immediately spied the
pimp cowering in the corner. The dancer ducked behind the
sofa.

A light went on; about a dozen half-naked women were
huddled in the kitchen.

The pimp reached for his gun.

Stupid motherfucker.

Clickclickclick.
Kyle discharged his weapon without a second of

hesitation.

A loud thud reverberated on the floor, the pimp’s body
now splayed on the ground. Women shrieked. The little boy’s
hazel eyes, the same shade as Annie’s, opened yet he remained
silent. The smell of gun smoke mixed with rotten food wafted
through the air.

I shifted the boy to my other arm and placed Annie down,
her legs shook so bad she dropped to the floor.

Vic gathered the women, crying and screaming, and
secured them in a back room. Then, I handed him the little boy
and Vic took him out of the room. He didn’t need to see this.

Kneeling to the ground, I checked the pimp’s pulse. Gone.

“Secure!” Kyle yelled.

I aimed my gun at the dancer. As long as he didn’t do
anything dangerous, I’d let him live. His eyes cast a cold
glance at Annie. An unspoken command.

Annie clutched my ankle. “Don’t kill him!”

I didn’t have time to deal with her attachment to her captor.
I shook her off of my leg. “We don’t want to hurt you, man.
Forget you ever saw us. You have no idea who you’re dealing
with.”

The dancer laughed. His hand lowered toward his waist, I
didn’t have time to disarm him. Too many lives were at stake.

Poppoppop.
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His body collapsed forward.

“No!” Annie screamed and tried to run over to him. But I
intercepted her and held her back, while Kyle checked the
dancer. He was a goner.

I signaled to Kyle. “Send it.”

He threw a stun grenade—we didn’t want to take any
chance of another armed man emerging from one of the
rooms. A blinding light and booming sound reverberated,
leaving anyone left disorientated.

Done. Let’s get the fuck out of here.
Vic went in front of me; the little boy cradled in his arms,

Kyle had my back. I walked out of that house, carrying Annie.
My heartbeat drummed in my chest. I did it.

She was finally free.

We dashed into the car, then hightailed it out of there.

nnie held her son in her lap and rocked back and forth,
tears streaming down her face. Her eyes, which had seemed so
disturbed on the night I had met her, were soft, almost filled
with an inner glow.

Why hadn’t she told me about her son? Did she think I
wouldn’t save her if I’d known? Had I just killed his father?

She held my hand and refused to let go. I didn’t want to let
go of her either. I wanted to make sure Annie’s pain had ended
and I vowed to protect her until she was safe. This climax, this
reunion, we’d both come down from this high soon. The
invisible sand hourglass would run out before we both realized
it.
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ANNIE

HE CAR RACED DOWN THE road, and I didn’t even
look at the brothel in the rear view mirror. Was it finally in my
past? Could I put this hell behind me?

I rolled down the window and breathed in the air.

Freedom.

The wave of emotions I expected to feel hadn’t hit me yet.
I wouldn’t feel safe until I was back on American soil.

My baby cuddled up next to me; his warm skin trembled. I
was all he had left—his father was dead. Killed by the man
who I’d begged to rescue me. But I wouldn’t shed a tear for
my son’s father, after the hell he put me through.

I stroked my son’s hair, kissed his forehead. This wasn’t
about me, none of it. If it had only been me, I’d have injected
an air bubble in my vein years ago. In Gabriel’s three short
years, I’d been the best mom I could be to him, despite being a
drug addict. I’d tried to quit, so many times, but his father had
forced me to shoot up. Keeping me high was a way to control
me, prevent me from escaping. And with possession of my
son, I’d do anything he asked.

Gabriel would forever be a reminder of this life. But I
loved him! Would anyone ever understand that? Would my
family be able to accept him? How could I love the child of a
monster? My captor? My kidnapper? A rapist?



Easy. Gabriel was innocent. My angel. He should not be
held responsible for the sins of his father. Every cuddle, every
“Mama,” every kiss, every hug, made my heart flutter.

I whispered to Patrick. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about
my son.”

He put his arm around me, his eyes remained fixed on the
road ahead. “It’s fine. I’ll take care of you both as long as you
need me to.”

No anger, no hint of resentment, just calming words.
Didn’t he just kill someone? The father of my child? His
steady demeanor chilled me. Who was this man sitting beside
me? I had to remind myself he was a trained killer. This was
his job.

My baby boy looked up at me, his big eyes brighter than
usual. “Mama, where are we going?”

“Home, baby. We’re going home.”
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PATRICK

FTER A PIT STOP AT our hotel to gather our stuff and
check out, we drove Annie and her son straight to the yacht. I
couldn’t wait to get the fuck out of Curaçao. Kyle started up
the boat to anchor it a few miles off the dock. We’d drop them
off at the embassy in the morning, and then head back to
Aruba in the afternoon, when the waters were calm.

I hadn’t said much on the car ride. I’d just killed a man,
possibly the little boy’s father. No regret, but I needed a
moment of silence.

Once we boarded the ship, I took Annie and her son to the
living area. “Annie, these are my friends, Kyle and Vic. Vic’s a
medic; he’s going to help start your detox. I bought you
clothes and supplies.”

She blinked rapidly, scanning the tiny room. She wore a
tattered shirt, which skimmed her thighs, and black panties.
She was skinny, almost deathly so. Her little boy was clad in
an oversized tee shirt and gym shorts. I still hadn’t heard him
speak, and I prayed he wouldn’t be forever traumatized by the
violence of the rescue. Annie swayed with the movement of
the boat, a little disoriented, probably in shock, and confused.
Her flat black hair hung around her face and she hugged her
arms tight to her chest. When she spoke, her voice was a
whisper and cracked with emotion. “I didn’t think I’d ever see
you again. I can’t ever thank you enough. I never, ever thought
…”



She bit her lip in an attempt to stop the tears that shone in
her eyes. She looked vulnerable and doll-like in the soft light
of the room. I pulled her to me and held her close, her small
frame tucked into my large one. She felt fragile in my huge
arms, breakable. I took a steadying breath to stem the rising
urge to keep her there, a feeling which pissed me off as much
as it confused me.

“You’re welcome. You don’t have to thank me.”

She didn’t respond for a few moments, instead she tucked
herself more closely into my embrace. I was loath to let her
go, enjoying the feel of her soft body against mine when she
took a step back.

I exhaled. I didn’t know what the fuck I’d expected her
reaction to be. I guess I thought she’d be running around
ecstatic, kissing and hugging me, but her dull calm threw me. I
had to remind myself she was an addict, and the reality of her
freedom hadn’t sunk in for her yet.

The little boy remained quiet.

Annie watched me eye him. “His name is Gabriel. He’s
three and a half.”

I didn’t have a fucking clue what to say to him. “Hey,
buddy. I’m Pat.”

He wrapped his body around Annie’s leg. I handed her the
duffel bag I’d prepared for her. She murmured thank you and
walked slowly into the bathroom, her little boy trailing her,
and shut the door.

I pulled out a bottle of whiskey from my sea bag, throwing
back a quick shot. What the fuck had I gotten us into?

If this had been a movie, we would’ve whisked her to the
embassy, her parents waiting to greet her. I’d have a hero’s
welcome. We’d profess our love to each other and go on to
live happily ever after.

But this wasn’t a movie. This rescue was off the books.
The embassy in Curaçao was closed because it was the middle
of the night and on the weekend. I didn’t even know her. And
our victim was a heroin-addicted prostitute with a child.
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Vic took some meds out of his bag. “So, it’s going to be a
rough detox, especially for the next seventy-two hours. And
now we have her son to take care of. We’ll keep her
comfortable. Did you know about the kid? Who was the dad?”

“Of course I didn’t know. Not a fucking clue who the
father is.” I heard water run. What was going through her head
now? Her family, her friends, me?

Kyle laughed. “Dude, you pulled this off. Do you get how
crazy this shit is? I mean, she’s been missing for five years,
presumed dead. I never doubted you. Are you going to claim
the reward?”

Three hundred thousand dollars. I made around sixty
thousand a year. A pittance considering the fact I risked my
life every day. Killed for my country. Could die for my
country. I could use the money. Buy my mom a nicer house.
Maybe save up some for my retirement, when I’d probably be
so physically and mentally fucked up that I wouldn’t be able to
hold down a job. But I didn’t want a cent. That’s not why I did
what I did. Why any of us did.

“Nope. Not going to touch it. I hope to hell Annie will
keep our involvement out of the press. But I’m prepared to
face the consequences if our command finds out.”

e’d already covered this ground—I wouldn’t have
brought them into this if I was going to shout about it from the
rooftops—but it was done now and they needed to know I was
committed to that.

“Well, I doubt they’d discipline us for saving an American
girl who was sex trafficked and her son born into captivity.
The media would have a field day with that. ‘Navy SEALs
punished for saving America’s Sweetheart and innocent boy.’ I
say you collect the reward. I’ll take my share. I need a new
truck.”
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“What-the-fuck-ever, man. You’re loaded with all your
NFL money. Anyway, not going to happen.”

nnie emerged from the bathroom, clutching Gabriel. She’d
changed into the sweat suit I’d bought her.

Her son finally spoke. “Mommy sad.” He wrapped his
arms around her.

“I’m going to get him to sleep.”

“Hey, wait.” I pulled that teddy bear I’d taken from the
rubble out of my sea bag, and handed it to Gabriel. “Is this
yours?”

Gabriel smiled. “Bear!” He squeezed the bear.

Annie’s mouth dropped. “Thank you. He’d been asking
about it but I thought it was gone forever.”

Glad I could give the kid some kind of comfort.

I showed them the cabin. Kyle and Vic went to the top
deck to get some fresh air and I waited in the living room for
Annie.

Around an hour later, she emerged from the cabin. She sat
at the table and ate some chips I had out.

I sat there in silence, staring. What the fuck do we do now?

After a sip of water, she burst into tears.

I went over and sat next to her. “Hey, it’s okay.”

“No, it’s not okay. I don’t know what to do, who I am. I
mean, I’m a drug addict. I was a prostitute. My family won’t
want me back. Look at me! To get a clean vein, I’ve been
shooting up in my feet! And what if they don’t accept
Gabriel?”

Fuck. I had mentally prepared myself for her anxiety and
detox, but I didn’t want to give her any false hope. Being



rescued was the easy part; she would need to rebuild her life.
She needed to see herself as I saw her—a beautiful survivor.

I took a deep breath, knowing I needed her to hear me.
“You are strong, a survivor. After the hell you’ve been
through, you can do anything. I’m sure of it. And your parents
love you. How could they not love your child? They’ve been
looking for you non-stop. I’m sure they’ll help you every step
of the way. I’m going to take you to the embassy tomorrow
when we dock. You will be safe there.”

Her hands clenched. “You’re leaving me at the embassy?
Where do you think my clients come from? I’ve serviced
heads of state, secret service, diplomats. Renzo’s sex ring runs
the island. And they could try to say Gabriel is a Dutch
National. We could spend years fighting with the government.
You might as well throw me off this boat.”

“He’s an American citizen also. It’s an American embassy,
you’ll be fine. I’ll walk you in. They will contact your family.”

Her chin quivered, her eyes fluttered. She looked
embarrassed, vulnerable. “You can’t take me with you?”

“No, I can’t Annie. I would, but we flew here
commercially. You don’t have a passport—we can’t get you
aboard a flight. We’re on Navy leave—all of us.”

I decided not to mention there were Navy carriers docking
in port weekly and Kyle, Vic, and I could always hitch a ride.
But she and Gabriel couldn’t. Well, that wasn’t exactly true—
there was one way I could bring her with me, keep her safe—if
I married her. But that was never going to happen. I never
wanted to get married, and I didn’t even know this girl, despite
my desire to take care of her, and protect her for the rest of her
life. And forget marriage, after the unspeakable hell she’d
been through, I doubted she would ever want to date any man,
let alone one of her former clients. Not to mention, she had a
son. After being the son of a single mom, I wouldn’t even
consider messing around with one unless I was one hundred
percent certain the relationship was going to work. I’d been
that kid, and there was no way I was going to let some little
boy get attached to me, and then bail.



“I won’t go. Please, don’t send me back like this. Maybe
we can sail back? In this yacht? You’re a SEAL? Please!”

“Sail back? It would take a couple of weeks. This isn’t
even our boat—we borrowed it from a former Team guy. We
don’t have supplies, or anything. And you could get sick,
you’ll be detoxing.”

Her head shook, she bit her lip. “But you could do it, right?
You said Vic’s a medic. I’ll be fine.”

I shook my head. “You have to go to the embassy.”

Rising from the chair, she focused her eyes on me, intent,
desperate. I knew that look. It was the look that I had, that my
men had when they were determined to get their way.
Determined not to quit. No matter what the cost.

She walked over to my chair and knelt beside me. Her
hand inched up my leg, rubbing my cock over my jeans. “I’ll
do anything. Please. Help me.”

I pushed her hand off me. Fuck, she still saw me as
nothing more than another john who would use her for sex. I
wasn’t that guy. She was nameless to me before, but now I
cared about what happened to her. Especially since she was a
mother. I pulled her into my arms. “Annie, you don’t ever,
ever have to touch me like that again. I’m not that guy. I can’t
apologize enough to you. But I came back. I found you. That’s
what matters.” I paused. I really needed to send her to the
embassy as soon as possible, but the tears stuck in her lashes
made me unable to tell her no. “I’ll talk to Dave. He owns the
ship. I can’t promise you anything but he’s a former SEAL and
a local. He might be able to come up with something. But I
promise you, I’ll get you home safely.”

“Can we stay here, on this boat, until I detox? I need to get
my mind clear before I go back. I don’t want my family to see
me like this. And I can’t watch Gabriel if I’m going out of my
mind. I need help.”

I should’ve checked with Vic and Kyle first, but I knew
they would want the best for her kid. “Sure, of course. We’ll
stay with you until you detox.”



She took my hand. “I’m scared. I’ve wanted to get clean,
but Renzo forced me to get high. I need it.”

“You survived five years of unspeakable hell. You can do
this. You are stronger than you know. We’re going to help you.
I promise I won’t leave your side.”

I got Vic and he took her into the head, tested her for
STDs, HIV, and pregnancy. The tests gave instant results, and
we were all grateful and, well, shocked when she tested
negative for everything. Prostitution was legal and officially
regulated in the Dutch Caribbean, so Annie claimed she’d
been tested and used condoms. Vic rationed out her drug
cocktail: immodium, suboxone, Xanax, vitamins, potassium.
He gave her the first dose and she downed the pills with a
glass of water.

I held her hand. “I think you should sleep if you can.”

She nodded and leaned into me. I picked her up off the
chair and carried her to the cabin with the queen bed, her boy
already fast asleep. I’d planned to crash on the floor next to
her. I pulled a blanket from the closet and set it down on the
floor for me.

“Patrick, can you hold me? Just until I fall asleep.”

I couldn’t say no. It was her first night free in five years. I
couldn’t even begin to imagine how scared she might be, even
now when she was safer than she’d been in a long time.
“Sure.” I wrapped my arms around her and she cuddled up
into my chest. Her body rattled a bit, clammy and limp. After a
bit, she drifted off to sleep. I felt like if I moved at all, I’d
break her. She was fragile, small, and weak. I was spooning
her, her curves rubbing against me. Once she rolled over, I
made my escape and lay down on the floor.

This was going to be a long night.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d spent the night in the
same room with a woman instead of darting away in the
middle of the night. I fought sleep as long as I could, looking
over at the slight girl and her son asleep on the bed, praying
they would be okay.
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PATRICK

HE BED RATTLED AND THE vibrations on the floor
awoke me from sleep. My first thought was it was an angry
wave, until I realized it was Annie who was shaking. Her little
boy popped up in bed, his hair disheveled, and let out a
whimper. She ran to the bathroom and slammed the door.

I didn’t know what the fuck to do. I sat on the bed next to
Gabriel.

“Hey buddy, you want to check out the boat?”

I had nothing to offer him—totally ill-equipped to
entertain a toddler. No toy trains or cars. No crayons or
stickers. I didn’t want to touch him, scare him. I hadn’t a clue
what kind of life he’d grown accustomed to, who took care of
him while Annie worked. Fuck—I still didn’t know who his
dad was, and for that matter, if I’d killed him.

I could hear Annie gagging and retching.

Gabriel looked around the room, his eyes fixed on the tiny
porthole.

“Boat?” he said.

“Yes—we’re on a boat. Do you want to see it?”

He nodded and put his arms around my neck. His affection
startled me, so trusting, so warm. I carried him to the deck
where Kyle was manning the ship.



“Hey, little man.” Kyle came from a big family with a
bunch of nieces and nephews. “You want to help me steer?”

A smile broke out on Gabriel’s face. Kyle offered his hand
to Gabriel, and the little boy happily took it, and stepped up to
the control panels.

Kyle turned to me, “I got this. Anyway, we need to talk
about what we’re going to do with them.”

Vic interjected. “She’s right, you know. We can’t drop her
off at the embassy, with her son. He’s a Dutch National. They
could prevent him from leaving the country.”

“I know. What are our options?”

Kyle spoke, his hands helping Gabriel steer the wheel.
“We can sail her back to San Diego.”

“No way. We don’t have the supplies, it will take at least
two weeks, and I’ve never sailed through the Panama Canal.
She’s detoxing. This isn’t even our boat.”

Vic stretched out on the deck. “We don’t have a choice,
Walsh. Unless you marry her and take them on a Navy cruiser.
The consulate might try to locate Gabriel’s family, might
investigate our mission at the brothel. I already radioed Dave.
I didn’t give him the details about Annie, but I asked him if
there was any way we could take the boat to San Diego. He
said yes—as long as we took him.”

Great, just fucking great. Not exactly the way I wanted to
spend the few weeks of leave I get a year. But they were right.
I didn’t have a choice. I’d see this mission through to the end.
And I trusted Dave, we’d used his weapons for the rescue
anyway. “Fine. Let’s go tell Annie. Kyle, radio Dave and
confirm everything. Make sure he gets enough supplies for us,
Annie, and the boy. Toys and stuff, too.”

Kyle grabbed the radio. “Roger that. Go take care of
Annie.”

Vic headed back to the room with me, carrying his medical
bag. “How’s she doing?”

“She woke up and puked.”



We entered the room; Annie was sitting on the bed, her
hair wet, her skin bluish.

Vic gave her more meds, and she calmed down for a bit.
He then went to the kitchen to make us all breakfast.

I led Annie into the living area. I warmed some chicken
broth in a mug and handed her a banana, which was about the
extent of my cooking skills. “You need to eat. Here.”

She took a sip of the broth and relaxed into the chair. “I
thought I was dreaming. I can’t believe I’m really free. When
we moved islands, I thought my one chance was gone forever.
How did you find me?”

I studied the girl sitting in front of me. She already looked
different to me than she had when I’d last seen her in the
brothel. She seemed lighter, like a weight had been lifted from
her soul. But her skin was pale and her hair was lifeless. She
still had a long way to go before she fully returned to the land
of the living. “I went back to the brothel in Aruba—it was
burnt to the ground. We searched the island for you and Kyle
got a tip that you girls were moved to Curaçao, so we came
here. You’d told me the last thing you remembered at the
resort was being in the elevator with that dancer. He was
playing at a bar and I followed him. I thought I saw you in the
window, so I took a chance and here we are.”

Sweat dripped from her forehead. “That’s amazing. You’re
amazing. How can I ever thank you? My dad, he has
money…”

I raised my hand up. “Stop. I’m not interested in money.
Your father has offered a reward, a huge one at that, but I don’t
want it. In fact, the only way you can thank me is never
mentioning our involvement in your rescue.”

She winced. “Oh, okay. I get it. You don’t want to be
associated with me. I understand.”

“That’s not it. We all need to be anonymous to do our jobs
in the Teams. And this was off-record. We didn’t get
permission from our command. We could get disciplined and
ruin our careers.”



Her eyes closed and her jaw shook. “So I have to lie about
how I was rescued?”

“I’m not asking you to lie. But you need to leave our
names out of it. Our names and pictures can’t be plastered over
the media or we’ll get kicked out of the Teams. We can’t
exactly go undercover if the world knows our identities.”

She took a small bite of the banana. “I get it. I’m sorry I
got you involved in this.”

I touched her shoulder. “Hey. Don’t say that. I’m not sorry.
I’m not sorry about any of it. How I met you, that you told me
your name, or how I found you. I’m only sorry I didn’t torture
the motherfuckers who took you.” I paused … I had to ask
about Gabriel. “Your son—his dad?”

“Renzo, the dancer.” Her eyes seemed distant and dare I
say, sad. “You didn’t have to kill him.”

“Are you fucking serious? I actually would’ve let him go,
but he reached for his weapon. Cocky motherfucker was
laughing. My only goal was to save you and your son.
Especially now, knowing he was the boy’s father, he could’ve
tried to kill us all since we were taking his son away. He
kidnapped you. How can you even say that?”

I couldn’t read her. Her mouth was turned downward in a
frown yet she was nodding her head. “Renzo wasn’t that bad
compared to the others. He took care of me.”

This poor fucking girl was identifying with her captor. I’d
studied that shit. “Annie, he was a fucking pimp. He sold
you.”

“I know. But sometimes he was nice to me, like when I
was pregnant. And he was good to Gabriel.” Her eyes shifted.
“Sorry, it’s just hard for me.”

Jesus, this girl needed some serious psychotherapy. I knew
she’d be messed up, but she seemed to care more about
Renzo’s well-being than her own. Or her son’s.

“We’re going to sail you to San Diego. It will take a couple
of weeks.”



She beamed at me. “Oh, Patrick. Thank you. You truly are
a hero.”

I hated being called a hero. This was my job. Any Team
guy would’ve done the same. “You’re welcome. I need you to
focus on getting better. Somehow I don’t think this journey
will help with the detox.”

“I can do it. I’m not scared of anything. Now that I know
we’re going home.”

She wouldn’t be saying that tomorrow, when the
withdrawal kicked in. But I would be here for her, every step
of the way.

“Where’s Gabriel?”

“On the deck with Kyle.”

“Can I see him?”

“Of course. You don’t have to ask me permission to do
anything. You’re safe here.”

Pushing herself off the chair, she walked over to me and
kissed me on the cheek. “I know I’m safe. You’re here.”

She climbed down the ladder to the deck and stood there in
the breeze, breathing in the Caribbean air. Gabriel ran up to
her and she scooped him in her arms, pointing at the ocean. He
kissed his mama. I could see she loved him, that she didn’t see
him as the son of her captor, just as her adorable little boy.

I wanted to ask her a thousand questions, about her life
before she was taken, about the horror she had endured, but I
was in too deep already.
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PATRICK

E MET DAVE ON THE dock, just after sunset, avoiding
customs and immigration. We didn’t want anyone questioning
us. Dave loaded food, water, supplies, and toys for Gabriel. I
instructed Annie to keep Gabriel below until we headed back
out to sea.

Dave took helm of the ship, and we set out on our journey
to San Diego. Before I could open my mouth to debrief him,
he gave me a wink. “You found her? That missing American?
Annie?”

“Yes. In a brothel in Aruba. How the hell did you know?”

“I’ve been looking for her myself. Hoping to claim the
reward. But I never got anywhere. You aren’t the first treasure
hunters to come searching for her pile of gold. A few years
ago, some other former Team guys showed up here, sniffing
around.”

Other guys? “You mean the con man? The one who bilked
her dad out of money?”

“No. Not that fraud. These other men. Team guys—not
active like you. Older. Retired. They were here for a full
month, rented one of my yachts. But they came up empty
handed also.”

So her parents had hired private security contractors to find
her? That didn’t make any sense. I found her and wasn’t even



looking. And even when I lost her, I’d found her again within
a week. Something didn’t add up.

“Dave, we didn’t come here for the reward money. I found
Annie myself. I hired her in a brothel when our ship docked.
And we can’t take the money or be in the papers because of
the rescue. You’d actually help us out if you took credit.”

Dave stared at me dead-on. “You’re fucking with me.”

“No, I’m dead serious. Collect the reward. I don’t want to
get kicked out of the Teams. It’s my life—all I have. My
career is just beginning. Take it—it’s yours.”

He shook my hand. “You have my word, kid. I’ll make
sure you stay out of the papers, and I’ll reimburse you for this
entire trip. If you ever need anything, money or anything,
please, what’s mine is yours.”

“I appreciate that, man.” I heard a thump down below. “I
need to check on Annie.”

I went down the stairs. “Pat! Pat!” Annie was pacing
around the cabin.

Fuck. She was withdrawing, hard. Her skin was almost
yellowish and she was pulling out her hair. I opened the door.
“Kyle, can you show Gabriel his new toys?”

“Sure thing.” Kyle rummaged through the bags Dave
brought. He held up a toy ship. “Little man, you want to play
with this boat?”

Gabriel trotted over to Vic, who took him to the other
cabin. From now on, I had to do a better job of shielding
Gabriel from his mother’s detox.

I sat on Annie’s bed. “What? What’s wrong?”

Her hands trembled, her teeth clattered. “I need a fucking
fix. Can you get me some smack? Maybe we can sail back and
find a dealer. Just a little? I can’t do this. I can detox at home!
My dad will send me to one of those Hollywood country club
kinds of rehabs.”

Calm, Pat. Stay calm. “No way am I going to score you
dope. And if you haven’t noticed, we’re in the middle of the
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ocean. You can do this, Annie. You need to do this for
Gabriel.”

Vic opened the door to our cabin and tried to hand her
more meds, but she pushed them out of his hand and they
scattered on the floor.

Vic bent over to grab them but I stopped him. “Annie, pick
them up,” I said calmly but firmly.

“You can’t fucking tell me what to do,” she hissed. Her
pupils were dilated and she had beads of sweat on her
forehead.

Vic was about to speak, but I signaled to him that I would
handle it.

I still didn’t raise my voice. “I said pick them up, Annie.”

She cackled. “I don’t have to listen to you. You don’t
fucking own me. You’re no hero—so fucking pathetic you
have to pay for a blowjob from a whore. You’re no better than
my pimp. At least he kept me high. At least he could stomach
fucking me. I know you want me. What the fuck is your
problem? Can’t get it up?”

My muscles quivered. I wasn’t going to engage with her.
She was detoxing. I had to remind myself this was normal.

“I’m not going to ask you again. Pick them up or I’ll flush
them down the toilet. You need them. They will make you feel
better.”

She spat in my face then crawled on the floor and got the
pills. This wasn’t Annie, this was Star. Like a fucking Jekyll
and Hyde.

ic handed her water and she downed the pills. Then she
went into the bathroom, slammed the door, and started the
shower.



Vic spoke in a quiet voice. “This is normal, man. My
cousin went through this. He fucking jumped off a balcony
trying to score.”

I gave a heavy nod. Her son had been born into hell. He
needed his mom to be strong. I accepted this project with no
reservations.
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ANNIE

Y BODY FLUNG OUT OF the bed like I was possessed.
My flesh burned; I clawed at my skin, biting my arms, trying
to gnaw away the agony.

Pat shot up from his makeshift bed on the floor.

“I can’t fucking do this, Pat.” My nails raked at the skin on
my forearms. I rubbed a palm on my thigh. “I can’t. I can’t.
It’s too hard. You can take me back, I don’t fucking care. I
need it. It hurts.”

I crumpled to my knees, grating against the rough wood
floor, breathing through my breathless sobs. Pat crouched
beside me and laid a hand against my back, which was
clammy with sweat. I shrieked at his touch and cringed
backwards.

“Don’t fucking touch me!” The sound of my scream
echoed off the walls of the room. “Don’t touch me. I don’t
want anyone to touch me.”

Pat didn’t give up that easily.

I shivered. He wrapped me in a blanket and held me. I
resisted at first, and then fell into his arms, searching for relief.
Strong, warm, secure. Could he just hold me forever? This
patient, kind man. The way he looked at me, the way he took
care of my son and me. Why was he helping me, what would I
owe him? How could he not want something in return?



Dizzy and lightheaded, I almost left my body. His lips
pressed on my forehead and he rocked me until I fell asleep.
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PATRICK

OR SEVENTY-TWO HOURS, SHE WENT through a
merciless detox. The paranoia had set in; it was brutal to watch
her suffering, her body quivering. She had her rough moments,
where she didn’t want to get out of bed—screaming, crying,
and pleading for her next fix. She flipped from being a sweet,
yet reserved girl, to a paranoid drug fiend.

Through it all, I tried to be there for her, give her anything
she needed, talk her down from the highs, up from the lows.
Her behavior didn’t upset or concern me. I knew she would
get through this. She’d survived worse.

The heroin had finally left her body, like a ghost of her
nightmare.

Kyle, Vic, Dave, and I all did our best to keep Gabriel
occupied and away from Annie. During her lucid phases, she
explained Gabriel’s grandmother and aunts watched him while
she worked. So he was used to being away from her. They
would have to rebuild their entire relationship once Annie was
healthy.

Kyle, Vic, and I were crammed in the living area, watching
television while Gabriel played with a cheap train set Dave
had bought him. It didn’t even bother my brothers that they
had given up their entire vacation leave to help this girl. I was
thankful for them, for my training, and for my ability to have
the tactical skills to save Annie.



“Vroom, vroom.” Gabriel pushed his little train around the
tracks. “Pat, do it!”

I knelt on the floor. I knew the deal—Gabriel wanted me to
race his train around the track with another train, but let him
win.

The little boy let out a laugh. I was happy to see him smile,
not sure of what kind of life he’d known back in the
Caribbean. I had to admit, at first, I saw him as a burden. A
living reminder of Annie’s ordeal. But now I saw him as this
cute little boy, the light of Annie’s life.

I didn’t want to get attached to him or him to get attached
to me. I couldn’t understand the men who dated my mom,
played trains with me when I was his age, made me look up to
them, and then abandoned us. I never knew where they went,
and used to ask my mom when they would be coming back.

Annie awoke and walked into the living area. She played
with Gabriel for a bit, then got him ready for bed, and put him
to sleep in her room. Vic handed her water and her meds, and
she pushed back her crazy hair and gave me that crooked smile
I had first noticed in the lineup that day.

“How are you feeling?” She already look better; her skin
brighter, her eyes wider.

She nodded her head. “Good. Better. Thanks for taking
care of me.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Vic and Kyle headed up to the
deck. I wanted to go and hang out with them. “We’re going to
be home in two days. Are you excited?”

“No. Scared. Anxious. I don’t know how my parents will
react to Gabriel.”

“They’ll love him. He’s a great boy.”

“You don’t understand. My parents are good people, but
they aren’t that warm. My dad wants everything to be perfect,
you know? A bastard child whose dad was a sex trafficker
doesn’t really fit into that picture.”



I didn’t know what to say to reassure her. I was sure she
was wrong, though. Who wouldn’t love that boy? It wasn’t his
fault his father was a jackass. My father was a complete loser,
also. And my mom would love any child I brought home, no
matter what the circumstances were.

Annie’s eyes narrowed at me. “Why did you do this, Pat?”

“Do what?”

“Help me detox. I mean, Vic is giving me meds, but why
do you hold me at night, rock me to sleep?”

I didn’t even know why myself. “You’ve been through
enough. Gabriel needs his mom to be strong. You’re all he has
—I killed his dad, who, granted, was a piece of shit. It’s the
right thing to do.”

“So that’s it? You’re going to take me to my parents’
house, and I’ll never see you again?” Her voice trailed off.

“Yup. That’s the plan. I leave for training a week after you
get back.” Truth was, I was stationed in Coronado, so when I
came off deployment, I could technically see her again. Her
family lived nearby in Encinitas. But that wouldn’t be a good
idea. I trained sometimes eighteen hours a day and spent my
time off at SEAL watering holes, like Danny’s Palm Bar &
Grill. She wouldn’t find me hanging out at the country club
with her friends that was for damn sure.

“What’s your deal? Why don’t you have a girlfriend or a
wife? You’re a SEAL. All my sorority sisters would always go
SEAL hunting in Coronado and drop their panties in seconds
if there were any sightings. You’re gorgeous, sexy, selfless…
any girl would be lucky to have you.”

Tell that to my ex. “Not really. I had a girl and she cheated
on me. I’m a great SEAL, but I’m a lousy boyfriend. I’m never
around, I can’t provide for anyone emotionally. I’m just not
interested in a relationship. Not until I retire. I can’t be
responsible for anyone else when I’m thousands of miles
away. And my job is dangerous. I won’t get married while I’m
in because if anything happened to me, I wouldn’t want to
leave a kid without a dad, like mine did to me.”



She winced. Fuck, how could I’ve said that?

After an uncomfortable pause, she started again with her
questions. “He was a SEAL, too?”

“No. He was a deadbeat who couldn’t take any
responsibility for his actions.”

She put her hand on my shoulder, trying to comfort me.
But I pushed it off. “I need to get some fresh air. I’ll be on the
deck if you need anything.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Okay. Good night.” She went
back into her cabin, lay in the bed and pulled the covers over
her head.

I needed a break from her, from this intensity. I wanted
everything to be normal, my normal, before I’d ever set foot in
that brothel.

Safe on the deck with no child or woman, I sat on the deck.

Vic handed me a beer. “You good?”

“Yup.” I took a sip and sat down. I didn’t even know how
to process all the emotions I was going through. It had been so
long since I’d had to think about a woman’s fucking feelings.

Kyle grabbed his own beer and sat next to me. “So, she
seems better. Have you tapped that yet?”

Vic just shook his head. “What this fucker means is you
aren’t getting too close, are you?”

“Fuck that, Vic. I just want to know if he’s gotten laid.
They’ve been alone plenty while we’ve been babysitting and
Annie’s clearly in love with him. We’re trapped out in the
middle of the ocean, with only one girl and three of us, four if
you count Dave. If I’m not getting any, at least he should be. I
mean, you’re sleeping in the same room with her every night.
Those walls are thin, but damned if I don’t hear any
headboards banging.”

“You’re both fucking idiots. She just detoxed off heroin.
She’s a recovering sex slave. What kind of sick fuck would
sleep with her right now knowing what she’s been through?
I’m not in love and I’m not going to fuck her. Not now, not



ever. Plus, I’d never do that to her little boy. I fucking killed
his father. I’m not going to marry his mother. This isn’t
Shakespeare. That boy’s going to be fucked up enough, he
doesn’t need me popping in and out of his life. She’s not in
love with me; she’s just attached to me because I saved her.
She’ll forget all about me once she’s acclimated back to her
life. She’s got someone waiting anyway. Probably. He says he
is.”

Kyle laughed. “That chump girly-man surfer? Please. He
can’t compete with you. You’re a motherfucking SEAL,
asshole.”

Vic motioned his hand toward me as if he was my fucking
therapist. “So, you’re trying to tell me you have no feelings for
her? At all?”

“That’s what I’m saying. I don’t know her, really. I mean,
half the time she’s out of her mind crazy, detoxing. The other
half she’s all moody and withdrawn. She’s hot, for sure, but I
don’t have a clue who she is. I don’t even think she knows
who she is.”

“So you haven’t slept with her?” Kyle asked.

“Are you deaf? What the fuck did I just say? I mean, I
fucking met her at a brothel and paid her to blow me. I
seriously doubt she’s interested in any man after what she’s
been through.”

Vic put his arm around me. “You’re a good man, Walsh.
When you get back to San Diego after our next training, you
guys can meet up again and see if you have any common
ground.”

“Not going to happen. I don’t want to remind her of this. I
was one of her clients. She and Gabriel need someone stable.
And that sure as hell isn’t me.”

“But you deserve to be happy. Not all girls are going to
cheat on you like Marissa did.”

“Whatever, man. Your wife cheated on you, too. I know
hardly anyone in the Teams with a good marriage. The only
guys who make it work are married to their high school



sweethearts. Mine cheated on me, so game over. And it’s not
just about that. Annie is so messed up. She’s going to need a
man who can be with her, take care of her, and protect her. I
can never be that man.”

Kyle pounded his beer and looked down toward the guest
quarters. “That’s the thing. You rescued her. You’ve been
taking care of her. You’re already that man, whether you like it
or not.”

Shit. I came up here to relax. Now I wanted to jump
overboard. Fucking idiots.

The three of us had spent so many hours together in
silence, watching targets, waiting for action. They knew me
better than I knew myself. I couldn’t deny the connection I had
with Annie, the sense we were meant to find each other. I
wasn’t talking about some crappy, romantic movie insta-love,
just this intense feeling we were destined to be in each other’s
lives. I saved her and her son. That was enough for me.

The gentle waves rocked beneath me. I lay down under the
stars and drifted to sleep.
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T

ANNIE

ONIGHT WAS OUR LAST NIGHT together. Tomorrow,
he would drive me to my parents’ house, and then vanish from
my life. Move on to his next mission. Would I ever see him
again?

For our last night, we ported in Ensenada, Mexico, though
Pat wouldn’t let me get off the yacht and risk being seen. Kyle,
Dave, and Vic had gone into town and taken Gabriel. I was
grateful they all loved my little boy and were taking him
somewhere fun before the inevitable media circus would make
us prisoners in my own home. They’d be back later, but for the
first time since this ordeal had begun, Pat and I were
completely alone.

We sat at the tiny table in the corner of the room. Pat
plugged in his phone so we had some music—classic rock not
classical. I didn’t think he was trying to set a seduction scene,
but it felt like a romantic date. He was so handsome and
rugged. I saw him with fresh eyes—not the man who’d hired
me to blow him, not the SEAL who rescued me, just this
strong, sensitive, masculine man. A man who would kill to
protect me—and he already had.

Pat had snuck out into town before the others left and
brought in food from a local restaurant. He’d been raving this
entire trip about how he couldn’t wait for me to try the lobster.
Pretty sweet of him. Nearby Puerto Nuevo was a fishing
village, which was famous for its lobster, so we had lobster,



fresh homemade tortillas, and all the fixings. My taste buds
were alive. It was the best food I’d had in years: the plump
flesh of the lobster, the buttery tortillas, and the creamy
guacamole. I was craving a strawberry margarita, but Pat
didn’t think it was a good idea—he felt it was too soon for me
to drink alcohol since I was recovering. But, all in all, it was a
perfect meal. I guess it was kind of a celebration. A toast to
getting my life back.

He poured me a glass of Mexican cola. “What’s the first
thing you’re going to do when you get home?”

I lifted the glass and pressed my lips onto it. I felt his eyes
watching me, watching my lips. “Oh, I don’t know. Sounds
weird, but I don’t want to see my friends for a while. I’m sure
they’re all going to act weird around me, or ask me all sorts of
crazy questions that I don’t want to answer. Nicole used to
joke that if we ever got rescued, it would be like winning the
Super Bowl. You know, ‘You’ve just won the Super Bowl.
What are you going to do next? I’m going to Disneyland.’ But
that’s not really my thing. I’d love to take Gabriel to Lake
Tahoe, walk around the lake. Something outside. I’ve been
locked up for so long; I’m desperate to just get out, walk, hike,
and bike on the trails. Be free.”

His mouth widened into a smile. “That’s exactly what I
like to do in my free time. Anything out in nature, hiking,
camping, exploring. I grew up going to Lake Tahoe every
summer.”

“Oh? Really? Maybe we ran into each other? My parents
have a vacation home in Incline Village.”

Pat shook his head. “They have a place in Incline? Sure
they do. I doubt you ever saw me on your private beach. My
mom made sure that even though money was always tight, she
would save up enough for us to spend a week in a crappy
motel in Lake Tahoe every summer. You know, the kind across
the street from Denny’s with an above-ground pool.”

I started biting my nails. What an idiot I was, talking about
my summer home. Pat clearly didn’t grow up with money. I
never had considered myself a snob before I’d been taken, but



I was quite aware my parents were pretentious. They expected
me to marry a man from a stable two-parent home, the son of
doctors or lawyers. I shivered; how would they ever accept
Gabriel?

Pat’s eyes watched me. He was so in tune with my
emotions. Was this from his training? I felt like he could read
my mind.

He changed the subject. “I have a week in San Diego
before we leave again. I’m just going to spend time with my
dog, Trigger. He was one of our military dogs in Iraq. He’s a
German Shepherd. Retired. Great dog. One of the SEAL
BUD/S instructors takes care of him when I’m gone. Here’s a
pic of him.”

He took out his iPhone and showed me a pic of a huge
dog.

“He’s gorgeous. I want to meet him. Are you going home
to visit your mom? Where are you from anyway?” I realized I
didn’t know anything about Pat, except, of course, he was a
SEAL.

“Sacramento. I was going to, but I don’t have any time.
Have to get my life in order before we go. I’ve been gone for
six months, then this one month leave, and we’re heading out
for another three months.”

I pushed my food around my plate. “I’m sorry I took up all
your vacation time.”

“Don’t be.” He took my hand across the table, shivers
radiated through my body. I knew rationally that I was having
feelings for him because he saved me, nothing more. But I
couldn’t help the fact I’d dreamt of this beautiful man every
night since I met him. I was sure he was destined to save me,
destined to choose me. But the way he treated me during the
boat ride, with kid gloves, also made me confident his only
feelings toward me were those of protection, compassion, and
pity.

“Pat, I’m scared of going home. I wish I could stay here on
this yacht. With you.”



“Why are you scared? Your parents are going to be thrilled
to see you. I can’t imagine their pain.” He paused and released
my hand. “And your boyfriend has given interviews about
how he’s still in love with you. I’m sure you two will run off
and get married. Live happily ever after and have two point
five kids with a minivan.”

“Chris? Please. I mean he’s a good guy. He’s a surfer, used
to get high all the time. I feel really bad about everything he’s
been through, people thinking he killed me and all. But I’m so
different now. He’s not the type of man I can see myself with.
I want to be with someone strong, caring, and brave.” I paused
and took Pat all in. I wanted to know everything about this
man. What he felt, what he thought, what made him tick?
“You’re incredible, you know that, right? Not many men
would’ve returned to save me.”

“You’re a job to me, Annie. A mission. An American. I’m
a SEAL, this is what I do. Any of the other guys on the Teams
would do the same thing. It doesn’t make me special.”

He saw me as nothing more than a mission. And his
mission was almost over. “Have you ever been in love?”

He looked away. “Yup. Once. She cheated. End of story.”

No matter how hard I tried, he wouldn’t open up to me.
“Whatever. There’s always more to the story. Maybe she
cheated on you because you’re so closed off. I mean, I’ve been
living with you for two weeks and you know everything about
me. But I don’t know a thing about you. Except that you’re a
SEAL. You never fail to remind me of that.”

“So, that’s an excuse to cheat on me? While I’m out
getting shot at by the Taliban?”

“No, of course not. Not all girls cheat. I never cheated on
Chris. But if you never let your ex in, she probably felt lonely.
Like I feel now.”

“Fine, what do you want to know?”

He took a sip of his beer, his lips hovering over the glass. I
imagined those lips on mine, what it would feel like to be
desired instead of used. I had to push that thought out of my



mind. “That’s not how it works. This isn’t an interrogation. I
don’t want to know anything. I want to understand you.”

“I hate talking about myself, but if it’s important to you,
I’ll try.”

He remained silent.

“Why did you want to become a SEAL?”

“They’re the best of the best. When I was a kid, one of my
mom’s boyfriends threw her up against a wall and broke her
shoulder. I wanted to kill that motherfucker. I guess I never
wanted to feel powerless again.”

I choked back the tears, not willing to let him see me
looking weak yet again. Would Gabriel have memories of his
dad yelling at me? Forcing me to take drugs? Seeing me walk
down the hallway with different men and disappearing for
hours?

Pat was staring at me again with that look where he was
trying to anticipate my thoughts. “I admire your strength. I
don’t know how many women could go through what you
went through and still be able to smile.”

A rush of desire overtook me. I wanted this man, couldn’t
stop fantasizing about him. I didn’t want him to look at me as
a victim—I wanted him to see me as a woman.

I glanced around the room, then fixated on him. It was our
last night together; would I ever see him again? I had nothing
to lose. “Pat, I have one favor to ask.”

He didn’t hesitate. “Anything. Shoot.”

My mouth widened into a smile, and I moistened my lips.
“Make love to me.”

His eyes bugged out, and he shifted in his seat. “Annie,
you’re beautiful, and in any other situation, any other
situation, I would love to make love to you. But we can’t go
there. I don’t want to hurt you. And I’m incapable of offering
you any more than a one-night stand and you deserve more. I
deploy at least nine months out of the year. When I’m home,



I’m so tired from training. Your first experience after this
nightmare should be special.”

My lips parted, I stood up and walked over to him. “I
know what I want. I understand your job. For the past five
years, I’ve been forced to have sex with strangers, do
unthinkable things. Drugged out of my mind.” I leaned into
him and ran my fingers through his hair. “Don’t let the last
memory I have of being with a man, be of someone who paid
for me. Someone I was unable to reject. I want you. I choose
you. Make me feel good.”

For a second, I thought he would take me up on my offer.
His eyes looked at me with hunger; I could see him growing
with desire. My hand inched up his thigh and I stroked him. I
wanted to feel him inside of me; for him to make me scream
his name and make me come. I wanted to feel pleasure rush
over my body, maybe hoping one amazing orgasm with a man
who I had feelings for, however misguided, would wash away
the sea of hurt that had been my life.

He stood up abruptly. “I can’t, Annie. I can’t. It’s not
because I don’t want to, because I do. I’d love to pleasure you.
I care about you, and your son. Nothing good can come out of
this. You need to heal and move on. This will only confuse
you. I’m sorry.”

He walked over to the bathroom and closed the door. I
could hear the water run.

I knew he was doing what he thought was right. Trying not
to hurt and damage me. But I deserved love. Would every man
I ever developed feelings for be so afraid to hurt me that he
would decide it was easier to walk away? Would I ever find
love again? I hunched over in my chair, dejected and alone,
again.
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T

PATRICK

HE STEAM FROM THE SHOWER fogged up the tiny
mirror. I knew I was doing the right thing, no matter what my
body was telling me. Annie couldn’t possibly be ready to be
intimate with a man after what she’d been through, especially
a man who’d been one of her clients. I didn’t want her to flash
back to the brothel. She needed time for her body and her
mind to recover, come to grips with what had happened to her.

I had to admit, I wasn’t just thinking about her. I didn’t
have sex with women I knew or cared about. One-night stands,
no strings attached, those were all I could handle. Could I
make love to her and then walk away tomorrow?

I pulled on my clothes, and entered her cabin. This entire
voyage, I’d slept on the floor. Annie was curled in a ball on the
bed. Her hair splayed around her head, her arms wrapped
around her chest. She wore the simple cotton dress I’d picked
out for her before I rescued her. The moonlight from the
porthole illuminated her body. She was breathtaking.

The rest of the boat remained silent, except the gentle
waves of the ocean rustling.

I climbed on the bed, wrapped my arms around her. She
smiled, and turned to face me. Her body strained closer as I
hovered over her, lowered my lips to hers. She opened her
mouth slowly, hesitantly, and I forced myself not to be too
enthusiastic. To go slow when I wanted to plunge my tongue
into her mouth and take. Take it all. Take her.



Her lips attacked mine, a desperate kiss. I didn’t resist. Her
mouth was hot and wet. She didn’t taste bitter and dry like I’d
expected her to. No. She was salty and fruity, like a strawberry
margarita. I had a fleeting desire to drink her up, taste every
inch of her body, and pleasure her instead of forcing her to
service me. I wanted to see a warm flush wash over her face
and make her glow just for me. To make her come and scream
out my name, and tell her she’d be safe and never scared
again. I wanted to protect her and promise her as long as I
lived, no man other than me would ever touch her again.

I couldn’t allow myself to promise her anything, with
words or my body. One kiss, it couldn’t go beyond this one
kiss. This kiss was the culmination of the nights I rocked her
to sleep, prayed she would survive long enough for me to find
her. We needed this kiss, one glimpse into what things
might’ve been if we’d met under different circumstances.

I pulled away from her lips, and I felt like a magnet being
pushed back toward her. But I was strong and I resisted. I
turned her back around, spooning her. And like I had every
night since I rescued her, I rocked her to sleep.

I could handle kissing her, but not waking up to her all
sleepy and soft. She’d been wrapped around me like a vine,
curled into my side with a leg thrown across my own, her
breasts against my chest, and her face tucked into my neck. I
tucked that feeling away, too, and pulled away from the
embrace and the longing it stirred.

I wanted nothing more than to rouse her from sleep and
kiss her more deeply than the night before, but that would lead
us both down a road I wasn’t sure I could come back from.

I was eating a pitiful excuse for a breakfast, runny, cold
eggs and piss-poor coffee when she slipped into the galley in
her meet-the-parents clothes, clutching Gabriel’s hand. She
was hesitant as she came closer; she looked almost hopeful.

The shame and regret twisted painfully in my chest when
she smiled up at me, her cheeks flush with a burn from my
beard. For the first time since I met her she seemed happy and



it fucking pissed me off that I allowed myself to even get close
to her and give her a false sense of hope.

“Hey, buddy. Did you have fun last night?”

He gave me a high five. “Fun last night.” Gabriel had a
habit of repeating what I said, which I found amusing.

Annie sat him down in a chair, and fidgeted with the hem
of her dress as I made them breakfast.

“You ready?”

Confusion muddled her face and though I wanted to sidle
up to her and tuck her into the comfort of my arm, I resisted.
“Yeah, I have everything. How do I look?”

Her face glowed, as it had last night. All I wanted in that
moment was to drag her back to our room and take back my
promise not to make love to her. Instead, I frowned. “You look
beautiful. Kyle, Vic, and I will wait outside your house and
watch you walk in. Once I’m sure you’re in safe hands, I’ll
go.”

She blinked back tears, though I ignored them. I tried to
pretend they were tears of excitement, but I could tell by her
white pallor and tense stance that she was petrified.

She ate her breakfast in silence and I was both thankful
and angry about every fucking thing. She finished and threw
away the soggy paper plate; her shoulders slumped in defeat.

“Let’s go.”

I took both her and Gabriel’s hands and led them off the
boat and dock. We’d docked at the SEAL base in Coronado so
we wouldn’t be hassled by customs and immigration. Vic and
Kyle carried our luggage to Vic’s Chevy Tahoe while Dave
stayed behind on the boat. Annie, Gabriel, and I sat outside my
office. Her eyes darted around, staring at the SEALs training
on the beach. A few guys looked right at us and Annie’s gaze
lowered to the ground almost instantly. She tapped her foot
and clutched my arm, almost leaving marks.

She turned to me. “About last night, I wanted to apologize
—”



I cut her off. “Don’t.”

“Will you come see me when you return from
deployment? I really would like to spend some time with you
when you come back.”

An image flashed in my mind of Annie and Gabriel
greeting me on the dock after a deployment, holding a sign,
and jumping up and down trying to get a better glimpse of me.
“Annie, I don’t think that’s a good idea—for you or Gabriel.
You need to heal and move on. We’ll be bonded together
forever because of this. But that’s all there is. A memory.
You’re confusing your gratitude for your freedom with your
feelings toward me. You don’t know me. And I don’t really
know you, either. We have nothing in common. It was what it
was. Now that you’re back home, you’ll get back with your
rich, surfer boyfriend who keeps telling the press how much he
misses you, and you’ll forget I exist.”

“That’s impossible. And I doubt Chris has stayed faithful
all these years. I’m sure he has a ton of girls. I’m not the same
person I was when I left. No one has ever done anything for
me like you have. I need you. I won’t be able to forget you.”

“Well, you’re going to have to. I’m not the man you think I
am.”

Vic pulled the car around with Kyle in the passenger seat.

I opened the door for her and she squeezed inside, Gabriel
sitting next to her in Vic’s daughter’s car seat. I sat next to
Annie and held her hand. I didn’t want to be a dick to her; I
just didn’t want to give her any hope there was a future for us.
Because there wasn’t.

As we drove away from the Navy base, my home, I looked
out back at the yacht. I swallowed hard. After months of Annie
consuming my thoughts, our time together was coming to an
end.

Vic drove up the I-5 North. Annie was looking out the
window at the coast.

“I never thought I’d see San Diego again.” Annie had
chills on her arms, and I put my arm around her to comfort her.



We exited in Encinitas, and Vic drove down to a street full
of beachfront mansions. I knew she was loaded, but this place
was ridiculous. Vic parked up the street from her house, and I
helped her and Gabriel out of the car. Vic and Kyle both
emerged to say good-bye.

“Thank you both for everything. I hope I’ll see you guys
again.”

Vic gave her a hug. “Good luck, Annie.”

Kyle also embraced her. “Of course we’ll see you again.
You’re Pat’s girl. I’m counting on hooking up with all your
hottie friends.”

Her mouth spread into a smile. “They’ll love you.”

I leveled Kyle with my eyes. I’d deal with him later.

“You guys stay here. I’ll take her inside.”

We walked up to the gate of her house, Annie holding on
to my arm, Gabriel clutching my leg.

I bent over and gave Gabriel a hug. “Bye, little man. Take
care of your mama for me.”

He latched onto my neck, and I almost welled up with
tears. “Bye, Pat.”

I turned to Annie, her hair blowing in the ocean air. Would
this be the last time I ever saw her? “Good-bye, Annie.”

“Can’t you come inside with me? Just for a bit?” I could
feel Annie shake.

There couldn’t be any ambiguity. I had to cut the ties. “No.
You need to go by yourself. I’m not coming with you.”

“But I need you. Please, I’m sure the Navy would give you
leave? My daddy could get you a job and—”

My chest tightened. I fucking hated myself for being such
an asshole. I didn’t have a choice—no one could find out
about our involvement in her rescue. We’d gone over the cover
story a bunch of times—Dave rescued her and sailed her
home. I had to end this. For her. For me. For Gabriel. We both
had to move on.



“Stop. We’re not going to do this.” My head pounded. I
had to get it over with. Set her free so she could move on.
“This is it, Annie. It’s over. I can’t ever see you again. I
rescued you, and detoxed you. The job is done. This is done. I
don’t owe you anything. Just let it go.”

Tears fell down her face and she let out a whimper.

I nudged Annie toward the gate, which she opened, then
walked up to the front steps. Annie looked back at me, I
nodded, and she rang the doorbell. Annie’s mom, who I
recognized from the pictures, opened the door, and let out a
scream. She hugged Annie, Gabriel still standing by her side. I
gave a final glance back and could see Annie’s father appear at
the door. Annie was safe. I’d done my job and completed my
mission. It was time to get back to my men.

I raced up the street, jumped into Vic’s SUV. “Go.”

Vic sped away.

Maybe I shouldn’t have been so harsh. I could’ve kissed
her good-bye, told her it was going to be okay, and that I cared
about her.

“You okay?” Vic offered.

“Yup. Never better,” I lied.

I wondered what Annie was doing at that moment. Would
her parents accept Gabriel? Like an investigative news
reporter, I wanted to know every detail. But that was her story.
My involvement in her life was over. Now it was time for me
to get back to my life. I’d done my job, earned my trident.

The only easy day was yesterday.
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WAS BACK ON THE USS Reagan, crammed next to my
smelly men. In the week since I’d left Annie at her home, I’d
thrown myself into work. Now, we were on our way to our
next mission. During my week off, I completely unplugged: no
phone, no Facebook, no internet. I hung out with my dog, went
to a barbecue at Vic’s house, and caught up on some movies.
Normally, I’d log onto the computer every night, but I’d been
avoiding the internet until now. Kyle and Vic had told me
Annie’s story had been all over the news, but I told them I
didn’t want to hear the details. One look at her in a news
conference and I’d be stopping by her house to make sure she
was okay.

Safely on the ship, I finally signed in once everyone else
had dispersed so I could be alone. Against my better judgment,
I googled her name.

“Missing American Analía ‘Annie’ Rose Hamilton Found
Alive.”

I scanned the article and nothing could’ve prepared me for
what I read.

“Hamilton walked into her home in Encinitas, California.
She has told authorities she ran away from the resort after a
fight with her boyfriend and has been living in Aruba for the
past five years under an assumed name as a missionary. She
recently decided to return home and chartered a boat to San
Diego.”



What the fuck? No mention of being kidnapped, no
mention of the brothel, no mention of Gabriel?

I took a deep breath and tried to come up with a reason,
any reason, why Annie and her family would lie.

I found a video of a press conference on YouTube. It was a
fucking circus: Annie, her parents, her boyfriend Chris, the
police, lawyers, and the press. But again, no Gabriel. Where
was he?

Annie didn’t speak. She stood at the podium in a fitted,
white suit, clutching the cheap necklace I’d given her.

Was she trying to send me a signal?

Her parents read from a prepared statement.

“We are so ecstatic to be reunited with our darling Annie.
She is a testament to our faith in the Lord. Though we missed
her all these years, we feel solace knowing she was doing
God’s work. To all the families with missing children out
there, never give up hope. We ask for our privacy at this time
as we rebuild our family.”

Faith in the Lord? The Lord didn’t find her, I did. I wasn’t
an atheist. I believed in God, I’d been raised Catholic. I hated
the acceptance that everything which happened was part of
God’s plan. Was it God’s plan for Annie to be kidnapped,
forced to take drugs, and be raped every day?

Her boyfriend held her hand. I closed the website.

I found Kyle and Vic in the television lounge.

Kyle took one look at my face and grimaced. “So, you
finally heard about Annie?”

“I don’t understand why they’d lie. Where’s Gabriel?”

Vic stood up. “She said her parents were pretentious
assholes. What don’t you get? They probably want to shield
them from becoming tabloid superstars. ‘Kidnapped sex slave
and her son, fathered by her pimp, born in a brothel.’ This is
probably their way of protecting her.”



I shook my head. “But they’re lying. Like it or not, the
dancer was his dad.”

Kyle put his hand on my shoulders. “Pat, it’s over. Just like
you wanted. She kept our names out of the press. I’m sure
Gabriel is fine. This way Annie can heal, get the help she
needs to recover, without the media stalking her and her son.
Knowing her awful story doesn’t help anyone. Not her, not
Gabriel. I talked to Dave—her parents gave him half of the
reward, covered all of his expenses and then some, and he
agreed to go along with their story.”

I nodded my head. My gut told me something was wrong.
Wrong with her family. Annie told me over and over that she
was worried they wouldn’t accept Gabriel. Had she been right?
Were they embarrassed by him? Was this their way of trying to
get Annie to detach from her child? Gabriel was such a cool,
sweet boy. I hoped his grandparents were treating him right.

Six more months. Six more months and I’d be back in
sunny San Diego. Less than twenty miles away from Annie.
I’d told her I’d never wanted to see her again. I wasn’t sure I’d
meant it. For now, I had to focus on my next mission, get her
crooked smile and her little boy’s laughter out of my head.
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HE BELL RANG AND JERKED me from my sleep. It had
been months since I’d been in the brothel, but every bell, every
whistle, and every wind chime spooked me.

This bell however was not for me to line up and greet
johns. No, it was a meditation bell, at my so-called retreat,
which was a fancy word for rehab. My parents had forced me
to “get healthy” to deal with my trauma. I fucking hated every
minute here. I missed my son, I missed Pat.

The grounds were beautiful. I was somewhere in Arizona,
and my days consisted of yoga, massages, horseback riding,
music therapy, group therapy, and individual therapy. Best that
money could buy.

But of course I didn’t participate in the group therapy—I
was under strict orders by my family not to reveal what had
happened to me to other patients. It was for my protection,
they said. For Gabriel’s. They didn’t want him growing up
knowing he was born in a brothel, that his father had been the
one who had kidnapped and forced me into sex slavery.
Gabriel was young, they said. He would forget about it. I was
to rewrite history.

My psychiatrist knew the truth, the truth about everything,
what had happened to me, Gabriel, the rescue, and my feelings
toward Pat. She had signed a confidentiality agreement, and as
a physician was bound to keep my secrets.



I should be grateful. I had my life back. I was free.

I didn’t feel free. I felt trapped. Trapped in my mind.

Despite my counselor insisting to me over and over again
that my feelings toward Pat were natural due to the fact he’d
saved me, I knew in my heart she was wrong. I didn’t love Pat
because he saved me, though that clearly didn’t hurt. I loved
the way he looked at me as a woman, not as a victim. The way
he played with my son. The way he held me at night. The way
he kissed me, yet held back from going further. I felt his
desire, I knew he wanted me.

And that kiss. What would it be like to kiss him every
night, have him kiss every inch of my body, and have him
bring me to the brink? Was I not allowed to have sexual
thoughts because I was a recovering sex slave? I was so
fucking sick of everyone telling me what I should feel: I
should hate men and I should be so damaged that I should
detest the touch of a man.

I wanted to be loved. I wanted to reclaim my sexuality.
Enjoy sex, feel what it’s like to experience pleasure from a
man who loved me and wasn’t using me. Didn’t I deserve to
be happy?

Pat said he wanted nothing to do with me. Did he mean it?
Or was he just trying to protect me, afraid he could never give
me what I needed.

I was due to check out of this place in a week. And I
couldn’t wait to be reunited with my son. Pat was deployed, I
knew that. But I needed to see him again, and see if we had
any chance of finding happiness together.
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ODAY WAS HOMECOMING. ALL THE other men
would have their wives, girlfriends, and kids waiting for their
arrival on the dock. Not me. I hadn’t even bothered telling my
mom when I’d be returning. No need for her to fly down from
Northern California. I’d take leave soon and go visit her. For
now, I wanted peace and quiet. Time to finally put all that had
happened behind me.

Vic stopped by my rack. “Hey, man. What you doing
Saturday? My family is having a fiesta for us—carne asada on
the grill, tequila. You want to come?”

“Thanks, man. I’ll text you. Tonight, I just want to get
home to see my dog.” Trigger had been staying with a SEAL
buddy stuck on instructor duty, training BUD/S Phase One, for
the wannabe SEALs.

“Okay. See you Saturday.” He gave me a man-hug and
headed out.

Despite my best intentions, I hadn’t been able to resist
keeping up with Annie’s return. Luckily, my name hadn’t been
in the press and she had evaded revealing the details of her
escape. She’d refused all interviews and her family had asked
for privacy and time to heal. Of course, the internet had been
rife with gossip—conspiracy theories, government cover ups,
witness relocation. Maybe her choice to lie had been the
correct one, because at least her and Gabriel’s pictures weren’t
plastered all over the news.



I gathered my pack and gun. I couldn’t wait to sleep in my
own bed tonight.

Kyle and I walked down the gangplank after most of the
sailors and Marines had dispersed. I wasn’t in any rush. We
were docked at the 32nd Street Naval Base. The beautiful view
of the Hotel Del Coronado was behind me, and I marveled at
the San Diego waterfront. I was happy to be home.

A sailor in front of me ran toward his wife, then cradled
his infant, whom he was surely meeting for the first time. I
couldn’t imagine having to come home to this new life, new
baby, and trying to make up for all the time I wasn’t around.
Being a stranger to my own family wasn’t something that
appealed to me.

Before I could scan the rest of the crowd, Kyle whispered
to me. “Your wife and kid are here.”

My head turned. Annie stood before me, Gabriel at her
side. She was holding a painted “Welcome Home Patrick!”
sign. What the fuck were they doing here?

“Hey, Hero.” She was stunning, and looked completely
different than when I’d left her near her parents’ house. Her
black hair was blown dry and had lighter highlights framing
her face. Her hazel eyes now seemed more golden, set off by
her purple eye shadow. She’d gained some weight and her
body looked soft and round—perfect. I couldn’t take my eyes
off the way her form-fitting pink sweater hugged her newly
found curves. Curves which made my mouth dry. Gabriel was
dressed in a little polo shirt and khaki pants. He beamed when
he saw me and I scooped him up in my arms.

“Hey buddy!”

“Pat! Ship?” He pointed to the carrier. I wanted to give
him a tour—but I didn’t know where I stood with Annie.

Before I could greet Annie, Kyle was hugging her. I put
Gabriel down and Kyle gave him a high five.

“You look gorgeous, Annie. I got to bounce but I’m sure
I’ll see you at Vic’s barbeque Saturday?”



Dammit Kyle. Way to back me into a corner. I didn’t know
what Annie wanted from me or if she was visiting me out of
gratitude or lingering feelings.

“I’d love to!”

“Great, see you then. Pat, I’ll call you later.”

Kyle winked and walked away, leaving me alone with
Annie and Gabriel.

“How did you find me?”

Her hair blew in the wind and she smiled. “You’re not the
only one who can find people. My dad’s was a Navy
Lieutenant. He went to Annapolis.”

Why hadn’t she told me that before? Her dad was a ring
knocker? Figured.

I wasn’t ready to see her. I had planned on finding her
before I deployed again, but on my terms. “What are you
doing here? I told you we couldn’t see each other—”

She bit her lip, her smile now sad. “Relax. I get it. Really
… I just came to see you because I wanted to tell you thank
you from the bottom of my heart. I’m sorry for the way I
behaved detoxing and the last night on the ship. I clearly
wasn’t myself. Don’t worry; I’m not going to stalk you.”

Maybe I wanted her to stalk me. Fuck, I didn’t know what
the fuck I wanted. This new Annie wasn’t the same beaten
down girl I’d left behind. She was now strong, sexy, and
confident, which only made me want her more.

The wind from the Pacific Ocean blew up her skirt, and I
glimpsed black lace panties. I wanted to take her right there on
the pier, hike up her skirt and fuck her brains out.

“Need a ride?”

Did I ever. Mind out of gutter. I’d planned on taking the
shuttle back to the Naval Amphibious Base Coronado where
my truck was parked. “I’m good. There’s a shuttle.”

She paused for a second. “Can I take you to lunch? Just to
thank you. Then I’ll leave you alone.”



“I could eat.” I followed her out to the parking lot. She
pressed the button on her keys and a brand new deep purple
Audi Q7 blinked its lights. “Nice ride.”

“Oh, thanks. My dad bought it for me. I didn’t want to
drive anywhere by myself at first, but now I love it.”

She put Gabriel in his car seat and I opened the driver’s
door for her. I came around to the passenger’s side and slid in.
This luxury SUV had all the bells and whistles—navigation,
MP3, seat sensors.

She drove off base. My body remembered I hadn’t been
with anyone since her. But she wasn’t my girlfriend picking
me up after a long deployment and Gabriel wasn’t my kid. We
weren’t a couple—I barely even knew her. We were just
deeply connected by this experience. This was closure, for her
and for me. And really, I was curious to see how she’d
adjusted back to her old life. I wanted the truth, not lies fed
from a tabloid. I needed to know she was okay and why she
had lied. So I could move on and put her in the past. Finally.

There was something about her now which I couldn’t
figure out. A coolness. An air. She drove over the Coronado
Bridge, down Coronado Avenue. Gabriel sang “Yo Gabba
Gabba” songs. We pulled up to my favorite non-SEAL
watering hole, Leroy’s, and sat down at one of the reclaimed
wood tables. I ordered a burger and a craft beer; she had ahi
tacos and a lemon drop, Gabriel had a cheeseburger, fries, and
chocolate milk.

“So, how you been? Any relapses?”

She rolled her eyes. “Good, I guess. No relapses. My
parents sent me to a rehab-type emotional counseling place for
a month. I hated it, to me it felt like being kidnapped all over
again, and being away from Gabriel, but I guess it helped. I
mean, nights are still no fun—I get scared and have
nightmares. Plus, I find it hard to do anything without asking
for permission.”

So she was still waking up screaming at night, not from the
detox but from nightmares. I wanted to be there for her, rock
her to sleep.



“At least I’m healthy. I repeated all the tests Vic gave me.
Luckily, no STDs. Even in the brothel, I always insisted on
using a condom. Thank God prostitution was legal down there
and I at least got tested. If the men refused to use one, I’d take
the beating from my pimp rather than risk it. I always hoped
one day I’d be able to escape.”

I wanted to tell her she was lucky, but I couldn’t figure out
a way to say it without sounding like I was vetting her for sex.

Gabriel was climbing around the seat, antsy. I took out my
phone and let him play Angry Birds.

“Are you going back to school?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe. I don’t know. I want
to get into some kind of sex trafficking activism.”

“That’s great.” Despite my desire to take her home with
me, I kept my distance. She didn’t need me dropping in and
out of her life. I’d be leaving San Diego to train again in a
month or so. “I saw your press conference. Why’d you lie?”

She bit her nails. “My parents thought it would be best,
you know? Like my dad kept saying these people didn’t need
to know our business, we’d suffered enough. By you bringing
me home, we had more options. I guess people see me as a
selfish brat who left her family, but isn’t that better than being
seen as a sex slave?”

“I guess, Annie. Your call. But what about Gabriel? You
don’t think he’ll remember? Does anyone know the truth?”

“I hope not. He’s so young. My parents have told everyone
I was married to a missionary, we had Gabriel, and then his
father was killed.”

I shook my head. “The more lies you tell, the harder it
gets. Trust me. Someone will find out the truth.”

She shrugged. “I didn’t really have a choice, Pat. I can’t
really work right now, I’m jumpy. And I need to take care of
Gabriel. My parents financially support me. I had to go along
with what they wanted. Chris knows, he had a right to because
he was blamed for my disappearance, but he’s the only one,
and my therapist. Maybe one day I’ll tell my story.”



I sighed. This wasn’t how I’d wanted her life to go, not
that I had a say. I’d pictured her becoming strong and
independent, hailed as a survivor. Now she still seemed to
have little control over her life.

She reached across the table and touched my hand. My
body craved her caress. “I need another favor.”

Why the hell not? It’d been months. I grinned and
squeezed her hand. “Let’s go. I’ll take you back to my place.”

She blushed. “No, no, not that. I’m sorry I begged you that
night. When I’m finally ready to be with a man I want it to be
special, to mean something. Know that he loves me.”

It would be special and mean something to me. I couldn’t
put my feelings about her into words. “What do you want?”

“Um, so, you can say no. But my dad wants to meet you
and personally thank you for saving me.”

Fuck no. I clenched my fist. “Not going to happen, Annie.
I assume you already told him how we met? Hi, sir. Well, yes,
I visited a whorehouse in Aruba and hired your daughter to
give me a blowjob. No way.”

“It’s important to him to meet you.”

“Sorry, Annie. But the answer is no.”

“Please. Just this once then I’ll leave you alone. I promise.
He just really wants to thank you.”

“You’re not going to leave me alone until I agree?”

“Pretty much.”

“No, Annie. I can’t. I’m sorry.”

“Fine. Forget I asked.” She bit her nails, and rummaged
through her purse. “I’ll leave you alone. I can take you back to
base now.”

I wasn’t about to meet her family, but I wasn’t ready to say
good-bye. “Do you and Gabriel want to come to Vic’s party?”

Her eyes beamed. “We’d love to. I wasn’t sure you really
wanted me to go. It’s tomorrow, right?”



“No, Saturday. I’ll pick you up at five. At the coffee house
down the street from your house?” I wasn’t just being a dick,
not picking them up from her house; I really didn’t want her
family to see my face. I still didn’t trust, despite their cover up,
that I’d somehow pulled off this rescue without getting caught.

“Sounds good. I can’t wait.”

We finished our meals and went to Bay Books next door. I
bought Gabriel a counting book about the Navy. Then we
grabbed ice cream. Had I been wrong about being incapable of
taking care of anyone other than myself? I thought seeing her
back in the United States, free, would squelch any feelings I
had for her, protecting her, loving her. She didn’t seem happy
to me, truly happy. And I had some crazy notion I could make
her happy again. That, in some twisted way, our fucked up
past could make each other whole.
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Y HAND TREMBLED AS I twisted up one more coat of
mascara onto my eyelashes. Since I’d been back home, I
almost never put on makeup. It reminded me of being at the
brothel. But I wanted to look nice for Pat. I was meeting him
in a half an hour. Was this a date? It felt like a date, whatever I
imagined a date would feel like. I wouldn’t really know—
Chris and I just fell into a relationship in high school. He even
recently confessed to me that he was planning on proposing on
our last night on the vacation. I still loved him, I would always
love him—he was my first, the only man I’d been with until I
was taken. But there was too much pain and sadness between
us. The guilt of what had happened to me wrecked him. He
blamed himself, if only he’d awoken, or we hadn’t been drunk,
he was sure that he could’ve prevented my kidnapping. I
didn’t blame him, at all. But we had nothing left. Years of
wondering, suspicion, longing had squashed any chances of us
finding happiness.

But with Pat it was different. I felt different. He was so
sexy, beautiful, deep. Loyal and committed. His strong arms,
sexy mouth, my mind ran wild imagining him making love to
me. Though I knew he felt guilt for hiring me, I knew in his
fucked up mind he felt that hiring a hooker was safe for him
emotionally. No promises. No disappointments. But he could
never disappoint me.

I walked out of my bathroom, and into the family room,
where my parents were watching television, Gabriel playing



quietly on the floor.

My father gave me a hard glance. “You look nice. Date
with Chris?”

His voice was almost hopeful. His sad blue eyes broke my
heart. I knew it just killed him to see me, imagine what I’d
been through. And Gabriel was just a reminder to him of my
ordeal, despite how hard he tried to love him. My father
couldn’t even look at Gabriel. Daddy’s little girl died on that
vacation. “No, Dad. We’re meeting Pat. He’s taking us to a
barbeque with the other guys who saved us.”

He let out a pained breath. “You’re meeting him? He
doesn’t even have the decency to pick you up at your home
and meet me?”

“Dad, stop. It’s not like that. He’s embarrassed about how
we met. If I continue to see him, you’ll meet him. He’s a good
guy, I swear.”

He pointed at me. “He’s a good SEAL, Annie. Don’t
confuse his job proficiency with his character. Remember
where you met him, how he hired you for his selfish needs. No
morals. No ethics. I’m surprised he made it through BUD/S.
He’s not the type of man you want around your son.”

“Well, he’s a helluva improvement from Gabriel’s real
dad.” That ought to shut him up.

My dad just shook his head and walked away. My parents’
constant newfound concern for and control over me irked me
to no end. What were they trying to protect me from? I’d
already lived the worst life imaginable.

I brushed Gabriel’s hair, put on his shoes, and we walked
out of our door, toward the coffee house. Toward Pat. I was so
nervous. Seeing him two days ago had brought back all the
feelings I’d had on the ship. It was real—not just some
misplaced affection for my savior. He cared about me, and
Gabriel. He’d seen me at my worst. Yet he looked at me with
desire, not disgust. Not as some used up heroin addicted
whore, but as a woman, as a mother. A survivor.



I wanted him. I wanted to make him feel love, make him
trust me. I would never cheat on him. If he would only give
me a chance. Give us each a chance to build a new life
together. Based on truth. How could I ever be with anyone
who didn’t understand and accept my former life? Star is a
part of me. I don’t want to forget her. The kidnapping
happened. I was a sex slave. That is my past—but I won’t let it
define my future.
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ARRIVED AT LOFTY COFFEE twenty minutes early. I
didn’t want to be late. My stomach was in knots—this felt like
going on a first date, and I didn’t date. Annie still hadn’t
arrived, so I slipped out the door to The Den, a boutique next
store. I wanted to buy her something.

The designer clothes and lingerie weren’t what I was
looking for. Then something caught my eye at the counter.
“I’ll take this.”

The shop girl grabbed the item and packaged it up. “Is this
for your girlfriend?”

I couldn’t tell if she was hitting on me, but I didn’t care.
“Something like that.”

I paid, and went back to the coffee shop.

Annie had arrived but hadn’t noticed me yet. She and
Gabriel were standing in line.

I couldn’t resist checking her out. She was wearing a pale
peach dress that clung to her body. I couldn’t tell if she had a
bra on or one of those camisoles. Either way, I could see the
outline of her nipples. I clenched my fists and tried to
reconcile this beautiful woman standing in front of me with
the traumatized hooker I’d first laid eyes on. A mixture of
shame for how I met her with pride at how she’d recovered
filled my mind.



I leaned into her and kissed her, not caring about my own
objections. The words spilled out of my mouth, the look on her
face made me happy as I said them. “I’m glad you came to
greet me off the ship. Honestly, I haven’t been able to stop
thinking about you.”

She touched my face, her fingers tracing my beard. “I
missed you, too.”

We ordered two cold-drip iced coffees and chocolate milk
for Gabriel.

Annie was turned toward the coffee bar adding milk and
sugar to our drinks. Some dickhead handed her the plastic
covers and said something to her to make her blush. I wanted
to punch him.

She handed me my coffee. Her cheeks were red.

I put my arm around her, grabbed Gabriel’s hand, and
headed back to my truck.

I texted Vic and told him we were on our way. I really
wanted to see how she would act around the other Team guys
and their wives. I wasn’t trying to test her, yet I couldn’t help
but be curious if there was any possibility she’d ever fit into
my world. I mean, I was still going to ship out and be away
from her again, without a doubt. But it was like there was a
part of me that wanted to know for sure, wanted to see how
stupid any vague lingering idea of us…. No. This could never
work, no matter how much we might both want it. I’d used her
once; I was one of her johns. And despite her claiming she was
better, she was probably too emotionally damaged to be in a
relationship.

God, she looked hot in her dress.

Forty minutes later, we arrived at Vic’s family’s house.
The smell of cumin and lime wafted from the backyard.

I didn’t need to knock. We walked around the back and
opened the gate.

About twenty other Team guys, plus their wives and kids,
were milling around the yard. There was one of those bouncy
houses for the kids. Gabriel’s eyes widened. I wasn’t sure if he



was used to kid centric parties; somehow I doubted Annie’s
parents had fully embraced him, but I honestly didn’t have a
clue.

Vic spotted us. He poked Kyle to get his attention and they
both came over.

“Annie! You look great.” Vic hugged her. “Thanks for
coming.”

A hug wouldn’t satisfy Kyle. “Hey, sweetheart!” He lifted
her in the air. She seemed more excited to see him than she
had to see me. Not that I had anything to worry about—we
never ever hit on another Team guy’s woman. “How’ve you
been? Where are all the hottie friends you promised me?”

She smiled. “I’ll hook you up.”

Vic’s mother walked over to us, his daughter Carina
trailing behind her.

“Mama, this is Annie and her son Gabriel,” Vic told her.

“Hola, mija. Bienvenida.” I loved Vic’s mom; she was like
a second mother to me. She never hesitated to make food for
an entire SEAL Team or drive downtown in the middle of the
night to pick one of us up if we were smashed.

“Encantada, Señora Gonzales. Soy Analía.”
Vic’s mom seemed impressed by Annie’s fluent Spanish.

Three-year-old Carina looked up at Annie and then back at
Gabriel. Vic’s little princess was adorable—huge brown eyes,
long wavy hair tied up in a bow. I admired how he made her
his top priority when he was in town, knowing that as long as
he remained in the Teams, they would spend more time apart
than together.

“You wanna see my dolls?” Carina asked Gabriel.

Gabriel nodded.

Carina led Gabriel into the house, and Vic’s mom went to
the kitchen.

Our Teammate Joe’s wife Tori walked over, carrying a tray
of beers. Tori was a SEALs dream woman. Gorgeous, great



mom, faithful. They’d been high school sweethearts. Joe had
just been selected for SEAL Team Six, our most elite Team
and was currently deployed. No doubt, his success was
directly attributed to the love and support of his wife.

“Annie, this is Tori. Her husband Joe is one of my best
friends. He’s deployed.”

Tori reached out her hand. “Hi, Annie. Nice to meet you.
How did you meet Pat?”

Annie pulled on her hair, her face now white.

Fuck, we hadn’t prepared for questions. I was about to
open my mouth, but Annie started talking.

“Pat picked me out of a line-up … . at a country bar and
asked me to dance, said I was the prettiest girl there.”

I spit out my beer. “Annie was the most beautiful girl that
night for sure, but she’s also a champion soccer star and a
great mom. I fell for her the moment I met her.” I winked at
Annie.

“Well, you must be pretty special, Annie. Pat never brings
anyone around us. Ever. I’ve known him for eight years. He’s
a good guy, saved my husband’s life. Why don’t you come
over and I’ll introduce you to the other wives.”

Annie looked up at me, as if asking for permission. I
squeezed her hand and she and Tori walked over to the other
women.

Kyle gave me a devilish grin. “Couldn’t stay away from
her for a day. We’ve been back, what, five hours? Have you
already hit that?”

“Two days, asshole. You saw her greet me at the dock.
Welcome home sign and everything.”

Vic raised his eyebrow. “What’s the problem? You wanted
to see her anyway.”

I glanced over near the pool; Annie was sitting at a table
chatting with the other women. She gave me a big smile and
waved at me. “Yeah, I did. But, I mean, she has Gabriel, and



we’ll leave again soon. I don’t want to confuse him; poor kid’s
been through enough.”

Vic jumped in. “Walsh, she wants you. She’s a good girl.
And she’s gorgeous. You have nothing to lose. Stop being such
a closed-off prick and give her a chance.”

I was going to respond, but Annie walked over to me
carrying a plate of food.

She smiled and I couldn’t help but think even though I
didn’t fit in her life, she sure seemed at home in mine.
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FTER A FEW HOURS AT the party, I was about to leave
and take Annie and Gabriel home. Carina had worn Gabriel
out playing house, and the little guy was passed out on the
floor.

Vic’s mom whispered. “Pobrecito, mijo.”
“Why don’t you and Annie go somewhere? Let Gabriel

sleep. If he wakes while you’re gone, I can keep him
entertained,” Vic offered.

“Oh. I don’t know. Are you sure that’s okay?” Annie
crinkled her brow.

“Yeah, I’ll just be cleaning up. We’ll be fine.”

“Okay. But we’ll only be gone for an hour.”

“Don’t worry about it—take your time.”

I was excited and nervous to get alone time with Annie. I
didn’t even know where to take her. I decided I’d show her
around the SEAL base, since it was close by the back roads. It
was private, beautiful, and where I spent the majority of my
life. As we drove in my beat-up black truck from Chula Vista
through Imperial Beach on our way to Coronado, I couldn’t
shake the gnawing feeling that I shouldn’t push her away. I’d
been alone for so long, I didn’t even know what my life would
be like with a girlfriend.



The view of the Silver Strand beach was on our left and
Annie stared out the window.

“You okay?”

She blinked back tears. “Yup.”

I touched her thighs, sliding my hand in between them.
Not to start anything, just to touch her. It would take me a
lifetime to comprehend what she’d been through.

“Tell me.”

“It’s nothing.”

“I want to know.”

Her hands shook. “I was having fun at the party, just being
normal. Everyone was so nice to me. But I kept thinking they
were all looking at me. No one brought up the fact I’ve been
on the cover of every magazine, flashed across all the news
networks. I haven’t been out in public much. Everyone must
think I’m this bitch who abandoned her family and let her
boyfriend become a suspect for murder, just to run off.”

I had no idea she’d felt everyone was judging her. “First,
none of that is true. If you want to ever want to tell anyone
what really happened to you, I support you. Any of them who
recognized you probably think you had a good reason to
vanish and were in awe of your strength. And all the other
Team guys were jealous I had the hottest girl there.”

“Thanks, Pat. You’re full of shit, but I appreciate your
effort.”

We pulled in to the Naval Amphibious base, and I decided
to give her a quick tour. When I showed her the obstacle
course, her eyes got wide. “I want to try it.”

“Who are you, GI Jane?”

“I could do it. I don’t quit.”

Totally off limits to chicks, I stared at the course. Some of
my toughest memories were climbing a rope, carrying logs
over my head, maneuvering under barbed wire, and scaling
walls. I didn’t think women should ever be allowed to train as



SEALs. Call me a misogynist asshole, but why can’t men just
be men? Like, we couldn’t even have porn anymore because
we couldn’t risk offending women. Fuck that. But the thought
of seeing Annie, dirty and sweating, writhing on the ground,
and begging me for mercy, made me willing to make an
exception.

“Maybe someday I’ll let you try. If you’re a good girl.” I
wanted to smack her tight little ass, but I didn’t want to
disrespect her. I imagined taking her from behind, dominating
her, making her scream my name. But after what she had been
through, I was also worried about scaring her. Any sexual
experience with her had to be slow, sensitive, and all about
her.

We found a secluded spot on the beach. Most of the
tourists had deserted by then and we were blessedly alone,
shrouded by the trees and warmed by the remnants of the sun.
As the sun began to set, I threw a blanket down, pulled Annie
on it, and wrapped her in my arms. Whatever this was, she felt
right there, like she belonged. Her hair smelled like vanilla,
and it drove me wild remembering the night I had her wrapped
around me.

“You know, I never was a beach bunny. Chris surfed, and
my girlfriends spent all their time down here sunbathing, but it
was never my thing. Once I was taken, though, every time I
had a chance to look outside, I would try to see the ocean. It
meant freedom to me. A way off the island.”

“I actually hate the ocean. You’d think as SEALs, most of
us would love it. But after going through Hell Week, spending
all that time training while being wet and sandy, the last thing
we want to do is spend our free time near the beach.”

She squeezed my knee and smiled slowly. “I’d love to see
you wet and sandy.”

Grrr. I wanted to make her wet, but not from the ocean.
From my mouth, from my hands, from my cock.

“Tori seemed nice.”

“Yup. She’s amazing. Great woman. Joe lucked out.”



“You saved him?”

I paused. I never talked about my missions with anyone,
other than fellow SEALs. But I trusted Annie. Completely.
“Yeah. Two years ago, we were in Afghanistan. We were deep
undercover. I’d made the call to let some unarmed Afghani
civilians go, which is protocol. But we were ambushed. We
lost a few men, good men. Joe was wounded, but I dragged
him to safety.”

Her hand glided along my shoulder, a soft comforting
touch. She didn’t say anything, she didn’t need to. Normally, I
would push away any form of sympathy; my machismo
thought that expressing my feelings made me weak. But I
liked being vulnerable with Annie. I’d seen her at her worst;
she could see me at mine.

I reached into my pocket and took out a small box. I
shoved it in her hands. “Here. I got this for you, to replace the
shitty one I bought you in Aruba.”

She opened the box and pulled out a tiny necklace. It was a
small, gold trident. Our symbol. My code.

“I love it! Thank you, Pat.” She turned her back to me and
I unhooked the necklace I’d given her.

“Wait. Stop. I want to wear that one also.”

“Why? It’s cheap. Cost me fifty cents.”

She clutched the old necklace to her chest and the sight
caused me to feel oddly protective. “But it’s worth fifty
thousand dollars to me. It gave me hope. Hope that you would
return and save me.”

I hooked it back on and placed the other one around her
neck. “I’ve never met anyone like you. You’re so resilient.”

“I couldn’t give up. I had to give Gabriel a chance at a
future.”

I took her hand. “I leave again in six weeks. For three
months. After that, I’m not sure how long I’ll be back here
until our next mission.”



“I don’t care, Pat. One thing I learned in captivity was to
not focus on the future or the past. Just take one day at a time.
I’m happy with you today. We don’t need to plan out the rest
of our lives. As long as you want to be with me now, that’s
enough for me. I waited for five years for someone to save me.
I’d wait another five years for you to come back home to me.
I’d never cheat on you—”

“I know you wouldn’t cheat—I wasn’t worried about that.
It’s more complicated. I’ll never see you.” I needed her to
really get what life being with me would be like. There was no
happily ever after in store for us. Longing, heartache,
loneliness. That was all I could provide.

“I can’t connect with anyone back home. My parents, my
friends, Chris. It’s so crazy. Everyone expects me to be who I
was before I left—like I can just slip back into my old life. But
I’m not the same person. And I’m also not some careless girl
who ran away for five years. I’m a woman. I want to fall in
love. I want to take control over my body. I want to feel
pleasure. Those men took five years of my life and I won’t
allow them to take a second more. Being kidnapped was
something horrible that happened to me, but I refuse to make it
define me. And I have the greatest gift from that experience.
Gabriel. I hate to be a bitch, but I hear my friends whining
about stupid stuff, like not having enough money for new
clothes, or their boyfriends spending too much time with their
friends. Who gives a fuck? I mean, I was raped every day for
five years. I’m a recovering heroin addict. That will be a part
of who I am for the rest of my life.”

I shook my head; she had to listen to me. “I hear what
you’re saying, but I can’t give you what you need. As much as
I want to. You will always be lonely. There will be days,
weeks where you won’t know if I’m alive or dead. And you
have Gabriel. He needs a constant presence in his life.”

“I’d never be lonely with you. You are here in my heart.
I’m trying to tell you that with you, I don’t have to explain
myself, apologize for what happened, or lie about the past.
You know what I’ve been through, and you’re still here. You
don’t see me as a victim. You see my strength.”



“I don’t want you to be anything other than what feels
right to you, Annie. You’re perfect just the way you are and no
one or nothing can change that. You proved that by surviving.”

She was angled in my lap with her legs thrown over mine,
her head resting against my chest and in that moment I
realized I didn’t want whatever it was between us to end. I
wasn’t ready to call it love. All I knew was I wasn’t ready to
let her go.

“That means a lot to me. I hate lying to everyone and even
my parents act awkward whenever I’m around. My dad won’t
even look at Gabriel. You’re the only one who seems to treat
me like a person.”

The breeze coming off the water surrounded us with the
salty sea air, like a warm cocoon. With the lock of her gaze on
mine, the rest of the world seemed to fade away and it was just
us, wrapped in each other. “I want to make this work.”

She pulled out of my arms and her brows creased. “You
do?”

It had just slipped out, but the more that I thought about it;
the more I was growing to like the idea. The time without her
those first few months had been hell and the more I was
around her, the more I wanted to throw caution to the wind.

“I’m serious.” I pushed a lock of hair off her forehead,
tucked it behind her ear. “I know I said I didn’t want for us to
take this any farther than the boat, but apparently nothing stops
you, which I admire more than anything. I do enjoy spending
time with you and Gabriel. I want you.” I moved my lips just a
hairsbreadth from hers and I felt her deep inhalation at my
declaration.

She smiled and her delicate hand drew up to press against
my cheek in a soft caress. “I couldn’t imagine being with
anyone else. I don’t know how or where this is going to go,
but I haven’t been able to stop thinking of you. You’re the only
one I feel comfortable with.”

I pressed my lips to hers. I poured every ounce of pent up
lust and frustration into the kiss. My hand on her waist crushed



her to me, the other tilting her head to the side to take the kiss
deeper.

Her hand shifted into my hair to hold me against her and
the kiss turned emotional, softer, more loving.

The fabric of the dress she wore billowed out around us,
concealing the motion, though the beach was pretty much
deserted. I shifted, sliding my hands down the slope and dip of
her hips and wrapped around to grab her tight ass. I clenched
and gripped to guide her movements, pressing her more firmly
against me with each slide.

I wanted to take her then and there, connect with her
completely. I hadn’t had sex in a year and even then it was a
one-night stand before I left for deployment and met Annie. I
didn’t even remember the girl’s name. Jamie? Janie? But I had
a feeling a year from now, ten years from now, I would
remember this moment, just as I could recall our kiss on the
boat. There was something about this girl, the way she focused
on me, and saw right through me.

And that’s exactly why I stopped. My hands dropped and
my lips detached from hers.

“Don’t stop, Pat. I want you.”

“Hey, I’m right here, babe. I’m dying to be with you, but
not like this. I want it to be perfect, romantic. Not on some
beach. There’s no rush. I’m not going anywhere.”

“Relax, I’m not a virgin. We don’t have to wait.”

I didn’t laugh. “It’s not just about you. I told you; I was
raised by a single mom. I refuse to pop in and out of Gabriel’s
life, any more than I have to because of my job. We just
started dating. I’m not going to make love to you until I can
commit to you and Gabriel. Once I commit, I do it one
hundred percent. If we are going to make this work, we need
to base this relationship on something other than the fucked up
way we met.”

She threw her arms around my neck. “That’s the sweetest
thing I ever heard.”



I kissed her again. It was like a relationship in reverse.
She’d sucked my dick before I even knew her name. I only
had one choice now. Go slow. So slow it would hurt. “Let’s
go. Just in case Gabriel wakes up.”

She stood up, dusted the sand off her dress, and we walked
back to my truck. It was late and I had to pick up Gabriel and
take them both back to her home. And I knew now I wouldn’t
be able to put off meeting her parents much longer.
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’D PROMISED ANNIE I WOULD finally meet her parents
now that we were together. I drove my rusted truck up the I-5
North toward Annie’s parents’ home in Encinitas. The damn
truck still ran, thanks to my buddies taking care of it. With all
the money I’d saved up during deployment, I briefly
considered upgrading it to a brand new Ford Raptor. I needed
to put down some roots, maybe buy a condo. But in this real
estate market, the chances of doing that were slim.

I arrived at Annie’s house, and I flashed back to dropping
her off here six months ago. She’d been so scared, so hopeful.
She’d already come so far.

The grand gate opened and I pulled into their driveway. It
was sad that with all the resources her parents had, they hadn’t
been able to find Annie. Just hire former SEALs to bring her
back home—real SEALs, not some asshole pretenders. But
Dave said he’d seen some guys looking for Annie—who were
they? I knew a few security contracting firms filled with
former Team guys who could’ve gotten the job done. I’d sell
every possession I owned to save my daughter. Give my life.

I glanced in the car mirror. I wore a collared shirt and
khaki pants. I’d even shaved. I looked like a preppy asshole—
should fit right in.

Annie came around to the side of my truck, carrying
Gabriel. I recognized her parents immediately from all the
news coverage. Her father had a distinguished white beard and



piercing blue eyes. Her mother looked like one of those reality
television housewives—long, shiny black hair, almond-shaped
chocolate eyes, and porcelain skin.

I removed my sunglasses and stepped out of the truck. Her
father observed me coolly, and offered a hand, which I took.
“It’s an honor to meet you, Patrick.”

Her mother gave me a quick hug. Tears shone in her eyes
as she looked up at me. “Thank you for saving my baby.”

“You’re welcome. I didn’t do it alone.”

“Yes, but you risked your life and career for her.” Her
mom hugged me again and I could smell her strong perfume.
“You brought our Annie back home.”

“Okay, Mom, can we at least go inside before you start
losing it?”

“Of course, baby.”

I followed Annie up to the elegant entry stairs. The view of
Moonlight State Beach from the living room blew me away.
This home had to be worth at least three million dollars. I felt
more at home in the brothel than I felt in this palace.

Her father stood in front of the bar. “So, Patrick. Can I get
you something to drink? A martini perhaps?”

Who did they think I was—James Bond? What twenty-
five-year-old guy drinks martinis? I grunted. “Thank you, sir.
That sounds great.” Fuck. I didn’t even know how to talk to
these people.

I studied Annie as she sat with her back erect on the white
leather sofa and bit her nails. This was her home, but she
didn’t seem comfortable. And it sure as hell wasn’t kid
friendly for Gabriel. Sharp-edged glass table, ceramic vases.
Couldn’t they hire someone to child proof now that they had
their grandson living here?

This place was so pristine, like a museum. If her parents
had seen where she had been living for the past five years,
they would’ve had heart attacks. Well, at least with their cover
story, no tabloid would return to Aruba and try to retrace



Annie’s steps, expose what had happened to her. The brothel
burnt down, so even if they ever went back her parents
wouldn’t know how bad her existence truly had been.

But I would never forget. The smells of sex, drugs, sweat,
and smoke were permanently ingrained in my head.

When I looked up, I met her father’s glare. He’d returned a
few moments prior and by the narrowing of his eyes he must
have seen me watching her. Great.

Her father handed me the martini, his cold eyes assessing.
“Can I have a word with you on the deck?”

The martini even came with the standard-issue blue cheese
stuffed olive. Bonus. I took a sip of the liquor. I suddenly had
a feeling I would probably need all the alcohol I could get.

“Sure, sir.” I followed him out to the redwood deck. I’d
rather be interrogating a terrorist than be alone with this
former Naval Officer. I downed the rest of the martini.

I breathed in the salty ocean air. I would never own a
house like this. My own one bedroom rental could fit in the
size of their living room.

“So, Patrick. Annie told me everything. How you met, how
you rescued her. I’d like to thank you for your service.”

My service? “It was the right thing to do.”

He reached into his pocket and placed a folded piece of
paper in my hand. “This should cover your expenses.”

I opened it. It was a three hundred thousand dollar check
made out to Patrick Walsh. I’d be able to help my mom out,
buy a new truck, and put a down payment on a condo. Pay off
debt. I could live a fairly comfortable life for years on the
amount of money I held in the palm of my hand.

I didn’t hesitate to hand it back to him. “I can’t accept
this.”

Mr. Hamilton laughed; his nose lifted in disgust, and
shoved the check back into my hand. “Yes, you can. I knew
men like you in the Navy—pieces of shit who would cheat on
their wives with hookers. I hope you can leave us alone to



heal. In private.” His eyebrow rose. “Annie has been through
enough. Seeing you is a reminder of her past. How you used
her, forced her to get you off. I don’t want scum like you
hanging around my daughter.”

My own vision narrowed, I opened my stance and took a
few controlling breaths. Who the fuck did this guy think he
was? “I can’t be bought off. If it wasn’t for me, Annie would
still be shooting up heroin and screwing strangers. Or dead.
You think I’m scum?” I sneered. “You should’ve seen her
pimp.” I ripped up the check, went back inside, and charged
toward the front door.

No one was going to tell me how to live my life and who I
could see.

Annie was waiting in the dining room, her mother close by
her side. Their heads both shot in my direction as I strode
through the perfectly appointed kitchen and then past them. I
ignored the smirk on her mother’s face and the frown on
Annie’s.

“Are you leaving?” she called after me. “We haven’t even
eaten yet.”

If I left, I’d be doing exactly what her father wanted. He
wasn’t going to win. I wanted to be with Annie and no one
was going to stop me.

“No. I just need a second.”

“Okay, do you want a tour?”

“Sure.”

I took the stairs behind her two at a time and followed her
into a room, where she sat down on the bed; her shoulders
hunched inward, hands lying limply on her lap.

“This is my bedroom,” she whispered.

I glanced around the room. Its stark white walls had weird
pictures of Victorian children in frames above the sleigh bed,
and tiny little porcelain dolls arranged on an antique vanity. It
reeked of a combination of mothballs and potpourri. “Your



room? Are you eighty? This place is creepy. You actually sleep
in here? No wonder you have nightmares.”

She gave me a dazed expression. The same one I had seen
back on the boat. “Well, my mom had it redecorated after I
went missing—used it as a guest room. I understand, I guess.
They had me declared legally dead. For insurance and stuff. I
don’t see the point in redecorating it. I’m going to move out at
some point. I don’t really feel comfortable here.”

“How do you not feel comfortable in your own home?
Didn’t you grow up here?”

“Yes.” She stroked the flowery bedspread. “But it feels so
different now. All traces of me had been removed. I don’t
blame them for moving on.”

What the fuck was wrong with her family? I didn’t
understand rich people. My mom worked two jobs to support
me. She still lived in the same crappy thirteen hundred square
foot house I grew up in back in Sacramento. Even when I
brought my ex-fiancée back home to meet her, she hadn’t
changed one thing about my room. Hadn’t Annie’s parents
wanted something to remember her by when they thought
they’d lost her forever?

“Can I see Gabriel’s room?”

“He…he doesn’t have a room. He sleeps in here. I like him
close.”

“Are you serious? This place is huge and he doesn’t have
his own space? Where does he put all his toys?”

“We play outside, and in the basement. He doesn’t have
too much stuff.”

I swallowed around the knot in my throat. I couldn’t
believe what I was about to do. “Why don’t you and Gabriel
move in with me?”

“What? I thought you wanted to take things slow.”

I took a step closer so my knees bumped hers. I lifted her
chin with the tips of my fingers. “I do. Physically. But I want



you around me all the time and I love that little boy. He can
put his trains and toys all over my place.”

“Maybe. I don’t know. I don’t want to impose. I haven’t
even seen your place yet.”

“That’s fair. Tomorrow you guys come by and I’ll make
you dinner.”

“What about dinner here, tonight?”

“I’m sorry, Annie. I tried, but I really don’t feel
comfortable here.” I wanted to tell her what her father had said
to me, but my desire to protect her made me keep it to myself.

“Okay. I’ll walk you out.”

I followed her down the stairs to the entryway. Her parents
hovered behind her; Gabriel sat in the corner, seemingly
hypnotized by an iPad. Her mother’s face was Botox-tense and
the smile she wore was more of a sneer. I resisted the urge to
roll my eyes and instead turned to pull Annie in a hug. They
shared a look which I caught from over Annie’s head. Fuck
them. I didn’t need their approval. If anything, they should
want their daughter to be happy considering what she’d been
through.

We bypassed her parents and went down the hallway, out
into the yard, and back down to the driveway. I looked up at
the expansive glass windows, and could see her dad watching
me. I wasn’t intimidated by him. He wanted to watch? I’d give
him something to watch. I pulled Annie to me, cupped her
face, kissed her lips. She was mine, and I wasn’t going to hide
our relationship from anyone. She’d spent enough of her life
hiding.

A moment passed and I just stared at Annie. Even though
we’d only known each other for a short time, there was an ease
and comfort level between us that I’d never experienced with
anyone. “I’ll pick you up at five.”

“Sounds good.”

I slid into my truck and drove away.



It wasn’t just that her family was loaded; I couldn’t shake
the feeling something wasn’t right with her family. And I was
going to find out what it was. For Annie’s sake.
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HE NEXT DAY, WE DROVE in silence to my tiny one-
bedroom apartment in Pacific Beach. It wasn’t much to look
at, but it had a small courtyard for Trigger and was close to all
the shops and restaurants.

I showed Annie and Gabriel my medals in my apartment.
Gabriel was happy to play with a toy SEAL boat I’d bought
for him. Annie seemed impressed and asked a ton of questions
about my job. I was touched that she seemed to really care
about my career, more so than the typical girl. Most Frog Hogs
saw us as nothing more than a notch on their bedposts, a real
life hero from one of those sappy romance novels. The SEALs
in those books had little resemblance to real Team guys. First
off, most SEALs never ever told people what we did for a
living. I would’ve never told Annie I was a SEAL, but I
needed to make her understand I was capable of saving her. I
always told everyone I met that I worked at the airport in
baggage claim. Another thing, we never gave details about our
missions to civilians, whether we were fucking them or not.
And we sure as hell didn’t leave our careers to chase women
across the world. Most of the authors who wrote that crap had
never even met a SEAL, let alone been fucked by one.

I cooked them dinner, nothing fancy just spaghetti and a
salad. Gabriel wouldn’t touch the spaghetti but he was happy
eating crackers. I enjoyed taking care of them.



Annie reached for her phone. “I have to call home. They’ll
worry.”

“Worry about what? You’re with me.”

“After what happened, they freak if I stay too long at
yoga.” She picked up her cell phone and dialed.

“Hi, Dad … We’re good.”

She shifted her phone to her right ear, probably so I
couldn’t hear her dad tell her what a piece of shit I was.

“Whatever, Dad. I gotta go.”

She ended the call and looked out the window.

“You okay?”

“Yeah.”

I knew her dad must’ve given her a hard time. “What did
he say?”

“That you were just a typical SEAL who was going to
leave me and cheat on me. ‘Remember where you met him,
Annie. That’s not the kind of man you want to get involved
with or the type of role model you want for your son.’
Whatever, I don’t care. They’ll get over it. They can’t really
pretend to try to protect me from anything. I’ve already
survived the worst life imaginable.”

“My offer stands, you both can stay here.”

She reached up and kissed me. “I’d like that.”

We popped in a movie for Gabriel, Turbo. He eventually
fell asleep in front of the television.

I opened the door and leashed up Trigger for a quick walk.
“I’ll be right back.”

“Can I take a shower?”

I was tempted to jump in with her and see the beads of
water glisten off her body. “Make yourself at home.”

Trigger was grateful to spend time with me. Some would
say it was stupid to get a dog when I was deployed so much.
But Trigger was my family. His loyalty was boundless.



We entered the courtyard and Trigger sniffed a tree. I took
my phone out and saw I’d had missed a call from Kyle. I
called him back and he picked up on the first ring.

“Hello?” his voice sounded groggy.

“Hey, man. Sorry I missed your call. Annie and Gabriel are
here.”

“How’s it going?”

“Yesterday I met her family. Her dad tried to bribe me to
stay away from her.”

“What an asshole. You said no, right?”

“Of course I did. But that’s not it. There’s something going
on with her parents.”

Kyle’s voice deepened. “Keep talking.”

“I don’t have anything yet, but something doesn’t add up. I
mean, I found her and I wasn’t even looking. And Dave
mentioned those contractors were looking for her. You’d think
with all that money they could find her?”

“I thought they also hired some guy who took their
money?” Kyle said.

“That’s what the news stories say, but her dad’s a former
Naval Officer—he couldn’t check out this guy’s credentials
before giving him three hundred thousand dollars?”

“You’re right. That makes no sense,” Kyle said.

I nodded. “I’m going to put some calls in with some
friends who work in security contracting firms. See if they
know anything.”

“Let me know if you need anything.” Kyle paused. “I’ll
text Dave.” I heard a girl’s voice in the background.

Trigger had done his business and was now flirting with a
pug. “Sounds good. Later.”

“Bye.”

I took Trigger back into the apartment, hoping maybe
Annie would meet me at the door naked. But she was sitting



on my bedspread, wearing a silky blue nightie, and texting on
her phone.

I unleashed Trigger. “Anything important?”

“Oh, no. I mean, it’s nothing. Chris just asked where I was
because he’d stopped by my parents’ house and they’d said I’d
left.”

“He just stops by your house whenever he feels like it?” I
clenched my teeth. “Are you fucking kidding me, Annie? Are
you still seeing him?”

“No, Pat. Of course not. But we’re still friends. He went
through a lot you know, being a suspect, everyone treating him
like a murderer. And, I mean, he cares about me.”

“Sure, he does. And he’ll comfort you when I deploy, too.
Have you slept with him since you’ve been home?”

“Oh, my God. No! Pat, you’re crazy. We grew up together,
our families know each other. He was so distraught when I
went missing. It was hard on him, too.”

My head heated up. “I bet. Don’t play me, Annie. This can
end now if you’re going to fuck around on me. I don’t need
this bullshit, your dad bribing me, worrying about you when
I’m in the field—”

“Bribe you? He tried to give you the reward. Which you
should take. You deserve it. You can buy a condo with it.”

Figures, I knew my lifestyle would never be enough to
satisfy this fucking princess. “I’m sure Chris has a great
condo. Maybe even a beachfront house. Go live with him if
you don’t like my crappy apartment.”

The strap from her nightie fell off her shoulder and I could
see her breasts. Great distraction technique.

“Pat, relax. That’s not what I meant.” She wrapped her
naked legs around me. “I know your ex cheated on you. I’m
not her. I would never do that to you. But I’m not sorry I
texted Chris. He has a girlfriend. There is nothing going on
between us. Nothing. I’m only interested in you. I swear.”



This was a mistake. Going to her house, kissing her,
inviting her back to my place. Even under the best of
circumstances, it was hard to have a successful relationship
with a Team guy. We had so much working against us. Her
family, her past, my job, the way we met. And I hated to admit
it, but it was hard for me to deal with the fact she had been a
prostitute. I didn’t blame her for it, nor think less of her.
Nothing like that. I understood she had been forced. But at
night, the images of all of those other men, random faceless
men fucking her, filled my head, like a never-ending movie
loop.

I unwrapped her legs. “I don’t know if I can do this. We’re
too different.”

“Get over yourself and think of me for a second.”

“I am—”

“No, you’re thinking of how I fit into your life. Think of
me. What I want. What I need.”

“I’m tired. I’m going to take a shower and then crash.”

She nodded and I went into the bathroom and turned on the
hot water. SEALs hated cold showers, reminded us of freezing
our balls off in the ocean during BUD/S.

I was trying to push her away. I knew that. I couldn’t risk
letting her in and having her betray me also. But hadn’t I
already let her in?

I dried off and went back into the bedroom. Annie was
lying under the covers, reading a book she must’ve grabbed
from my nightstand. I needed to give her—us—a chance.

“Sorry. I trust you. I just don’t trust him, or any guy for
that matter. If he’s your friend, I need to meet him.”

Her voice became quiet. “Why?”

“Because I need to look him in the eyes. It’s important to
me.”

“Fine. I’ll ask him.”

“Tomorrow. Lunch at two.”



Her fingers moved across her phone. She smiled when she
received a reply. Pissed me off. I wanted to be the only one to
make her smile.

“He says okay.”

Yeah, I’ll bet. Fucking ‘Jody’, just like we sing about in
our cadences—“Your baby was lonely, as lonely could be, Til
Jody provided the company.” He’ll be happy to shake my hand
tomorrow and fuck my girl when I’m gone.

I wanted to believe her words, the promises she made with
her kisses. But now I wasn’t sure. My next deployment
wouldn’t be easy. It’s brutal going months without any
communication. And if we were deep undercover, that’s
exactly what would happen. I’m sure Chris would be waiting
with open arms to take care of her.
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I

ANNIE

WOKE, HOT, BREATHLESS, SCARED. For a second, I
forgot where I was. But seeing Patrick splayed in the bed next
to me quickly made me feel safe again.

I snuck out of bed, and crept into the living room. Gabriel
was asleep on the pullout sofa, Trigger stood guard. Trigger’s
ears perked up when he saw me. As if to ask if I needed him
for anything. I pet him on the head; he circled and lay back
down.

The small kitchen was clearly the home of a bachelor—
minimal appliances, refrigerator stocked with nothing more
than beer, condiments, eggs, and bacon. My mind raced—I
wanted to take care of Pat. Cook for him, love him, brighten
up his life. Were we moving too fast? I knew it seemed anti-
feminist to say this, but all I wanted was Pat. I didn’t care
about my parents, my old friends, going back to school. For
now. I couldn’t help myself; I was falling in love with him. I
wanted to be his wife, have him adopt Gabriel, create a family.
Was that so wrong? God, how pathetic was I? He hadn’t told
me he loved me. He wouldn’t even make love to me. Was this
connection in my head? I had to know.

I poured myself a glass of water. Little things, like the
freedom to get up in the middle of the night and leave my
room, make a snack, get a drink, were still so enjoyable to me.
I never took anything for granted.



But I was not healed. No matter how hard I wanted to be.
Noises rattled me, I had to keep the window shades open at all
times. Somehow, being with Pat again allowed my mind to
calm down. Like I felt with him by my side, I’d never be in
danger again. I was making progress in my journey back to
myself.

I crept back into the bedroom. Pat was just collapsed on
the bed, his strong back shined in the moonlight. He was so
fucking fine, I couldn’t believe it. I still felt guilt for being
attracted to him, not sure why. Like because I was a prostitute,
I shouldn’t have sexual thoughts? I wanted him, completely. I
imagined him making love to me, kissing me gently, tasting
my flesh, licking me like an ice cream cone, making me come,
begging me to scream his name. I needed him so fucking bad.
But not just soft and loving. I wanted him to fuck me hard, his
huge cock filling me up, making my pussy throb. Could Pat
ever fuck me? Not make love to me but screw me senseless?
Or would he always be worried about traumatizing me.

Either way, I couldn’t handle the guilt. This insane sadness
that I couldn’t shake. I don’t deserve love, I don’t deserve sex,
I don’t deserve him. My father’s voice rang in my head, telling
me that Pat was worthless, a player. Real men don’t buy girls,
he said.

But I forgave Pat. Forgave him for going to a brothel.
Forgave him for his words that echoed in my head, “Fine, we
don’t have to talk. Blow me.” He didn’t even see me back
then. I was an object.

Pat was a good man. Not just because he saved me. That
was his job, I got it. But the way he looked at me, the way he
played with my child, the way he respectfully held himself
back when I knew he wanted me. I could see his desire, every
time he touched me. His level of self-control was unreal.

I cuddled up next to him, kissed his shoulders, his neck.

He turned to me. “Hey. You okay?”

“Yes babe. Sorry to wake you. I need you.”



His strong arms pinned me under him. He pressed his hips
into mine. I could feel his big, beautiful cock pressing against
my panties. I wanted him, I wanted this, I needed to feel every
inch of him.

No words. He kissed my neck, nibbled my ears. One hand
pinned my wrists above my head, while his other hand worked
its way down my body.

I still felt so dirty—why would he want to make love to
me? Did he truly see me as beautiful like he claimed? Instead
of the worthless woman he had hired to blow him?

My back arched, I wiggled free and his hand quickly
released the hold on my wrists. A guilty look washed over his
face.

“I’m sorry, Annie, did I hurt you?”

“No no, that’s not it. I want you.” I tugged at his boxers,
his happy trail taunting me. I wanted to see him, feel him
inside of me. “Make love to me, Pat.”

His lips curled, and I glanced at his boxers. I could see his
desire for me. “No, Annie, tonight is for you. All for you. Lie
down.”

I did, hesitantly. He knelt beside me, his knees by my hip
and his hands on either side of my body. I watched him
intently. I was scared, yet excited. What if I could never enjoy
myself again?

My body trembled, and it was a feeling so sweet it made
my heart hurt.

He smiled down at me as he lifted a hand to move the hair
off my forehead. The stubble on his face tickled my skin. I
shuddered, imagining him going further, that same stubble
grazing my thighs. I closed my eyes at his soft touch, my back
arching off the mattress with a loud creak. He trailed his hand
down my face and along the line of my jaw. I sucked in a
breath as his hand continued down my neck to follow the soft
material of my nightie over the rise of my breast.

I opened my eyes. My fingers grasped at the sheets when
he dipped a finger under my nightie to tease at my nipple. He



moved his finger to pull the strap of my nightie, down my
shoulder to bare my breasts. He trapped my arm under the
strap and moved his head to take one into his mouth. My other
hand pressed his head closer. He kept at one breast, and then
lavished attention on the other until I was writhing under him.

“Pat, that feels amazing.”

His tongue traveled from my chest, down the centerline to
dip in my belly button. He nibbled down my stomach to the
line of my panties. Nuzzling it with the scrape of his stubble
caused me to gasp in pleasure.

“Babe, please. Don’t stop.” I wanted this, I wanted to feel
pleasure. I wanted to see if my body could respond to his love.

His lips kissed my soft skin. I couldn’t believe what he
was about to do. I’d fantasized about this so many times, but I
was afraid he would think I was dirty. His kisses erased that
thought in my mind. He touched his tongue to my opening.
My thighs clamped around his neck and my fingers grasped at
his shoulders. My head arched back and I groaned with
pleasure as his tongue fluttered over me.

I gasped for breath. I became wetter, hotter, hungrier for
him. His pace varied, sweet loving to fast and frenzied. My
body responded. I wasn’t broken.

“Pat, don’t stop, please, baby, you make me feel so good.”
My body bucked on the bed and, when he slipped two fingers
deep inside me, I exploded around them with a moan for an
endless moment and he eased up to watch the erotic response
ripple across my face.

Complete bliss, which I never thought I would feel again.

I collapsed across the bed. A thousand spikes of pleasure
still bounced through my body. I gasped in a final breath,
savoring the moment. I had to tell him something.

“I love you.”

I didn’t expect a response. Maybe a cuddle, a kiss on the
forehead, a loving touch.



The silent night echoed through the room. He wrapped his
arms around me, pulled me to him.

I was drifting off to sleep, content with his embrace.

A few more seconds passed, and his words roused me from
my haze. His lips parted. “I love you, too.”



31



A

PATRICK

NNIE AND GABRIEL SLEPT IN late, but I couldn’t rest.
After making her come last night, I was worked up, so I just
watched her sleep. I wanted to fuck her so badly but I had to
be patient. Normally, and I know it makes me a fucking
douche to say this, but I wasn’t the type to have a woman stay
over at my apartment. I couldn’t afford those kinds of
connections due to the amount of time I was on assignment. I
simply didn’t want the complication. With Annie though, I
didn’t have any objections to waking up with her shit all over
my house or having her in my bed.

I snuck out to the farmer’s market, came back, and made
her breakfast in bed. I wasn’t much of a chef, more of a short
order cook—scrambled eggs, bacon, toast.

I told her I had to do something quick at work and that I’d
be back in an hour or so. She and Gabriel decided to take
Trigger to the park.

I cruised over to Kyle’s place. The lucky bastard had
invested some of his NFL money in a sick townhouse
overlooking the beach.

I rang the doorbell and a blonde girl opened the door
wearing nothing but one of Kyle’s jerseys and purple panties.

The girl didn’t say anything, just turned and walked into
the kitchen. I followed, and couldn’t help staring at her fine
ass. Had I never met Annie, I’d probably be hooking up with a



different girl every night since I’d been home. Kyle and I
would be living it up, maybe even hit the Playboy mansion.
We always were invited courtesy of a Hollywood director who
loved us. We’d trained his actors for one of the many action
movies about the Bin Laden raid.

Kyle was sitting at his breakfast bar, reading the paper. He
wore only pajama bottoms.

The girl went into the kitchen. “Want some breakfast?”
She cracked an egg into a bowl.

“I’m good, thanks.”

“My bad. Pat, this is Sara. Let her cook you breakfast.”

“Sure.” Every girl Kyle hooked up with tried to audition to
be his wife. He wasn’t like me—he believed in love and
wanted to get married. But he still hadn’t found what he was
looking for.

Sara smiled, put some butter in the skillet. “So are you a
former football player, too?”

I glared at Kyle, not knowing if he had even told this chick
he was a SEAL. I doubted it. Kyle usually told people he was
retired from the NFL.

“Nah, honey. Pat here’s my personal trainer. Actually, we
need to discuss my plans for the upcoming season in my
office. Can you bring us our omelets when you’re done?”

“Sure, babe.”

Kyle stood up and kissed her, his right hand cupping her
ass. I followed him into his office.

“Upcoming season? She thinks you still play ball?”

“I told her I used to play ball, might try out again.”

“Really? That’s news to me. You’re kind of locked into a
military contract.”

“True that. But who knows, I could write a book about one
of our missions and get kicked out.”



I laughed. Five years ago, most SEALs wanted to remain
anonymous. After the Bin Laden raid, every SEAL had a book
deal, wanted to become an actor, or ran a Cross Fit. It was
fucking ridiculous.

“When’d you meet her?”

“Last night. At PB Bar & Grill. She’s a preschool teacher. I
dig her. She could be the one.”

“That’s what you say every time.”

Sara entered the room, carrying a tray with our food and
two coffees. I thanked her. It was nice being taken care of for a
change.

“Could you close the door?”

“Yup. Don’t be too long.” She licked her lips. “I’ll be
upstairs, waiting. Nice to meet you, Pat.”

“You, too.”

The door shut. I took a bite of my omelet—cheese and
ham. Simple, but good.

“So how’s Annie?”

“Good. She’s back at my place now.”

Kyle’s mouth widened into a smile. “I knew it.”

“Yeah, well, I caught her texting Chris. She says she’s not
screwing him but who knows?”

“Man, that Marissa chick screwed you up. Women can
have male friends and not fuck them. It is possible. Just give
Annie a chance. She’s crazy about you, dude. And she’s a
good girl. Fine, strong, sweet. Not many women could survive
what she did.”

Kyle always seemed to be right. But I didn’t come here to
discuss my relationship problems. “Have you heard back from
Dave?”

“Yup. He’s waiting for our call. Going to conference him
now.”



Kyle dialed his number, and Dave’s face popped up on
Kyle’s computer screen. You have to love modern technology.

“Hi, guys. So I’ve done some searching. Everyone in
Aruba knew Annie was taken, but I guess they had her hidden
out in Curaçao.”

I nodded. “Yup. That’s what she told me.”

“As I told you on the ship, I’d heard of sightings of her,
but nothing panned out. And, of course, all the locals know
I’m a former SEAL so I’d be the last one they’d tell.”

“Understood,” Kyle said.

“Well about two years after she went missing, some
contractors came around the island and asked about Annie.
Flashing her picture everywhere. Rented my yacht.”

“We know this—the fake SEAL. He had people with
him?”

“No, Pat. Not him. That con man never even looked for
her. I have my doubts he even exists.”

I was confused. “I’m not following you.”

“I told you on the boat, these men who came looking for
her were former Team guys. They were very thorough and
professional. They must’ve hit every brothel here and in
Aruba. Yet there has never been any mention of them by
Annie’s family or the FBI.”

My mind raced. “So, you think these guys were paid by
her family but didn’t find her?”

Dave’s head shook. “No. I think they found her—and left
her there.”

What the fuck was he saying? “That makes no fucking
sense.”

“Hear me out. You found her by accident. These men
worked for someone. Not the government. Annie had
vanished. There were never any ransom notes, no one saw her
get taken, her boyfriend was suspected of killing her or it was
a possible suicide. Someone hired these guys, whoever they



were, to find Annie. I did some more digging once I returned
and one of my buddies swears that one of these guys was
drunk and bragging that he had found her. And that other girl,
Nicole. I bet they found them. They just decided not to bring
them home.”

Jesus! It made sense. There was no way with all the money
her parents had that they hadn’t found legit security
contractors to locate her. Which group did they hire? And if
they found her, why the hell didn’t they bring her home?

Kyle took over the conversation. “What did the guys look
like?”

“They looked like recently retired SEALs. Older, mid to
late thirties. Clean cut, no tattoos, built. One of them was a
ginger. I hope this helps.”

“Thanks, Dave, I really appreciate it. Next time we’re in
town, I’ll buy you a beer.”

“Any time. Let me know if you need anything.”

I stared at the empty screen, my mind totally blown.

Finally, Kyle broke my trance, “Has Annie mentioned any
other Americans she, um, ‘met’ over there?”

“Nope. She doesn’t talk about it.”

“Well, I’ll call Vic and we can start researching older Team
guys—see who’s in contracting, any redheads. But you need to
talk to your girlfriend, make sure we’re on to something.”

“I doubt she’ll talk, but I’ll try. Thanks, man.”

“Any time. I need to take care of some business upstairs
and then I’ll get right on it.”

I gave him a high five. “I get it. I’ll let myself out.”

I walked out of the house, but instead of getting back into
my truck, I headed to the ocean. I needed to clear my head.

My gut clenched. I had to interrogate Annie about her
johns without her getting suspicious.
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I

PATRICK

RETURNED BACK TO MY apartment, carrying two iced
mochas and chocolate milk from Bird Rock Coffee.

Annie greeted me with a kiss—and a clean apartment.
She’d scrubbed my floors, dusted the furniture, and even
folded my laundry. Fuck, I didn’t remember getting married.

“Sorry, I hope you don’t mind. I need to be busy.”

I got it. And here I was about to interrogate her about her
past.

“Gabriel’s taking a nap.”

We sat at the table.

“What’s wrong, Pat? You’re acting weird. Are you still
upset about Chris? We’re meeting him in an hour so—”

“No. That’s not it.”

“No secrets. Spill it.”

I didn’t know how to approach her. We had an unspoken
rule never to talk about her time in the Caribbean. “In the
brothel, when I came back to see if you were who you said
you were, you told me that you and Nicole were convinced
you were going to be saved. Why did you think that?”

She shifted in her seat. “Why do you ask?”

“Just curious.”



“Why now?” She sucked her cheeks in.

“I’ve always wanted to ask you. There’s never a right
time.”

“It was nothing. I thought this other guy was sent to save
me once. He never came back. Why does it matter?”

“It matters to me. Why did you think he was going to come
back?”

“First, you get all jealous about Chris and now you’re
interrogating me about the johns? You know I don’t want to
talk about them.”

“Please, Annie. I have to know.”

Her hands clenched into fists. “What do you want me to
say? You want to hear how he forced me to make out with
Nicole? What positions he fucked me in? Will that make you
happy?”

“Dammit, Annie. Is that what you think of me? Of course,
I don’t want to know that shit. You don’t think it kills me that
all those men used you? That I used you? Every fucking night
since I met you, I have nightmares of faceless men who fuck
you. And in them, I’m fucking helpless and can’t save you. I
want to kill every man who has ever touched you. I just
wanted to fucking try to understand why no one ever saved
you. Is that so fucking wrong?”

She pulled out her hair, like she had on the night I’d
returned to the brothel. “I’m sorry, Pat. I’m just so screwed up.
I lost it. I hate myself.”

“I’m not mad at you.” I pulled her to me, and kissed her
forehead. “I know this is hard for you. I’ve been thinking
about it and I want to know. But if you don’t want to tell me
that’s fine.” I wasn’t using reverse psychology—I didn’t want
to upset her further. She’d tell me when she was ready.

“I’m sorry,” she squeaked.

“I’m sorry I brought it up. Forget I asked. We need to leave
soon to meet your boyfriend.”

“Ha ha. I’ll get ready.”



Annie emerged from the bathroom wearing a short skirt, a
tank top, and strappy sandals. Granted it was eighty degrees,
but she looked too damn hot to go outside.

“What are you wearing?”

“Jesus, Pat. Controlling much? It’s scorching out and I
thought you’d like it. I bought it yesterday. Now you’re going
to tell me what to wear? I was a hooker, I’m beyond modesty.”

My throat became dry. We weren’t communicating at all.
“No, I’m not telling you what to wear. But we’re going to
meet your ex-boyfriend. I already don’t trust him, and I don’t
need him lusting after you in front of me. You can wear
whatever you want. It’s going to be so fucking hard for me to
be away from you when I deploy next month and you’re not
making it any easier.”

“So, if I dress sexy it will be harder for you to trust me?
That’s dumb.” She wasn’t backing down.

“That’s not what I’m saying. I trust you. He’s your ex. I’m
a man—I know what he’s going to think when he sees you.
You’re fucking hot.”

She shrugged. “Okay. I’ll change.”

God, was I that much of a paranoid asshole? I wasn’t one
of those men who thought women who dressed sexy were
asking for it. I just wanted to protect Annie. I didn’t want
anyone fantasizing about her. It would be impossible for me to
focus on my job if I were worried sick about every man eye-
fucking my woman while I was away.

She came back out in longer shorts, a tee shirt, and the
same strappy sandals.

I kissed her. “You still look hot. Thank you.”

“It’s not a big deal. I get it.” She rested her head on my
chest. “Thanks.”

“For what?”

“For being honest with me about your feelings. I want you
to be able to trust me. I didn’t realize how hard it would be for
you to accept my past. I knew you wouldn’t judge me for what



happened, but I forget that it must be tough for you to think
about me being with those guys. What I’m saying is, it means
a lot to me that you want to be with me.”

“I’m not going to lie to you and say this is easy for me.
Because it isn’t. No man wants to picture anyone touching his
girl ever, let alone hundreds. I know it wasn’t your choice. I
know it wasn’t your fault. In my head, that girl was Star.”

She had a gleam in her eye, like an inner glow from her
soul. “But for me, I feel like you’re the only man who gets me.
Because you saw me as Star. And you’re still here. You
haven’t only read about my past, you saw me first-hand like
that. Fuck, I mean, you hired me. Star is a part of me and I
don’t want to forget about her. Ever. If it weren’t for Star, there
would be no Gabriel. She made me strong. Nothing can shake
me now. I’ve made peace with my past, getting taken, the
rapes, the drugs, and the men. Yeah, it was a nightmare. But it
was my path. I was meant to be Gabriel’s mother. I was meant
to find you. Therapy and yoga help me to understand that. I
forgive my kidnappers. I feel like I can do anything, endure
anything.”

I was mesmerized by her. Her forgiveness for the men who
took her blew my mind. I never forgave people, my ex, the
guy who hurt my mom. Annie was a better person than I was.
She made me want to become a better person.

We woke Gabriel up, got him ready, leashed up Trigger,
and we walked out the door.

Annie constantly amazed me with how strong she was. In
BUD/S, the men who made it through weren’t necessarily the
strongest men, the fastest men, or the smartest men. But they
were the ones who, on day one, were determined not to quit,
no matter what. They would not ring that bell.

Annie was like the men who made it. No matter how hard
her life had been, she had been determined not to ring that bell
under any circumstances. She was exactly like me. She could
survive anything.

Maybe even loving me.



We drove to Solana Beach to meet Chris. He had picked
the place, Zinc Café. I didn’t care; I just wanted to look him in
his eyes and hear him say there was nothing going on between
them.

The place was dog friendly, so Trigger made himself right
at home. We walked into the courtyard, and spotted Chris
sitting at a table, drinking iced tea.

He hugged Annie, and gave Gabriel a high five. I made
sure to study his body language with Annie. He wanted her for
sure. Fuck.

“Nice to meet you. Thank you for saving her.”

He shook my hand—a decent handshake. He looked older
than the pictures I’d seen of him on the web. His sun-streaked
hair was long and brushed his shoulders, his tan skin was
weathered, and his eyes had lines around them.

“I’m going to order for us.” Annie kissed me on the cheek
and squeezed my hand. I knew she was telling me to be nice to
him. She didn’t have a clue that I had an additional ulterior
motive for wanting to meet him.

Annie and Gabriel left us and went to order at the counter.

Chris smiled at me. “I wanted to thank you for clearing my
name. I know finding Annie was way more important and it’s
not about me, but it’s hard walking around having everyone
look at you like a murderer. I felt so fucking guilty because I
didn’t know what happened to her. I was depressed thinking
she died, or was out there being traded around. I mean, I
should’ve been able to protect her, but I didn’t. We were only
eighteen and so stupid. I want to tell you that there is nothing
going on between us, either. I’m seeing someone.”

I’m glad he got that out of the way, though I was pretty
sure Annie had texted him to tell me that. He made strong eye
contact and I believed him, even though I could tell he was
still attracted to her. Not that I could blame him. “Thanks for
that. I trust her. That’s not why I wanted to meet you, man.” I
glanced over at Annie. She was talking to the cashier. “What
do you know about her dad?”



Trigger sniffed Chris. “Mr. Hamilton? He’s great. Our
fathers are old golfing buddies. He always believed I had
nothing to do with Annie’s disappearance. Why?”

I wasn’t going to answer his questions. “How’s his
relationship with Annie?”

A gust of wind blew his hair into his face. “He’s a tough
guy, that’s for sure. Very hard on Annie. Total perfectionist.
When we were dating, he was always giving her a hard time
about everything. Her grades, her clothes, her friends. And we
hadn’t even told our parents when we went on the vacation.
He’s old-fashioned and Annie was sure he’d forbid her to go. I
think, in all honesty, he’s embarrassed more than anything. He
can’t handle the fact she was a hooker. And I think seeing
Gabriel, knowing his father kidnapped Annie, is painful for
him.”

Made complete sense. Her dad cared more about his image
than his own daughter. He couldn’t handle the shame he felt
she brought on the family, so he left her to die. “It’s hard for
me to deal with, too. But it wasn’t her fault.”

He leaned into me. “Man, I got to hand it to you. You’re
the man. I respect the fuck out of what you do, being a SEAL.
You saved her. But how do you deal with the fact that she’s
been with so many men? I know it wasn’t her fault. But you’re
a better man than me. It would drive me crazy.”

“I try not to think about it.” I hated to admit it, but I liked
Chris. He was honest and respectful.

Annie returned carrying three plates, like a waitress. She
placed a burger in front of me, and Gabriel climbed into my
lap.

I took a bite. It tasted great, but there was one problem.
“Did you order me a veggie burger?”

“That’s the only kind of burger they have. This place is
vegetarian.”

Figured. I was not cut out for the surfer lifestyle.

“So, are you guys best friends yet?” Annie teased.



Chris dug his fork into some kind of weird grainy salad.
Quinoa? Bulgur? No clue. “You bet. Hey, do you think you
could ever give me a tour of the base? I’d love to see the
obstacle course.”

“Sure, buddy.” This guy was more of a fan than a threat. I
was glad I met him.

“See? I knew you two would hit it off.”

The rest of the lunch was uneventful. Chris talked about
some surf competition he’d entered; I guess the guy was pretty
good. Seeing them together gave me a small glimpse of who
Annie had been before she’d been taken: carefree, laid back,
and sweet. She had probably been the type of girl who
would’ve never even considered dating a SEAL.

Annie went back into the café to get some boxes.

Chris stood up. “Nice meeting you, Pat. If you ever need
anything, let me know. And I’ll always be here for Annie,
even when you’re gone. But you don’t have to worry about us
hooking up. I’d never do that to you. Seriously, dude. You
finding her was the best thing that ever happened to me. You
not only gave Annie her life back, you gave me back mine.”

“I’ll have a beer with you anytime, Chris. And let me
know when you want to see the base.”

“I will. That would be awesome. Hit me up if you ever
want to ride the waves with me.”

I had no desire to learn. I’d never surfed, and I spent
enough time in the water. But, I’d try anything once. “Sounds
good. Later, bro.”

Annie walked back out of the café, carrying a paper bag.
“Bye, Chris.”

They hugged again and I stared at Trigger. Friends. That’s
all they were.

We climbed into my truck and Annie had a big grin on her
face.

“What?”



“I knew you’d like him.”

“He’s cool. Different than how I thought he’d be.”

“See?” She rubbed my thigh. “I told you nothing was
going on.”

We backed out of the parking lot, and drove away. She
squeezed my hand.

Later that night, after Gabriel went to sleep, Annie cuddled
up to me. “I’ll tell you what happened.”

“It’s okay. You don’t have to.”

“No. I want to. I’m calm now. I just have to separate the
experience from myself, you know? I have to be in the right
state of mind to talk about it.”

I nodded. Looking in her eyes would make this
conversation too painful. For her. For me.

She took a deep breath and spoke in a whisper. “About two
years after I was taken, these two American men came to the
brothel. Not the same one you met me at, but a different one in
Aruba. They were in their mid-thirties, one guy had brown
hair and one guy was a redhead.”

Holy shit. My muscles quivered. Dave was right. I didn’t
want Annie to see any reaction from me. “Go on.”

“Well, the first time they showed up, they chose two other
girls. But I swear to God they both recognized me. When you
picked me, you barely gave me a second glance, but the pimp
allowed customers to ‘check out the merchandise’. The
redhead got right in my face, as he walked down the line.
Looked straight at me, even stared at my ankle, like he was
looking for my tattoo, you know? I thought for sure he was
going to pick me that night, but he didn’t. Around a week later
they returned, but this time they chose Nicole and me. We’d
been picked together before, sickos wanting to watch some
girl on girl action. We were both cautious yet hopeful, thinking
maybe they would recognize us. I mean, they were American.”

I ground my teeth. This was almost unreal.



G

“We went back to the room. They didn’t talk, just kind of
motioned at us what they wanted us to do. To each other. Then
to both of them.” Her hands made fists. I wanted to take my
gun out and shoot something. “So after that, they just kind of
lay there. They didn’t bolt like most guys do.” She pointed at
me.

Guilty.

“So, I thought they recognized us. I was so excited and still
had hope back then. I opened my mouth to tell them our
names, but Nicole stopped me. She didn’t want to get in
trouble. I didn’t care. Nicole had this look of sheer terror. The
redhead, I remember, took this long, like, pained breath. I
thought for sure he knew our stories, who we were. But the
other man, he was really cold. He stood up and they left. The
redhead looked back at me when he left the room and
mouthed, ‘I’m sorry.’ I knew he recognized me. I was so
positive he was going to come back. And I guess I’d even
convinced Nicole we were going to be rescued. That at least
they would share the sighting with my folks, and someone
would come save us.”

My ears pounded. These motherfuckers, possibly former
SEALs, found these two Americans there, and left them to die!
They couldn’t be SEALs; we were bound to a higher code.

ranted, I clearly didn’t always live my life with
uncompromising integrity. But I couldn’t fathom these men
leaving these girls, knowing they were trafficked.

Her hand was shaking now. “But after six months, nothing.
I was so fucking mad at them. I mean, why couldn’t they tell
someone? This was my life that had been stolen. I was a sex
slave. How could they recognize us and do nothing? And I
was pissed at myself for believing I would be saved. Nicole
lost it. I mean, she went crazy. Started mouthing off to the
pimps, refusing clients, even begging for extra heroin. I



pleaded with her to stay strong. We would find a way out.
Somehow. Someday. Together. But she wanted to die. She
stole my drugs, and some from a few other girls and shot
herself up. And I wanted to die, too. But I had Gabriel. I had to
hope for him. I couldn’t stop feeling sorry for myself. Why
me? Of all the girls who got drunk on spring break, why me?
Then I remembered years ago hearing about a girl who had
been kidnapped for ten years and escaped. It was possible. So
why should I give up? I had to get out—for me, for Gabriel,
for Nicole. I had a life to live. I had to survive no matter what.
That’s when I made the decision not to give up. The next time
I met a man who I even thought could save me, I would take
the chance. Risk it all.”

I held her, stroked her forehead. “Thanks for telling me. It
means a lot to me. I’m not going to leave you, Annie. I’ll
always be here for you.”

“You’re my hero.”

We didn’t talk for the remainder of the night. Yet, my
thoughts raced. There was no more doubt. I was one hundred
percent committed to Annie. Committed to making her happy.

But I still didn’t have the entire story straight. Who were
these men, who hired them, and why did they leave the two
girls behind, when they were completely capable of saving
them?

The only thing I was sure of was I wouldn’t rest until I
found out what the fuck was going on.
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ANNIE

HY DID PAT WANT TO know? What was he up to?

No one knew what happened in the brothel. I hadn’t
uttered a word, besides that basic timeline and facts to anyone.
Not my parents, not my therapist. Not even Pat. My father had
convinced me that sharing my sob story would turn me into a
media target, endanger my life and the life of my child.
Reporters, photographers would stalk me. People in the
grocery store would look at me with a combination of disgust
and pity. Gabriel would be ostracized at school—teased for
what his father had done to me.

But was my father right?

I felt free, liberated. Telling Pat gave me a sense of
strength. Healing.

I couldn’t keep these secrets bottled up inside me. I had to
tell my story. Maybe it would help people. Women, make them
more cautious on vacation. Or if an innocent girl heard my
story today, maybe one day if she had the misfortune of ever
being kidnapped, she would remember hearing my story. My
words, my rescue, my hope. I remember hearing about other
women captives that had been freed. Their stories kept me
going when I’d lost my way. If my story could do that for one
woman, it would be worth it.

But I couldn’t. My mouth was bound, I was gagged. Just
how I had been in the brothel. But not by my captor. No. By



my father. I didn’t want to disgrace him further. It was bad
enough that people thought I’d run away, and that fake story
had quickly died down in the media. The truth, though, would
make me a household name. And my infamy would never go
away.

But it wasn’t about me. I had to think about Gabriel. My
parents. And even Pat. Yes, oh God. Pat. I couldn’t let his
story get out. It would ruin his career. Hiring me at the brothel,
going rogue to save me. His face and name would be splashed
all over the tabloids. And it would ruin any chance of us
finding happiness together. Nothing was worth that risk.

I loved him, he said he loved me. And he loved my son.

One day, I would tell my truth. Maybe years from now,
when Gabriel was grown, when my parents had passed, when
Pat had retired. But for now, my story will remain buried deep
inside my head, my heart, my soul.
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I

PATRICK

TOLD ANNIE I HAD to work the next day. I headed back
to Kyle’s house, but this time, instead of Sara opening the
door, I was greeted by Vic.

“Hey, man, come inside. I think we’ve got something.”

I followed Vic back to Kyle’s office. Kyle was in Intel and
made mission plans like they were football plays—there were
pictures, diagrams, timelines, and maps. Luckily, his security
clearance gave him access to SEAL service records.

I sat on one of the chairs. “What do we have?”

Kyle looked up at me. “Well, I made a list of all men who
left the Teams in the last five years. Then I eliminated all the
men who went into non-security-related careers. I was left
with one hundred and forty-three names. They were spread out
among different countries, different states, and different
contractors. There were only three gingers. Two of them still
work at their security companies, but one of them worked for
Neptune Group. He left his security detail around three years
ago.”

“Six months after he found Annie.”

“Exactly. Name is Matt Houston. I asked some buddies
who knew him, looks like he checked into drug rehab. And get
this, he lives in Poway.”



Vic jumped in. “And we’re meeting him for lunch in an
hour. I fed him some bullshit that I’m thinking about
contributing to a foundation for fallen SEALs. He ate it up.
Was happy to meet with some Team guys.”

Brilliant. Team guys always welcomed meetings from
fellow Frogs, even if they had never met before. That was one
of the benefits of being part of the best fraternity in the world.

We headed inland in Kyle’s Black Cadillac Escalade
Hybrid. I texted Annie to see how she was doing. I wanted to
spend as much time as possible with her before I had to
deploy, but I needed to find out the truth.

Matt had recommended we meet at Brothers Provisions, a
sandwich shop which served craft beer on tap in Rancho
Bernardo, a town next to Poway.

As we approached, I scanned the patio. I recognized him
immediately. Red hair, still built, looked hardened. I didn’t
care if he was a Team guy—I wanted to kill this motherfucker
for fucking my girl and leaving her to die.

“Hey, Matt. I’m Pat, this is Kyle and this is Vic.” I reached
out my hand, but he didn’t take it. His hands had an unsteady
twitch, and he was rattling his keys.

He nodded his head, and we all went inside to order
sandwiches and beers. Back out on the patio, we made small
talk—Teams we’d been on, guys we both knew, and
deployments.

He took a sip of his beer, and his eyes shifted back and
forth. “I need to hit the head.”

He stood up and went inside the shop. Barely a few
seconds had passed when an older-model black Ford truck
barreled out of the parking lot. He’d been on to us.

We didn’t speak; we knew what to do. I threw down some
money for a tip and we hightailed it into Kyle’s Escalade.

I could see Matt’s truck entering I-15 Freeway going
south.



Kyle chased him down the freeway, dodging in and out of
cars. Matt didn’t slow down. Where the fuck was he going?

I didn’t have time for this shit. He slowed to enter the 56
West and I took out my pistol, leaned out the window and shot
out his back right tire.

He pulled to the shoulder of the freeway, Kyle’s Escalade
right behind him.

I saw him reach toward his glove compartment. This
motherfucker was going to kill himself. Or us.

We all jumped out to the car, our weapons ready.

I approached the vehicle. He had the gun aimed right at
me. “You have about ten seconds to unfuck yourself, Matt. Put
down the gun. We’re not here to kill you. Don’t do anything
stupid.”

He kept the gun steady. “He sent you. I didn’t talk to
anyone.”

“No one sent us. We’re the ones who saved Annie. We did
some digging. We just want to talk to you.”

With three guns pointed at his head, he didn’t have much
choice. Kyle disarmed Matt without a struggle. I slid into the
passenger seat of his truck and handed Matt’s keys to Kyle. I
told Vic to get Matt’s spare tire out just in case a cop drove by
and thought we looked suspicious. Kyle stood guard on the
side of Matt’s truck.

I needed some answers. “Start talking, asshole. Why did
you leave her there?”

He blinked. The creases around his burdened eyes were so
deep they looked as if they had been beveled with a blade.
“First off, it’s not my fault, man. I tried to save her. You have
to know that. It started out like a standard job. Missing girl,
possibly trafficked. Go to the island and see if she’s alive, if
you can find her.”

“Who hired you?”

“Her father. Paid three hundred thousand dollars. Taylor,
another former Team guy, and I volunteered. Seemed like a



piece of cake—go hang out on Aruba for a month, all
expenses paid, drink, snorkel, rescue a girl, and come home.
We went down there, started fishing around. Asking locals.
Visiting brothels. We had a tip a girl who matched Annie’s
description was at this one brothel. We cased the place. The
first time we went in, our only goal was to see if we thought it
was her, identify the tattoo and see what kind of shape she was
in. The minute I saw her, I was positive it was Annie. Her
hazel eyes, hair, tattoo, scar, and height. But we were ordered
by our bosses to pick other girls that first night and not her.”

His eyes focused ahead on some red lights from a
construction truck. I tapped him over the head to get him to
keep talking.

“I was so fucking stoked that day … to think I’d found this
kidnapped girl and we’d be bringing her home in a week or so.
The girl she was with, Nicole, we didn’t even know she was
there. That was a stroke of luck finding her. Of course, we’d
read about her disappearance in Aruba, and we knew about
her. I thought I’d be a fucking hero—saving two Americans.
Collect her reward, too.”

Cars whizzed by on the freeway. I looked in the rear view
mirror, and Vic had the car jack out. “So what the fuck
happened? Why did you leave her there?”

“I didn’t have a fucking choice. We did some more
searching, about the brothel, the pimp, and the dancer who
took her. Surveillance on Annie. At night, after all the clients
left, she had a baby with her. Cute little boy, around six
months old or so. We checked in with our bosses, after we
found her in the brothel and they reported back to her father
about Annie and the baby. We had a conference call with the
motherfucker. He asked me how certain I was it was her, if she
looked high, her demeanor, what she was wearing. I told him
I’d bet my Trident it was his daughter. She was definitely a
heroin user. I saw tracks on her arms when the pimp let me
check her out. Then he asked me about the baby. If I was
certain he was her son. I told him I couldn’t be one hundred
percent, but she saw him every night and I thought he was
hers.”



He turned to me, his eyes almost tearful. “As long as I live,
I will never forget the next words out of his mouth. ‘Leave her
there. Forget you ever saw her. With any luck, she’ll overdose
soon.’”

My pulse quickened, and I wanted to shoot this
motherfucker and save a bullet for Annie’s dad. Gabriel was in
danger. I was a professional warrior; I knew how to control my
emotions. But this was unbelievable. What if her father had a
plot to get rid of him, destroy any proof of Annie’s past? I had
to get Annie and Gabriel away from her family.

“Believe me, man. I begged him to reconsider. I told him
we could detox her, and she’d be hailed as a survivor. And
with therapy she could integrate back into society. He
wouldn’t consider it. He firmly reminded me of the one
million dollar non-disclosure agreement I’d signed. I didn’t
have a fucking choice. I haven’t ever told anyone, until today.
You can’t tell anyone—we have an unbreakable code.”

“I won’t.” He was right. We would never repeat what he
was telling us to anyone. Especially since he knew we’d been
the ones to rescue Annie. He could ruin our careers. If I hadn’t
told him, he would’ve never talked to me. I needed to know
the truth about Annie’s dad.

“I racked my brain, thinking of anything I could do to save
her. Go rogue; convince my partner to back me. But he
wouldn’t even discuss it, and I couldn’t do it myself. We were
ordered to go back a final time to verify with one hundred
percent certainty that it was Annie. Which we did.”

He paused and I wondered if he was reminiscing about
fucking Annie, remembering her and Nicole going to town on
each other. His own personal porno. I watched Matt’s thin lips
and I pictured them all over Annie’s body. Her stroking his
limp dick. My hand was on the trigger of my gun.

Give me an excuse to kill you motherfucker.
“Leaving them in that room was the hardest thing I’d ever

done. Knowing I’d found them, but was abandoning them to
die. I told the girls I was sorry, and walked out the door. When
I returned to the States, I finished my remaining contracts and



quit. I couldn’t work with people with no integrity. Private
contract work is nothing like being in the Teams. There’s no
morals, no law.”

I sat there in silence. Completely blown away. I couldn’t
even process all the emotions I was feeling.

Finally, I broke the silence. “Nicole died. She overdosed
six months later. She’d be alive today if you hadn’t been such
a pussy.”

He squeezed his eyes shut. “I figured she did. I fucking
hate myself, man. I drank myself into oblivion, started doing
coke. Ended up in rehab. Don’t have a girl, or a job, living off
the disability I get from the VA. I mean, being on the Teams
was my life. I was a great SEAL. I’m sure you guys know that,
if you did your research on me. Nothing was more important
to me than being the best warrior I could be. I pushed away
my girlfriend, my family, and my friends. Always used the
excuse she couldn’t be faithful when I was away, or I would be
a horrible husband because of my job. I stalked my ex on
Facebook recently. She’s a great woman, married to a Marine,
and has two beautiful boys. I fucking loved her, but I
completely fucked that relationship up. Cheated on her, lied to
her. Thought everyone should kiss the ground I walked on and
take my bullshit because I was a SEAL. I used to be just like
you guys, and now I’m the old Team guy in the bar, reliving
my glory days when I play So Com in my apartment.”

I’d had enough. I didn’t want to listen to his sob story
anymore. But every word he said resonated with me. “You
could’ve saved her. Despite her dad. At least fucking told
someone, anyone, she was alive. You condemned her to three
more years of hell. And Nicole’s death is on you. There is no
excuse for that. ‘I serve with honor on and off the battlefield.’
Remember our code?”

He squinted his eyes. “Don’t fucking judge me. You’re just
like me. I didn’t have a choice.”

“No, Matt. I’m nothing like you. I met Annie in a brothel.
Hired her. But unlike you, I came back. I saved her. I risked
my job, my life, for her. That’s what we do. That’s our oath.”



I needed to get the fuck out of his truck. Imagining his hands
all over my Annie made me want to pop him in the head. “I
won’t tell anyone. Not for your sake, but for Annie’s. You
better continue to keep your mouth shut.”

We exited the vehicle, and Matt began to change his tire.
Vic, Kyle and I bailed shortly after. I’d given my word to Matt
that I wouldn’t tell Annie I met him. And I never lied to
SEALs, even former ones. I had to come up with another
route. I needed to protect Annie and Gabriel from her father.
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PATRICK

STOPPED AT THE FLORIST near my house. I chose for
Annie a bouquet of wild flowers, nothing too pure and pretty.
Carefree, damaged, and finally free, just like her. Matt had
rattled me. I didn’t want to end up like him. Annie was my
perfect match: strong, loyal, and a survivor. I wanted her and
Gabriel in my life forever. And her smoking body didn’t hurt
either.

Before I went home, I made one more pit stop. I had a
surprise for Annie.

After my errands, I opened the door and Annie was sitting
out on my small balcony, Trigger at her feet, Gabriel coloring.
She wasn’t reading, on her phone, or listening to music. Just
staring outside. I admired her ability to enjoy each moment of
freedom, without having to always be busy. I needed to learn
to do that. Maybe she could teach me.

“Hey, babe.”

Her face lit up when she saw me. She bounded over to me
and gave me a kiss. “These are gorgeous. Thank you. How
was work?”

I winced. I hated lying to her. I vowed to be honest with
her from now on, but I couldn’t tell her where I’d been. I
didn’t want to hurt her. “Good. An old Team guy stopped by.”
I turned to Gabriel. “Hey buddy, do you want to go to
Disneyland? See the Monsters?”



“Monsters? I go see monsters?” Gabriel loved Monsters
University.

“Let’s get out of here.” I had plenty of other suggestions,
but they all seemed wrong. My first thought was a marine
style park with killer whales but I doubted Annie wanted to
spend the day watching animals kidnapped and forced into
captivity to perform tricks for strangers.

“Disneyland? Yes. I’d love to.”

I hadn’t been to Disneyland since I was a kid. “Pack a bag.
Let’s go.”

Her face brightened. I surprised myself by how much I
enjoyed making her happy.

I sent Kyle a quick text.

An hour later, we were headed up the I-5 to Anaheim.

We pulled into the Downtown Disney parking lot and
dropped Trigger off at the Disneyland Kennels just outside the
gate. We headed straight over to Disney California Adventure
Park, a first for me. Gabriel was having a blast. The first ride
we hit was Monstropolis. He still didn’t talk much, but
watching him run around, smiling and carefree, filled me with
pride. He was a sweet boy. How could his grandfather want
nothing to do with him? We used our fast pass for Soarin’
Over California, which I actually loved: seeing all the
beautiful parks, lakes, and monuments of my home state made
me happy to be back home. Normally when I was on leave, I
was itching to return back to sea. For the first time in memory,
I was finding joy in everyday life. Spending time with Annie
and Gabriel made everything more enjoyable.

We hit some more rides, hopped over to Disneyland, and
grabbed a quick bite to eat.

Annie was enjoying herself, but I knew this wasn’t really
her scene, even though she was trying her best for Gabriel. She
hated crowds, and was pretty jumpy with the loud noises from
the rides.

“I’m ready to go, Pat. But I need to do something first.”



We walked to the main entrance of Disneyland, and
Annie’s eyes were glued to the ground. There were hundreds
of tiny memorial pavers. She paced up and down the rows and
finally stopped. There was a small one which read: The Race
Family. December 8, 2006.

Annie knelt down and traced the stone with her hands.
Tears filled her eyes. I didn’t want to ruin her moment, so I
stood back, unsure of what to say. She took out some Krazy
Glue from her purse. She removed the necklace she’d worn in
the brothel when I first met her, the rusty one with the key
charm. She took the chain off, and glued it to Nicole’s paver.

Shit, it even made me want to cry.

Annie took a picture of the paver and sat down.

After around ten minutes, Annie stood up. “We can go
now.”

“That was sweet, Annie.”

“Yeah. I wanted her to have it. I’d be dead if it wasn’t for
her. She always talked about that vacation. How much fun
they all had, and she was determined to come back here. One
day, when I tell my story, I will go see her parents. Would you
go with me to see them?”

“Of course.”

“That would be great. Thank you.”

This fake lie that Annie was living was preventing her
from healing. She needed to tell the world what really
happened. I put my arm around her, and pushed a tired Gabriel
in the stroller. We picked up Trigger at the kennels, and headed
back to the car.

“Where are we staying?”

“I have a surprise for you.”

“I hate surprises. We’re not staying near Disneyland?”

“Why don’t you crash? It’s a long drive. We’ll be there by
morning.”



She tapped her fingers on the window. “Okay. This better
be good.” She leaned in and gave me a kiss.

I stopped by a drive-through Starbucks and ordered a venti
black coffee, chocolate milk, and a few bottles of water for the
drive.

Eight hours later, we had arrived at our destination just as
the sun was coming up. Annie was still passed out in the seat
next to me, Gabriel asleep in his car seat in the back.

“Wake up, sunshine. We’re here.”

She rubbed her eyes and blinked a few times to gain sight.
The vast, pure lake glimmered in the sunrise.

“Pat! Tahoe! You remembered?”

“Of course. I never forget anything. Kyle has a buddy with
a cabin in Incline Village. We have it for the whole week.”

“The week? That’s amazing.” She leaned in to my seat and
wrapped her arms around my neck, planting a kiss on my
cheek.

I kissed her back. I couldn’t wait to get her into the cabin. I
scooped Gabriel out of his car seat, still asleep, and we took
him into the cabin and into bed.

Annie was unlike any girl I’d ever known. She didn’t
expect anything of me, didn’t try to change me, and accepted
me for who I was. Maybe being with me the three months out
of the year I didn’t deploy would be enough to make her
happy. I was crazy about her.

I had to confront her father, protect her and Gabriel from
him. And I knew doing so would shatter Annie’s carefully
rebuilt world.

Kyle left out a detail about the owner of the cabin—
apparently the guy was loaded. Probably one of his NFL
buddies. The cabin was on the water in Incline Village, a
hotspot of wealthy Silicon Valley executives. My mom and I
used to stay in a crappy motel in South Lake Tahoe, but I
loved it anyway. Annie and I checked the cabin out. The place
had stonework, beautiful hardwood floors, seven bedrooms, a



gourmet kitchen, a game room, an exercise room, a wine
cellar, and a master bedroom with a private fireplace.

I needed to sleep. I let Trigger out back in the yard. “Can
you bring him back in when he’s done?”

She nodded.

I brought our bags in, then went upstairs to take a shower.

I took off my clothes and turned on the hot water. Should I
confront her dad? It was pointless, really. He would either lie
and deny it, or admit it and retaliate against Matt. No wonder
her father hated my guts, probably knew I would figure his
bullshit out, and was pissed I had saved Annie and Gabriel.
Some may look at us enlisted SEALs as nothing more than
brawn, but to get through BUD/S you had to be intelligent.

If I told Annie, she would have no one left in her life but
me—and that was if she believed me. You never know, blood
is thicker than water. And if I were all she had, who would be
there for her when I was gone for months on end?

I stepped out of the shower and went into the bedroom.
The fireplace was already on and Annie was sitting on the bed
in some damn sexy lingerie. Pink silk nightie trimmed with
black lace, split up high on her thigh. Damn.

I stopped in the doorway to watch as she smoothed lotion
over her legs and it occurred to me I wouldn’t mind seeing her
do this every night. I’d heard the poor bastards in the Teams
wax poetic about coming home to their wives and it wasn’t
until I saw her looking at home in the bed that I realized what
they meant.

She looked up and saw me watching her. “Hey, Hero.”

“You’re hotter than that fire.”

“So are you, standing there with nothing except a towel
wrapped around your waist. Come here.”

I walked over to the edge of the bed. She set the lotion on
the nightstand, stood up, and took off my towel. She kissed my
mouth, my chest, traced my scars, and worked her way down
to my waist. I gently pushed her away from me.



We couldn’t do this. Not yet.

“Pat, please. Come on, why are we waiting? I love you.”

Those three words made me want her even more. But we’d
waited this long, what was a few more days.

“Babe, I’m sorry. I love you, too. I need to sleep.”

She slumped on the bed, pulling the cover over her body.
“Are you not attracted to me? Is this because you still have a
problem that I was a sex slave?”

Dammit. She didn’t understand me at all. I didn’t want her
to feel rejected. I wanted her completely. Next time I was
stuck in a dirt hole in the middle of Afghanistan, I wanted to
dream of her. Or freezing my balls off in the frigid water in a
swift boat, waiting to kill some pirates, I wanted the thought of
coming home to her to keep me going. I wanted to make sure I
was the only man to ever make her come, touch her, protect
her, and take care of her.

“No, babe. Not at all. I want you so bad it hurts. I can’t
wait to make love to you. Just not tonight. Soon, I promise.”

“Okay.”

I wrapped my arms around her.

A sense of clarity washed over me. No more doubts. I
wanted to make her mine, forever. She and Gabriel. They
would never have to apologize or lie about who they were. I
loved and accepted them completely.

Now there was only one question—would Annie say yes?
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VEN THOUGH I LOVED TO ski and snowboard, I
preferred summer to winter in Tahoe. The water was so blue
and clear. We planned a hike on the Horsetail Falls Trail. It
was a fairly easy hike which Gabriel could do, and not too
crowded that our view would be spoiled.

We ambled along Pyramid Creek. I peeked through the
trees until I found a great swimming hole. No one was around,
so we changed into our swimsuits and dipped into our private
pool. Gabriel was having a blast splashing around.

I climbed out, got dressed, and found a large, flat boulder
for our picnic. I set all the food out, and poured three glasses
of water. Annie and Gabriel were still wading in the swimming
hole. She looked so blissful. I could stare at her forever.

I helped Gabriel out of the water and fed him lunch. Annie
finally emerged, looking like one of those water nymphs. She
gathered her clothes and I checked out her perky ass.

The sky didn’t have a cloud in sight, and the crisp air was
almost like a drug to me. There were snow-capped mountains
in the distance. After forever at sea, I couldn’t imagine a more
beautiful sight. After five years of captivity, I’m sure the view
meant even more to Annie.

She took a sip of her water. “So, when you deploy next
month, where are you going?”

“Middle East.”



She nodded. “How will I communicate with you? Do you
even have a phone?”

“Well, when we’re on ship or one of the bases, I can check
email. Maybe even use the phone. But if I’m out on an
operation, it might be a month or so with no word.”

Her lip trembled. I knew it would suck for her to get this
close to me and then be left without a way to even contact me.

“Can I call someone? I mean, to see if you are okay?”

I took a bite of my sandwich. This was a talk we needed to
have sooner or later. “Well, the wives have a number to call,
and groups to meet at. But there isn’t really something set up
for girlfriends.”

She shrugged her shoulders, then turned around to get
more water out of the backpack. “I get it. I’ll just call Vic’s
mom or Tori.”

“Or you could just marry me.”

“Ha. Ha.”

When she turned back around, I had a surprise for her. I
dropped to one knee.

“Pat, what are you doing?” her voice quaked.

“Will you marry me?” I held a small, princess cut diamond
ring I’d purchased the other day.

“Are you serious?”

“I love you, Annie. And I love Gabriel. I want to adopt
him. You’re not damaged, you’re the strongest woman I’ve
ever met. You’d make a great Team wife. Plus, I’ve gone
months on end without sex. I’m patient, I can wait for you. I’ll
help you heal. I don’t want another man ever touching you
again. You’re mine. All mine. I’ll be able to take care of you,
always and forever. I’ll do anything for you. Just say yes.”

Her bottom lip quivered. She loved me, I knew that, but I
also knew she didn’t see this coming from a mile away. The
thing she didn’t understand was she was it for me. And the



only way this would ever work out, with my job and her
father, was if she became completely mine.

“You really love me?” she whispered.

Of course I did. “I love you, Annie. Completely.”

She closed her eyes. I wished I could climb inside her
head. Crush out her bad memories and replace them with good
ones. But I couldn’t do that. The only thing I could do was
take care of her for the rest of her life and make sure no one
ever harmed her again.

Her eyes opened—those gorgeous hazel eyes I’d seen the
first night in the brothel. I knew her answer; she didn’t have to
speak a word.

Her eyes darted from me to the ring and I placed it on her
finger. “Yes, Pat. Oh, my God. I never thought you’d propose.
Not ever. I didn’t even think you wanted a girlfriend. You’re
crazy, but I love you. Yes.” She climbed in my lap and pushed
me over. Our lips met and she showered me with kisses.

She stopped kissing me and grinned in such a silly way, it
shocked me.

We stood up and I scooped Gabriel up. “Gabriel, do you
want me to be your daddy?”

“Pat Daddy?”

I held on tight to him. One day, I would have to tell him
the truth, that I’d killed his father. That his father had stolen
his mom and abused her. I had the stupid thought to compare it
to Luke Skywalker, who was still a good man, despite having
Darth Vader as an evil father.

“Planning. I can’t wait to start planning. When do you get
back from your next deployment? It will take at least a year to
organize. Don’t worry; my dad will pay for everything.”

Here we go. Of course, I knew all women wanted to plan
their dream wedding. Enough of Annie’s dreams had been
taken away; I didn’t want to burst another. But over my dead
body would I let her father pay one penny.



“That’s the catch. We are only going for three months this
time, but I will have another mission right after that. And we
have to get married before I go or you and Gabriel won’t get
any benefits. I want to start the adoption before I leave. I need
you both taken care of and you’re nothing to the military if
there isn’t a marriage license to back it up. The SEAL wives
will welcome you, and their husbands who aren’t deployed
will be there if you need anything. I leave soon. I want to
spend as much time with you as my wife as possible. Let’s go
now.”

“Now. Here? Today? Without my family? They’ve been
through enough without me and now you want to elope?”

I wanted to tell her exactly what her parents thought of her.
But I’d take that secret to my grave. Maybe one day she would
learn the truth—but it wouldn’t be from me. No way in hell.

“Yes. Let’s go to Harrah’s. Now. I can’t wait, Annie. I
don’t think you understand the SEAL community. We will
have a ton of paperwork to fill out, have to get your ID card,
all your benefits, and my life insurance. Get on the housing
list; since I’d rather you live on base where they can keep you
safe. This is the only way it will work. I can’t be deployed and
have you back home without a safety net. There’s an eighty
percent divorce rate but I won’t let us be a statistic. I’ll never
cheat on you, you don’t have to worry about that. But it won’t
be easy. Though, compared to what you’ve been through it
should be a piece of cake.”

“But my parents—”

I stopped her with a kiss. I didn’t want to hear about her
parents. I needed to protect her from them.

She paused, her lip caught in her teeth, then smiled. “Now.
Let’s do it.”

This was the only way I could protect her. Seeing her
happy face replaced the image in my head of the sad girl in the
brothel and brought me peace. I rarely had peace or even
desired it. My fucking bumper sticker read “Give War a
Chance”.



We finally made our way back down the trailhead, found
my truck, and drove off toward the Douglas County
Administration Building to get our wedding license. Annie
called en route and we were able to get an appointment, and
the chapel had an opening in an hour. Getting our license
didn’t take long, and we drove to a jewelry store to get
wedding bands.

I picked out a small white gold one for her to match her
engagement ring and she bought me a titanium band. She
seemed to love her engagement ring, even though I couldn’t
afford to get her a huge rock. I never lived beyond my means.
Annie had to be happy with life as a Navy wife. There would
be no luxurious vacations and no beachfront mansions. But
she’d never starve and I’d always provide for her; she knew
that.

I didn’t feel nervous. I was fucking sure about it. Once I
made a decision, I never wavered.

The attendant signaled that we were next. The chapel
overlooked the lake.

Annie pulled me aside. “Are you sure you want to do
this?”

“Positive.”

“I never thought I’d get married. I used to think that even
if I escaped, no man would ever love me, or my son. That I’d
always be Star. I’d always be seen as nothing but a whore.
Then I met you and you gave me hope. Not hope that you
would love me; I didn’t love myself. Just hope that I would
one day get my life back. Even after you saved me, I didn’t
think there could ever be a chance for us. You seemed so
tough, so strong, and so invincible. And you’re sexy. I mean,
you look like an action movie star. You could get any girl, why
would you want me?”

“I’ve always wanted you. Even though I fought it. I felt so
guilty about hiring you. And I never saw you as Star. That’s
why the first night I asked what your real name was.”



She touched my face. “See. You’re the only person who
I’m positive doesn’t see me like that. But you constantly said
over and over that you didn’t want a relationship until you
retired. I figured the kiss on the boat meant you were taking
pity on me.”

“Never, I just couldn’t let—”

She silenced me with a finger on my lip. “When you told
me at my house that we shouldn’t see each other again, I
thought that was it. You crushed me. And I was actually trying
to make peace with living in a world without you in it. I
focused on getting strong and healthy. Seeing you returning
from deployment was bittersweet, because I didn’t think you
wanted to even get to know me. I don’t know what switched
inside your head, but you’ve made me the happiest woman
ever. I’m so happy you chose me in the brothel. Every day in
captivity I played the ‘what if’ game. What if I hadn’t gone to
Aruba? What if I hadn’t been drunk that night? What if I
hadn’t left my room that morning? There are no more ‘what
ifs’ in my life. I’m present. I’m here now. And if I could go
back in time and choose not to get kidnapped, I wouldn’t
change a thing. Honestly. Because that nightmare brought me
Gabriel. And to you. To think you were living in San Diego
when I was in high school and we never met. We are meant to
be together. Forever. I’ll spend every day of the rest of my life
trying to make you happy.”

“I love you and promise to take care of you and Gabriel for
the rest of my life.” I didn’t cry, but I did choke up.

The officiant came back to the center of the chapel and
started the ceremony.

Annie glowed. We both held Gabriel’s hands as we stood
in front of the altar. We were dressed in our hiking clothes, but
this was our wedding, our way. I’d give her the wedding of her
dreams when I returned from deployment. But I’d pay for
everything, and her parents wouldn’t be invited.

“Do you, Patrick Joseph Walsh, take this woman whose
hand you now hold, to be your true and wedded wife; and do
you solemnly promise before God and these witnesses to love,



cherish, honor and protect her, to forsake all others for her
sake; to cleave unto her, and her only, with her forever until
death shall part you?”

My heart pounded in my chest. “I do.”

“Do you, Analía Rose Hamilton, take this man who now
holds your hand, to be your true and wedded husband; and do
you solemnly promise before God and these witnesses to love,
cherish, honor and protect him, to forsake all others for his
sake; to cleave unto him and him only, and him forever until
death shall part you?”

Annie beamed. “I do.”

We exchanged rings. And then I heard the words I was
waiting for.

“Therefore, by the power vested in me by the laws of the
state of Nevada, I pronounce you husband and wife. You may
now kiss your bride.”

I cupped Annie’s face and kissed her. She jumped on me
and I twirled her around.

“I present to you for the first time, Mr. and Mrs. Patrick
Walsh.”

Annie was mine now. Gabriel was mine. I was a father.
Forever. We all shared the last name of Walsh. And no one
would ever hurt my wife and son again.
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GLANCED DOWN AT THE ring on my finger. I was a
married woman now. I never thought any man would love or
accept Gabriel and me. But Pat loved me; I knew he did, not
just from his words, but from his actions.

We’d celebrated all day on the lake, playing in the sand on
the beach. Gabriel loved Pat. And though I hadn’t been able to
choose Gabriel’s birth father, I had just given Gabriel the best
gift of all. I’d chosen him the best father for life. Pat accepted
Gabriel as his own. And it made me love him even more.

Patrick began Gabriel’s bedtime routine as I snuck up to
the bedroom. I felt more nervous than ever. Despite my
proclamations that I was healed, would I shut down during
sex? Push him away, cry from pain instead of pleasure?

I drew myself a hot bath and slipped in. Strawberry
scented bubbles filled the tub, and I relaxed into the suds.
Tonight was a new beginning for me. I would wash my past
away.

I heard the bedroom door creak open. I didn’t want to wait
another minute. I let out the water, exited the tub, and
slathered on some lotion. A white silk camisole and matching
panties beckoned me. I glanced at my body in the mirror. All
the years I’d been taken, I’d hated myself. But now, I really
saw myself as beautiful. I was a wife, I was a mother. I wasn’t
dirty, I wasn’t a whore. And I couldn’t wait to make love to
my husband.



I exited the bathroom. Patrick sat on the edge of the bed,
and he just stared at me. “God, you’re perfect. I love you, Mrs.
Walsh. You’re all mine now.”

I focused on him. His beauty, his strength. His muscles
sculpted from carrying boats over his head, pushing logs on
the beach. Rugged and real, he was mine. I undressed for my
husband, slowly, his blue eyes following my every move.

I placed my arms around his neck, his masculine scent
driving me wild. His lips traveled from my face, to my ears, to
my neck. We kissed, slowly, emotionally.

I wanted him to feel how much I loved him. I tugged at his
belt, and pulled off his shorts.

He stopped and reached for a condom. But condoms
seemed dirty to me, reminded me of being back at the brothel.
I pushed it out of his hand.

“Babe, I want to feel every inch of you inside me. Please,
make love to me.”

He seemed almost hesitant as I took off his boxers. I
leaned in to take him into my mouth, but he pushed me away.

A look of shame crossed his face. “No.” He placed his
hand on the swell of my back, kissed my lips. “Come here.”

I climbed on top of him, grinding my hips into his. His
hands cupped my ass, steering my movements, pushing me
toward pleasure.

He nuzzled his head into my chest, licking, sucking,
rubbing my nipples. No more teasing. I couldn’t wait any
longer; I wanted to feel him inside of me.

“Now, I want you now. Please, don’t make me wait any
longer.”

I needed him. All of him. Completely.

We were face-to-face, bodies intertwined. He slowly
guided me onto him, staring into my eyes. I gasped as I felt his
hard cock penetrate me. But my fear went away. There were
no flashbacks. We were finally becoming one. After all the
nights of longing, apart, we’d made our way back to each



other. This man, my husband, loved me. He kissed my face,
went slow, and let me control the motion, the need.

He kissed my nipples. Then stopped, cupped my chin and
looked me in the eyes. “I love you, baby.”

My confidence rose. This wasn’t some cheap sexual
encounter. He was now the father of my child.

He sucked on my nipples as I rode him, I couldn’t get
enough. Slow and shallow at first, then fast and deep. Every
push and pull felt incredible. His big arms, his sexy chest, he
was so goddam sexy. I was so fucking wet, there was a deep
throbbing in my belly, in my soul. Faster, deeper, every thrust,
every moan, brought me closer to Pat. “Pat, oh-my-God. Pat.”

“Come for me, baby.”

His words took me over the edge. I was almost there, but I
held back, wanting to stay at this pleasure point for as long as I
could. My hips bucked, I thrashed on him, rocking on his hips,
little circles and twists, my core on fire.

“Pat, you’re so fucking incredible. OhmyGod. Pat.” I
came, again and again, his body steady, waiting out my
pleasure. Euphoria overtook my body, and he finally exploded
inside me. Filling me with such joy. This was the most
amazing high ever, even better than heroin.

“I love you, Annie. Finding you was the best thing that
ever happened to me.”

I collapsed onto the bed. For once, I didn’t need to explain
my feelings, my emotions. I cuddled up into my husband’s
strong embrace, and he rocked me to sleep.
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FEW DAYS LATER, I woke up with her in my arms. Her
head was tucked under my chin and she was curled up in front
of me, leg thrown over my thighs and hair strewn across my
pillow.

I wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her closer to
me. I needed the connection that only she was able to provide.
The movement startled her and her eyes shot open and she
gasped. When she realized it was me, her body relaxed and she
gave me a sleepy smile.

“Good morning.”

“Morning.”

“What time is it?”

“It’s early. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“That’s okay.” She snuggled closer and kissed my jaw line.
“This is nice. What do we have planned today?”

“Well, I figured we could stop by my mom’s on the way
back to San Diego, say hi. I haven’t called her since I got back
and she would probably want to know her baby boy has gotten
himself married to a beautiful woman, and has a son.”

She jerked backwards. “You haven’t called your mom
since you’ve been back? Patrick Walsh how could you!” She
paused, then her eyes widened and she rolled out of bed. “Oh,
my God, I have to get dressed.”



I grabbed for her, but she pulled away and started babbling
to herself as she sorted through her things. “Baby, come on.
She’s not going to care what you look like, I promise.”

“Says you. Of course, she’s going to care what I look like.
I can’t meet your mom for the first time looking like a mess.”

She grabbed a pile of things and headed toward the
bathroom, but I jumped out of bed and stopped her. “All she
will see are the same things I see when I look at you. Someone
who is strong, loyal, and kind. I don’t want you to freak out
about this. Trust me; she will think you’re the best woman on
Earth.”

Tears filled her eyes and I crushed her to my chest.
“Please, don’t worry,” I told her. “She’s going to love you. You
look beautiful in anything.”

Later, we pulled up to my childhood home. It looked the
same, and even though it was a dump, it was home to me. My
mom had scraped and saved all her money to buy this place so
I could have a permanent home.

My mom ran out the door, her hair with a few more gray
streaks than the last time I saw her. “Pat, I’m so happy you’re
home. Is this your new girlfriend?”

When I called to tell her I was coming by, I’d simply told
her I was bringing someone special. I owed it to my mom to
tell her in person. “Mom, this is Annie. Annie Walsh. And our
son, Gabriel.”

My mom clutched my arm. Her eyes immediately darted to
Annie’s left ring finger and then to her belly. “You eloped and
didn’t tell me? Pat, how could you?”

“Sorry, Mom. I proposed last week and we got married
that day. I wanted to do it before I deployed again and we were
in Nevada. We’ll have a big wedding later.”

My mom and I had always been close. She knew my views
on marriage and that I would never ever enter into it lightly.
I’d been raised to respect women. Even if I had veered off
course. “I’m a grandmother?” She knelt down and hugged
Gabriel. “Is there another baby on the way?”



“Jesus, Mom. No. She’s not pregnant.” At least I didn’t
think she was. We hadn’t been using protection and we’d been
making love every chance we could.

Annie stood by my side. Her own parents were so icy. I
figured she didn’t even know what to say to my mom.

“Well, come inside.” My mom hugged Annie. “Welcome
to the family. I always wanted a daughter and a grandson.”

“It’s an honor to meet you, Mrs. Walsh.”

“Please, Annie, call me Tracy. Or better yet Mom, if you
feel comfortable. I have to get to know the woman who tamed
my son. Gabriel, do you like trains?”

We went inside and sat on the sofa. My mom found one of
my old train sets and set it out for Gabriel. She had prepared
all my favorites: meatloaf, mashed potatoes, zucchini boats,
and chocolate chip cookies. All from scratch.

Annie went into the bathroom to freshen up, Gabriel was
watching television, and my mom pulled me inside the
kitchen.

“Patrick Joseph Walsh, she is the Annie Hamilton, isn’t
she? The girl from all the news stories who ran away from her
family?”

I could never lie to my mom. “Yes. But that story was a
cover up by her parents. She was kidnapped and forced into
sex slavery. Gabriel is her child by the man who’d kidnapped
her.”

Her mouth dropped. “Are you serious? I never believed the
story on the news. There’d been sightings of her, even pictures
on some escort website.” My mom lived for true crime stories,
people who vanished without a trace, unsolved mysteries. She
probably knew more about Annie’s disappearance than I did.
“Pat, were you the one who saved her?”

“Yes.”

I don’t know how most moms would react to finding out
their son had married a former prostitute, even if the girl had
been kidnapped. But my mom wasn’t most moms.



“I’m proud of you, son. You’re a great man.”

I winced. I’d left out the part that I’d hired Annie in the
brothel. My mom didn’t need the details. She’d be disgusted
by me.

“As a woman, I’m even prouder of the fact you can love
her and look beyond her past. Not many men would be able to
do that and treat her with respect. And love another man’s
child.” Her eyes looked pained. I knew she always felt guilty,
that it was somehow her fault that I never had a dad. “She’s
lovely and so is my grandson. I love you.”

“Love you too, Mom.”

Annie emerged and sat down on the sofa. My mom
brought out old photo albums and decided to embarrass the
shit out of me.

“Here’s Pat with his favorite teddy bear.”

Annie loved the old pictures. I just sat back and watched
her bond with my mom. If I’d taken the reward money her dad
offered, I could’ve bought my mom a new house. I wished I
could take care of her, maybe even move her down to San
Diego so she could be close to Annie and Gabriel when I was
gone.

“So what was Pat like as a kid?” Annie asked, with a
gleam in her eye.

“Pat was very sweet and sensitive. Very attached to me.
Loved trains and dogs. Always tried to protect me.”

“So, pretty much exactly how he is now.”

I laughed. “I’m hardly sweet.”

“You are, too. And super romantic. He remembers
everything I say. Then he stores it in his brain and when I’m
not expecting it—bam! All my dreams come true.”

My mom was eating this up. I rarely had the chance to
spend quality time with her anymore, so I think getting a
glimpse into my adult life was fascinating to her.



After humiliating me a bit more, Mom finally put the
albums away. We put Gabriel to sleep.

“Well, Annie,” Mom said, “it’s been a pleasure. Please,
you’re welcome in my home anytime. When Pat deploys, I
hope you’ll come up here and visit me. I want to get to know
my daughter-in-law and my grandson.”

“I’d love that.”

They hugged, then my mom turned to me.

“I love you, Patrick. I’m so proud of you.”

“Love you, too.”

Annie and I went to my childhood room and snuggled up
in bed. My Little League awards were still on the shelves, a
cheesy poster of a topless Britney Spears wearing nothing but
white cotton panties trimmed with pink lace hung on the wall.
Exactly as I had remembered.

Annie glanced around the room. Probably wondering why
my room was stuck in a time warp and hers had been turned
into a museum. “I love your mom. She’s so different from
mine. Sweet and warm.”

This was my opportunity. I had to tell her. But I couldn’t.
She seemed so happy, and I didn’t want to ruin it.

“She’s your family now. And she means it—when I’m
gone, if you get lonely, fly up here. She’ll take care of you and
Gabriel. I need you to promise me you’ll come see her.”

“Of course, I will.” She kissed me. We lay there a while in
the dark. “Pat, I’m worried about telling my parents we
eloped. You’re coming with me, right?”

Damn straight. She wasn’t setting foot in that house
without me. And if my talk with her father went as I expected
it would, I doubted she’d ever see them again. “You can count
on it.”

She drifted to sleep in my arms. Before I met Annie, my
only goal in life was to survive and protect my fellow men.
But now, my attention was split. I felt torn by my desire to
protect her and loyalty to my Team. Maybe this is why I’d



always felt the Navy didn’t want the SEALs to have wives or
families, despite what they said about the importance of a
support system. Because, if I had to choose between my Team
and Annie, without a doubt I’d choose her.



39



I

PATRICK

WOKE THE NEXT MORNING to the sound of Gabriel
singing Thomas the Train songs. Annie was missing from my
bed. I threw on some clothes and followed the scents of coffee
and bacon into the kitchen.

After breakfast, I’d planned to show Gabriel and Annie
around my town.

“Why don’t you two newlyweds sneak away? I can take
Gabriel to the river train. I want to bond with my grandson.”

I looked at Annie. We hadn’t been alone—like ever.
Except that hour on the beach in Coronado.

“It’s fine, Mom. We can all go to the train together.” I
didn’t feel right leaving Gabriel alone. I trusted my mom, but
he didn’t know her.

Annie put her hand on my thigh. “Gabriel will be fine.
Don’t worry about him. Let’s get out of here.”

“Relax, Pat. I raised you; I can watch my own grandson.
We will have fun.”

“Fine, Mom. Call me if you need anything. We’ll be
nearby.”

Annie and I said goodbye to Gabriel, and left.

I didn’t have a fucking clue where to take her. “I’ll show
you around Sacramento.”



Annie had a glint in her eye, she licked her lips. “I have a
better idea. Let’s go to a hotel.”

Didn’t have to ask me twice. “Sounds like a plan.”

Blood rushed through my body, my mind went wild. Yes,
Annie was my wife. And we’d made love every day since
we’d been married. But I couldn’t help but hold back. Gabriel
was always around, and I was still paranoid about Annie
having flashbacks. All my fantasies about her just didn’t seem
right knowing about her past. My only goal was to make her
happy. So our lovemaking had been sweet, tame, loving.
Incredible, emotional, intense. But I wanted to get raw, dirty,
nasty. Did she?

I tossed the valet my keys. Annie wrapped her body under
my arms, stroking my leg, nuzzling my neck. We walked up to
the reception desk, Annie’s hands all over me.

“Welcome to the Sacramento Hilton. Do you have a
reservation?”

“No, we don’t. Just a room for the night, please.”

Annie whispered into my ear, “I want you. I can’t wait for
you to touch me. Fuck me.”

The middle-aged clerk with mousy brown hair pulled into
a tight bun raised her eyebrow at us.

Annie was giggling, kissing me. I kept my cool and
handed the clerk my credit card.

I couldn’t race to the room fast enough.

When we arrived on our floor, I scooped Annie in my
arms. I never had a chance to carry her over the threshold. The
first time we’d made love, was about me making sure she was
okay, not traumatized. Now, I wanted to fulfill her fantasies.

I placed her on the bed, about to kiss her. But she had other
ideas.

She pounced on me, wrapping her arms and legs around
me.

Game time. I’d been dying to take control.



I shoved her against the wall, pinning her wrists above her
head. She writhed in my grasp. My lips took hers, not loving
kisses; we’d had enough of those. Strong, desire, lust. It
wasn’t sweet—it was primal, raw. Mine, she was my woman.

Before I could go further, I had to tell her something. “You
have to promise to let me know if you are okay.”

“Shut up, Pat, and fuck me.”

Yes, ma’am. Her words went straight to my cock. Our
kisses were frenzied, frantic. Her hands dropped to my belt,
she pushed my jeans to the floor. I hiked up her skirt, rubbed
her wet pussy through her panties.

“Pat, baby, don’t stop.”

I had no intention of stopping. I slid her panties off but
kept her heels on. A wicked smile across her face melted me.

I knelt beneath her, dying for a taste. My mouth attacked
her lips, plunging into her wet flesh. Her hips arched and she
gasped. My fingers pressed up inside of her. She was so moist,
so tender.

Her grip tightened on my hair, and she pulled me up.

I turned her toward the wall, one hand on her clit, rubbing
her warm pussy.

I paused for a second, just to glance at her again. We
needed this moment; I needed reassurance that she really
wanted me like this. She squeezed my hand, and I knew she
was present.

I slid my cock into her. She let out a long moan. My hands
cradled her fine ass, every thrust, every push, bringing me
closer to her core.

“Pat, oh my God. You’re so hard, baby. Don’t stop fucking
me.”

I fucked her deeper, faster. Every time she let out a
pleasure filled sigh, it almost sent me straight to the edge. I
cupped her breast with one hand and pressed her clit into my
other hand.



“You feel so fucking good baby. You’re so wet.”

Her pussy clenched around me and released. It was so
fucking hot.

She gasped, I knew she was close. She dug her nails into
my thighs. “I’m going to come baby.”

“Mine, Annie. You are mine. Forever. I fucking love you.”
I had intended to keep the love talk out of it, but I didn’t care. I
was so sprung on her, on my wife. The safety, the love, the
comfort. Knowing that no man but me would ever touch her.
That I trusted her. I knew that when I left on this deployment,
she wouldn’t cheat. I’d never felt that security.

I turned her to me, wanted to see her beautiful face, watch
her mouth curl as she came. I threw her onto the bed, and
climbed on top of her. Her hair was wild, her face was flush. A
blanket of joy washed over her face.

She rocked her hips up on mine, taking me in deeper with
every thrust. Licking her nipples, kissing her neck, my cock
throbbed. Her pussy was so wet, so swollen, so hot.

“Fuck, Annie. Come for me, baby.”

“Pat, ohmyGod. Yes.”

Her pussy clenched on my cock.

“Annie!” I cradled her through her orgasm. She came
again, and again. Her pussy crashed down on me and I let
myself go.

It wasn’t about the sex; I loved her no matter what. But I
never thought we’d get here. I never thought we’d be able to
have a normal sex life, that I’d always have to be careful with
her. Knowing that we could fulfill all of each other’s fantasies,
without having her flash back, made me love her even more.

When we finally separated, my body shivered. For once,
our roles reversed, she turned to comfort me. “You okay?”

I touched my wife, kissed her on the neck. “No, Annie. I
don’t want to leave you. I can’t imagine being away from
you.”



“You’ll never be away from me. When I was waiting for
you to come back for me, I just focused on your energy. I felt
your presence. We are connected. Deeply. We will never be
apart.”

For the first time in my life, I imagined a life outside of the
Teams. Being a SEAL was the only thing I’d ever wanted to
do. I thought marrying her would make it easier for me to go,
knowing she was taken care of. But I had no desire to go a day
without my wife and child by my side.
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PATRICK

FTER WE LEFT MY MOM’S house, we spent a day in
Marin County and then took scenic Highway 1 along the coast
back to San Diego. I couldn’t wait to come back from
deployment and plan a real honeymoon with Annie. No
Caribbean getaway, that was for sure. We talked about
spending time in Carmel-by-the-Sea, Half Moon Bay, Big Sur,
and Santa Barbara. With Gabriel, of course.

Annie wanted to go straight to her parents’ house. I
debated convincing her to wait a few days, but I’m sure she’d
fight with me. That was fine. I wanted to get this over with.

I dropped Gabriel and Trigger off at Kyle’s house. I didn’t
want Gabriel near Annie’s dad, and luckily she didn’t protest.
Gabriel was my son now, and I would protect him. Annie
called and told her parents we’d be stopping by for her to pick
up the rest of her stuff.

My mind raced. I had to be smart and watch what I said.
I’d given Matt my word. I was leaving in a few weeks and I
wanted to make sure her father was out of her life.

Before I met Annie, I’d planned to apply to the world
famous SEAL Team Six, known as DEVGRU. They were
stationed in Virginia Beach and it would be great to put
distance between Annie and her dad. I’d just become eligible
—they required five years of stellar service in the Teams and
the selection process took six to eight months. But those
SEALs were the real badass SEALs, the ones who took down



Bin Laden during Operation Neptune Spear. It would mean
more time training, even less time with Annie. But it was a
career goal of mine. I would make my decision once I came
back from this next deployment, and I knew Annie would
support my choice one hundred percent.

The gate opened to Annie’s parents’ house. Last time I
came here, I was nervous. This time, I was pissed.

Let’s roll.
We walked up the stairs to the front door. Before Annie

could get out her key, the door opened. Her dad stood in front
of us, with his nostrils flaring.

“What are you doing here, Annie? I told you not to set foot
again in this house as long as you were seeing him.”

What the fuck? I glared at Annie. I guess we both kept our
secrets to protect each other.

“I’m not seeing him, Dad. I’m married to him. He’s my
husband.”

Annie’s mom popped around the corner; her eyes bugged
out of her expressionless face. “Annie! Baby. How could you
elope?”

I still couldn’t figure her mother out—did she know her
husband had found her “baby” and left her there to die? Of
course, this was the woman who couldn’t wait to redecorate
Annie’s room. My impression was she cared more about her
image than her own daughter, but what did I know?

Annie’s dad didn’t even acknowledge his wife. “Mr.
Walsh, I’d like a word with you.”

“My pleasure.” I’d like a word with him, too. I’d also like
to put a bullet in his head.

The asshole took me into his office this time. I’m sure he
had a gun under his mahogany desk. I wasn’t worried; my
weapon was concealed and accessible.

He sat in his black leather chair and poured himself a shot
of whiskey from the bottle on his desk.



He bared his teeth at me. “I thought I told you to stay away
from Annie. You trying to get more money out of me, boy?
Name your price. Then you can tell Annie you made a mistake
and get an annulment.”

“I don’t have a price.”

“Fine, you leave me no other choice than to report you for
visiting a brothel. Your career will be ruined and I’ll make
damn sure you’re kicked out of the Teams.”

I cocked my head. This guy not only left his daughter and
grandson to live in hell, but wanted to ruin any chances she
had of happiness. I wasn’t threatened. “No, you won’t.
Because I’m not the only one with a secret. I know everything
about exactly how hard you tried to save Annie. Do the words
Neptune Group mean anything to you?”

His posture slumped and he ran his hands through his hair.
“I don’t know what you think you know, but you’re wrong. I
tried everything to save her. They couldn’t find her; that’s the
God’s honest truth.”

“You can lie to me all you want, but we both know you left
her there to die. Why? Because you were embarrassed about
Gabriel? How can you not love him? He’s your grandson. I’m
not an idiot; something didn’t sit right with me. We have eyes
everywhere, remember that.”

Eyes steady, he squeezed the whiskey glass, and his
knuckles whitened until I was certain something was going to
break. “How dare you, you cocky son of a bitch! Come into
my house and threaten me? No one would believe you.”

I laughed. “Try me.”

“What do you want, Walsh?”

“Simple, and it won’t cost you a penny. Stay the fuck away
from my wife and son. If I hear you so much as text her, I’ll
come after you. I’m not sure if your wife is in on this, but if
she reaches out to Annie, that’s fine. I’m making this easy on
you. Tell Annie you can never accept me as her husband and
make her choose between you and me. She’ll choose me. The
only reason I’m not telling Annie the truth is to protect her, not



you. It would crush her, and she’s been through enough. I
refuse to add to her pain. I’m deploying soon, but Annie will
be safe here with my buddies. If I find out you try to hurt her
or Gabriel in any way, you won’t live to regret it.
Understood?”

He nodded but wisely remained silent.

“Good talk.” I walked out of the room. Annie’s mom was
talking to her about throwing a wedding reception.

“Come on, Annie. Let’s go.”

“Already? I haven’t packed my stuff.”

“I’ll buy you new stuff.”

Annie’s dad walked out of his office. I gave him a stern
look.

“He’s right, Annie. Leave. We don’t want to see you again.
I can never accept Pat into this family. You made your choice
when you married him. You’re dead to us.”

He must’ve been relieved—after all, he’d already declared
her dead once before.

Annie bit her lip, but she didn’t break down. It was almost
as if she expected this.

“I love Pat and if you can’t accept him, I don’t care. I
learned to live without you once, I’ll do it again. Sometimes I
think you both wish I never came back. I was worth more to
you dead than alive. Pat’s the only one who loves Gabriel and
me. Don’t ever contact me again.”

She clutched onto me and we walked out the front door. I
hoped we never had to see them again.

We got into my truck and cruised down to my place. She
looked out the window the whole way. Not a single word came
from her. I didn’t know what to say.

Finally, I offered, “I’m sorry, Annie.”

“It’s not your fault. I meant what I said in there. I love you
and I don’t care what they think. He’ll never accept you, and
he always acted weird around Gabriel.”



I placed my hand on her thigh. I was all she had now. I
wasn’t one of those men who wanted to isolate his woman
from her family and friends. I wished Annie’s family were
decent people and I was fine if she wanted to maintain contact
with Chris. But as long as I lived, no one would ever hurt
Annie or Gabriel again.
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ANNIE

DIDN’T SHED A TEAR as Pat drove away from my
parents’ house. Why the fuck should I care what they thought
about my husband? Pat was the one who rescued me. Pat was
the one who treated Gabriel as his own, not some bastard child
to be hidden.

Yes, Pat made a mistake by going to the brothel. He knew
now hiring a hooker was wrong. He was lonely. But one truth I
learned during my time as a prostitute was that all men were
not bad. It wasn’t always about sex. Sometimes it was just
about companionship, warmth, and affection.

What would my new life look like? Everything was fine
now, while he was here. But he would be gone soon. And we’d
be alone. I knew I could handle it, I promised Pat I could.

I was scared. What if Pat was killed on his next mission? I
couldn’t imagine losing him, losing our newfound happiness,
just as we started our life together.

I finally understood all of Pat’s deep concerns about
marriage to a SEAL. I’d been through enough pain and
anguish in my life. I had to believe, I did believe that true
happiness was in store for me. That Pat would be returned to
me safely, and we would have a long and happy marriage.

I’d stopped making plans for the future years ago. In the
brothel, I lived in the past. Since I’d been home, I’d lived in



the present. But now, I was brave enough to finally live not
only in the present, but also plan for my future.

I wasn’t perfect—by far. I had a long way to go still in my
healing process. But having Pat’s unconditional love helped
me love myself.
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PATRICK

T WAS FIVE A.M. ON deployment day. I didn’t know
exactly how long I’d be gone, but I knew it was at least three
months. Annie and I had spent a great couple of weeks
together. We were assigned wonderful housing off-base in
Point Loma, near Liberty Station. It was a three-bedroom
townhouse with a small yard for Trigger. We made Gabriel a
great Thomas the Train room and I’d been taking him to
soccer and swimming. I introduced Annie to all the SEAL
wives and, of course, they loved her. They saw her just how I
did, as a strong woman. The SEAL wives had promised to
keep her busy while I was away. Maybe I’d been wrong about
marriages in our community. Yes, most fail. But the ones that
worked were because of the strongest, most loyal women. And
I knew Annie was the strongest of them all.

Annie enrolled in college again. She was majoring in
sociology, which sounded depressing and useless to me, but
who was I to judge? I had a high school diploma and no need
for a college degree. Annie also threw herself into yoga and
volunteering at the animal shelter. Our love grew deeper by the
day, and for the first time since I’d become a SEAL, I dreaded
deploying. I hated the thought of leaving her and my son.

Kyle and Vic would be deploying with me. They were both
still tragically single, which was ironic since I was the one of
the three of us who’d been the most dead-set against a
relationship.



Annie stood outside on our tiny balcony. The breeze blew
her hair off her face. She was wearing a sundress that showed
off her tan skin. She looked up to me, and her crooked smile,
which I’d first noticed in the brothel, melted me.

“I’m going to miss you, Pat,” she whispered, careful not to
wake Gabriel.

“Me too.” I kissed her slowly. I needed this kiss to take me
through a long deployment.

Her arms wrapped around me. She held me tight, and
nibbled my ear. I loved it when she did that. She reached out,
grabbed my hand and led me to the bedroom.

I was about to undress her and make love to her for the
final time before I left. But she stopped me and knelt in front
of me on the bed.

She took me in her mouth, and I gasped. I hadn’t let her go
down on me since the night in the brothel. I still felt guilty
about that day. It changed our lives forever, for the best, but I
couldn’t shake the guilt. I hired her. I used her.

I stopped her and made her look at me. “You don’t have to
do this, Annie. Ever.”

“I want to, Pat. I’m going to miss you so much it will hurt.
I love you. I want to please you. I’m your wife.”

She wrapped her lips around me, her tongue dancing again.
My mind flashed to that night in the brothel. We’d come full
circle. Same girl, same amazing technique. But this time,
instead of imagining that she was my faithful, loving,
girlfriend who lived for pleasing me, and that being with me
even for just a few months out of the year was worth enduring
the loneliness when I was gone, it was real. She was real. She
was mine. She respected that being a SEAL was my calling,
and she didn’t want to change me.

I pushed her off me. I had something to tell her.

“Annie, I love you.”

She looked me straight in the eye. “I know. I love you,
too.”



I meant it. I loved her.

She was no longer my mission.

She was my wife.
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EPILOGUE

Annie
Three months later

ABRIEL AND I STOOD AT the dock. We’d spent all
week making Pat’s welcome home sign. It was decorated with
trains, American flags, frogs, and seals, the kind you found at
the aquarium. In big letters it read, “Welcome home Patrick.
Husband, Father and Hero.”

Vic’s mom and his daughter also waited with us. Poor Vic
still hadn’t found anyone. He was such a great guy, but he was
super picky. At least Kyle was in love, or so Pat said. I’d
believe it when I saw it. Supposedly, he’d fallen head over
heels for a NFL Cheerleader on the USO tour, one of the San
Diego Wildfire Girls. Kyle, Pat and Vic had another rescue
adventure—the USO convoy hit an IED and insurgents had
taken the women hostage. Unlike my rescue, this one had been
all over the news. I kept my eyes glued to the television,
hoping to see a clip of my husband. But, of course, they’d
managed to evade the media and their names and pictures
were kept out of the press. Though this time, credit was given
to SEAL Team Seven. Pat said it was just another day at work,
completely humble and modest. He, Kyle, and Vic tried to
pretend that saving people was no different than pushing
papers around in an office. I had to admit, I had a twinge of
jealousy knowing that my fine-ass husband had been



surrounded by beautiful cheerleaders, who no doubt wanted
him. Sexy girls without horrible pasts. I found myself stalking
the cheerleaders’ website—eyeing the brunettes, wondering if
one of them had caught Pat’s eye. I knew I was just being
paranoid and insecure. Still deep down questioning that Pat
could ever truly love me. But he went out of his way to assure
me how much he worshipped me, every chance he got. I never
doubted his fidelity.

Deployment went faster than I’d expected. Pat called every
chance he could, which was around every week or so. He sent
me letters, gifts for Gabriel, toys for Trigger. He was so kind,
thoughtful and romantic. I thanked my stars every day that he
was mine.

Gabriel was now in preschool, and I was taking college
classes. Only two, because I wanted to ease back into it. The
SEAL wives had been so amazing and welcoming—always
ready with a casserole or last minute babysitting.

I’d pretty much cut out my old friends, except for Chris.
He was still there for me and we met up weekly. He took
Gabriel surfing every week. Pat swore he was okay with it, but
I knew it made him jealous that another man was playing with
his son.

As for my parents, I hadn’t seen them. At all. My mom had
called me a few times, begging me to try to work things out
with my father, but I wasn’t ready. Not until Patrick was back
home. I needed his emotional support and to make sure they
accepted him and Gabriel before I agreed to rejoin my family.

Patrick’s mom had come down to visit. I loved her—she
was so sweet and warm and Gabriel adored his Granny. She’d
even started looking for a job down here. Pat wanted her to
move so she could be around for me when he was deployed.

“Mama. It’s Daddy!”

Patrick was standing at the helm of the ship, wearing his
sailor uniform, complete with the bib, tie, and bellbottoms. He
had at first refused to “man the rail,” but I told him how
Gabriel would think it was so cool and how much it would
turn me on to see him from the dock. He wanted to make me



happy. I knew how much he hated that uniform, but I thought
he looked sexy, the way the fabric clung to his ass. My
husband was fucking gorgeous.

Pat walked down the gangplank and ran to us. I was so
nervous—last time we had greeted him, I didn’t think he’d
ever wanted to see me again. Now, we were a family.

He lifted up Gabriel, and pulled me into his strong
embrace. A kiss. Long, sweet, loving. His lips, I’d missed
them so. I couldn’t wait until tonight to be alone with him.

“Hey babe.” He placed his hand on my belly, now swollen.
I was four months pregnant. “How’s our little girl?”

“She’s good. Excited to have her daddy home.” I’d been so
nervous to tell him I was pregnant. I’d found out right after he
deployed. It was so soon, our marriage, now a new baby. But
Pat and I did everything on fast-forward. He was so excited for
our new addition, and he went out of his way to tell me over
and over how he would never treat Gabriel any different than
his biological child. But I never doubted that. And he’d given
me the best gift of all—he delayed his plans to apply for
SEAL Team Six. He’d instead accepted a three-year
assignment as a BUD/S instructor, so he would be home with
me, non-deployable for three whole years! He would even be
around for the birth of our baby. Kyle and Vic signed up to
train BUD/S with him; those men were thick as thieves.

I was about to pepper my man with a thousand questions,
kiss him some more, nuzzle his chest. But Gabriel was talking
his ear off about soccer.

“Annie Hamilton?”

I turned to the voice, which had called out my former
name. My former life. “Can I help you?”

A lady in a fitted red suit was standing there. Clearly not a
family member waiting for her loved one. “I’m a reporter for
48 Hours. We’ve been trying to locate you for months.”

My number was unlisted, and I hadn’t even told my
parents where I lived. The only one from my past life who
knew how to contact me was Chris. “Well, you found me.



Can’t you see I’m busy? My husband just returned home from
deployment.”

Pat was now alerted to this stranger talking to his wife.
“Who are you? What do you want?” Jesus, back not even five
minutes and Pat’s protective streak was already into overdrive.

“My name is Judy Miller. We’ve been doing an
investigation on the disappearance of Nicole Race, and we
have information that a sex ring had kidnapped her. Forced her
to work in a brothel. In Aruba. With you, Annie. We’d like to
talk to you, have you go on record. But either way, the story is
about to break.”

I dropped Patrick’s sign and his face went white.

“Listen, lady. I don’t know what the fuck you think you
know, but you better get the fuck away from my wife.”

The lady eyed my son. I clutched him to my side.

Fuck—she knew.

I swallowed hard. “No, Pat, wait. I’m ready.” I turned to
the reporter. The words overpowered my lips, just like they
had that night in the brothel when I’d told Pat my name.
“Nicole and I were both kidnapped and sex trafficked in the
Caribbean. Nicole is dead; she overdosed on heroin.”

Pat’s jaw dropped; the expression I’d seen on his face
when he first saw Gabriel under my covers the night he’d
saved me.

The reporter shook her head. “No, Annie. You’re wrong.
Nicole Race didn’t die. She’s alive. She had amnesia, was
living in a small fishing village in Venezuela, no idea who she
was. A United States Marine who’d been on vacation with his
buddies recognized her, and rescued her. She’s on her way
home to the United States now. And her memory has
returned.”

Holy fuck! Was she serious? I’d never seen Nicole’s dead
body. She’d vanished in the middle of the night and Renzo had
told me that she’d overdosed. Pat held me and I collapsed into
his arms.



There was no going back now. It was time. Time to heal.
Time to tell the world my story.

The story of my life when I hadn’t been Invincible.

When I had been Invisible.
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I DON’T RECOGNIZE THE DAMAGED woman in the
mirror staring back at me—platinum-blond hair, blood-red lips
and nails, curves laced up in the finest lingerie. I have
transformed into a bombshell to exonerate my brother, United
States Navy SEAL Joaquín Cruz. He’s been languishing in a
jail cell for the past six months, accused of a murder he didn’t
commit, his honorable career as a SEAL ruined, his spirit
crushed.

I’ve gone undercover as a stripper to entertain the men of
SEAL Team Seven—I’ve given up my acting career, my
dreams, my home—everything to free Joaquín and discover
the truth.

But I didn’t count on having to conceal my identity from
my ex-boyfriend, Navy SEAL Grant Carrion. The man I lost
my virginity to was caught up in an endless web of sins and
temptations, unable to escape from his demons.

As I strip down to my lingerie and dance for Grant, I know
that every humiliating moment will be worth my sacrifice—if
only I can give my brother back his life. And just maybe, find
a way back to Grant’s heart.



COUNTDOWN

Se7en deadly Navy SEALs bound to secrecy about a night that
ended in tragedy

6ix months my brother Joaquín has spent in jail for murder

5ive hours a day I’ve trained to go undercover to learn the
truth

4our plastic surgeries to transform into a pinup to gain access
to their world

Thre3 shots of tequila I knock back before I strip and dance
for the SEALs

2wo years since I’d left my soul mate Grant, the only man who
can help me now

1ne dead stripper found strangled and drugged

Zer0 room for error

I’m Joaquín’s only hope for freedom. No sin is too depraved,
no challenge is too great. Even if it means destroying my soul.
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MIA

HE PRISON GUARD LED ME down the hall to the
waiting room. A pregnant girl cowered in the corner, an older
couple embraced each other, and a pale, skinny woman bit her
nails as a young boy fidgeted in her lap. The rancid smell of
vomit loosely masked with bleach made me gag. This scene
was so pathetic. We were all here to see our loved ones
incarcerated in this hellhole.

“Your boyfriend will be out in ten minutes,” the guard
sneered, his eyes undressing me.

“He’s not my boyfriend. He’s my brother. And he’s
innocent.”

The guard laughed and swiped the beads of sweat from his
forehead. “Sure, he is, sweetheart. Never met a guilty one.”

Jerk. That guard wasn’t fit to polish Joaquín’s boots.

After an agonizing wait, the prisoners stumbled out into
their partitioned section of the room. My brother came last. All
my girlfriends were in love with Joaquín—who could blame
them? Even in this pit of despair, he still looked like the
ultimate alpha male. His muscles bulged in his orange prison
jumpsuit, the elbow-length sleeves barely covering his tattoos.

At least I didn’t have to worry about anyone screwing with
him in jail; he was trained to kill a man with his bare hands.
Joaquín had everything going for him. Until he was charged



with a crime he didn’t commit. I knew my brother, and he
simply couldn’t be guilty of what he was accused of doing.

Joaquín was an easy target—a poor Mexican-American
orphan with no trust fund, no senator endorsements, and no
college education. But my brother had integrity, loyalty, and
honor. He would never disgrace his teammates, betray his
country, or destroy his brotherhood. And he could never hurt a
woman.

He tapped on the glass, and we both reached for the phone.
“Thanks for flying down, Mia. Are you okay?”

I threw my free hand in the air. “Yeah, I’m okay. I’m not
the one in jail facing the death penalty for murder. I took the
first flight I could get. What the hell happened?”

The man on the other side of the glass wasn’t the brother
I’d grown to respect and adore. He was still strong, still
resolute, and seemingly impenetrable. But his eyes… I looked
right into his eyes. Though his long dark lashes covered his
pain, I knew him too well. To anyone else he would seem
formidable, but to his baby sister he looked broken, torn.

“I didn’t kill her. I can’t talk about what happened in here.”
His eyebrows motioned toward the cameras in the corner of
the room. “But you have to believe me.”

I swallowed. I’d watched the incessant news coverage. It
didn’t look good. Two weeks ago, Joaquín’s commanding
officer, Paul Thompson, had thrown a huge party for his SEAL
team at his in-laws’ oceanfront home in Encinitas. Witnesses
interviewed by the police said they heard loud music and saw
women coming in and out of the place. Guess the neighbors
weren’t exactly going to call the cops on a group of SEALs.

In the early hours of the morning after the party, Joaquín
had discovered a lifeless stripper named Tiffany in his bed. He
called 911, and the paramedics said she’d been dead for hours.
Joaquín told detectives that he’d slept with her the night
before, but that she had been fine when he fell asleep. The
police didn’t charge him immediately and waited for the
autopsy results. Two days ago, the coroner ruled that she’d
died from asphyxiation and had the date rape drug Rohypnol



in her system. Since Joaquín had admitted to having sex with
her, he had been arrested and charged with her murder.

He already said he didn’t kill her. He would never lie to
me, and we kept no secrets from each other. Well… we never
used to. I held my own deep secret close, never wanting to add
any burden to Joaquín’s intense life.

“Can’t anyone clear you? Are the other guys in the team
trying to help or did they desert you? What about Grant…”
My voice trailed off.

My ex-boyfriend Grant Carrion, Joaquín’s swim buddy in
BUD/S, had been there that night. And I knew the rest of the
guys on their team pretty well. After our parents died, Joaquín
had become my legal guardian and I’d moved to San Diego to
finish my senior year in high school. I met Grant right before I
graduated, and we started dating at the beginning of my
freshman year at San Diego State. I’d transferred to San
Francisco State as a junior two years ago because it had the
best drama department. Well, that was the official excuse for
me fleeing—I could’ve finished school in San Diego. The
reality was much more painful. Too painful for me to think
about, let alone deal with.

Joaquín pursed his lips, his eyes leveled on me. “Leave
Grant out of this. I’m not going to ruin his career, too. I slept
with Tiffany, but I didn’t kill or drug her. None of the guys are
talking to me right now, probably under orders from the
command. Our team doesn’t need this publicity, especially
with all the rumors going around about Pat saving Annie from
that brothel. My brothers don’t have a choice but to obey. My
lawyer thinks I should take a plea. If it’s the best for the team,
then I will.”

I seethed. The public should still be happy that Joaquín’s
team just saved a group of USO cheerleaders who had been
taken hostage in Afghanistan. I didn’t even know what to say
about the Pat and Annie mess, except that I wasn’t buying the
team’s cover story. “Take a plea? Have you lost your mind?
You’re gonna confess to a murder because that’s best for your
team? Who cares about your damn team—can’t you be selfish
for once in your life?” I knew the bonds of these SEALs ran



deep; they’d kill for each other; they’d die for each other. I
couldn’t fathom the pain Joaquín had to be going through, but
pleading guilty to a murder he didn’t commit was insane.

He blinked hard, too hard, as if he was trying to stop tears
from escaping. “You don’t understand. You never could. I’m
not going to ruin the rest of the guys’ lives and tarnish our
team’s reputation further. It’s complicated, and I really can’t
talk about it.”

I didn’t want to hear about his team loyalty. “Who’s your
lawyer? Is he any good?”

“Daniel Reed. He’s a former team guy.”

Sure he was—the world’s most exclusive fraternity. Even
when these guys left the service, they only hired their own.
“What did he say about bail? I’ll find a way to raise money.”

“We won’t know until the arraignment, but he thinks the
judge will probably make an example of me. No bail.”

“But you’re a SEAL.”

“Exactly. No playing favorites.”

From his posture, the edge in his voice, I knew I was
treading on his patience. I needed to garner any information I
could before he cut me off. “What’s the last thing you
remember? The girl, did she pass out?”

His nostrils flared, and he bared his teeth. “Knock it off,
Mia.”

Whoa. He never raised his voice to me. There was no use
arguing with him. Joaquín was a stubborn Taurus—I’d never
win. I bit my lip and tried another approach. “You can’t tell me
anything about that night? Who was the dead girl? Were you
dating her?”

“No. I’d never met her before.” Joaquín shrugged. He
wasn’t really a relationship guy. A complete player, he claimed
no one could ever be faithful to a SEAL, which was bullshit.
I’d never even looked at another man when I was with Grant. I
still hadn’t, even though we’d been broken up for what felt
like forever.



“Who invited her?”

His tone became more agitated. “One of the team guys
invited a bunch of strippers.”

Yeah, I’ll bet. Strippers and SEALs went together like rum
and Coke. At least Joaquín wasn’t a cheater. I couldn’t count
the number of times wasted SEALs had called Grant to be
picked up from Panthers, the local sleazy strip club. Grant
would drag me along, and then his buddies would beg him to
act as an alibi to give to their wives. We used to fight about
him covering for the philanderers all the time. I had to make
small talk with their wives at the family barbecues, knowing
that their husbands had their dicks sucked by strippers the
night before. Grant always told me to stay out of it—it was
their marriages and not our place to get involved. I argued that
we were involved because covering for them made Grant an
accessory to their infidelities. At least Grant never went to the
strip clubs; he swore it wasn’t his thing.

I tried to stop myself, but I had to know. “Which guy asked
the strippers to the party? Mitch?”

He let out a growl. “One more word, and I’ll drop this
phone and walk back into my cell.”

My gaze darted around the room. I was grateful that this
crime had been committed off the naval base so at least he
wasn’t stuck in the brig. Under a civilian justice system I
could find him the best lawyers. I’d do whatever it took. “I’ll
get you out of here. I’ll find out the truth.”

He laughed, and although it was nice to see him smile, I
knew he didn’t have a shred of faith that I could help him.
“How are you going to do that, Mia? You’re a theater student.
We’re talking about a bunch of team guys.”

I preferred the term “highly trained actor,” but I wasn’t
about to correct him. Plus, who was he trying to protect
anyway? Did he suspect one of his teammates? Did he know
who killed the girl? “I know. I’m just trying to help.” But my
mind started racing. Why not me? Joaquín was my brother—
the same blood ran through our veins, the same dedication, the



same stubbornness. Just because I lacked testosterone didn’t
mean I was any less capable than he was.

He studied me. “I know that look. Don’t get involved, Mia.
That’s a fucking order. I didn’t drug or kill Tiffany, which
means someone else did. I don’t have a clue who, and I can’t
protect you from in here.” His hands shook.

I cringed. This was real, not some fucked-up nightmare. “I
can protect myself.” He’d always protected me, been my
savior. It would kill him if he knew what had happened to me
years ago. But it wasn’t his fault. He and Grant had both been
deployed, and there was nothing either of them could’ve done
to save me that night. Telling them the truth would accomplish
nothing.

“No, I need you to trust me on this.” His voice firmed. “I’ll
be fine. Don’t worry about me.” He was proud, pigheaded, and
I knew he didn’t want me to see him defenseless. Just like
Grant. These macho SEALs never allowed themselves to be
truly vulnerable, not to their families, and most certainly not to
their women. Though I completely understood—I was too
proud to admit my own weaknesses.

He focused on me. “Mia, I can’t take care of you anymore.
This is important. I need you to hear me. You have to be
strong for me. Remember that place in Marin we used to hike
to?”

How could I forget? On the top of Mt. Tamalpais, in a
ridge overlooking the fog, was a group of rocks. Joaquín and I
used to go up there and spend hours playing make-believe.

“Of course I do. Why?”

“If you need to feel my presence, go there.”

What on earth was Joaquín talking about? He hated what
he called my “New Age bullshit” about vortexes and spirit
guides. But my spirituality guided everything I did. I didn’t
care if he didn’t understand it. “I won’t need to. I’m going to
take a leave of absence from school, move down here, and
visit you every week until you’re free.”



“Don’t you dare. You only have one semester left. Don’t
ruin your life, too. Listen to me. I don’t want you to visit me
again. Promise me you won’t come back to San Diego.”

I bit my nails, and my stomach clenched. He was the only
person I had in my life since I’d ended things with Grant.
Without Joaquín, I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t exist. He would
never ask me to abandon him. It was then that I knew in my
heart something was gravely wrong. Not just the murder of
Tiffany and the charges against Joaquín, but something else.
Something hidden deep in the secret realm of the SEAL
brotherhood. “I promise.”

I nodded and placed my hand on the thick plexiglass. He
did the same. Would this be the closest I ever came to touching
him again? “I love you, Joaquín.”

“I love you too, Angelita Mia.”

My little angel. He hadn’t called me that since we were
kids. That name had always meant so much to me. I wanted to
be that angel for my brother. No, I needed to be that angel.
And I would. I would live up to my birth name and become
Joaquín’s angel.

We only had a few minutes left, so I tried my best to cheer
him up. My hands trembled, my body frozen. He’d worked so
hard to be a SEAL. It was all he ever wanted. The possibility
of his career being destroyed was almost worse than him being
accused of a crime he didn’t commit.

The bell rang, and the guard came and escorted Joaquín
out of the room. I stared at him walking away, praying that this
nightmare would end soon. This couldn’t be goodbye.

I walked out of the San Diego County Jail. Determined.
Dedicated. Definite.

I would clear my brother’s name. For my entire life he had
protected me, lifted me up when I had fallen. It was my turn to
rescue him.

I took off in Joaquín’s truck, a brand new Ford Raptor. The
scent of the fresh leather tickled my nostrils. For a second, I
actually questioned his innocence. How could he afford this



new truck? He’d told me he’d saved up during deployment,
but I knew he spent most of his money on my tuition and
housing. Even though I worked part-time as a makeup artist,
living in San Francisco was not cheap. Paul was a second-
generation Navy SEAL officer and came from old money—
was Joaquín involved in something shady that had resulted in
him being framed for murder?

I pushed the thought of his guilt out of my head. My gut
wrenched for even questioning his honor.

Speeding on Harbor Drive, I rolled down the window and
allowed the crisp San Diego breeze to blow all doubt away.
Though it was January, the sun was still bright in the sky. As
Joaquín’s words replayed in my head and the look on his face
haunted my thoughts, I choked back tears.

The Raptor seemed to have a mind of its own, and I found
myself driving toward Grant’s place. I had to see him. I had no
choice. He was my only hope. I needed to ask for his help. I
prayed that he would be able to fix everything like he once
had. He’d been with Joaquín at the party that night. He
must’ve seen something.

My insides twisted. The intersection of excitement,
desperation, and guilt left me unable to focus. Grant was the
one man who rivaled my brother in his steadfast character.
He’d been my first love, my only lover, and I’d shoved him
away. Like every great thing in my life.

I pulled up to his tiny apartment in Point Loma, praying he
wasn’t off somewhere training. The sight of fresh mud on the
door of his lifted truck alleviated that fear.

My fingers traced the doorbell. His dog Hero let out a
friendly bark. There was no turning back. I pressed the button.

“Hello?” Grant’s deep, sexy voice sounded groggy through
the intercom.

He must’ve been asleep even though it was three in the
afternoon. Probably another balls-to-dawn training rotation.
Back when we were together, I’d make sure to have his place
clean, his favorite meals cooked, Hero walked and fed when



he came home from those all-nighters. It was some of the only
times he allowed me to take care of him. “Hey, it’s me.”

His tone turned bitter, dark. “What do you want, Mia?”

I couldn’t help but smile that he still recognized my voice
immediately, even though we’d been broken up for two years
and hadn’t seen each other in six months. I knew what I had
done to him. Abandoned him in his hour of need, secretly
blaming him for being gone when I needed him most, not
willing to allow him to see me at my lowest point. My fatal
flaw had ruined our love. My conceit.

Joaquín would never turn his back on someone he loved.
He would embrace his anxiety. Shake hands with fear.

Somehow I would have to learn to do the same.

“I need to talk about Joaquín.”

Grant opened the door, and I gasped at the sight of him
standing in front of me wearing only pajama bottoms. I’d
forgotten how incredible his body was; his broad shoulders
and V-shaped torso displayed no body fat, just a perfect eight-
pack of abs. His skin glowed in the afternoon sun, highlighting
his sculpted arms, which were covered with ink. My eyes
focused on his huge hands, remembering how they had
explored every inch of my body. He ran his fingers through his
golden hair, and I imagined those fingers deep inside me,
sending spikes of pleasure to my core. The scruff of his beard
hid the deep scar on his neck. His green eyes seemed to shoot
beams of kryptonite at me, exposing my soul.

Right, I came here for my brother.
“Let me in, Grant.” I pushed my way inside the door,

scanning the place for signs of another woman. All clear.
Hero, his black lab/pug mix, gave me a lick on my face and
lay by my feet.

The last time I saw Grant was an awkward run-in at my
brother’s apartment last summer before they deployed. Grant
had ignored me the entire time. No matter how hard I’d tried,
he refused to engage with me.

Today, he had no choice.
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GRANT

HE VIXEN STANDING IN FRONT of me barely
resembled my beautiful Mia. Her waist-length brown hair that
had once carried the scent of coconut milk and vanilla beans
was now tinted fuchsia and chopped off into a long, angled
bob with spiky bangs. Her freckled skin was painted up like a
streetwalker’s. Her soft curves were hard, skinny, angular. Her
nails, which had always been kept short and pale, were filed
into sharp points and polished black, like daggers. I fucking
hated her full look. Like some bullshit revenge breakup make-
under meant to ensure that I wasn’t attracted to her anymore.

It didn’t work—I still wanted her.

My eyes lingered on her small breasts and fell down to her
hips. “There’s nothing I can do. No one remembers anything—
and if they do, they aren’t talking. I’m sorry. For what it’s
worth, I don’t think he’s guilty.”

“Of course he’s not guilty. But you can help him. You
know the men on your team. You were there. We can find out
who killed that girl. I’ll do whatever it takes. Maybe I could go
undercover? I’m a chameleon. An actress, a makeup artist.
I’ve reinvented myself so many times even you wouldn’t be
able to recognize me. We can do this.”

This bitch was crazy. “You can’t be serious. You’re five-
feet-four inches tall, one hundred thirty pounds. I used to have
to open spaghetti jars for you. You think you can defend
yourself against a SEAL? No way can you outsmart my team.



Sorry, Mia. It will never work. You’re delusional. I could
recognize you no matter how you changed.” I knew every inch
of her body, the sound of her voice, the way her lips parted
when she was embarrassed, the glint in her hazel eyes when
she wanted her way, the flush on her cheeks when she came.

I loved you. Picturing her smile had gotten me through
those long muddy nights freezing my balls off in the frigid
water during BUD/S. Her faith, her love, her belief in me had
kept me from quitting, from ringing that bell. Too bad it was
all complete bullshit.

She touched my face, tracing the beard that hid the scar on
my neck. “I just need one of them to talk.”

I pushed her hand away. My stomach churned, I couldn’t
stand the sight of her. Couldn’t she see the hurt in my eyes?
I’d once looked at her with warmth, love, devotion. Now only
her betrayal lingered in the air. “SEALs don’t talk.”

She let out a laugh. “You did. You used to tell me
everything.”

Smartass. My fist clenched. “Yeah, I did. Only because
you were my girl. What are you going to do—fuck them all?”

A wicked smile graced her lips. “Why the hell not? I’m
single, remember? You made it clear you never wanted
anything to do with me again.”

My chest tightened. She was taunting me. The thought of
her, my girl, being screwed senseless by my friends made my
palms sweat. She was mine—only mine. She’d lost her
virginity to me, and I’d always found comfort knowing that no
other man had ever touched her. Images flashed through my
head of another man kissing her, fucking her, making her
come, her screaming out his name.

I swallowed hard and steadied my breath. “Stop, Mia. We
both know damn well you were the one who fucked things up.
Even if you were that much of a bitch and wanted to fuck me
over more than you already have, none of them would touch
another team guy’s woman. Especially since you’re also
Joaquín’s sister. I only got away with sleeping with you



because we started dating before Joaquín and I became
SEALs. And no matter what you think, in their eyes, you will
always be mine.”

She cringed, and I noted the look of shame on her face.
Had she cheated on me back then? I would never believe that.
Like a wild animal, I was confident that I could’ve sensed
another man’s scent on my woman. Even so, Mia was hiding
something from me. There was more to her leaving me than
being too young for a serious relationship. Unfortunately, I
didn’t have a fucking clue what her secret was. She never even
gave me the chance to fix it.

She leveled her gaze at me. “Yeah? Yet you are sure quick
to abandon Joaquín at the first sign of trouble. So much for
leaving no man behind. You know if the situation were
reversed, Joaquín would do anything possible to set you free.”

Dammit, I shouldn’t have let her in the door. This was
already too intense, too emotional. “It’s not that simple and
you know it. I’m under orders not to talk to him. I don’t have a
choice.”

“Can you tell me about the girl who died? Who invited
her? Was Joaquín dating her?”

I clenched my teeth. Some people thought that since I was
a SEAL I’d have a wicked temper, but I had complete control
of my emotions at all times. That composure allowed me the
mental strength to point a loaded gun at my enemy and still be
able to make a conscious decision not to pull the trigger. I’d
never raised my voice to Mia, ever. Even so, she knew when I
was pissed off.

“What the fuck? Do you think you can just walk in here
like you didn’t rip my heart out and I’m just going to comfort
you and fix this mess? I already fucking told you there’s
nothing I can do. And I don’t owe you anything.”

Her chin dipped to her chest, her shoulders slumping. “I
know you don’t believe me, and I don’t expect you to, but I
had to leave. I didn’t have a choice.”



I looked back at my bed, the rumpled covers. I
remembered watching Mia sleep in my bed, the way she
always curled up in a ball, with Hero at her feet. I never told
her, but she used to talk in her sleep, sometimes even said my
name. “There’s always a choice. We aren’t in this together. My
world started and stopped with you. All my friends told me
that we wouldn’t work, that we didn’t have a chance because
we were so young and because of my job, but I told them you
were different. That you would have my back no matter what.”

Her voice cracked. “For what it’s worth, I’ve never even
looked at another guy. I want you to know that.”

My eyes bore into her. “That’s supposed to make it better?
That I’m the only man you’ve ever been with, but you still
don’t want to be with me? Well, I wish I could say it were that
easy for me. Since you left, I’ve fucked a bunch of girls, trying
to get you out of my head.” But she was still fucking there
every night when I closed my eyes. I prayed her face would
soon fade from my mind.

Her mouth tightened. She wasn’t stupid—she had to know
from her brother that I’d been with women since her. But she
only had herself to blame. “Please, Grant, if what we had
meant anything to you, please help me exonerate Joaquín.”

My eyes met hers, and I cupped her face, fighting the urge
to kiss her. “You meant everything to me. You know that.”

She pulled away from me, her bottom lip quivering. “I
came back.”

“You left me. Period. You can never come back.” As much
as I loved Mia, I could never give her another chance. I
refused to let myself rely on any woman after she had
abandoned me. I didn’t need that type of stress. My job was
consuming—my personal life had to provide me stability and
comfort. Or at the very least, simple release.

“But—I need you.”

I’d needed her once also. Now, I needed her to leave. “I
can’t help you. I’ll do anything I can to clear Joaquín, you
know that. But my hands are tied. You need to leave.” I



pushed her out of the entryway and slammed the door behind
her, never looking back. I wish I could say it was easy,
shutting her out of my life again, but her scent still lingered in
the air, my heart remaining with it.

I hoped I never had to see her again, which was now a
realistic option since her brother was in jail.

Still, my heart ached for her, and for my swim buddy.
There was no way Joaquín could’ve intentionally killed that
stripper. Maybe he’d just gotten too rough in bed. Regardless,
the reputation of our team was now tarnished. The public was
supposed to see us as heroes who rescued hostages from ISIS,
freed boat captains from pirates, assassinated leaders of
terrorist regimes. Not as a bunch of sex-crazed, hard-partying
hooligans with no morals. The average American citizens
would be blown away if they learned the truth about our
lifestyle—just last month we had rescued some kidnapped
USO cheerleaders from insurgents and my boy Pat had saved
his wife Annie from a sex-ring in Aruba. We worked hard, we
partied harder. And no way would I ever apologize for what
any of us had to do to relieve our stress. The intensity of our
lives was unfathomable to most.

Even so, Mia had been it for me. I’d once found enough
comfort in her touch to forget my daily burdens. But no more.
I would never allow another woman to distract me from being
a warrior. Plenty of girls wanted to be fucked by a Navy
SEAL, some real-life hero to step off the pages of their
favorite romance novel. I was now more than happy to use
them the way they used me. Mia was the only woman I’d ever
loved, and when she left, I’d closed my heart to anyone else.
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MIA

SPENT TWO DAYS SCOURING every inch of Joaquín’s
apartment, but came up empty-handed. Nothing—no shady
receipts, no weird email messages. Everything was clean. Too
clean, as if someone had already scrubbed any evidence from
the place.

I wanted to crash Tiffany’s funeral to search for clues, but I
definitely didn’t want to affront her family, who would no
doubt boot the sister of the man who’d murdered their beloved
daughter. I skipped the service, uncertain what to do next.

Any day now, the remaining men on Joaquín’s team could
be deployed, and after that, who knew when I’d be able to see
them again. I’d lost my inside connections, no Grant, no
Joaquín. I had only one way to see them all.

Today I was going to head to the Pickled Frog. The bar
was a dive where all the SEALs went any time one of their
men had passed. The looming death toll never seemed to wane
—a training accident, a downed helicopter, an embassy
upheaval. I’d been to enough SEAL funerals during the two
years I dated Grant to know the drill. One by one, each man
would lay down his trident, the SEAL insignia, on the
deceased man’s coffin. Then they’d get wasted. Even though
Joaquín was still technically alive, I was pretty sure they’d be
mourning the loss of their teammate.

The Pickled Frog was more than a watering hole; it was a
safe haven for heroes. Men who needed to drown their sorrows



in hard liquor, men who wanted to forget the faces of the
terrorists they killed, men whose wives had cheated when
they’d been deployed, men whose kids didn’t even recognize
their own fathers. I shuddered, imagining all the times two
years ago Grant might have sat in the seedy bar, getting
hammered, trying to get over me.

I needed strength before I saw Grant again. Time to
meditate. I sat on a chair in Joaquín’s apartment and
straightened my spine, my feet placed firmly on the ground.
Resting my hands, I turned my palms upward and prayed. I
alternated my breath, from tense inhales to relaxed exhales.
Focusing my attention on my spiritual eye, I uttered a quick
chant and closed my practice. I needed to remain calm and
centered, today more than ever.

I locked up Joaquín’s place, jumped in his truck, drove
along the coast, eventually parking in an alley behind the bar.
A deep sigh escaped my lips. I was sure I was the last person
these men wanted to see.

When I pushed back the front door, the acidic stench of
whiskey and sweat overtook me. It was two in the afternoon
on a random Saturday, and the place was mostly empty.
Despite being in the heart of Ocean Beach, no college coeds or
surfers hung out here. This was a SEAL bar; SEALs and frog
hogs were its only customers, though the occasional SEAL
wife or girlfriend would make an appearance. But on this day,
even the frog hogs must’ve taken the day off from their
groupie duties. I was the only woman in this dump.

My feminine scent gave me away. No sooner had my heels
touched the Technicolor, puke-stained, carpet than the heads of
seven men turned toward me: Grant, Paul, Mitch, Joe, Vic,
Pat, and Kyle. The seven other men on Joaquín’s eight-man
SEAL squad. Had they all been at the party that night?

I avoided Grant’s incredulous glance and stared at the
walls, studying the pictures of fallen SEALs. So many
gorgeous men. Bearded, tatted, ripped.

Gone. Dead.



Never to kiss their wives again, never to cradle their babies
in their strong arms. I might as well put Joaquín’s picture on
the wall. Man, this place was depressing, but it was a thousand
times better than jail. Now I was the one who needed a drink.

I sat on the stool closest to the only friendly face, Kyle,
who was tending bar. The gummy pleather seat clung to my
thighs as he gave me a welcoming smile.

Kyle Lawson was a SEAL and former NFL linebacker; he
was also the new owner of the Pickled Frog. He was gorgeous
—smooth mahogany-colored skin, trimmed dark beard, and
deep amber-tinted eyes. At six foot five, his body seemed
sculpted by Michelangelo himself. Kyle was like a celebrity in
the teams. After he’d given up a multi-million-dollar football
contract to become a SEAL, the media had hailed him a hero,
even before he rescued a group of cheerleaders who were
kidnapped on a USO tour. But he’d refused all interviews to
the press and was as humble as any of the team guys. “Hey,
beautiful. Sorry to hear about your brother. What can I get
you?”

His buddies, Pat and Vic, both gave me forced nods. Their
loyalty must’ve been torn between their hatred of the woman
who broke Grant’s heart and their protectiveness of Joaquín’s
sister.

“Malibu and Coke.”

“Coming right up.”

I glanced down the bar at the other SEALs. It was like a
buffet of rock-hard men. My eyes watered, like I was high on
the testosterone levels in this place.

Kyle placed the drink in front of me. “How’s your
brother?”

“I saw him after he was arrested, and he looked horrible.
Now he’s refusing my visits.” I took a sip, the warm rum
coating my throat. “Were you at that party?”

“Look, honey, I wish I could help, but Joe, Pat, Vic and I
left before the strippers arrived. I’m sure you’re trying to help
Joaquín, but no one is going to talk to you about that night.”



He glanced at Pat and Vic. “We keep each other’s secrets to
our grave.”

Kyle wasn’t kidding. As much as I had a window into
these SEALs’ worlds, as both a girlfriend and a sister, I knew
that I wasn’t privy to their world of secrets.

I adored Pat though; he was such an amazing guy. He
adopted Annie’s son, and Annie was now expecting his child.
My own womb ached—had I stayed with Grant, I was sure
we’d be married and we’d probably have started a family by
now. But instead of celebrating a new life with my soul mate, I
was trying to salvage my brother’s future.

I bit my lower lip and threw back my drink. I didn’t have a
plan. I didn’t have a strategy. I didn’t have a clue what I was
doing.

Here goes nothing. I pushed myself off the seat and
squeezed between Paul and Mitch, to at least try to see if I
could get them to admit they were at the party.

Paul resembled a young Tom Cruise—brown hair, blue
eyes, dimples. He had even more arrogance than the rest of the
men. As one of only a handful of second-generation SEALs,
he’d been bred for this life. “Mia, I’m sorry about Joaquín, but
the brass has forbidden us to talk about that night.”

“I know. Grant told me the other night.”

Grant, who was sitting on the other side of Mitch, didn’t
even look at me. “Why are you here exactly?” he demanded,
his voice cold. “You should leave. You’re not welcome.”

“Yeah, well, you don’t own the bar now, do you? Kyle
doesn’t seem to have a problem with me being here. It’s a free
country.” Grant’s short-sleeved blue T-shirt teased me with
glimpses of his tattoos. I gulped when I noticed he’d covered
up my name with some sort of vine. At least I hadn’t tattooed
his name on my ass, though I’d strongly considered it. My lack
of ink didn’t matter; Grant’s name was permanently embedded
in my heart.

He turned toward me, his green eyes digging deep into my
soul. “What do you want from us? We aren’t going to talk



about that night, none of us are. We’ve all given statements to
the police and to our commands. When this goes to trial, we
will be forced to testify, and it will ruin our careers.” He
placed his hand on my thigh, an electric shock up my leg. I
was addicted to his touch, longed for him, dreamt of him at
night. “Why don’t you just go back to your ‘I hate the U.S.
military’ city and leave me the fuck alone?”

How could he be such an asshole to me? He knew how
much I loved Joaquín—our love for my brother was probably
one of the only things we still shared. I turned to Mitch, my
eyes pleading for some mercy.

Mitch’s long dark hair skimmed his shoulders; his full
sleeves of tattoos decorated his enormous arms. He put his
strong hand on my back and gave me an icy stare. “Sorry, Mia.
I was passed out and woke up with some bitch sitting on my
face. I don’t remember anything.”

“Dammit, Mitch. Why do you have to be so disgusting?” I
hopped up from my chair. Grant was right; this was pointless.

But the stakes were too high to just give up. I couldn’t
imagine my brother spending the rest of his life caged like an
animal.

As I turned back toward Paul, the doors flew open. Paul’s
wife, Dara, and Mitch’s wife, April, came bouncing in,
laughing as if they were about to meet their hubbies for date
night at a five-star restaurant instead of a drink in this hellhole.

Dara gave me an insincere hug. “Oh Mia, honey. So sorry
to hear about Joaquín. But who knew he was into fucking
strippers?”

“Fuck you, Dara. Where were you that night? The party
was at your parents’ house, right? Maybe it was your husband
fucking strippers.” I hated her and her perfectly blow-dried
hair, her designer purse, her lime skinny jeans, probably in a
size twenty-six. Typical SEAL officer’s wife; thought she was
better than anyone else. She was a few years older than I was,
and never forgot to mention her Ivy League education and her
vacation home in Lake Tahoe. I didn’t need her pity.



Dara shoved the hair out of her eyes and shot a bitter glare
toward Paul. Without a word, he clutched her wrist and led her
away from me. I never understood their relationship. Grant’s
theory had always been that they got off on making each other
jealous, but to me it just seemed deeply dysfunctional.

April put her arm around me. “I am sorry, Mia. Joaquín is
a good guy. I hope he’s exonerated. Call me if you ever need
to talk.”

I thanked her. April and I had been good friends—once. A
longsuffering SEAL wife, she was blind to Mitch’s
philandering. Unlike Paul, Mitch never tried to make her
jealous, and went to great lengths to hide his other women.
April loved him, unconditionally, and I knew that no matter
what bullshit he pulled she would never be able to leave him.

I glanced at Grant, but when he turned his back on me, I
decided I couldn’t take any more. My heels touched the gravel
outside, and the bar door slammed behind me. I felt the clang
inside my heart as well. He was done with me. I was alone.
Again. No Grant. No Joaquín. No parents. Alone.

This was not the Grant I knew. He was cold, aloof, distant.
Something was off. Wasn’t he outraged about Joaquín’s false
imprisonment? Could he be hiding something? Grant said he
didn’t think Joaquín killed Tiffany. Had Grant witnessed the
murder? What in the hell was going on?

Stop, Mia. Just stop. I was clearly stressed out and not
thinking rationally. I’d dated Grant for two years; he was a
good guy, a hero. He wouldn’t hesitate to give his own life to
protect the ones he loved. Like he’d said, he was under strict
orders not to talk about the case. I didn’t want him to sacrifice
his career. His team needed him, especially without Joaquín.
Hell, our country needed him. Grant was the best of the best.

Unfortunately, I needed him, too.

But that ship had sailed. He’ll never be mine again.
I wasn’t going to give up on Joaquín that easily. With or

without Grant’s help, I would clear Joaquín’s name. My



brother was innocent. He’d sacrificed everything for me since
our parents died, and it was time for me to repay his loyalty.

There had to be a way to free my brother. And nothing
would stop me until I found it.

Grant had been right. SEALs wouldn’t talk.

I had only one clue left.

Time to make strippers sing.
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MIA

ANTHERS, SAN DIEGO’S PREMIER STRIP JOINT, was
located in an industrial area, tucked between used-car
dealerships and noodle shops. I never understood the allure of
strippers; paying women to pretend that they were interested in
you seemed pathetic, not flattering.

I sat in the parking lot, staring at the entrance. I didn’t
want to go in. What would I say, ask the women if they’d been
at the party where Tiffany was murdered? These ladies were
her friends. I’d get the door slammed in my face.

I hugged my shoulders, tucking my chin into my chest.
What was I going to do?

My window rattled. I looked up and saw a busty redhead
in a tight sweat suit standing by the window of Joaquín’s
truck.

I opened the door.

“Honey, you okay? Is your boyfriend inside?”

I swallowed. Here I was judging these women, yet this
stripper was showing me compassion. “No. I don’t have a
boyfriend. My brother used to come here.”

Her eyes narrowed, her gaze intent. “Hey, wait. You’re
Mia, aren’t you? Joaquín’s sister? I knew I recognized this
truck and you have the same eyes. Oh, honey, I’m so sorry.



Your brother is the kindest guy. Not like his friends, especially
that jackass Mitch. None of us think Joaquín killed Tiffy.”

I jumped down from the seat, my breath bottled in my
chest. “You know him? Were you at the party? I know he
didn’t do it. Can you help me?”

She gave me a warm smile. “I was at that party. But
nothing was out of the ordinary. It was just some team guys
and some girls from here. The police interviewed us all. I’ve
racked my brain trying to think of something, anything that
stood out. Maybe it was an accident? I’m so sorry, honey. I
wish I could help.”

My mind raced. There had to be something she could tell
me. Some clues to give me hope. “Which guy invited you?”

“Grant. Tall, amazing body, tattoos, blond hair, green
eyes.”

I gasped and almost tripped on the cracked asphalt. “Grant
Carrion? You must be mistaken. He hates strip clubs. I know
—he’s my ex-boyfriend.”

She let out a laugh. “So you’re the girl who fucked him
up? Sorry to be the one to tell you honey, but Grant’s a regular.
Comes in here every Tuesday night when he’s in town. Has a
thing for bleached blondes with huge tits and fake lips. We call
him Ken, because he’s always scouting for his newest Barbie.
Shows them a good time when he’s around, deploys, then
moves on to the latest model when he returns.” She gave me a
sad smile. “Look, I have to go to work. My name is Emma, but
my stage name is Pepper. If you have any more questions,
don’t hesitate to stop in. I want to help. Best of luck with your
brother.”

“Thanks, Emma.” I hugged her. She waved goodbye to me,
and I got back into the truck.

Heat rose in my body. Could she be right? Had Grant
become addicted to the strip clubs since I’d left him? Spending
his free time here, drinking himself into oblivion, finding
comfort with women who had no expectations, women who
could never disappoint him the way I had?



I winced, pushing away the image of Grant getting a lap
dance from some troubled woman with ragged extensions and
fake tits.

But Emma had given me what I needed, what I craved.
Hope.

I now had a clue. Grant had invited the girls. This man,
who I thought I knew everything about, was nothing more than
a stranger to me. Maybe he was hiding something.

Seven Deadly SEALs—Seven Achilles’ heels. I would
smoke out their secrets and figure out what happened that
night.
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MIA

’D BEEN BACK IN SAN FRANCISCO for two weeks. I
attempted to honor Joaquín’s wish and stay in school, but I
couldn’t focus. Even attending guided meditations and kirtan
chanting hadn’t helped. My mind raced in class. I hadn’t slept
well since I’d returned.

I glanced around my room in the tiny North Beach
apartment I shared with two other San Francisco State
students. Scripts lay across my desk, with stacks of books
huddled against the wall. Just a little over a month ago my life
had been so simple, so easy. One focus, one goal. To be the
best actress possible. How stupid and trivial my dreams
seemed now.

I swiped through my iPhone to the San Diego News app,
scanning for headlines about Joaquín. I didn’t have to even
scroll down the page. There it was at the top. Bail denied for
U.S. Navy SEAL accused of murdering a stripper.

Fuck.

My ears pounded and my vision blurred. I couldn’t even
read the article. No hope. This was it—the realization finally
sank in that he might get convicted of this crime.

I called Joaquín’s lawyer, but the secretary told me that my
brother had given instructions not to talk to me anymore. The
secretary had only one thing to say: Joaquín had transferred
the title of his truck to me. I knew Joaquín too well—this was



his way of ensuring I went on with my life. But what he didn’t
realize was that I would never be able to enjoy my life unless I
fought for his.

I needed to clear my head, meditate, try to find some
peace. Find a way to connect to Joaquín.

Despite being desperate for sleep, I climbed into his truck
—my truck now—and headed over the Golden Gate Bridge
toward Mt. Tamalpais. It was a clear day; San Francisco’s
famous fog seemed to have cleared the way for this mission.
The winding hills through Mill Valley reminded me of the
weekend adventures Joaquín and I had gone on with our
parents.

Mt. Tam was more than a mountain to me—it was a sacred
place, a vortex of energy. Grant and Joaquín never missed an
opportunity to tease me about my spiritual beliefs. I was raised
Catholic, but after my parents died, I’d become deeply
spiritual. I practiced yoga, became a vegan, attended kirtan
chants, and meditated. My dedication only grew stronger after
I’d left Grant. For me, my spirituality was a way to center
myself, develop a personal relationship with God, and feel
closer to my parents.

As the Raptor approached our favorite trailhead, my
breathing slowed and a memory took hold of me.

“Let’s do a time capsule!”
Joaquín, a skinny boy around age twelve with a devilish

grin, led me down the trail. Our parents slowly lagged in the
distance. Always the Boy Scout, Joaquín took a Swiss army
knife from his pocket and notched a hole at the base of a tree.

“Give me your bracelets.”
I shoved the candy-colored beaded bracelets off my wrist

and handed them to him without a second thought. A big deal,
considering at age eleven, those tacky things were my prized
possessions.

Joaquín’s eyes twinkled. He loved going on adventures,
and I was always his right-hand girl. Most brothers and sisters
fought, but we were truly best friends.



He took a small leather pouch out of his back pocket.
“This was made by the Miwok Indians.” He slipped his Swiss
army knife inside, wrapped in my bracelets, reached deep
between the roots of the tree, and dropped the pouch inside.

“One day, when we’re older, we’ll come back here and
find our treasures.”

I thought it was stupid, but I would never tell him that. I
just hugged him, and we ran off toward the voices of our
parents.

Centering myself back in present day, my feet touched the
damp soil. I closed my eyes, and I could hear my parents’
voices calling us. “Mia, Joaquín. Where are you two?”

The voices became quieter in my head and I found the tree.
Eleven years later, the old oak had seen better days, but it still
stood, leaves gathered at the base.

I knelt beside the trunk, my hand wrestling with the soil,
which was surprisingly loose, like it had been disturbed not
long ago. Digging faster, furious. It has to be in here. I’d all
about given up, when my fingers touched something smooth. I
reached down and grabbed…the pouch!

I tore it open, now weathered with dirt and rain. My
bracelets flew out, but instead of Joaquín’s knife, I found a
small wooden box.

He’s been back here?
The box was new. When had he come up here? He hadn’t

visited me in at least a year.

I flipped the box open, and inside was a small key and a
dog tag. I pulled the dog tag to me and squinted at the etched
numbers. WF #1459.

WF—Wells Fargo? I examined the plain key. It looked like
the safe deposit box key from our bank. Joaquín and I had
opened this box for my mom’s jewelry once I turned eighteen
but I’d forgotten all about it. I had my own key somewhere
back at my place, but I would’ve never thought to look in the
box.



My jaw dropped. I knew he hadn’t killed Tiffany. He
must’ve known something was going down. Joaquín was so
smart he had planned to send me on this chase. He believed in
me and knew I could save him.

My watch read four thirteen. The bank was open until six.
I stuffed the dirty pouch into my pocket, raced back to the
truck, and sped down the hill.

After stewing for twenty-five minutes in traffic, I reached
the bank. I handed the teller the key, she asked for my ID, and
handed me the signature card.

Joaquín’s name was signed above mine; the date entered
was a week after the murder.

Holy shit! He’d come up here just the other week and not
told me?

I scribbled my name on the card, and she led me to the safe
deposit boxes. When she placed the bank key in the lock with
mine, it clicked open and she handed me the box. My heart
fluttered.

I took the box to the room, anticipated what I would find.
A note? Instructions?

I slowly opened the lid. There was a certified check made
out to me for seventy-five thousand dollars. Also dated a week
after the murder.

Where did he get this money? Was this money dirty?
Related to Tiffany’s death?

A note floated out of the box. Mia, here’s the rest of Mom
and Dad’s life insurance. Please spend it wisely. I love you.

Please spend it wisely. He knew. He knew he’d be arrested.
But why? How could he possibly have known? It was
testimony to our close relationship that he knew he could
provide the one hint that would send me here. It was also
testimony to how much he loved me that he wanted to provide
for me, look after me. Just as he had always done.

The only thing I could conclude was that he was in over
his head in something…I didn’t know what. His last gesture,



which didn’t surprise me, was to make sure I was taken care
of. It brought tears to my eyes. My heart ached.

I emptied the safe deposit box, desperate for another clue.
But it was completely barren.

But I had other plans. I would take this money and find out
the truth. I’d clear his name.

I slammed the box shut and walked out to the teller. “I’d
like to deposit this check.”
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HE FAINT SMELL OF CURRY, chickpeas, and fried
pastry from the Afghan restaurant below wafted through my
tiny apartment. A potato sambosa sounded amazing, especially
washed down by a cherry blossom iced tea, but I was running
late again. I’d taken leave from my college, moved out of my
place, and quit my part-time job applying makeup at the MAC
counter at Nordstrom, styling the drag queens in the city.

Now, four months after Joaquín had been arrested, I was
living in San Rafael, across the San Francisco Bay. I hated
isolating myself, but I couldn’t afford to make any mistakes. If
Grant came looking for me, any connection to my former life
had to be erased. That meant no catching the latest indie band
at Bimbo’s 365 Club with my girlfriends, no hikes to Mount
Tam with my old friends from high school, and no spring
auditions for Marin Shakespeare Company’s summer season
with my drama cohorts. Whenever I thought of my passion for
theater, my chest ached. For so long that had been my dream.
Sometimes your dream would simply remain that: a dream. It
was hard not to feel sad, bereft.

Still, I actually loved being back in my hometown of
Marin—the cool, creative vibe, being among the musicians
and artists who flocked here. But I wasn’t here to make
friends, and this time I wasn’t running away from my
problems. This was my BUD/S. Joaquín had undergone six
months of rigorous training to become a SEAL. I was training
just as rigorously to make sure he could keep being one.



I threw some gel into my hair, pulled on a vintage Mötley
Crüe T-shirt and some faded jeans. It was a relief to be back
home, away from the flock of picture-perfect Baywatch
bitches who inhabited San Diego. I never fit in there. Not that
I was doing an excellent job of blending in here, especially
with my new looks, though I was doing a better job after
trading Joaquín’s monstrous Ford Raptor for a Honda Accord
Hybrid. The Raptor was too conspicuous among the eco-
friendly Teslas, Toyota Prii, Nissan Leafs and Chevy Volts of
Marin.

Saying goodbye to Joaquín’s truck gutted me. Every time I
drove it, I’d thought how it should be him behind the wheel,
free from shackles, and my resolve to clear his name grew. But
I had to erase any connection I had to my old life, to Joaquín,
in order to go undercover and save him.

I locked up my place, filled up a bottle of water, and
hopped into my car. Today I had a long day of training in San
Francisco: a Russian lesson in the Richmond District, kung fu
in Chinatown, pole dancing at a studio on the unfortunately
named Bush Street. Tomorrow was equally packed with
weapons training, CrossFit, an acting workshop, and computer
classes. I was so exhausted and sore every night I would
usually stumble back to my place, soak in a warm bath filled
with Epsom salts, and crash.

The lessons and training were actually fun, but I had done
something drastic. Something I swore I would never do,
something that was completely against my belief system.

I’d gone through an extreme makeover.

As a rule, I was fundamentally against plastic surgery. I
loved my body, my unique looks, my distinct features. I was
half Latina—I had flat breasts, wide hips, almond-shaped eyes,
a weak chin, and a cute bump on my nose. At first, I didn’t
even consider surgery as part of my plan,

After Joaquín was denied bail, I’d gone to San Diego one
more time and, as promised, my brother had refused my visit.
But I refused to give up on him—I drove like a madwoman
across the Coronado Bay Bridge. I was no longer a military



dependent, so I didn’t have an ID to gain access to base. I
parked at the Del and headed toward the beach that borders the
SEAL compound.

I hoped one of Joaquín’s friends would see me, take pity,
and offer me some help or guidance. As luck would have it,
Grant and his buddies were helping to train the BUD/S
recruits. Grant’s face flashed a notice of recognition toward
me, but he ignored me. I might as well have been a stranger.

Then a wicked idea crossed my head. What if I was a
stranger? To him, to his entire Team. Could I find out what
really happened that night? Go undercover with the strippers at
the club and discover the SEALs’ secret sins? Learn about
them with their masks off, from the vantage point of a fantasy
woman instead of the good girl they wanted to protect.

It was the only way. I drove back to San Francisco that
night and booked an appointment with a surgeon.

Having to go under the knife last month was excruciating,
especially without anyone to take care of me. The nurse I’d
hired to help me recover kept lamenting that such a pretty
young girl would ruin her face and body. I agreed with her
completely, but she didn’t have a clue what was at stake.

I was trying to go undercover with Navy SEALs, men who
were impossible to fool, and I couldn’t take any chances,
especially with Grant. He knew every inch of my body. So I’d
had breast implants, a nose job, a chin implant, fillers in my
lips and cheeks, lipo on my neck, lasers to remove my
freckles, and Botox on my eyebrows. I looked like a plastic
freak, but the doctor swore my features would get less tight
and I might someday resemble a human again.

Still waiting.
My entire body throbbed, the chin implant burned through

my skin, my nose was still swollen. Blinking was a daily
struggle. These silicone balloons on my chest strained my
back.

I forced myself to stare in the mirror, not recognizing my
own reflection. The rest of my body had transformed also. As



soon as the doctor cleared me, I’d started weight training.
Squats to give me a nice butt, weights to make my skinny
body toned and lean. Was this the type of woman Grant really
desired? A stereotypical plastic blonde bombshell with perfect
features devoid of any uniqueness?

I reminded myself I hadn’t changed my appearance to win
Grant back. I’d altered my looks to lure Grant to me so I could
go undercover and clear Joaquín’s name. After all I’d done,
this had better work. Failure was not an option. I wasn’t sure I
could survive the heartache if I didn’t complete this mission.

I was used to being alone, but I missed my brother. I
missed Grant. What was he doing now? I had always kept tabs
on him through Joaquín—but for the first time since I’d met
Grant, I didn’t have any clue where he was. Was he deployed?
With another girl? Training somewhere? Bastard didn’t even
have a Facebook account I could stalk. His Scorpio ass had
become even more elusive since we broke up.

When we were together, I never doubted his fidelity or
love; he was honest and open with me. But I also felt that I
could never penetrate his core. Even after dating him for two
years, he always held a part of himself back. Like he was
afraid to let me see his true self. Joaquín and I shared so much
with each other that Grant’s exclusion had sometimes made
me wonder if he really wanted me in his life. But I was far
from innocent—I kept my secrets too.

I crossed the Golden Gate Bridge, and my heart raced
when I viewed the city skyline. This was Joaquín’s and my
hometown, the last place where my life had made sense. The
Transamerica Pyramid, where my father had worked nights
cleaning, glowed in the distance. My dad had been so proud,
so principled. In a way I was glad he never lived to see his
only son accused of murder.

I turned off Geary Boulevard and pulled the car in front of
Blue Danube Coffee, grateful to the parking fairy for finding
me a spot. I dashed out of the car, but paused before opening
the front door of the coffee shop. The San Francisco Chronicle
stand held a paper with the headline—U.S. Navy SEAL
Joaquín Cruz Murder Trial set for August.



I pushed four quarters into the metal slot and grabbed a
paper from the top. My muscles quivered and I ground my
teeth. I hated not being there for him, showing him support
and unconditional love every step of this mess. I had to make
this work. I was his only hope.

My instructor, Roman, was waiting for me at a back table.
I ordered myself an almond milk Mexican Mocha and slid into
the chair across from him. This gorgeous man was the polar
opposite of Grant. Roman’s jet-black hair skimmed his
eyebrows, highlighting his almost black eyes. His lips were
full, his skin was pale, his body was lean. His accent was so
alluring; every time he pronounced the word pleasure “plea-
shure” my knees went weak. In another life, another time, I
could fall madly in love with the man sitting across from me
sipping a single black espresso. But I was focused on Joaquín,
and unfortunately for me, Grant had a permanent hold on my
heart.

“You’re late.” The words rolled off his tongue.

“I’m sorry, it won’t happen again, Roman. Traffic.”

“Call me Roma.” His eyes focused on my swollen breasts.
“Why it is that you want to learn Russian? You never told to
me.”

Of course I didn’t. I found you on Craigslist.
“It’s a sensual language. Always wanted to learn. I’m an

actress. I would love to perform Chekhov in his native
tongue.”

He smirked, clearly not buying my story. I now started to
doubt my acting skills. “You will tell to me when you are
ready. Davai. Kak vas zovut?”

Let’s go. What’s your name?
I took a sip of my mocha, the warm liquid coating my

throat, helping me slip into my character. “Menya zovut
Ksenya.”

Ksenya, derived from the Greek word xenia, which meant
stranger. My eyes perked when I found it on a list of Russian
names. I was a stranger now, a stranger to Joaquín, to Grant, to



myself. Grant had been right. Mia couldn’t help Joaquín. Mia
couldn’t break the SEAL code. Mia couldn’t get anyone to
talk.

But none of those SEALs stood a chance of resisting
Ksenya.
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S I REINVENTED MY LIFE, Joaquín rotted in a jail cell
for five months. Per his request, I made no further contact. Just
one final call to his lawyer, telling him that I’d been accepted
into a theater program in England and that I’d check in when I
could.

I missed Joaquín so much, every day, but I couldn’t focus
on that pain. Today was game day.

I pulled my car into the parking lot at Panthers. Was I
really going to do this? The thought of taking my clothes off
for a bunch of leering men made my throat burn.

Roma had helped me secure a new driver’s license, social
security number, and birth certificate. He’d even found me a
place to live—a tiny room in an elderly Russian lady’s
apartment in El Cajon. The place reeked of pierogies and tea,
but it didn’t matter. I was pretty sure Roma had Mafia ties, but
we’d both adopted an unspoken rule about not asking about
each other’s activities.

One final glance in the dashboard mirror and I was ready
to go. My hair was now bleached and blended with platinum
blond extensions, my hazel eyes were masked with brown
contacts, accented with heavy dark eye shadow and false
eyelashes, and my lips were painted pale pink and frosted.
And thanks to the combination of my depression and my
physical training, my skinny frame now looked like it could
grace the cover of a Victoria’s Secret catalogue.



And I hated to admit it, but I loved the way I looked.
Conceit. Vanity. Pride. My lack of humility saddened me.
Though I would’ve never gone under the knife in any other
circumstance, this dilemma forced me to fix every one of my
physical insecurities. As a woman, it was almost empowering,
no longer having to worry about my thin lips or crooked nose.
I did realize through the recovery that my previously low self-
image didn’t matter, that my soul and dedication was what was
important. I just wish I could’ve understood this new truth
without having to change myself.

I’d transformed myself from cute girl next door to,
according to Emma the stripper, Grant’s ultimate fantasy. It
was still hard for me to believe her; I would have to see it with
my own eyes. But if Grant dreamt about blonde bombshells, I
would become the woman of his nightmares. I was
unstoppable. I was in control.

I pushed by some guys in the parking lot, made my way to
the entrance, and spoke to the bouncer. “I have meeting
together with Jim,” I said in my affected Russian accent.
Roma kept telling me no one would be able to distinguish me
from any other Russian speaker. I’d studied not only the
language, but also the grammar mistakes the recent
immigrants often made when they spoke in English.

The bouncer eye-fucked me. “Ka-sen-e-ya? Jim is
expecting you. In his office.”

I nodded and made my way toward the back of the club,
watching the girls onstage out of the corner of my eye. Smoke
filled the place from the adjoining private hookah lounge. The
sweet, musky smell made my eyes water. Better get used to it.

Jim greeted me at the door. Bald, fat, hairy, pretty much
what I expected the owner of a strip club to look like.
“Welcome, Ksenya. Wow. You’re a little minx, aren’t you?”

Gross. I’d made a strict pact with myself—I’d go rogue,
but under no circumstances would I sleep with a man who
disgusted me. “Good to meet together with you.” I hated using
improper English, but it was a necessity now.



“Come into my office and relax. Tell me about yourself.
Where are you from?”

His office consisted of a squalid cum-stained couch, a desk
with papers piled all over it, and walls of framed pictures of
him mugging with celebrities who had come to this joint.

I perched on the edge of the sofa. “I’m from Kharkov, in
Ukraine. I was ballroom dancer. I come here with my baba,
my grandmother, who was engineer. But she is dead and so I
must work. I do not disappoint you. I hear you are the best,
and me, I always want to be the best.”

He motioned me to stand up and twirl around, and I
obliged, wiggling my hips.

“Let’s see what you’ve got. We have striking girls come in
here every day, but I need to know you’re the real deal. You
can give me a dance in the VIP lounge.”

He led me to the room, which was painted electric purple.
The pole in the middle glowed from shiny lights.

“Undress.”

I slowly took off my sweat suit, fighting the urge to flee.
Now stripped down to my matching pink bra and panties, my
cheeks burned and I hid my blush behind my hair. I’d always
been modest; the only man to ever see me naked was Grant.
The music started, almost as if it sensed my presence. The
hypnotic rhythm of the R&B song seemingly overtook my
body. Centered, calming, crafted. Seducing this dirty old man
with my moves would be easy—tricking Grant would be the
true test.

My eyes focused on Jim, but I didn’t see him. I wasn’t
dancing for Jim. I wasn’t even dancing to save my brother. I
was dancing for Grant—I saw Grant’s face, his lips, his eyes
trace my movements. Slow and seductive rather than fast and
frenzied. How many times had he sat in this room, watching a
broken girl dance for him? What had these women given him
that I hadn’t been able to? Did he open up to them? Truly let
them in instead of how he always tried to be tough and
resilient for me?



As I made love to the pole, my heart pounded, my stomach
fluttered. This was where I was meant to be. After seeing
Grant again and having him shut me out, literally and
figuratively, I realized I wasn’t done with him. As much as I
didn’t want to admit it, I missed him, despite the fact that he
had been an asshole to me. I’d hurt him, but behind his vicious
words to me, I wondered if he still loved me no matter how
much he tried to fight it.

A loud clap sprang me from my haze. “Bravo. Ksenya, you
are enchanting. Can you start tonight? We have a huge party
booked. VIPs, extravagant spenders. They love seeing a new
gem. Are you game?”

I wasn’t sure if this transformation would work, that I
could even get close enough to any of the Team guys, but I
had to try. My plan was to strip here until I saw Joaquín’s
Teammates. I’d focus on the first one who paid me any
attention, entertain them at a similar party, and try to figure out
what happened to Tiffany.

“Da. Thank you, Jim. I won’t let you down.”

I put my clothes back on, and Jim gave me a bunch of
forms to fill out. Surprisingly, he actually ended up being quite
nice and went out of his way to make me feel comfortable.

VIPs. It was Thursday night. I’d done my research—
driven by the houses of my brother’s Teammates, seen their
cars in the driveway, the “Welcome Home Daddy” banners in
the windows. They must’ve just returned from a training
exercise or a deployment. Which meant they were due to make
their appearance here any day.

When Grant walked through these doors, I’d be on that
stage. And I would be able to dance for my man. In the
shadows.
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KSENYA

NFORTUNATELY, JIM’S BIG SPENDERS THAT first
night didn’t include Grant. Or the night after that. Or the next.
Days turned into weeks. It seemed as if I’d been stuck in this
hellhole forever, and there was still no sign of my former
lover, or any of his Teammates. I’d gone from star of the
SFSU drama department with a promising future, living my
dreams, moonlighting with the best thespians at American
Conservatory Theater, to a lowly stripper with limited hope,
stuck in a nightmare, dancing—if you could call it that—for
lonely men.

I hated it—the baby talk, the lap dances, the inappropriate
touches, the lewd remarks, the constant propositions. I kept
telling myself, You can do this, Mia. You’re preparing for the
role of a lifetime.

The other strippers were nice at least. I was surprised that
they weren’t as messed up as I’d assumed they’d be. Emma
was long gone though. From what I could glean, this place had
a high turnover rate.

It was Taco Tuesday—carne asada, salsa bar, Coronas,
churros. I’d decided to have a little bit of fun with the crowd
and dressed up in a sexy border patrol costume, enjoying the
irony since I was an undercover Latina. I was dancing to a
Latin pop song when the doors flew open. The loud laughter
of deep male voices perked my ears.



Then I saw him—my man was standing right in front of
the stage.

Jolts of electricity coursed through my veins. The sweat on
my back moistened my costume; the heat from the dazzling
lights burned my skin. Could I really pull this off? Would
Grant take one look at me and call my bluff? My mouth
became dry and my heart palpitated.

We were in the same room, breathing the same smoky air.
Dreaming of his face every night for months made him seem
like my own mirage. But this time he was very real.

“Blurred Lines” started playing. Well, at least the song was
appropriate. I glided to the pole, my partner in this urgent
dance, a dance that could help me enter into this new world I
so desperately sought to infiltrate.

My hips swayed, I licked my lips. Climbing to the top of
the pole, I spread my legs, determined to get Grant to notice
me. I had to remind myself to stay the course, not blow my
dance or run over to him.

I made eye contact and he winked. I knew that wink, that
look of desire. The first time he’d winked at me, sitting across
from me at a coffee shop, I’d completely melted. Back then
the giddiness of first love consumed me. Now, I had to hold
back tears, since I was pretty positive that he had no idea I was
Mia. Just some sexy stripper he hoped to see naked.

I pranced up and down the catwalk, narrowing my gaze on
him. Dancing for him, willing him to connect with me. His
eyes turned hungry as he followed my every movement. Soon
I could barely see him through the bright lights and smoke.
My hair whipped in the air, my body seduced the pole. The
song ended, the smoke waned, the lights dimmed. And Grant
was relaxed in a chair, motioning me to come toward him.

The plan. Stick to the plan, Mia. Watch which girls go over
to his group. Don’t approach him immediately, take your time.
You have dreamt of this moment, planned, prepared—now it’s
showtime.



I gave him a coy smile, blew a kiss, and walked off the
stage. I headed to the bar to get a better vantage point and
some liquid courage. A quick shot of vodka calmed my
nerves. Grant’s skin looked darker, perhaps he’d just returned
from the Middle East. His massive biceps bulged out of his
black T-shirt, looking bigger than when I’d last seen them. His
hair was longer, his beard fuller. And he was looking right at
me.

I waved and he moistened his lips. If I avoided him, he
might suspect something. I was just another dancer, and if a
customer was staring at me, it was my job to flirt back.

Shoulders back, tits up. I reapplied my red lipstick, locking
my gaze on his. I’d turned myself into his dream girl, his
personal fantasy pinup. But I was real—well, mostly. And he
was still the only man who had ever sent ripples of pleasure
pulsating throughout my body.

A casual flaunt of my blond locks, a batting of my false
eyelashes, and I made my way over to him. “Hi, handsome.
My name it is Ksenya. How are you doing tonight?” My
accent was crisp, I rolled my r’s, my tongue touching the top
of my mouth.

“Much better now that I saw you, sexy. I’m Grant. Where
you from?” He pulled me onto his lap. I ran my fingers
through his hair. He smelled the same as I remembered—pine,
lemon, and vodka, as if he had just chopped down a Christmas
tree and drunk a spiked lemonade to refresh. Did I smell the
same to him? Could he recognize my scent despite me
switching to new brands of lotion and shampoo?

“Kharkov, Ukraine.” I figured my recent-immigrant ruse
would explain my terse conversation. Reduce the chances for
him to find me out.

His eyes zeroed in on my chest. I arched my back to give
him a better view. My mind flashed to him sucking on my
nipples, cradling my small breasts. He’d always seemed so
pleased with me, with my body—did he really want a girl with
fake tits and silicone lips?



“I’ve been around the world twice, but never to Ukraine.
Maybe you could show me around some time.” His words
were slurred.

I’ve been around the world twice? Really—he was actually
quoting the Navy SEAL “Ballad of the Frogman”? His
bloodshot eyes told me he’d been wasted before he ever set
foot in here.

I focused my energy on controlling my facial movements,
ensuring that my eyes didn’t shift or my nose didn’t twitch as I
spewed out my lines. “I’d love to show to you whatever it is
you like to see, handsome.” Had he gone to strip clubs behind
my back when we were together? My heart wrenched,
thinking of those nights I’d spent practicing lines from a script
for class in his apartment, waiting for him to come home from
boys’ night, supposedly at bars and steakhouses. He’d always
sworn to me he was the designated driver, that the older Team
guys had forced him to join them, since he was merely a
SEAL pup.

By now, every Team guy was talking to a girl. My gaze
scanned to the other present members of Joaquín’s Team—
Paul and Mitch. Had one of them murdered Tiffany and
framed my brother?

I turned back to Grant. Rules for keeping a SEAL’s
interest: #1 always make him the center of attention, #2 never
let him see you checking out his Teammates, no matter how
insanely gorgeous. “Can I dance for you?” Talking too long
would arouse suspicion. He thought I was a stripper. I needed
to earn my tips.

“Sure, sexy. Follow me.”

Follow me? Even now, even in here, he was taking charge.
I usually led my customers—emasculated husbands, inebriated
frat boys, insecure businessmen, even conceited rock stars—
back to the VIP room. But no, Grant was in control. He was a
regular. He knew the drill.

He grabbed my hand, and instead of recoiling at his touch
and being disgusted about his ease in this place, I couldn’t
fight my arousal. What the hell was wrong with me for still



wanting him? Especially in here, when I looked like a porn
star. When would this pain end? The combination of disgust,
sadness, and guilt crashed through my mind. Had my
abandonment driven him to seek comfort with these women?
Or had he been seeing them all along?

But I didn’t have a moment to reflect. I needed to give the
performance of a lifetime.
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GRANT

LED KSENYA—HOWEVER THE fuck you pronounced it
—to the back room. After months on a mission, I couldn’t wait
to see her peel off her clothes. Alone with me, without a group
of guys also getting off on her.

She was so fucking hot. Physically, she was exactly my
childhood fantasy pinup, as if she had been designed for me.
Long platinum-blond hair. Full, round breasts which busted
out of her black negligée. Plump, pouty lips. Definitely not the
girl-next-door type, like my ex Mia, the only woman I’d ever
loved.

But I could tell something was off with this chick. I was a
regular here, and she didn’t seem the type to take her clothes
off for money. She was too stunning, almost too sexy. Why
was she stripping?

Strippers were the best; I didn’t care what anyone else
thought. They were fucking hot, listened to your problems,
loved sex, didn’t nag you, didn’t expect anything in return.
Sure, they danced practically naked for money, but men paid
for women no matter how you looked at it. Whether it was
nice dinners, designer clothes, expensive jewelry—nothing
was for free. At least with strippers, you got what you paid for.
I hadn’t been this callous, cynical man when dating Mia. This
was who I was now.

Fuck it, I didn’t care. I wanted to see her naked. That was
the problem with these titty bars—rules, cameras, bouncers.



I sat on the blue velvet sofa. “Dance for me, baby.”

Her mouth turned up into a smile, and her long hair
brushed against my face. That sweet, citrusy scent of her skin
—smelled like Mia, even though she had always masked it
with coconut products. I pictured Mia naked, rubbing lotion all
over her thighs, an image I could recall to my head anytime,
anywhere, day or night—a useful skill when I was stuck in a
dirt hole in Afghanistan. I wondered if Ksenya tasted like Mia,
too?

Fuck. I couldn’t think of Mia now. I had a sexy woman in
front of me and refused to think about my ex. All those nights
when I was alone in the hospital, missing her, hoping she
would come back to me. She had made it clear she didn’t want
me. I had moved on.

A slow melodic beat started playing, not the upbeat dance
crap the strippers usually chose. I recognized the song, a
power ballad by a hair metal band. Interesting choice. Why
had she picked that song? Doubtful she was even born when it
came out. Whatever—Eastern European chicks were live
wires.

I relaxed, took a swig of my beer. Ksenya’s chocolate-
brown eyes locked onto mine. Though the color was different,
something about the shape of her eyes reminded me of Mia.
Dammit, what was wrong with me?

Without prompting, Ksenya turned around, her fingernails,
filed short and painted red, dug into my jeans, her tits rubbed
my chest. A coy glance, a warm touch. She was totally into
me. Not in the normal stripper bilking her client way, or off in
her own mind dancing and thinking about her problems. This
chick seemed one hundred percent present and focused on me.
I loved it.

I needed her to come home with me. “Baby, how long’ve
you worked here?”

She turned away from me. My only way to connect with
her was through my voice—I wasn’t allowed to touch her,
which was so hard since her juicy ass was only inches from
my tongue.



She shot me a glance over her shoulders. “Few months. It
is job.”

Her broken English was charming. The only foreign girls I
had met were overseas. Some of the Team guys liked going to
brothels, but I refused to pay for sex, especially after what
happened to my buddy Pat. He’d hired a hooker in an Aruban
brothel, and she turned out to be a sex-trafficked American. I
couldn’t help thinking that all those women overseas in those
places were forced into the sex industry, victimized, abused. I
refused to be a part of their nightmares.

Besides, I could get plenty of women right here. I was used
to San Diego coeds, no challenge at all once they found out I
was a SEAL. Ksenya hadn’t even asked me what I did for a
living. “Yeah? You’re too gorgeous for this place. I’ve seen
some other Eastern European women here, but most of them
seemed harder. You seem fresh. What’s your deal?”

She bit her bottom lip; her eyes glanced down at her clear
stripper heels. I paused for a second to catch my breath, Mia
always used to bite her lip when she was nervous. “I have no
story. I needed the money, and my English is not very good. I
have no family. Dancing it is what I am good at.”

“Do you have many regular clients?” Strippers lied, would
tell you whatever you wanted to hear. But I was pretty talented
at detecting bullshit.

“Few. But I don’t do extras.” She squeezed my thighs.
“Not even for you, handsome. I just dance.”

Fuck, I hadn’t gotten laid in months. I didn’t want to get
blue balls or waste my time trying to meet a girl in a bar. I
didn’t do the fuck-buddy thing either. Way too much drama,
and if I was fucking a girl, she better not be foolish enough to
cheat on me. At least Mia never screwed around with other
men. And my dumb ass had been faithful to her too. “Hey,
when’s your shift over? I’d like to see you out of here. I know
this great little sushi place downtown.”

“I have plans tonight.” Her eyelashes lifted. “I’m not
hooker. Only dancer.”



“Hookers hold no interest for me. All I want is to grab a
bite to eat.” I wanted her to know I didn’t see her as just a
stripper. She had an angelic face, and I needed to get to know
her, carnally.

She nuzzled my neck, cupped my face in her hands.
“Tomorrow? I get off at eight.”

“It’s a date.” I took out a hundred dollars and handed it to
her. She started dancing again, but I stopped her. She could
give me a private dance tomorrow night. And fuck if that
couldn’t come a moment too soon.
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KSENYA

USHI? HAD GRANT SERIOUSLY ASKED a stripper out
to dinner? He couldn’t possibly know I’m Ksenya. Emma
must’ve been right when she said he wooed the girls at
Panthers, taking one out whenever he was in town. I knew he
was single—no steady girlfriend since me—but when had this
stripper fetish started? What if he’d cheated on me when we
were together? Bile rose in my throat. Was I simply naïve
expecting him to have been faithful to me?

Dinner with Grant was not the plan. I wanted to observe
him with the strippers. See who else talked to the guys, try to
figure out which girls were at Paul’s place the night of the
murder.

But I couldn’t say no to Grant. I was in character. I was
Ksenya, and she wanted someone to save her.

I seethed inwardly. I didn’t need a man to save me. The
only good thing that had resulted out of this nightmare was
that for the first time in my life I had proved I could take care
of myself. Without my parents, Joaquín, or Grant to pick me
up when I fell. Yes, Joaquín had left me the money in the safe
deposit box, but every red cent had gone toward this plan.
Once my brother was free, I refused to ever rely on anyone but
myself again.

What was I going to wear? I’d just finished my shift
twenty minutes ago. I rummaged through my duffel bag in the
dressing room—stripper costumes, Victoria’s Secret PINK



sweats, and a skintight black dress I’d worn last week for VIP
night. Mia would’ve worn sweats, but Ksenya would choose
the dress. And heels, earrings, and makeup. Playing Ukrainian
Barbie was hard. I just hoped she was hot enough to get her
Ken doll to talk.

What I would give to go home to my room in El Cajon,
shower, scrub off this makeup, crawl into my pajamas, and
binge-watch Dancing under the Stars. The arches in my feet
were cramped from those ridiculous stripper shoes, my empty
stomach was craving a heaping plate of pesto pasta, not sushi,
and my eyes were heavy from lack of sleep. Not to mention
these humongous tits were killing my back. But I wasn’t going
to blow my big chance.

I waited by the back entrance for Grant. My goal for the
night was to get him to open up to me, even just a little. Then
maybe he’d invite me to the next stripper party he and his
buddies had. But I had no intention of sleeping with him—not
now, not ever again. I was confident in my acting ability, but I
couldn’t control the way my body would respond to his touch.
If we made love, he would know I was Mia. I closed my eyes,
imagined the warmth of his chest pressing on my skin, the
stubble from his beard tickling the nape of my neck, the tender
way he used to hold me.

I stared down Convoy Street, scanning for Grant’s truck.
Our club was next to used-car dealerships and Korean
barbecues, and the scent of burning animal flesh and kimchee
made my skin crawl. A few customers catcalled me, and I
resisted the urge to flip them off.

The roar of a motorcycle shook the air. Grant had bought a
bike? I was so pissed at him. He’d always wanted one when
we were together, but I refused to let him get one. It was one
thing for him to risk his life overseas defending our freedom; it
was another to end up as road kill for a drunk driver and die
the way my parents had.

I wanted to go off on him, but I highly doubted Ksenya
would nag him. I took a deep breath and centered myself,
slipping back into Ksenya’s world.

http://bit.ly/LWIduts


His windblown hair framed his face. I loved his masculine
jaw line, his beard, his intensity. The deep scar on his neck
beckoned me to reach out and caress it. I had clearly
underestimated the hold this man still had over me.

“Hey, gorgeous. Hop on.” He handed me a helmet.

“You drive motorcycle? Is dangerous, no?” Screw it, I
figured Grant would like a little bit of sass from Ksenya.

“Nothing’s dangerous when you’re with me. Let’s go.”

Cocky son of a bitch. In the past six months, I’d never
once considered how hard it would be to shut my mouth and
not call Grant out on his bullshit. I pulled the tight helmet over
my head, wrapped my arms around his waist, and held on.

The wind chilled my legs as we entered the freeway, my
skintight dress riding up around my thighs. I’d never been on a
motorcycle, fundamentally refused to ever ride one after my
parents died. But gliding through traffic, I had to admit, for the
first time since Joaquín had been arrested, that my pulse
steadied, my heartbeat calmed. For our brief ride I vanquished
memories of my parents, Joaquín’s troubles, my heartache—
this overwhelming sense of urgency. I was truly enjoying
living in the moment.

We pulled up to some hole-in-the-wall sushi joint. We
weren’t in the ritzy part of downtown. We were on Broadway,
a few blocks from the county jail where Joaquín was being
housed.

I’m here, Joaquín. I haven’t abandoned you.
It was hard being so close to him and not being able to

reach out to him, but I had faith I was on the right path.

I removed my helmet and crinkled my nose. The stench of
urine and tar churned my stomach. Grant would never have
taken me to a restaurant like this. This was a place where a
guy took a girl to hide her, not to show her off. Was he
shrouding me because I was a stripper? Or did he have a
girlfriend somewhere who he was cheating on?

Last night, I almost felt guilty for using him to find the
truth after having dumped him in the past. But he chose to date



a stripper, who on the surface was clearly not the type of
woman to get serious with. So if he wanted a fling, at least he
would be spending time with a woman who actually cared
about him.

Grant studied my face. “This place is great, I promise. I
know it doesn’t look like much, but the food is incredible.”

Great, he could still read me even as Ksenya. “I’m sure it
is wonderful. I’m excited for good meal.”

His eyebrows lifted. “It’s refreshing to meet someone who
looks beyond outward appearances.”

I bit my lip. “Compared to where it is I am from, this place
is like palace.” Grant had a point. This could be the best sushi
in the city, but I would’ve never agreed to go here when we
were dating.

I’d never considered myself to be pretentious, but I admit
I’d been a tad judgmental. I wondered if Grant had held
himself back with me, afraid to push me to try new
experiences. Why hadn’t I just been more open when I was
with him?

The waitress sat us at a cramped table, stuck between the
sushi bar and the restroom. Grant ordered a bunch of rolls,
Asahi beer for himself, and sake for me.

He held my hand across the table. “So, how long have you
been in San Diego?”

“Few months. I lived together in San Francisco with my
baba. She died, and it was too much money for me there to
live. I have friend here who was dancer and made good
money, so I come down. The clubs in San Francisco are good,
but houses are not so cheap.” My story was solid—I’d gone
over it a thousand times—but gazing across at a man who
regularly interrogated terrorists caused my palms to sweat.

The waitress brought us the first batch of rolls. Grant
swirled a neon green mound of wasabi in the soy sauce with
such concentration I shuddered from his intensity. “So you live
with your friend?” he asked.



“No. She got boyfriend and quit the club. I live with older
woman. She gives to me room in home, and I help with
cleaning and cooking.” I tasted a piece of sushi—the Motion
in the Ocean roll. The spicy jalapeño sauce lit my lips on fire
while the sweet citrus put out the flame. I swallowed the tuna,
the slithery fish sliding down my throat. Dear God, please
don’t let me gag. I had been a vegan for years. But I knew
there was no chance I could remain one in front of Grant.

“You could clean and cook for me.”

“Very funny.”

He popped a crunchy soft-shell crab roll into his mouth.
“I’m serious, I travel all the time for my job. I could use some
help.”

Was he kidding me? He had to be joking—he did not
invite a stripper he had just met to move in with him. I dated
this jackass for two years and we hadn’t even lived together.

“No, thank you. I do not know you.”

His eyebrow lifted, and his mouth widened into a sly
smile. “Well, get to know me.”

My head pounded and it wasn’t from the cheap sake. Who
was this man who sat across from me? Was it possible to
change that much or did every man reinvent himself when
dating someone new? I fought the desire to kick Grant in the
balls, hightail it out of there, and get back to my life.

“What is it you do for living?”

“I sell pharmaceuticals.” His nose didn’t even twitch; he’d
become an expert at hiding his lies. Though this fib didn’t
bother me. SEALs never told civilians what they did for a
living. Joaquín told everyone he met that he drove an ice
cream truck. That guy you met in a bar boasting about being a
SEAL? He was a liar.

“Let’s get out of here. I want to take you somewhere.” He
signaled to the waitress and paid the bill in cash.

We slid onto the back of his bike, and I placed my arms
around him. I wanted to vanish into this moment, go back to



the way we were when we had first fallen in love. Before he
deployed that first time. Before I’d done something stupid.
Before I didn’t have the guts to confide in him.

Grant headed down to the pier, in front of the USS
Midway, a retired Naval carrier turned maritime museum. The
millions of lights from the ship illuminated the ocean, as the
view of Coronado’s Hotel Del beckoned in the distance. Grant
might be lying to his date about his job, but he was also
sharing his love of the Navy. Maybe he didn’t see Ksenya as
just a conquest.

We stood under the world-famous Unconditional
Surrender statue, which portrayed a sailor kissing a nurse at
the end of World War II.

Grant took me into his arms, and I was sure he was going
to kiss me under the moonlight. “You’re so incredibly hot.
Let’s go to a hotel.”

“Nyet.”
“Come on, babe. We’ll have a great time. If you feel

uncomfortable, I’ll take you home. I just want to spend some
time with you.”

My first instinct was to slap him. But my panties became
damp as I imagined what this new Grant would do to me.
Which way should I go—sweet, shy, good girl forced into
stripping? Or nasty, freaky, bad girl who owned her sexuality?

I had vowed when this deception started—hell, when this
date started—to never sleep with him again, fearful that he
would discover my identity. Now I decided I wasn’t going to
make any rules. I’d fooled him so far—maybe I could fool him
in bed as well. I’d spent every night for the past two and a half
years imagining making love to him. As Mia, I’d been the girl
next door, a young inexperienced virgin, petrified to ask him
to act out my deepest fantasies. But I had always harbored a
secret desire to play the temptress.

If Grant wanted to party, I’d be ecstatic to rock his world.
This time, I wouldn’t hold back. I couldn’t. Ksenya would
have to be a wildcat in bed for me to pull off this deception.



Sleeping with Grant might be the only way to truly have
him let down his guard and open up to me. But this time, sex
would be on my terms, on my timeline—and for once in my
life, I’d be in control.
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I

GRANT

WASN’T BUYING KSENYA’S GOOD-girl act, but I was
game to play along. Her eyes had dilated at my request, but
she still agreed to go to the hotel with me. She was, in fact, a
stripper, not that I cared. It was about time I dated a girl who
loved sex.

I’d worshipped Mia—we’d been each other’s firsts, and I
would’ve never made it through BUD/S without her support.
But whenever I wanted to ask her to try something new in bed,
I’d chickened out, afraid of how she would react. I didn’t want
to lose or disrespect her, so I’d repressed my desires. She was
a “good girl,” and I’d figured that making love to her should
only be about tenderness.

Since we’d been apart, I’d had mostly one-night stands
with chicks in bars and flings with messed-up strippers. I
wanted to be with a girl who could fulfill my every fantasy. I
wanted to fuck this girl, not marry her.

I sent a quick text to my buddy to reserve the Bachelor Pad
Suite at the Coronado Bay Hotel. Equipped with its very own
stripper pole and a huge mirror over the bed, I couldn’t think
of a better place to watch Ksenya ride me. The trip over on my
motorcycle was sexy as all hell. Her tight little body wrapped
around mine, her huge tits pressed into my back.

The regular girls who worked at Panthers didn’t seem to
have any light inside them. Their eyes were cold, their hearts
dead. Fuck, I felt dead when I dated them. But not with



Ksenya. This chick was different. There’d been other damn
sexy strippers from there, but this girl seemed almost innocent.
Her immigrant-orphan hardship story was way more
compelling than the typical stripper drama. She awoke
something inside me.

Even so, I wasn’t going to chase her. I had enough willing
women ready to drop their panties and suck a SEAL’s cock.

I’d only pursued one woman in my life. And frankly, I
didn’t have the time to put into getting to know someone when
I was deployed nine months out of the year. How could I ever
build a relationship with a sweet girl who’d always be there
for me if I didn’t have any time to spend with her? I’d done
that with Mia and failed.

I pulled up to the hotel entrance with Ksenya and tossed
the valet my keys. I pressed her against the building. My lips
met hers, and her fiery mouth tasted as sweet as freedom.

She let out a slow, sweet moan. My cock hardened in my
jeans—only a fine layer of denim between it and her wet
panties. Navy SEALs rarely wore underwear.

I checked in at the front desk, the key already waiting for
me. One of my Team guys knew the concierge; whenever one
of the suites was vacant, he was happy to let one of us use it.

Ksenya’s mouth dropped when I opened the door to the
suite. The pad was pure decadence: a black leather sofa faced
the gold stripper pole, a mirror overhead. A full bar beckoned
to me.

“Oh, Grant. This place it is very beautiful. It must be very
expensive. Do you come to here many times?”

I studied her face; she looked almost dazed.

“Don’t worry about it, baby. I have a friend who hooks me
up. Would you like a drink?”

She smiled in agreement, so I poured her a glass of wine,
myself a shot of whiskey. She studied the pole. “You want me
to dance for you now?”



Hell yeah, I did. But I didn’t want her to feel cheap. “Let’s
just relax for a bit.”

“Can I look around?”

“Sure. Make yourself at home.” She walked around the
suite, examining the pole, the gaudy painting of a naked
woman to the right of the bar.

I downed my shot, and poured another, then another. My
head buzzed from my earlier beer.

She sat on one of the barstools, slowly sipping her wine.

Then I saw it. Her lips. Big and pouty, but the left edge of
her mouth curled when she smiled. Just like Mia’s used to.

Fuck. I was still so hung up on that girl that even sitting
here with a beautiful woman, all I could think about was my
ex.

I studied Ksenya’s face. It was perfect. Completely
symmetrical, as if an artist had sculpted it. No imperfections,
like the small bump Mia had on her nose. Still, I’d loved Mia’s
face; she was unique. She had been all mine. I was still not
sure why I was never enough for her. But that was history.
This was my present.

Ksenya bounced her knees, fidgeting in her swivel chair. I
turned the satellite stereo on in the room. “Undressed” by Kim
Cesarion was playing. Perfect.

“Dance for me.” I relaxed on my sofa, the bottle of
whiskey in my hand, waiting for my private show.

Her skin flushed, and her fingers brushed down her side.
My every nerve tingled.

A wicked smile slowly built on her lips, and she pranced
up to the pole. She teased me with glimpses of her tan thighs,
the round curve of her back. She was baiting me, fondling her
chest.

“Take off your dress.”

She obliged and it slid onto the carpet. Man, she was
incredible. Easily the finest woman I’d ever laid my eyes on.



Including actresses, porn stars, and every stripper I’d ever
fucked. She was too good to be true.

“Now your bra.” I set the bottle down.

With one hand, she unhooked her red lace bra. I motioned
her to the sofa, and she rubbed her breasts in my face. My
tongue lashed at them, but she slapped me away and backed to
the other end of the cushions. The friction from my jeans
reminded me how much I wanted her, and my breath hitched.
Fine, I’d play—for now. I couldn’t wait to have my way with
her.

“Show me your pussy.”

Her fingers traced down her stomach, and she pushed off
her panties. Her skin looked soft and warm, a thin landing strip
begging me to devour it.

I lowered my voice, touched my tongue to my upper lip.
“Come here.”

Naked except for her heels, she crawled over to me. She
pushed herself on top of me and straddled my lap. I closed my
eyes for a second, just to feel her sensational body pressing
down on mine. I lived for this moment, the moment of
anticipation before I hit my target. I leaned in for a kiss.

“I told you, I don’t do extras,” she hissed before my mouth
found hers.

“Don’t tease me, baby.”

“I gave you the dance you paid for yesterday. If you want
to see me again, you can come by club. Tomorrow.”

She kissed my neck, my face, her warm tongue tracing my
ear, and I imagined her tongue dancing around my cock. Her
lips pulled away from me, and she quickly gathered her
clothes, dressed, and slammed the door behind her.

Fuck.

My balls burned. I could’ve easily stopped her, but I knew
I was being an asshole. After having my heart ripped to shreds
by Mia, I just couldn’t allow myself to see women as good for
anything other than sex. Women treated me like this too—



none of the San Diego coeds wanted to get to know Grant,
they just wanted to be fucked by a Navy SEAL, something to
brag about to their sorority sisters. I figured after getting
fucked over by Mia, these types of emotionless hookups with
no future were the only way for me.

Maybe I was wrong and Ksenya was just a typical stripper
playing me—after money, fame, or power—getting me all
worked up so I would give into whatever she demanded. But I
had to have her. I was ready to play her game.
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I

KSENYA

RACED OUT OF THAT hotel suite and headed to the
elevator—pressing those stupid buttons and begging those
doors to take me away from this nightmare. I reached into my
purse to grab my cell phone and call for a cab.

Had I just squandered my best chance to find out the truth
and save Joaquín? After everything I’d gone through to get
here, how could I be so careless?

I flicked off those ridiculous heels and threw them in my
purse. I was wrong—I didn’t have what it took to accomplish
this. I couldn’t handle being treated like a whore. Not by the
love of my life. I fantasized about unbridled passion with
Grant, nothing off-limits. But I had to feel like he saw me as
more than a random stripper to get off with. I’d just wanted to
tease him, bait him, but I panicked when I couldn’t control my
emotions. I needed to regroup.

The blue light on the elevator button taunted me. Open!
Thump, thump, thump.

I didn’t need to look back. The rhythm of Grant’s gait gave
him away.

I shuffled back a step. He’d always been protective of me
as Mia, but I was impressed that he’d come back to retrieve a
stripper.



He placed his hand on my shoulder, and I shuddered.
“Ksenya, I’m sorry. You’re so fucking sexy, and I can be a
prick when I’m drunk. I can call you a taxi or you can stay
here with me. I won’t touch you.”

The elevator door opened. My resolve forced my feet to
stay put and not hightail it inside. I had to see this through,
stay with him tonight. His false bravado masked his loneliness.
I knew the real Grant. Deep down, I wanted to comfort him,
hold him, make love to him, be the woman he needed, and
apologize for abandoning him.

But my only goal now was to get him to trust me. “I
forgive you.”

His arms extended to me, and he pulled me into his chest.
For a second, I tried to resist, retreat into my shell, but I found
comfort in his embrace. His bulging arms seemed almost twice
the size they had when I saw him at his apartment in January
—how was that even possible? Sure, he was twenty-three now,
not the same lean nineteen-year-old boy I’d fallen in love with.
But his biceps were massive, like one of those slicked-up
bodybuilding guys you saw on television. Was Grant using
steroids? I’d seen him only six months ago, and he hadn’t been
this ripped.

I couldn’t dismiss this thought, especially now. I had to
find out what had happened to Tiffany, and I refused to allow
myself to let my feelings for Grant get in the way of my
mission.

What was the link, where were the clues? Drugs, sex,
money? Maybe that sake and wine were too potent, because
not a thing about Grant, or this night, made any sense to me.
This man standing in front of me, who could easily be Thor’s
stunt double, was nothing like the man he’d once been, the
man I’d given my heart to.

“Let’s go inside. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

I nodded, and we walked back into the hotel room. He
poured me a glass of water, and we snuggled up on the sofa.
This was more like it. He stroked my hair, and I nuzzled his



chest. I had so many questions, but I couldn’t decide which
ones to start with.

My throat burned. “Why did you take me to here? Do you
have girlfriend at your home?” My heart thumped. I didn’t
want to know the answer to this question, not that I had any
reason to believe he would tell me the truth.

He swallowed and his voice softened. “Nah, babe. I just
thought you’d like this place. I just wanted to take you
somewhere nice, figured you weren’t used to a place like this.
I had a girl once, a few years ago. She left me when I was in
an accident.”

This time he wasn’t lying. I blinked back tears; my brown
contacts itched. After my parents died, I couldn’t imagine
loving someone so deeply and losing them. Being the sister of
a SEAL was bad enough; I couldn’t fathom being the widow
of one.

“I am sorry, Grant. I don’t understand how she could leave
you when you were not well.”

But I did know. I had left Grant, but it wasn’t because I
didn’t love him. I loved him more than anything—even more
than my own brother, though I’d never admitted that to
anyone. But seeing Grant laid up in a hospital bed, a deep scar
under his neck, his chiseled face bandaged, I couldn’t…I
wouldn’t go through that agony again. I’d watched my parents
cling to this earth hooked to respirators, and I’d had to help
make the agonizing decision to turn off their life support.
When Joaquín called and told me Grant had been trapped in a
vehicle that had been destroyed by a roadside bomb, I knew I
couldn’t go through the pain of losing someone I loved so
deeply again. I was too young, too fragile after losing my
parents, too scared to trust again. So I’d walked away from
him, from us, and had regretted it ever since.

And that wasn’t the only reason. Something had happened
to me while Grant was deployed. I’d done something stupid
and paid the consequences. My shame for my lack of
judgment ate me up inside, and I didn’t want to explain myself
to Grant. So I took the easy way out and ran, like a coward.



He lifted my chin with his hand. “Look, I’m sorry. You’re
different than the other strippers I’ve met, and I thought you
were into me. One of my buddies is having a rager tomorrow
at this townhouse he’s housesitting in Pacific Beach. Would
you like to come with me?”

Hooyah! There it was. The golden ticket. The invite I’d
been waiting for. This was actually working. Old Grant never
invited me to the beach parties—I’d been relegated to family
days with four-year-olds running around with melting
Popsicles. I remembered the rules—no wives, no girlfriends.
Men only. But I wasn’t dense—I knew their bashes had no
shortage of willing women thrilled to be in the presence of
sexy SEALs. These women were peripheral ghosts to every
SEAL wife and girlfriend.

I knew I was in.

“I would love to go to beach.” I wrapped my arms around
his neck, nuzzled his ear. He attempted to kiss me, but I turned
away. The sharp stubble from his beard grazed my cheek. I
wanted him to pin me down and ravage me, but it was
completely out of the question.

“I’ll pick you up at the club at seven. Feel free to invite
any of your hotty friends.”

You got it, buddy!
I clenched my hands to contain my joy, fearful that Grant

would somehow realize my true intentions. “Oh, I will. They
will love to come. I not want you to think I go home with all
man I meet at strip club. You are first, I promise this to you.”

He leaned into me and made firm eye contact. “I believe
you.”

I already knew Grant would never forgive me for deserting
him when he was injured. But once he found out I’d
completely deceived him, I would be dead to him forever.
There would be no coming back from this second betrayal—
ever.

As a SEAL, he had to trust his partner implicitly, know she
would be faithful during his never-ending deployments,



confident she would be by his side and support him when he
was silently suffering from witnessing the horrors of war. We
could never be together again. If anything, being with him
tonight confirmed that belief.

It’s okay, Mia. This is about Joaquín. Freeing Joaquín.
Your sacrifice for him.

I’d made my choice. I chose exonerating Joaquín over
getting Grant to trust me. And as long as I could free Joaquín,
I vowed never to regret my path.
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L

GRANT

AST NIGHT COMPLETELY SUCKED. I couldn’t even
score with a stripper. But I wasn’t about to blame myself. Call
me a conceited prick, but I didn’t usually have a problem with
the ladies. Ever. Maybe I should’ve told her what I did for a
living. Like the magical phrase “open sesame” opened the
cave’s mouth for Ali Baba, the words “I’m a motherfucking
Navy SEAL” usually opened a women’s mouth to my cock.

But who knew? This chick wasn’t American—the SEAL
line probably wouldn’t work with her anyway. Her ignorance
about SEALs suited me fine. I didn’t want to deal with another
Frog Hog, begging to start a relationship or bragging to her
girlfriends she fucked a SEAL, only to cheat on me once she
got what she wanted. I wanted one woman I could fuck
whenever I desired, no talk about our futures or our pasts.
Ksenya was perfect.

I’d sacrificed so much for Mia, hadn’t tried out for any
East Coast Teams so I could stay close to her, spend weekends
with her instead of bonding with my guys. What she didn’t
know was that I’d planned on proposing to her, had even asked
Joaquín for his blessing. Then she’d left me while I was
clinging to life in a hospital bed, her engagement ring tucked
in the bottom of my seabag.

But being injured was the best thing that ever happened to
me. Otherwise, I’d have married that bitch, and she would’ve



divorced me the second we had any problems, which was
inevitable being married to a Team guy.

Last weekend we had the big welcome-home family day,
though this homecoming had been bittersweet. No Joaquín, no
Mia. For a while they had both been like family. All the Team
guys loved Mia then. Despite my anger toward her, I
wondered how she was doing without Joaquín. She was
completely alone now—no parents, no brother. I was almost
surprised she hadn’t tried to contact me again. I couldn’t
blame her for giving up after the way I’d shut her down after
Joaquín’s arrest.

Our last homecoming rager ended with a dead stripper and
my best buddy getting accused of her murder. My Team
needed this party for morale, since we were struggling to get
back to normalcy. And rebuild our trust.

I believed Joaquín was innocent. I hoped that I would see
something tonight, a trigger, and could figure out what the
fuck went wrong that night. Even on deployment, none of the
guys remembered anything. Kyle, Vic, Joe, and Pat had left
earlier that evening; the rest of us had all been in rooms with
strippers. No one remembered anyone else being at the party,
but I had to admit we were all pretty fucked up. I’d actually
vowed to stop frequenting strip clubs after that girl’s death, but
I went back to the club to see if I could find any clues. Ksenya
hadn’t been at the party that night, but maybe she’d heard
some girls talk.

My truck pulled up at the strip club. Ksenya stood out
front, wearing a thigh-skimming black-and-pink skirt, with a
tight black tank top. I could see her nipple buds begging me to
suck on them. Tonight. I had to have her tonight.

She leaned into my window and kissed me on the cheek.
“Hi, Grant. These are my friends Brenna, Eden, and Kristi.”

Another bottle-blonde, a redhead with tacky lipstick, and a
brunette with sparkly nails. My friends would love these
women. But unfortunately none of them had been at the party
that night. “Nice to meet you, ladies.” I nodded, and they piled



into my truck. The scent of cheap perfume and self-tanner
filled the air.

I headed to Pacific Beach. The girls chatted in the back,
but I could only focus on Ksenya’s hand rubbing up my thigh.
The closeness of an exquisite woman who had not once
peppered me with questions was comforting. She hadn’t
interrogated me about my job, mentioned my family, or asked
me what I wanted from her. It was probably the language
barrier.

“You look beautiful tonight.”

“Thank you. You look to me very handsome.”

I laughed. Her accent was cute. I’d never understood the
obsession some men had with foreign women. I was a diehard
patriot—I bled red, white, and blue. It had never crossed my
mind to date someone who hadn’t been born in the United
States. But maybe I had been too closed-minded. I allowed
myself to entertain the thought of dating a woman who would
be there for me even if I lost a leg, who would nurse me back
to health. Someone who would never betray me. Like Mia had.

Fuck. It had been so long since I’d given so much thought
to Mia. Yes, I had missed her dreadfully, but that pain had
soon turned into anger. Why was I thinking so much about her
now? I had been with dozens of women since we split, and
none had ever caused me to scrutinize our relationship so
much. Was it Ksenya? Was it because I felt connected to her?
Her mannerisms? Why now?

Stop. Don’t even think about it.
I’d enjoy the attention she was giving me while I was in

town. Then I’d deploy again and I was sure she’d move on to
her next client.

But this woman’s voice, the sound of her laughter, the way
she looked at me, there was comfort in her presence. I couldn’t
explain this unshakeable feeling that no matter how hard I
tried, she was more than a one-night stand.
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G

KSENYA

RANT BARELY SAID A WORD on the car ride. I
couldn’t tell if he was beginning to figure me out, if he had
something on his mind, or if he was losing interest in me after
only one date. Despite my protests, I didn’t know how long I
could play the full virginal stripper act. If Grant grew sick of
my games, he could toss me aside, and I’d lose my only shot at
exonerating Joaquín. I really needed to pull myself together
and solidify my plan.

Grant parked his truck a few blocks from the beach. A
crush of tourists swarmed the streets. A young couple headed
toward the water, basking in the glow of the sunset. I paused
and watched them, a stolen glimpse into what had to be first
love. The man gazed at the woman, their movements in sync,
walking quickly, as if to erase the distance between them.

Grant had looked at me like that once—as if he thought I
could do no wrong, that we would be together forever. Now he
looked at Ksenya with a combination of hunger and suspicion.
His skin was flushed, yet his eyes were narrowed. Was he
suspicious of me? I was pretty confident that I had him fooled.
Even so, I knew Grant would never look at me with such
tenderness again.

Focus, woman.
I was so pathetic, thinking about my relationship with my

ex-boyfriend instead of clearing my brother’s name. No more.
From here on out, Grant was nothing more than a job to me.



He draped his strong arm around my waist. I pursed my
lips.

We approached the door of the townhouse, and my fists
tightened. I had to be on my game tonight. This was my big
chance to find a clue. The last time Joaquín had been free was
at a party like this. I said a silent prayer, closed my eyes, and
hoped our parents were watching over me, guiding me toward
the right path.

The door opened. Damn, guess I wasn’t the only one
who’d brought friends. It was like bring-your-own-stripper
night, with a proper threesome ratio of two women for every
SEAL. At least twenty women in various stages of undress
were cuddling the men, limbs draped over each other, bodies
entwined. I counted thirteen men besides Grant, but I only
cared about Mitch and Paul for now—SEALs on Joaquín’s
squad. I needed to either eliminate them as suspects or focus
my investigation on their actions the night of the murder.

My friends from Panthers dispersed and were quickly
introducing themselves to the other guys. I’d chosen the girls
at random, the ones who had been nicest to me, but these
ladies clearly knew how to work the room. And as any girl in
her twenties who partied hard in San Diego knew, these men—
no matter what they claimed they did for a living—were
clearly Navy SEALs.

Once you’d been to Coronado a few times, SEALs were
easy to identify. Longer hair, fuller beards, massive muscles
sculpted from carrying Zodiac boats, tan skin, weathered
hands, cocky attitudes that oozed through the air. Basically a
gang of hard bodies who could easily star in the latest summer
blockbuster.

Grant seemed distracted, his gaze focused on something or
someone. “Ksenya, can I get you a drink?”

I glanced in the direction of his gaze and saw a young
woman with short blond hair standing near the refrigerator.
“Yes, please. I want vodka and the cranberry juice.”

Grant headed to the kitchen. My eyes followed his
movements.



Mitch eyed me from across the room. He could be the one
who killed Tiffany. I recalled his vile comments to me at the
Pickled Frog. April, his longsuffering wife, was probably
sitting at home, doing his laundry and putting their kids to bed,
while he was out getting lap dances from strippers.

Mitch walked over and sat down next to me. “So you’re
Grant’s latest piece of ass? Nice to meet you. I’m Mitch.”

I studied his face—something was off about him. His
massive dilated pupils crowded out the pigment of his brown
eyes, and his nose was shaded red. “Nice to meet with you
also. You sell the drugs, too?” I contained a laugh, delighted at
my pharmaceutical pun.

His eyebrows lifted, but his calm face didn’t react. These
men were used to covering for each other. “Nah, I’m a tattoo
artist. My brother has a shop.” He leaned into me; his alcohol-
spiked breath blew hot on my neck. “Man, you’re a knockout.
Have I seen you somewhere before?”

I scanned the room, but Grant had vanished. And so had
the girl I’d seen earlier. Did he know her? “I work at Panthers.
I saw you other night when you came in together with Grant.”

He laughed and placed his hand on my upper thigh,
squeezing my skin so tight I was sure he had left a mark. “No,
baby. Not then. You’re a porn star, aren’t you?”

I pressed my hands against my stomach. Where was
Grant? Why was he taking so long? In all the time I dated him
as Mia, not one of his Teammates ever so much as winked at
me. They knew the rules—a Team guy’s woman was off-limits
—no exceptions. But I wasn’t Grant’s woman anymore. I was
a stripper. Not an equal partner, a mere possession. Did he
intend to pass me around to his friends?

“No, I am not in those type of the movies. Sorry, you are
wrong.”

His grip tightened on my jean skirt. “I’m never mistaken,
bitch. I’ve fucking seen you somewhere before. Maybe I’ve
even fucked you.” His finger moved up my thigh and hooked
the lace trim on my panties. “Quit the virgin act. Go dance for



me or something.” His words shot off like rapid fire, and he
forced my hand against his cock.

I considered screaming, but the blaring music would’ve
drowned out my voice. What was wrong with this man? With
all these arrogant sons of bitches? I was in some alternate
bizarro reality, where these men I’d always looked up to as
honorable, steadfast heroes of character were exposing
themselves to be misogynistic pricks.

But I knew this asshole from all of April’s tearful late-
night phone calls. Mitch loved a challenge; I was just shocked
at how disrespectful he was toward me. I squeezed him hard,
his cock already rock solid in his jeans. “Ah, you are right. We
did fuck. But you did not last. Better luck to you next time.”

His mouth raped mine, and I was too blindsided to resist.
My lips numbed; a bitter, metallic taste filled my mouth.

Holy shit! Mitch was high as a hot air balloon. Was it
cocaine? I’d heard about some SEALs in Aruba who were
arrested for smuggling kilos of coke. Was this connected to
Tiffany and Joaquín?

I shoved his hands off me, recoiling from his touch. The
last time I’d felt this disgusted had been that night years ago,
when I’d been young and careless—the night that I had ruined
my relationship with Grant forever.

He laughed and knocked back his beer. “I like you. You’re
a feisty bitch. Most of the strippers here don’t put up a fight.
You’re a wildcat. Tell you what, when Grant gets sick of you
in a few weeks, which he will, you can come suck me off. Let
me get your number.” He took out his phone.

I steadied my nerves, desperate not to screw this chance
up. “Let me put it in your phone.”

He didn’t hesitate to hand it to me. He scanned the room
for Grant, and I knew I had to be quick. I stroked my long hair
while his eyes were averted and I popped the tracking chip,
which Roma had given me, from my hair clip. As I typed my
contact info into Mitch’s phone, I pressed the chip into the
back under the leather case, praying it would work.



I handed him back the phone, and he winked at me. What a
creeper. I wanted to shove my fist up his coke-filled nose, but
before I could do anything Grant appeared, holding my drink,
a jealous scowl on his face. I fought the desire to dump vodka
and cranberry juice over Mitch’s head. For all I knew, that chip
could lead to texts, phone numbers, some type of clue about
what had happened that night. Maybe he’d come on to Tiffany
after Joaquín had slept with her, and she had rejected him. He
could’ve become pissed off and choked her.

“Everything okay here?” Grant studied my lips, then
glared at the lipstick stain on Mitch’s face.

“Never better. Hey, man”—Mitch sniffled—“I’m pretty
fucked up. You guys gonna fuck upstairs? Can I watch?”

I expected Grant to just laugh it off. But he shoved Mitch
against the wall using a chokehold.

“You have ten seconds to unfuck yourself, Mitch. If you
ever talk to her like that again, I’ll slit your throat. Got it?”

The rancor alerted some of the other guys, but none of
them approached. “Relax, man. She’s a fucking stripper.”

Grant removed his hand from Mitch’s neck. “Get the fuck
out of here.”

Mitch let out a laugh and walked away.

“Sorry about that, babe. He’s a jerk. You okay?”

I blinked back fake tears. “Yes. Thank you. Is there a
bathroom?”

He pointed upstairs. “First door on the left.”

“I come right back.”

Away from Grant, I let out a deep, gratifying sigh. This
was actually working. No one knew who I was.

I pushed back the door to the bathroom and saw the girl
Grant was looking at earlier. She seemed younger than me,
maybe not even twenty. A crisp blond bob framed her round
cheeks as she reapplied pink lipstick.

“Oh sorry, I can come back.” I turned away.



“Hey, hon. It’s okay. So you’re Grant’s new girl? I’m
Autumn. I used to work at Panthers. Grant’s a good guy.”

My eyes widened. “I’m Ksenya. You know Grant?”

“Yeah.” She paused, glanced toward the window. “We
hung out once at another party. But things got crazy. There
was this murder. I’m sure you read about it in the papers.”

My breath stopped. She was there. “I’m new to area.”

“A SEAL killed one of the girls there. I was so scared.
Grant and I were in the next room when this guy Joaquín
found the girl dead. So tragic. Grant hasn’t told you about it?”

“No. We do not know each other so well.”

“I get it. Well, good luck with him.”

“Thank you.” My mind raced. I needed to grill this girl,
find out every detail about that night. But I had to get her away
from this party—away from Grant. “What do you do now for
work?”

Her mouth twisted. “I work at this new club downtown,
Diamond. It’s very high-end, very classy. We don’t even go
topless. Guys respect you way more. I’m sure the owner
would love to have you. You’re a knockout.”

I couldn’t tell if she was just super friendly or she was
hitting on me. Either way, I didn’t care. I couldn’t let her go.
“So are you. Can I get it your number and I can go to see it the
place?” I reached inside my purse.

She snatched my phone from, didn’t say a word, and
tapped in her number. “Call me anytime. Nice to meet you,
Ksenya.”

She shut the door. Holy shit. This was huge. I bet some of
the other strippers who were at the party that night worked at
Diamond. Maybe even Emma? I was getting closer to the
truth, to Tiffany’s real killer.

I scrubbed Mitch’s touch off of me and met Grant back
downstairs.



“Babe, come to the rooftop deck with me. I want to show
you something.”

I kissed Grant on the cheek, grateful to him for inviting me
to this party. His sharp stubble burned my lips. A warm flush
ran through my body, imagining that stubble grazing my
thighs.

I followed him upstairs—a light giggle, a deep moan, and
a passionate scream pierced my ears. Was he taking me up to
one of these hidden rooms? My palms were sweaty, my hands
trembled.

We passed the bedrooms, and he led me out to a small
deck.

My heart stopped. I knew what he wanted to show me.

“Sit, babe. Make a wish.”

A wish. Grant had brought me up here to watch the sunset.
To see the Green Flash.

The Green Flash wasn’t a myth, or even an optical illusion.
If you ever sat on a San Diego beach at sunset and noticed a
group of people staring silently in the same direction, they
were looking for the Green Flash. That moment when the sun
set and emitted that last glimpse of light, a flash the color of
the Emerald City in Oz.

Grant pulled me to him, and I sat in his lap. His arms
wrapped around me. “Babe, study the sky. Legend has it if you
see a flash of green light, your wish will come true.”

Was he feeling a real connection with me or did he share
this with all of his dates? It took every ounce of training I had
not to question him. I wanted to know how many other women
he’d taken to see the flash. He’d taken me to a restaurant on
this same beach on our first date, but I’d been unable to spot
the flash. My eyes had been clouded by my love for him, the
sadness for my parents’ death still fresh in my heart. We’d
planned to go back and see it together for our second
anniversary, but we broke up a week before. Tonight I vowed I
would finally see it.



I made my unspoken wish. My throat felt thick, my pulse
quickened. I wished for Joaquín to be free, as a good sister
should. But another brief wish passed through my head for
Grant to forgive me and for us to fall in love again.

His arms tightened around me and I studied the fogless
sky, determined to experience this phenomena with my true
love. The hues from the sunset hung over the horizon; the sun
dipped toward the water. Every nerve ending tingled and
stirred inside me. My eyes focused; the final ray of light
beamed right at me. My heart beat strongly in my chest. This
glorious green spark filled my soul.

Grant whispered into my ear. “That was it, babe. This
writer Jules Verne described it as ‘the true green of hope.’”

Oh my God. He was quoting Jules Verne now? “You are so
romantic to me.”

His shoulders fell. “You just seem to have so much on your
mind. I’ve gone through some rough shit too. When I’m really
down, I look at the sunset and the flash pulls me through.”

A chill pulsed through my body. Grant had told me that
during BUD/S looking for the flash had kept his determination
not to quit strong. I remembered nursing him back to health
afterward, so proud of him and my brother for finishing.
Surviving five and a half days of extreme training on less than
four hours of sleep was still unfathomable to me, though I had
gone through my own version of Hell Week to get here.

After taking care of him then, I’m sure he was baffled why
I left him when he had been injured. But I could never tell him
the truth.

My resistance to Grant was weakening, despite my disgust
for this new version of him. I loved the real Grant, knew now I
always would. He was the only man I ever wanted to be with
—if I couldn’t find my way back to him, I’d rather be alone.

I relaxed into his embrace. Having his warm mouth claim
mine would be even better than finally seeing the flash. We’d
kissed at the hotel, but I’d pulled away, worried, a deep
longing kiss would be too intimate, too risky. But now…



He held my hand. “You want to get out of here?”

“Yes. I want to go together with you.”

I texted the girls I had brought, and they all told me they
could find rides home. Grant and I would be alone tonight.
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T

KSENYA

HE ENTIRE DRIVE BACK TO his apartment, I bit my
nails and fidgeted in my seat. There was no going back now.
The natural progression of our relationship beckoned for us to
become intimate. I wanted him to act out all the fantasies I’d
ever had about him. Only the thought of him discovering my
identity held me back.

Images rushed my head of our tame sex life. Warm, gentle,
loving, definitely not hot. He’d been my first, my only. I’d
never allowed myself to relax, exhale, let pleasure guide me.

Tonight would be different. I was no longer a shy eighteen-
year-old virgin—I was now a twenty-two-year-old woman
who feared nothing but failing her brother.

He parked, and I hopped out of his truck, chasing after him
in the moonlight. He went ahead, opened the door to his
apartment, let Hero out in the small yard, and then invited me
in. I remembered the first time he took me back to his place.
He’d been so nervous, shy even. We’d sat on the sofa, just
talking all night until he finally worked up the courage to kiss
me.

He wasn’t shy anymore. His strong hand grabbed the back
of my head, pulling me toward his mouth. I offered my neck,
refusing my lips. I had something else planned for them.

My hand reached to unbutton his jeans, making its way
down his chest. I knelt before him, and a deep breath escaped



me. I’d never done what I was about to do. Grant had never
asked, though I could recall many times that he placed his
hand on the back of my neck, gently urging me to go south.
Not that I hadn’t loved him, not that I didn’t think he was
beautiful, not that I wasn’t curious. I couldn’t even explain my
resistance. It had been just as much about fear as it had been
about shyness. Despite his desire, I was afraid I’d disappoint
him. I was frightened that the fantasy of me taking him in my
mouth would be better than the real thing.

I popped his jeans open, his huge cock freed, standing at
full attention. He still never wore underwear, it seemed. That
at least hadn’t changed. My hand grasped his beautiful cock,
harder, thicker, and longer than I remembered, but then again,
I’d never seen it from this viewpoint.

“Suck me.”

I obeyed, responding to his orders. But despite his words,
his dominance, I was in control. I wrapped my palm around
his base, and swirled my tongue along his length. He groaned,
his eyes hooded.

“Harder, babe.”

My mouth clamped down on his cock, sucking as strongly
as I could. He tasted spicy and a tad sweet—like chili and
chocolate. I wanted to drink him up, please him, make him
need me again.

A groan left his lips, his back arched. “Deeper, Ksenya.
Fuck.”

He didn’t know I was Mia. I was Ksenya to him. It almost
made me cry, knowing he wasn’t in any way thinking of me.
He was simply using yet another woman to give him pleasure.
My heart ached.

Despite that, I also felt a measure of pride. He liked what I
was doing. My confidence rose. The power over him caused a
flutter in my stomach. My panties were soaked, wanting more,
wanting to feel this same strong cock inside me, filling up any
space between us.



He was pulsing inside my mouth. I gripped his thighs,
pulling him deeper into my throat.

His hand pressed on the back of my head. “Ksenya, stop,
I…”

I had no intention of stopping. He was mine. My man.
Forever. I wanted to be the only woman to make him feel this
way.

He exploded into my mouth, and I lapped his salty cum up,
wanting to taste every last drop of him. A lazy grin spread
across his face.

“You’re incredible.” He pulled me up from the floor,
placed his arms around the swell of my back. “Your turn.”

No. No way. I needed to remain in control. I’d won the
first round, no reason to give in now. I fought the desire to feel
his tongue devour me like I was his last meal. “Tonight it was
for you.”

He didn’t fight me, gave me a kiss on the forehead. “Stay
with me?”

I nodded, wrapped myself in his arms. This was the only
way I could spend time with him, so I would treasure it and
lock it away.



16



I

GRANT

GAZED AT THE GIRL in my arms, purring beside me.
She’d just given me an amazing blowjob, though I could tell
she wasn’t that experienced. She seemed nervous at first,
almost shy. And she asked for nothing in return.

I wiped the sleep out of my eyes, restless but afraid to
move and wake her. What was her deal? She wasn’t a typical
stripper. She wasn’t asking for anything—money, a
commitment, not even love. I didn’t have a fucking clue what
she wanted from me. There had to be a catch.

Her body flipped over, and I escaped from the bed. I
glanced around my bedroom, typical bachelor pad; any trace
of a woman had been erased. My eyes focused on a picture of
Joaquín. We’d survived Hell Week together, vowed to hold
each other up, never let each other quit. Then he’d slept with a
stripper and she’d wound up dead. How could I be dumb
enough to tempt fate and allow a stripper in my bed too?

A pain grew in the back of my throat. I hated myself for
not being there for him in his hour of need.

Just a few years ago, my life had been filled with such
purpose. My inner circle was tight, and I’d been secure in my
path.

Now I knew that nobody was who he or she appeared to
be. Not my fellow SEALs or this stripper slumbering in my
bed. I trusted no one. Not even myself.



I opened the sliding glass door, prepared to prevent Hero
from barking at Ksenya and jumping all over the bed—the
way he always greeted a stranger.

Hero bounced in the door, his nose sniffing Ksenya’s scent.
But he didn’t jump. A friendly bark, and he lay at the end of
the bed, Ksenya curled in a ball on the mattress above him.
He’d never done that with any girl I’d brought home.

Except for Mia.

I studied the chick in front of me. She and Mia were the
same height, but any resemblance ended there. Mia was soft
and round, with tiny breasts and a perky butt; Ksenya was lean
and sculpted, with tig ol’ bitties and a plump ass. Mia had
hazel eyes with flecks of gold, and Ksenya had chocolate
brown eyes.

But I’d noticed the outline of her contacts in the moonlight
earlier. Ksenya bit her lips when she was nervous. When she
smiled, her mouth curled at the edge. On the left side. Like
Mia.

A crazy thought flashed through my head—what if Mia
hadn’t been fucking kidding about transforming herself to
exonerate Joaquín? Could she possibly be that insane to get
plastic surgery to fool me? Mia had been in school for acting.
I’d never seen her onstage since I’d always been too busy
training. It was impossible for her to be that great of an
actress, wasn’t it?

She had vanished—I’d even called her roommates, and
they said they didn’t have a clue where she went. But I knew
she would never abandon her brother, ever. Even though she
had turned her back on me.

No way. No fucking way.

But it was hard to ignore Hero’s reaction to her. He almost
seemed to…know her. Surely it couldn’t be? Was this a game?

From the outset, Ksenya had targeted me. But why? Did
she suspect me of killing Tiffany? Did she want to use me to
find out who did? She wasn’t in it to fuck me. Otherwise the
deed would have been done already.



You’re crazy, Grant. Not everything is a conspiracy. After
BUD/S, it took me months to walk down the street and not
look at everyone as a potential threat. I was clearly paranoid.

There was only one way to know for sure.

I had to fuck her.
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