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AUTHOR’S NOTE

TRITON is the second book of my Heroes Ever After series
but it can be read alone. BEAST, the first book in this series, is
included in this edition of TRITON. As a second bonus,
Kyle’s story Invaluable is also included in this edition.

TRITON is a full-length stand alone novel.

Thank you for reading my books



TRITON: A BAD BOY SEAL ROMANCE

Aria—I teach mermaid fitness at a ritzy hotel next to the
Naval Amphibious Base. I know better than to let one of those
famous frogmen chase my tail. But in a moment of weakness,
I submit to Erik, a tattooed badass Navy SEAL. After one
night of incredible passion, I can’t stop thinking about his
cocky ways and his dirty mouth.

But I am about to train to be the first female Navy SEAL.

When I show up on the first day of training, I’m horrified to
realize that Erik is my BUD/S instructor. He’s the only person
who stands in the way of me achieving my dream.

I’m not a quitter. He can taunt me, tease me, and run me
ragged, but I’ll never ring that bell.

Erik—Aria is the most incredible woman I’ve ever met. She
won the gold medal for synchronized swimming, and she
looks like a little mermaid the way she moves underwater.
Once I find out that the sexy redhead is teaching aquatic
classes next to my base, I vow to do anything to make
her mine.

After a mind-blowing month together, she tells me she needs
to go away to train. I assume it’s for another synchro
competition.

I’m dead wrong.

She shows up in BUD/S as a member of the first class to let in
women. And I’m her instructor.



There’s no way in hell I will lower the standards of my Team
to please the brass and make a political statement.

It doesn’t matter how much I want her because she’s forbidden
to me now. She will obey my every command.

She can try to pass hell week, but she will fail.

I’m a Navy SEAL, a Triton, a god of the sea.

And she will never be part of my world.



I

1

ERIK

n the water, out of the water. Pain for you, fun for me.
I placed my hand over the raised motto printed on the back

of my long-sleeved, dark blue instructor shirt from my locker
in the BUD/S compound. Warmth filled my chest as I pulled
the shirt over it.

Today was going to be epic.

It was my first day as a BUD/S instructor—responsible for
training the next generation of Frogmen. Only eight years ago,
I’d been a mere tadpole myself. My instructors were such
badasses, and now it was my turn to inflict the hurt. After
surviving many deployments with SEAL Team Seven, I had
been graced with this coveted non-deployable three-year land
duty. Three years stateside in beautiful Coronado, California—
home to the sexiest women in the world. Yup, there were
plenty of fish in the sea.

Maybe I would finally get over Aria.

My buddy Devin walked into the room. With his pretty boy
swagger, long blonde hair, steel-grey eyes, and movie star
smile, there was no doubt that he used to be a world-famous
rock star, even though he kept his true identity a fiercely
guarded secret. The guys had nicknamed him, “Skin,”
because, like Rumpelstiltskin, he never would admit to anyone
outside of the Teams that he had once graced the cover of
Rolling Stone shirtless and clad in skin tight leather pants. He
had abandoned his former life as Dax, lead guitarist of Gold



Whiskey, the millennium’s hottest heavy metal band, to
become an operator.

I couldn’t fathom ever earning that much money and then
giving it up. And as much as I loved my job, I struggled to
accept the fact that even though I risked my life daily to
protect America, on my salary, I would never be able to save
enough money to buy a home where I was stationed. Any
extra income I made, I sent to my mom. She was proud and
humble and would always refuse to accept it, only to
eventually give in reluctantly. Ever since my dad had died, she
had done her best to provide for my sister but struggled to
make ends meet. I was determined to help them any way I
could.

Devin’s hand brushed his long blonde bangs off his face. “Hey,
dude. Have you seen the Frog Princess?”

Fuck. Just my fucking luck. My first time as an instructor and
I had to be responsible for the downfall of the Teams. Today
was the day that Naval Special Warfare would lose all its
standards. Despite the Team guys’ collective protests and
pleas, our arguments had failed to convince the high brass of
the Navy, who quite frankly didn’t know shit, that having a
female on the Teams was the worst idea imaginable. Fuck
political correctness—I was training warriors.

I exhaled. “Nah, man. I just hope she looks like Demi Moore.
Maybe we should assemble a special Team, just of women.
Wait until their times of the month sync up, then deploy them.
They will lay waste to the enemy.”

Devin burst into laughter. “Damn straight. They could take
out ISIS.”

Ha! “Fuck yeah.” I fastened my boots, pushed back my
sunglasses, and walked around the corner, preparing to meet
my class. I gazed out at the midnight blue ocean, barely visible
at zero dark thirty. The waves rippled in the distance, and the
scent of salt water and sweat lingered in the air. These recruits
didn’t have a clue what they were about to endure.

Let the games begin.



As I approached the class, my eyes were immediately drawn to
the lone female in the group, as if her presence was a magnet
to my cock. The tight, brown shirt clung to her breasts, and the
green cammies hung low on her slender hips. Like a flame,
one wisp of her red hair peeked out of her cap. She must’ve
felt my gaze because she raised her eyes to meet mine.

Holy fuck!

My heart pounded in my chest, and my body shook with fury.

No, she didn’t look like Demi Moore. She was hotter, way
fucking hotter. She wasn’t anything like the type of woman I
had thought would’ve signed up for this torture. She wasn’t
hardened, mean, nor did she have a chip on her shoulder.

I knew this because I knew her.

I’d loved her.

And she’d left me.

Aria stood in front of me—my little mermaid who had swum
off in the middle of the night, leaving me heartbroken. She’d
told me she had gone to “train.” My dumb ass thought she’d
meant for another shot at the Olympics. But she’d taken on the
ultimate challenge.

She was here to be the first female Navy SEAL.

And I was her instructor.

I narrowed my gaze on her, purposefully intimidating her. Her
chin dropped, and her eyes blinked rapidly.

My annoyance flared. What the fuck was she doing here?
When had she been commissioned by the Navy? Was this why
she had left me?

A tremble took over her body.

It could’ve been from the chill of the early morning.

Or it could’ve been from the horror of realizing she had come
face to face with the man she had betrayed.

A man who was now in control of every second of her life. A
man who now would stand in the way of her achieving her



dreams.

She had lied to me about her future plans. Used me to gain
access to the SEAL “O” course. Pumped me for information
about BUD/S training. But even worse, she had grown close to
my family. All the while knowing that she had planned to
betray me.

Now I would make her pay.

I grabbed the microphone, forcing myself to calm my voice,
and looked directly at her. “Welcome to BUD/S Class 334. I’m
Instructor Anderson. Many have tried, few have succeeded.
Drop to the ground and give me a hundred pushups.”

Before I could blink her firm, tight body was parallel to the
floor as she knocked out her exercise with perfect form.

I yelled into the microphone, screaming at all of my
candidates. But my mind was on only one of them.

Aria.

Her sweet loving boyfriend no longer existed. It was time to
introduce her to the badass Navy SEAL she had pissed off.

The warrior. The savage. The killer.

I stood behind her, my eyes focused on her firm ass.

“Eight. Nine. Ten. You think you can do this, Clements? That
you are as strong as these men? You aren’t. I’ll tell you what
you are. You’re sad. You’re weak. You’re pathetic. This is
Navy SEAL training, not water ballet. You screw up, and I’ll
catch you every time. I’ll make you pay, princess. I’ll make
you pay.”

“Yes, Instructor Anderson.”

I got in her face. “Don’t you speak. I didn’t give you
permission to speak. Keep that mouth of yours shut unless I
tell you to open it.” To suck my cock.
Dammit. My mind flashed to her on her knees taking me deep.
Well, one of the SEAL mottos was, “Welcome the SUCK with
a big hug and a smile on your face.”

Fuck. I had to stop thinking about her like that.



It didn’t matter how much I had once wanted her because she
was forbidden to me now. I was her instructor, and she was my
student.

From now on, she would obey my every command.

From now on, I was her master.

I stepped away, and she took a quick rest on her forearms. I
turned right back toward her. “When I walk away, I’ll still be
watching you. I have eyes on the back of my head. If I tell you
to do something, you do it right. If I tell you to do pushups,
you do them right. Got it, cupcake?”

She grunted, and I walked away from her, trying to focus on
any of the other men, any of the candidates but her.

How had I been so wrong about her? No wonder she had
become so angry when I had told her I didn’t think women
should be SEALs. It had once even crossed my mind that there
was a possibility that she wanted to be a SEAL. But I had
dismissed that thought.

I’d be the laughing stock of my Team now. Devin and Kyle
both knew that I had dated her. I had to steer clear of her on
our off times. Any contact with her could be misconstrued as
fraternization. She had wasted enough of my life—I refused to
allow her to ruin my career.

Devin yelled for them to lay on their backs and start leg lovers.
I grabbed my hose and blasted a stream of water into her
mouth, as her legs scissored up and down. As I counted at her,
I imagined that stream of water being my cum shot into her
greedy little mouth.

I dropped the hose, unable to look at the wet T-shirt clinging to
her chest, her nipples poking through the damp fabric.

But on a glance back, I noticed something else. Her legs were
straight, and her abs were engaged. My eyes surveyed the men
on the ground. Many of them were flailing around like a fish
out of water, with no form at all.

Fuck my life. She was one of the best ones in the class.



But it didn’t matter. I would make her ring that bell. Her
betrayal of me alone should be enough to get her kicked out.

Aria and the men completed their evolution, and I yelled at
them again. “This entire evolution has been pathetic. Nothing
any one of you has done has been even remotely acceptable.
Maybe that’s because there’s a woman in your class that you
have all decided to lower your standards to her level.”

Her eyes tore into me, and her mouth quivered. I had to look
away. I couldn’t deal with her emotions.

Or mine.

But I also couldn’t have anyone think that I was being extra
hard on her because I’d fucked her. It wasn’t just her future on
the line—it was mine too.

I threw her a bone.

“But, you are all wrong. We will never lower our standards.
Not for the Frog Princess or for any of you fools. And I’ll tell
you what. The Frog Princess showed you all up tonight. If you
can’t do as many leg lovers as a girl, none of the rest of you
have the right to be here. ‘Lady’ and Gentlemen, it’s going to
be a long, cold, wet night.”

I threw down my microphone and walked away. Inwardly, I
winced— she’d made a fool out of me.

But I knew how to make her crack. How to make her doubt
herself.

I knew her Achilles heel.

She would never pass the “O” course because she would never
master the Dirty Name obstacle.

When I heard that sweet chime of the bell that she would ring,
I would breathe a sigh of relief. For that sound would mean
that I’d never have to see her again.

The sooner, the better.

She could try to pass BUD/S, but she would fail.

I was a Navy SEAL, a Triton, a god of the sea.



And she would never be part of my world.



“B
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ARIA
SEVEN MONTHS EARLIER

ye Flounder. Mommy will be home in a few hours.” I
rubbed my beagle’s ears, threw him a toy, and locked

my rented beach cottage.

Flounder was my right-hand companion. He was now in his
twilight years, and my heart ached thinking about the day
when I would have to endure my life without him. That dog
had been through everything with me. Homeschooling,
attending Stanford, training for the Olympics, and ultimately
winning the gold in synchronized swimming. When I’d
discovered him at a shelter with an ear tumor, a skin infection,
and droopy eyes, I knew I had to rescue him. I’d named him
Flounder as a joke. After all, my nickname was America’s
Little Mermaid.

Sure, the redheaded synchronized swimming champion named
Aria would draw comparisons to the beloved fable. But my
journey had been more than a coincidence. It was almost as if
my fairy tale had been predestined. My teenaged mother had
been a synchro competitor but had to quit training when she
had become pregnant with me. The second she found out that I
was a girl, she had planned my entire life. I started swim
lessons when I was an infant, began synchro classes with the
world-renowned Marin Mermaids when I was four, was
recruited to compete for Stanford at eighteen, and was selected
for the Olympic team when I turned twenty-one.

After I had won the gold last summer, reporters constantly
asked me if I planned to take a break. Travel. Relax. Go on
Dancing under the Stars. Experience life, fall in love.



But I didn’t know the meaning of the word break.

I was only twenty-three. I wasn’t done achieving my goals.

In fact, I had just joined the Navy.

I had considered many positions in the military. A linguist, due
to my love of foreign tongues and travel, an intel officer, due
to my desire to discover secrets, and a diver, due to my love of
the water. But ultimately, I kept focusing on one job.

A United States Navy SEAL—the first female in Naval
Special Warfare. Why? All the usual reasons. Serve my
country, save lives, free hostages, defend freedom. Competing
around the world as an American had filled me with such
pride. Standing at the podium hearing the national anthem
when I was awarded a gold medal was one of the few times in
my life that I had been brought to tears. I knew that none of
my accomplishments would’ve been possible if I had been
born in a totalitarian regime. At that moment, I vowed to give
back to the country which had given me so much.

But the true reason for my desire to fight terrorists went
deeper. So deep, I dared not utter it to a soul. Not to my own
mother, not to my friends. Only Flounder knew my truth, and
luckily for me, he would remain silent.

I just knew I could pass BUD/S. I would have no problem
during Second Phase diving instruction since I was an
excellent swimmer and could hold my breath. And I was
physically fit and had spent my entire life training for
competitions.

But another element drove me. So many people thought it was
impossible for a woman to pass BUD/S.

I was determined to prove them wrong.

My own mother scoffed at me when I suggested it. “Who
would marry you?” she asked. As if marrying a man should be
a career goal. Her statement was even more irksome because
she had cut my father out of my life, and had chosen to be a
single mom. While I resented her for alienating my father, I
did appreciate all the sacrifices she had made for me. But for
the life of me, I couldn’t understand why she would then turn



around and think that I should give up a goal of mine for a
man I hadn’t even met. Marriage was the furthest possible
thing from my mind.

But my mom wouldn’t let up with her nagging. “No real man
wants to date a female warrior.”

That may be true, but I didn’t care. Her statement was even
more infuriating since she had always been so independent and
was constantly saying that she didn’t need a man. Either way,
it didn’t matter. I didn’t need to earn the title of Mrs.

The only title I cared about was Naval Special Warfare
Officer.

Today I was taking my first step toward that journey.

I walked along the shore of the stunning Coronado beach.
After residing in woodsy Northern California my entire life, I
was thrilled to be living so close to the ocean. My rental was
only for a month, but with any luck, I’d be moving here after
boot camp. And with hard work, I’d be stationed here, or in
Virginia Beach, for the foreseeable future.

I located the office at the Hotel Del Coronado and checked in.
A stunningly gorgeous girl with long black hair framing her
heart-shaped face greeted me.

“Aria? I’m Isa. I’m happy to meet you. Oh my god … you’re
so talented! I saw you win the Olympics and was blown away
by your routine. I’m beyond thrilled to have you as the
celebrity mermaid fitness instructor!”

Isa handed me my bright green sparkly tail and a purple bikini
top. Yup, the hotel was milking The Little Mermaid connection
for all it was worth. My hand stroked the scaly and shiny
material. It would take a while to get used to swimming with
my legs bound in a tail, especially since I was known for my
leg work.

“Thank you. Nice to meet you too, Isa. I’m happy to be here.
Are you a synchro swimmer also?”

Isa shook her head. “No, I’m a former professional ballroom
dancer. Normally, I teach barre and Pilates. But I’m a decent
swimmer, so I thought teaching mermaid fitness would be a



great way to switch up my routine, though my husband isn’t
very happy with me working so close to the SEAL base. He’s
a Marine … he’s not a fan of SEALs.”

Husband? She looked to be around my age. I couldn’t even
fathom being married.

I smiled. “Oh really? Why?”

“Hubby’s a war hero—jumped on a grenade. He hates to talk
about his deployments—was asked to write a book but
declined.” Isa bit her lip. “He’s very private and just doesn’t
like that some SEALs brag about their missions.”

I tilted my head to the side. I’d met plenty of disabled vets at
the Paralympics. I’d always found their stories so inspiring,
and their successes seemed to evoke more emotion in them
than I had seen in the competitors in my own events. “I’d love
to meet him. He sounds like a great guy.”

“He is. I’m lucky.” Her face glowed when she talked about
him—clearly, she was head over heels in love with the guy. I’d
never been in love or even had a serious boyfriend. No time
for romance since I had devoted my life to my sport. My
personal life had consisted of drunken celebratory hookups
after competitions. “Hey, we’re having a party next week if
you want to come.”

I pursed my lips. I wasn’t much of a party girl—I always felt
so awkward with groups of people I didn’t know. But Isa
seemed so nice, so I was willing to try to attempt to come out
of my shell. “I’d love that. You’re the only person I know in
San Diego.”

“Oh. Well, I’m happy to show you around. Let start by giving
you a tour of the resort.”

The sight of the beautiful hotel wowed me. Like me, the Del
was a redhead, and she was known as The Grand Lady of the
Sea. Her glorious Victorian architecture was world famous.
The crimson steeply pitched roof contrasted with the white
wooden shingles. Set on the backdrop of one of the best
beaches in the world, the Del was simply breathtaking.



Isa led me down the steps to the pool which overlooked the
beach bordering the Naval Special Warfare base. My eyes
scanned the miles of sand, towering palm trees, brick beach
paths, and the ocean break, hoping to glimpse some BUD/S
recruits training, but I was out of luck. I made a silent wish to
see some SEALs today. I figured if I spent some time studying
their training regiment, it would give me an advantage.
Instead, my view consisted of classy tourists with wide
brimmed hats, dark sunglasses, and couture swimwear. I
definitely didn’t fit in here.

Isa caught my gaze, forcing me to focus. “So, mermaid fitness
is taught every Friday and Saturday at eight a.m., but the
guests arrive at seven thirty. Basically, it’s water aerobics and
Pilates with tails and pool noodles. I used to teach Aqua
Zumba, so it’s a bit like that, but we can’t use our legs
obviously. Have you swum with a tail before?”

“I did an exhibition years ago with a tail, and sometimes my
coach would bind my legs to focus on my arm movements.”

“Awesome. Let’s hop in, and I’ll go through the routine.” Isa
flashed a smile and then changed out of her sweat clothes into
a cute bikini, revealing her enviable swimsuit body—tan skin,
huge breasts, wide hips, round booty, and a flat tummy. Sure, I
was in shape, but my physique was more athletic and less
bombshell. I was as pale as the San Francisco fog, had a flat
chest, narrow hips, a muscular bottom, and a six-pack. As
much as I had always tried to view my body as a tool to my
craft and not as eye-candy, I couldn’t help but be jealous of her
curves. I’d love to say that I didn’t care if men found me
attractive or not, but that would be a lie. After years of being
teased as the freckled-faced sporty redhead, I’d taken myself
out of the dating game to focus on my career.

I slipped off my own pants, kept my solid black one-piece
swimsuit on, stepped into the tail and pulled it up over my
waist. Then I dove deep into the pool. The tight fabric
constricted my legs which felt odd, but I knew I’d adjust. I
could hold my breath for up to three minutes, so I glided
around underwater, doing butterfly kicks. Then I hoisted my



torso above the water and did a bit of my Olympic routine, not
to show off, but just because I missed performing.

When I finished, Isa was clapping. “Wow, you are amazing! I
could watch you all day. Maybe you could do a show at the
end of class for our guests?”

“I’d love that.” This would be the first summer of my life that
I wouldn’t be training in the pool eight hours a day. The water
was my home and being paid to be a mermaid was the perfect
summer job.

“Ok. We check in the guests at quarter ‘til eight. Then we issue
them each a tail, a pool noodle and a towel. Once the guests
put on their tails, they swim around the pool. This is much
harder than it seems and the fins make big splashes, so
everyone gets drenched.” She splashed her own tail, creating a
huge wave.

I splashed her back. “I can’t wait. It sounds so much fun.”

“It is. Everyone loves it. We then stand in a line and do arm
exercises before we get everyone out of the pool to do ab
work. We keep the music blasting to distract the students from
the hard work they are doing.”

I laughed. “Good strategy.”

She smiled. “Then we have free swim. Of course, most of the
guests use this time to take selfies or post Instagram videos.
I’m sure they will want to pose with you, too. So that’s about
it. Do you have any questions?”

Yes. Do you know what time the SEALs train on the beach?
“No. But I’m sure some will come up tomorrow.”

“Cool.” She squinted at the sun. “Just let me know. You will
be great. Can you show me some synchro moves?”

“Sure.”

We took off our tails, and I showed her some underwater split
techniques. When we came up for air, I saw two bearded,
ripped men in the distance run toward us dressed in cammies
and tight shirts. But they weren’t just any men … I could tell a



mile away they were SEALs, storming up the beach. My wish
had come true!
Isa rolled her eyes. “Ignore them. They run by here every day
since they train just down the beach. Occasionally they will
come over at the end of class and make the guests swoon.”

Swooning activated. My mouth became dry. I was minutes
from seeing my first SEAL in the flesh, but I wasn’t another
frog hog. I wanted to be just like them.

A drop dead gorgeous man with jet black hair which skimmed
his forehead, electric blue eyes, and arms decorated with
tattoos beelined straight towards us. His equally hot blond-
haired buddy with a cocky grin stood beside him. The blonde
looked familiar, but I couldn’t place where I’d seen him.

I melted into the water.

“Hey, Isa. Who’s your new friend?” Sexy dark-haired SEAL
yelled out as he knelt next to the pool. His voice was deep and
low and virile.

“This is our newest instructor. Aria—”

But before Isa could introduce me, the SEAL interrupted her,
his eyes widening. “Clements. You’re Aria Clements—
America’s Little Mermaid. The Olympic gold medalist. I’d
recognize you anywhere.”

He knew who I was? Most people didn’t recognize me, but
between my red hair and the glimpse of the routine he
probably saw, I could get how someone could put it together.
“Yup. That’s me. What’s your name?”

“Erik.”

Erik? Did he say his name was Erik? Like The Little
Mermaid’s prince? I couldn’t help but smile at the coincidence.

Or maybe he was messing with me.

“Nice to meet you, Erik.”

“You’re incredible. My little sister is a huge fan.” Even though
a stunningly beautiful Isa was right beside me, Erik’s eyes



were locked completely on mine. “I am too, by the way. So, do
you live here?”

“No, just teaching here at the resort for a month.” Because I’d
joined the Navy and was heading to Officer Candidate School
in Rhode Island and then back here on a BUD/S contract. But I
kept my plans to myself. The last person I wanted to confess
my desire to become a SEAL to was an active duty Frogman.
From everything I’d read, the Team guys were violently
opposed to integrating the Teams.

They could choke on their opinions. The defense secretary
said that the Pentagon would open all combat jobs to women.
Including SEALs. So these men didn’t have a choice.

“Cool. Hey, I’m at work, but when I get off let me take you to
dinner.”

Wait what? Forward much? I’d never, and I meant never, been
asked out on a date like that. Sure, I’d had a few internet
proposals. But this guy had just met me.

My face must’ve shown my shock.

“I get off at six. I’ll pick you up where you are staying, or we
can meet here. There’s this great place down the street.”

Isa let out a laugh as she nudged me.

I was speechless. Did this guy want me or was he just
interested in meeting an Olympian? He probably would’ve
acted the same if he met any champion, male or female. I
mean he was a SEAL. One of their mottos was “it pays to be a
winner.”

I wanted to be a SEAL, not be fucked by one. Well, that could
be fun too. But that wasn’t the point. My eyes raked him up
and down, drinking in his big, muscular physique. Nope … not
happening. There was no way I could go out with this super-
hot man and risk being distracted from my dream. I vowed to
watch these SEALs from afar for a month, go to Officer
Candidate School, and then finish BUD/S. There was no room
for romance in my world.

“I’m not interested,” I said as convincingly as I could.



Erik’s mouth curved into an amused grin. “I’m not going to
give up that easily, sweetheart. I always go after what I want.”

Great, I had just challenged a SEAL, a man who would
never quit.

“Well, good luck with that. As I said, I’m only in town for a
month, so there’s no point to start something we can’t finish.”

His eyes twinkled, and he licked his lips. Man, he was
gorgeous. Maybe I had made a mistake. This could be a win-
win. A hot summer romance with a sexy SEAL and I could
glean some intel on the Teams. What could go wrong?

“Who said I wouldn’t finish? I’m known to finish strong. I’ll
stop by tomorrow. Nice to meet you, Aria.”

And with that, sexy SEAL turned and ran down the beach. His
friend slapped him on the back and seemed to be joking
with him.

“Oh my god … how cocky was that guy?” I muttered, turning
my attention back to Isa. “Do you even know that dude?”

“Yeah, he comes around all the time. He’s gorgeous, don’t you
think?”

“Uh yeah, girl. He’s probably the hottest man I’ve ever seen.”

She laughed. “Welcome to San Diego. Anyway, Erik seems
nicer than the rest of them. You should just go have fun.”

Fun. I didn’t know the meaning of the word fun. My entire life
consisted of setting goals and working hard to achieve them.
But maybe Isa was right, and I should learn how to let my
hair down.

We climbed out of the pool and headed toward the locker
room to shower. Afterward, Isa and I exchanged numbers, we
parted ways, and I walked back home. I hadn’t even taught my
first class, and I had already begun to lose focus. Erik was
ridiculously sexy, but it didn’t matter. It would be unethical to
use him to gain an advantage in training, though I needed any
help I could get. Honestly, winning a gold medal seemed
almost easy compared to becoming the first woman to



graduate from BUD/S. But I refused to let anything—or
anyone—distract me.

Even if that distraction was an over six foot, fine as hell
Navy SEAL.
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raced down the beach, glancing back and taking another
look at Aria. She had emerged from the pool, and her wet

swimsuit clung to her body, showing off her incredible ass. In
the water, I had seen the outline of her hard nipples. I couldn’t
believe that was really her. An Olympic gold medalist in my
sights. Not only was she beautiful, but she was also smart and
dedicated.

And flexible as fuck. I remember watching her gold medal
winning routine on television last summer with my sister. At
first, I thought the entire sport was creepy—the women were
done up with a ton of makeup and had way too shiny hair. But
once the routine started, I was blown away. Her breath control
was incredible, as they were underwater for most the routine. I
remembered her perfect straddle split and another part where
her leg went behind her ear. I wanted to spread her legs wide
on my couch and bury myself in her pussy, eating her until she
came all over my face.

I couldn’t wait to fuck her.

Devin hit me on the back. “Man, did you see the way that
redhead opened her legs?”

Great men thought alike. “No shit, dumbass. She’s Aria
Clements.”

Devin’s gaze clouded, his expression was distant. I never knew
if he was just playing with me or if he was having a flashback
to his glory days.

“Who?”



“The Olympic synchronized swimming gold medalist.
America’s Little Mermaid. She’s on a Wheaties box.”

He licked his lips. “I’d love to eat her box.”

I punched his arm. “Fuck off, dude. I saw her first. Did you
even watch the Olympics last summer?”

“Not synchro. A bit of the swimming.”

We ran back toward base. As we left the resort part of the
beach and entered the restricted area, I was grateful that my
place of work had multi-million-dollar views. BUD/S
candidates lined the beach holding swift boats above their
heads. Next year, I’d be one of the instructors. I couldn’t wait
to torture the next generation of SEALs.

“Well, I did. My sister is a huge fan. Aria is sexy as fuck.”

Devin smirked. Nothing had changed from his rock star days
—he was still a player. A different woman every night. Just as
many chicks would drop to their knees to suck off a SEAL as
they would to blow a rock star.

But I wasn’t like him. I was picky. I wanted a woman who I
could admire and respect. A woman who had goals and a life
of her own. A champion, an overachiever.

Someone like Aria.

She intrigued me and was hot. Hell, she’d be a perfect partner
for me in TritonFix, my side hustle.

On my rare weekends off, I provided consulting to local
entrepreneurs—teaching them effective project management
skills and how to work with their employees by conducting
team building activities. To some of my Teammates, it
sounded boring, but honestly, I loved helping the civilian
world apply military discipline to business practices. And I
hoped that one day it would grow into a company that could
support my family.

Aria and I would make the perfect team—a SEAL and an
Olympian. Clients would be knocking down my door to work
with us.



In a few weeks, I was a pitching a huge client. If I could
promise him a session with Aria and me, I’d definitely close
the deal.

But first, I had to get her to go out with me.

Devin and I hit the locker room and showered after our run.
Today we had an intelligence briefing. And we’d soon deploy
on an operation.

But it would be my last mission for a while.

No, I wasn’t leaving the Teams. Not until I retired or died. But
after eight years of training, deploying, fighting overseas, I
had one more mission, and then I’d be assigned three years of
shore duty. Maybe I’d be around long enough to finally have a
real relationship.

I grabbed my phone and logged into the Del’s website.
Mermaid fitness. Tomorrow at eight a.m.

Perfect.
Grinning, I picked up the phone to call my mom.

She answered on the first ring. “Erik? What’s going on,
honey? Are you leaving again?”

My poor mom. Clearly, I didn’t call her enough. Every time
she answered the phone, she assumed that I was going to tell
her I was about to deploy.

“No, Mom. I’ll be around for a bit. Was just wondering if
Holly would join me in Coronado for a class tomorrow.”

“Of course. She’d love to go anywhere with you. What kind of
class?”

“Mermaid fitness at the Del. Olympic Gold Medalist Aria
Clements is teaching it.”

My mom gasped. “Oh Erik, she’ll be thrilled! Wow … Aria
Clements. I love her. Do you mind if I tag along?”

Damn it. I was trying to hit on Aria. The last thing I needed
was my mom cock blocking me. But I couldn’t say no to her.
“No, of course not. Meet me at the Del at 7:30. Traffic’s pretty
bad on the bridge at that time so be sure to leave early.”



“I will. She’ll be so excited. See you tomorrow. Love you.”

“Love you, Ma. Bye.”

Ah, fuck. That didn’t go as planned at all. But it was my own
damn fault for using my sister to get a date.

I googled Aria and watched her Olympic medal winning
performance. My cock hardened as my mind flashed to the
millions of positions I could fuck her in. She was so graceful,
so precise. She made the moves underwater seem so effortless.

But I knew from personal experience combat dive training that
learning to hold one’s breath under the water for that length of
time was no easy task.

Hell, plenty of men in my own BUD/S class flunked out
during dive training.

I bet Aria would pass Second Phase with flying colors.

Ha. That would be the day. There had been rumors for years
now that the first female would trickle down the pipeline. A
few women even passed Ranger course.

But I’d passed Ranger course, too. It was challenging, no
doubt, but nowhere near as intense as BUD/S.

And the Teams weren’t ready for the first female SEAL. I was
so sick of arguing about it with my feminist mother. Yes,
women were completely capable of achieving whatever they
wanted to achieve.

But that didn’t give them the right to serve in combat.

There was no place for a woman on a Team. I thought about
my last deployment and couldn’t imagine hiding out in the
middle of the desert with a woman upsetting the balance of my
men. Our Team bonded together about how much we missed
pussy, liquor, and the comforts of home. We didn’t need a
distraction on our top-secret missions.

But I didn’t need to stress about that now. I had only one thing
on my mind.

Getting a date with Aria.
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woke up at six a.m. after a restful night in my beach
cottage. I loved this place and hoped to buy one just like it

if I was stationed here. I hopped out of bed to let Flounder out
and made myself a quick cup of coffee. Sitting on the porch, I
appreciated the cool, ocean breeze blowing on my face.
Flounder sniffed around the fragrant yellow rose bushes, and I
imagined how amazing it would be to live here. Maybe after I
became settled as a SEAL, I could make some time for
hobbies. Take up gardening, enjoy reading a book on the
beach, finally get over my irrational fear and learn how to ride
a bicycle.

Maybe even find a boyfriend.

My mind immediately returned to Erik. What had he meant by
saying that he would stop by tomorrow? I was nervous enough
about my first-day teaching. Performing had always been easy,
but interacting with the public always filled me with anxiety.

I slathered my body with sunscreen and then put the purple
bikini on and then pulled up my sweats. My hair was a mess,
so I secured it into a braid and made my way to the Del.

As I strolled along Ocean Boulevard a group of BUD/S
candidates ran by in a pack, like hungry wolves. Their
instructors drove in a truck behind them, blasting Mariachi
music and yelling at them on a megaphone. I gasped, maybe
this full idea was insane. These men, all of them, were
massive. Tough, strong, muscular, in perfect shape. Could I



possibly compete with them? Or would I just be making a fool
out of myself?

As much as I yearned to be the first female SEAL, trying and
failing with the whole world watching would be humiliating.
And believe me, I knew what it was like to fail, and fail big,
when everyone was relying on you.

But back then, I wasn’t famous.

Now, everyone had expectations of me.

I had redeemed myself with gold; most people didn’t bring up
the time I’d let my team down. Most people except my
mother.

I went straight to the pool and found Isa waiting for me with a
big smile on her face and a wide-brimmed hat shielding her
from the sun. The lush landscaping of the Del contrasted with
the cloth bungalows adorning the side of the pool. With the
view of the sparkling blue ocean in the background, I knew I
was in paradise.

Isa removed her hat. “Hey! The guests are going to arrive any
minute.” She handed me a clipboard and then pointed at a
bunch of papers on a kiosk. “Could you check them in while I
set up the tails and pool noodles?”

“Sure.”

She walked over to the side of the pool.

I scanned the list of students. But my heart stopped when I saw
the final name on the list.

Erik Anderson.

Oh my god! Was Erik on the list the same person as Erik the
SEAL I’d met yesterday? Is that what he meant by I’ll stop by
tomorrow?

I hurried to Isa’s side. “We have a problem. Are men allowed
in this class?”

Her face twisted. “Hmm. Well, they aren’t banned. We haven’t
had any guys show up before. Is there a guy on the list?”



“Yeah. You didn’t see? Erik. Isn’t that the name of the SEAL
we met yesterday?”

“Sure is. And I think his last name is Anderson—that’s the
name tape on his cammies. Damn, he must really be into you.”

Dying. I was dying. I took a deep breath. “We’re not actually
going to let him take this class, are we?”

“I mean we can’t discriminate against men. It’ll be fine. He’s a
SEAL. I bet he will look fabulous in a tail.”

I bet. I bit my lip. It was my first day, and I didn’t want to
argue. Especially because my whole philosophy on life was
that a woman could do anything a man could do. Why
shouldn’t it be true in reverse?

I stood by the pool gate as the guests arrived. A few teen girls,
a mother and daughter, and a couple of college-age women.
And then, my heart skipped a beat.

Walking toward the pool was Erik, alongside a teenage girl
who resembled him, and an older woman.

His dark hair shone in the morning sun, and his strong jaw
framed his handsome face. He wore board shorts which
showed off his muscular thighs and his incredible ass. How
was I going to teach a class with this man in my pool?

Erik’s mouth spread into a devilish grin. “Nice to see you
again, Aria.” He leaned into me and gave me a hug. “I told
you I’m not giving up that easily, sweetheart,” he whispered in
my ear.

My heart palpitated. Did this man really want to go out with
me this desperately? He was fine as hell—surely he could get
any woman he wanted. Feminine brunette beauties like Isa. Or
blonde bombshells like some of the ladies in the pool, who
were clearly checking him out, not that I could blame them.
Why would he want someone as awkward as me?

But I had told him no. Something he probably wasn’t used to
hearing.

I inhaled him like a drug, getting high on his testosterone. He
smelled minty, like a cool mojito on the rocks. I wanted to



drink him up and suck him down.

I finally forced myself to peel my body off his chest. “Good to
see you, too.”

God, did I just say that? I am such a dork. I can’t even flirt.
He winked at me. “I’d like you to meet my kid sister, Holly,
and my mom, Emily.”

The girl with long dark hair the shade of Erik’s reached out her
arms to me. “Oh my god! Aria Clements! I’m your biggest
fan. I mean it. I do synchro too! My dream is to attend
Stanford. You are my idol!”

I reciprocated her hug. “You are so sweet.”

Their mom also hugged me. Erik had her eyes and smile.
“Nice to meet you, Aria. We’re honored to take your class.”

“Thank you for coming today.”

Holly and Emily walked over to Isa, and she handed them
their tails. Erik turned around and dropped their bags near a
reclining chair, lowered his large, muscular frame down into it,
and relaxed back, with his hands behind his head, like he was
about to watch a movie.

Oh hell no. I refused to put on a show for him.

I went over to the stash of tails and grabbed the largest bright
pink one I could find and strode over to Erik.

“Class starts in five minutes.” I threw it at him, and he caught
it with one hand.

He pulled his sunglasses down and smirked at me. “Babe,
mermaid fitness is for ladies. In case you can’t tell, I’m
a man.”

Maybe I should tell him to prove it to me?
I could tell he was a man by that huge bulge in his board
shorts. “This isn’t a women’s Olympic event—the class is
open to both genders.”

He pushed his sunglasses back on his head. “I’ll just watch. I
only signed up so you wouldn’t be able to kick me out of the



pool area.”

I laughed. “You signed up for the class, not to check out a
bunch of women in bikinis. Put on your tail and dive into that
pool, or I’ll call security. You aren’t staying at the Del. The
pool is for hotel guests and participants in the class. It’s your
choice.”

He raised his brows toward me and stood up. Before I could
blink, he had ripped off his white T-shirt. Despite an effort to
control myself, my jaw literally dropped, and heat spiraled
through my body. Holy hell, he was fine. Abs, abs, there were
abs everywhere—I counted at least eight. His perfectly crafted
broad shoulders melted into incredible biceps, and he had a
beautiful V-shape indentation down to his crotch revealing his
sexy happy trail.

He tossed me a towel. “I’m naked under these shorts. Hold this
around me so I can put on the tail.”

I let out a self-deprecating laugh. Naked? The thought of him
in his birthday suit accelerated my pulse. Despite my fake
confidence ordering him around, his powerful presence turned
my insides to mush. I wrapped my arms around his waist,
holding up the towel, willing my eyes not to look at his crotch.
He dropped his board shorts, and I couldn’t help myself. I
stole a glance, his huge cock staring back at me as he pulled
up the tail.

I felt like such a pervert. His eyes gleamed when he caught the
destination of my gaze, but thankfully he didn’t call me out.

When he had dressed, he took the towel from my hands.
“Thanks for the help. Let’s do this.”

And with that, Erik waddled over to the side of the pool and
gracefully dived into to the deep end.

The ladies, who had now gathered in the pool, applauded and
catcalled Erik like they had just been privy to a secret showing
of Magic Mike Live.

I joined the class wading in the pool, and Isa swam up to me.
“Damn, girl. He makes a beautiful Merman.”



I shook my head. “Don’t remind me. He’s so hot … I don’t
think I can resist him.”

“Then don’t! He seems sweet, I mean he brought his mom and
his sister. Who does that? Go out with him. Have fun. I met
my hubby at a frat party. You never know how this could
turn out.”

I pursed my lips and nodded. I admired Isa. She seemed so fun
loving and happy. No one would ever describe me as fun
loving. Driven, yes, but serious. Focused. Some synchro
psychopath. Over the years, I’d seen so many therapists, trying
to understand my madness. The best explanation they could
give me was that the absence of my father coupled with the
cold parenting style of my narcissistic mother had turned me
into a perfectionist. This was a bad thing that led to my bouts
of depression. I always felt like people only loved me for what
I achieved, not who I was.

Whatever the cause, no matter how much I fought it, I had one
desire. To be the best and avoid failure at all costs. But
sometimes I wished I could take a magic pill and get out of my
head. Enjoy life, fall in love, relax and focus on being happy in
the present instead of existing solely for the promise of a
fulfilling future.

But my future could involve a hot one-night stand with this
SEAL, so I was going to force myself to roll with it.

Isa grabbed the microphone. “Welcome Mermaids and
Merman.”

Erik waved, and my core ached. God, the things I wanted this
man to do to me caused a shiver to course through my body.

“I’m thrilled to introduce you all today to our special celebrity
mermaid, Olympic Gold Medalist Aria Clements!”

The ladies applauded, and Erik let out a whistle. I wanted to
drown from embarrassment.

Isa continued. “We’re going to have so much fun today. This is
a great workout, and you get to live out your fantasy of being a
mermaid. So everyone get in the pool and do a couple of laps



so you can get used to your tail. Take your pool noodle and
place it under your arms to stay afloat.”

We dove in. Most of the ladies did some version of a leisurely
breast stroke without the legs but not Erik. He didn’t bother
with the noodle and darted off like a missile. With a single
push, he glided across the pool. The competitor in me darted to
his side, determined to beat him. I charged ahead, kicking my
legs in a butterfly motion and met him at the edge. Before he
could touch the side of the pool, I gracefully did a somersault
and sped down the other side, leaving him in my wave.

Clearly unable to back down, Erik caught up, his big, powerful
arms slamming into the water, splashing me.

My heart stuttered in my chest as our eyes met and held. The
moment was so hot, so electrifying, so intimate.

But our moment was interrupted by a bright flash. A staff
photographer had taken a picture of us.

I turned my attention back to Erik. Water glistened on his tan
chest. He was hot and wet and wearing nothing but a tight tail.
I wanted him to pin me against the side of the pool and nail
my fins to the wall. Have mercy.
Instead, I gave him a high five. “Good job, merman.”

He smirked. “Babe, I prefer the term Triton.”

Of course. Triton. A Navy SEAL. The trident was their
insignia.

I met Isa back in the center of the pool, and we instructed the
guests on arm exercises and core work. I blasted the music and
tried to lose myself in the workout and not focus on Erik’s
intense glare.

“Okay. For the last fifteen minutes, we’re going to just swim.
Have fun with it,” I shouted. Some ladies did handstands,
some did body waves, but Erik torpedoed around the pool.
After a few minutes, he flipped on his back and executed a
perfect backstroke. His hands sliced through the water like
blades as the sunlight highlighted his sculpted chest.

Isa swam up beside me. “Damn, you don’t have a chance.”



And she was right. I didn’t have a chance of resisting this
Triton.
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t the end of class, I hopped up on the side of the pool
next to my mom and sister.

Holly shook her head. “I can’t believe you put on a tail. You
are so lame.”

“Not a big deal. SEAL, merman, frogman, Triton. Same
thing.”

My sister punched my arm. “You like Aria, don’t you?”

“What’s not to like? She’s beautiful and a champion.”

My mom gave me an approving grin. “Oh, Erik. You should
ask her out on a proper date. She’s lovely. I worry about you
on your deployments. It would be nice if you settled down and
came home to a loving wife.”

There my mom went. A true romantic. She never recovered
after my father passed away. But they had shown me the
meaning of true love and made me hopeful that one day I
would find that myself. Fuck the SEAL ninety-five percent
divorce rate. When I got married, it would be forever. My
mom used to tell me the most important decision I would ever
make in my life wasn’t what job I would take, but who I
would marry. I took her advice to heart.

Aria swam over to us, her smoking hot body glistening from
the water. I wanted to rip off that bikini top with my teeth and
suck on her nipples until she begged me to fuck her.

“Thank you all for coming. Holly, your arm movements are
great.”



“Oh, thank you.” She bit her nails, and I could tell my sister
was nervous. “I hate to ask you this but since you are in town,
are you giving any lessons?”

“I didn’t have any planned, but I’d be happy to coach you.
Would you like me to look at your routine?”

My sister’s eyes lit up. “Oh my god. You wouldn’t mind? I’d
love that.”

I took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. Here was my
moment. I normally didn’t hesitate when asking out a girl, and
I certainly wasn’t afraid of being rejected in front of my
family. I was a SEAL, for fuck’s sake, and wasn’t afraid of
anything, but for some inexplicable reason this girl tied me up
in knots. It was a feeling that was foreign to me.

“Can I take you out tonight? I’ll show you around Coronado.”

Aria’s eyes darted between me and my mom’s hopeful face.
Her lip twisted probably since I had backed her into a corner.

“Sure. That sounds like fun.”

Score.
I felt a tinge of guilt asking her out in front of my family,
knowing that she probably didn’t feel like she could say no,
but I got what I’d come for.

A date with this beautiful, sexy woman.

“Great. I’ll pick you up here at five.”

“Okay. See you then. Holly, take off your tail and follow me.”

They both wiggled off their tails and without a backward
glance, Aria swam out toward the middle of the pool with
Holly following closely behind.

My mom also removed her tail and stood up. “Well, that was
nice of her to work with Holly. She seems so sweet. And an
Olympian—what a catch! Where are you going to take her? I
could make reservations at Addison.”

Whoa, mom. Addison was the fanciest restaurant in town. I
planned to spoil Aria, but a stuffy old-school restaurant wasn’t
my scene. “I got this, Ma, but thanks.”



“I remember my first date with your father. I was so nervous. I
must’ve tried on twenty dresses. But he brought me flowers,
and we had the best night.”

Her eyes sparkled when she talked about my father. True love.
I yearned for that. I’d done my fair share of womanizing since
I’d been a SEAL. Hell, at Annapolis my yearbook said, “Erik
was known for his love of fast cars and faster women.” But
after this last deployment, I wanted to find a partner, someone
to miss me when I was gone.

The few SEAL marriages I’d seen that worked all involved
incredibly strong and independent women. Women who had
goals and identities beyond being just a Team wife.

She dried off, put on a cover up, and sat on a lounge chair,
watching Holly. I wrapped myself in my towel and changed
out of my tail and put my board shorts back on.

I grabbed my keys and waved goodbye to my mom, my sister,
and Aria. Aria waved back, and I jogged down the beach to
work. I couldn’t wait for our date tonight.
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y breath came in short spurts as I leaned against my
front door. Done. I had just completed my daily pre-

BUD/S regimen. A two-mile ocean swim, a four-mile fast
paced run, and a series of pushups, pullups, squats, lunges, and
sit-ups. My legs quivered and my shins burned. But I knew
that this workout was a piece of cake compared to what torture
would await me in BUD/S. Training for the Olympics had
been rigorous, but people had believed in me. And I had been
training alongside women. This time, everyone would expect
me to fail. And I’d be the lone woman in a sea of men.

I opened my front door and collapsed on the sofa as Flounder
ran over to lick the salty sweat off my face. The urge to hobble
over to the tub and take an Epsom bath tempted me. But I had
to get ready for my date with Erik.

My date. How strange that word sounded. Dating was for
other girls—I just had meaningless hookups. My head ached,
but I couldn’t tell if it was from exercising under the warm
San Diego sun or from nervousness about tonight. Erik was
gorgeous, cocky for sure, but as Isa had pointed out, he
seemed sweet for bringing his family. Why would he put in so
much effort to go out with me?

Maybe he had an ulterior motive.

In the past, men had pretended they were interested in me.
Only later had I found out that they wanted to use me to
endorse their products or be a spokesperson for their company.
It was easier for me to believe he wanted something from me



than to believe that a man that hot could actually be interested
in getting to know me. Me, not just the gold medal winner, but
Aria, just Aria.

I hoped for the best and tumbled into the shower like a drunk
trying to sober up. Remind me why I was doing this to myself
again? What drove me to this compulsion to want to always be
the best? Sometimes I scared myself—I had the tunnel vision
of a serial killer.

As the warm water beaded against my flesh, I exhaled. The
watermelon scent of my shampoo filled the steam, forcing my
nerves to calm down. I emerged from the shower, dried my
body, and slathered myself up in cocoa butter.

I dropped my towel and stood naked in front of the mirror. My
stomach turned when I saw my freckled skin, flat chest, boyish
hips, and toned arms. I felt like Carrie in that horror movie.
Maybe his interest in me was some cruel joke.

The ring of my phone jolted me out of my insecurity.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, Aria. How are you?”

“Good.” I paused.

Did I dare mention to her that I am going on a date?
I wasn’t in the mood to be lectured about how men were only
after one thing and would only stop me from achieving my
goals.

“Good? Nothing will be good until you give up this ridiculous
idea of becoming a SEAL. I don’t understand you, throwing
away all your lucrative endorsements. You could be the star of
Cirque de Soleil or a coach at top college, but instead, you
pursue a life of poverty. You may be intelligent, but you have
no common sense.”

I didn’t have the time for her nagging. I’d heard it all before.

“I got to go.”

“Why? What do you have going on that’s more important than
talking to me?”



I felt almost nauseous as I spit the words out. “Actually, I have
a date tonight.”

“A date? With who? You have only been there a few days. Are
you on one of those dating apps where men swipe women for
hookups? I told you not to put your picture on those. You are a
celebrity. It would be a public relations nightmare if someone
screenshotted you. It’s pretty desperate if you ask me.”

God, did she ever let up? “No, mom. I’m not on Tinder. I met
this guy named Erik. He’s a SEAL. He invited me out and—”

“On a date? Why would a SEAL want to date you? I thought
they were attracted to feminine girls.”

I gulped. I didn’t need this right now. “Thanks, Mom.”

“Oh, honey. That’s not what I meant. You are strong and
fierce, but you should be suspicious of his motives. You are a
champion. He could be using you for your connections. There
are so many beautiful women in San Diego. You need to ask
yourself—why would he want me?”

My lungs constricted, making it hard to breathe. “How can
you say those things to me? Why is it so hard for you to
believe that a man would be interested in me?”

“Honey, I didn’t say no man would be interested in you. I just
questioned a Navy SEAL’s intentions. Your decisions in life
affect me, too. I didn’t sacrifice my happiness and goals for
you to give up on yours to go chasing a man.”

My heart accelerated. “I’m not chasing a man, Mother. He
asked me out. And I’m going. Plus, I won an Olympic gold
medal. How am I not achieving my goals? I just ran four miles
in twenty-eight minutes in boots and swam two miles in the
ocean. Just leave me alone and live your own life.”

“Don’t you talk that way to me, missy. I gave up everything
for you. I didn’t date. I worked three jobs, and I never spent
any money on myself. I organized BINGO nights to fundraise
for your synchro club. All for your dreams and your goals.”

“I never asked you to do that. That was your choice. You cut
my father out of your life, never even telling him you were
pregnant. He didn’t even know I existed. And thanks to you,



he never will. And these were your goals. I was four! What did
I know about synchro? Bye, mom.”

I hung up the phone and tried to push away the cruelty of her
words. My face, neck, and ears seemed impossibly hot.

I had sacrificed my life too. As fearless as I pretended to be, I
was scared to death of doing anything that jeopardized my
success, including having a personal life. What about what I
had given up?

As tears streamed down my face, a realization hit me.

I needed to spend some time on nurturing Aria the woman
instead of just focusing on Aria the athlete.

I made a vow to make a change in my life.

I found a matching lavender lace bra and panty set and slipped
them on my body. Next, I applied my makeup, softer than I did
for competitions, spritzed on perfume, and blew dry my hair.
My polish bottle beckoned me, and I spent the next half an
hour painting my nails. Once they had dried, I walked over to
the closet and debated my clothing choices. I didn’t want to
overdress. I picked out the sexiest, casual outfit I could find—
a strappy, aqua tank top and white linen shorts. I slipped my
feet into some cute brand new tennis shoes.

A floating sensation overtook me like all my burdens had been
lifted. I took another glance in the mirror. But this time, I
didn’t see a hardened Olympian. I saw a sexy, feminine
woman.

And I couldn’t wait to get to know her.
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he rest of the day dragged, and I was counting down the
minutes until I was off. A glimpse of the sun informed

me that my commander would soon be excusing us. After six
months in BUD/S, I could accurately tell time by looking at
the shade of the sky, the brightness of the sun, and the position
of the moon. The second we were dismissed, I showered again
and dabbed on some cologne. I always kept some civilian
clothes on base, so I changed into a black T-shirt and cargo
shorts. I walked back to the Del, purchased some flowers, and
awaited Aria.

Ten minutes later, she entered the pool area. Her red hair
skimmed her mid back, and her natural beauty stood out in this
sea of So Cal blondes. On this warm summer night, she wore a
skimpy tank top and short shorts that hit right at her mid-
thighs. I could see the outline of her panties under her clothes,
and I was dying to take them off and lick her until she came
for me. But I had to go slow tonight. I didn’t want a one-night
stand with her. I wanted to get her to date me, trust me, and
maybe she would help me with my business.

I walked over and grinned down at her. “You look beautiful.
These are for you.”

“Oh, thanks. They are lovely.” Her eyes darted around me, and
she pulled her hair and rubbed her hands down her clothes. I
could tell she was nervous which I found adorable. “Where are
we headed?”



“To Leroy’s. It’s a restaurant down the street.” I offered her
my arm, and she took it, her tiny hand sliding on my bicep. On
television, she had looked so lithe, but up close I could see
how perfectly sculpted her muscles were, especially her ass.
Some guys liked skinny girls, but I thought Aria had the
perfect body. Firm and tight. I imagined fucking her from
behind with my hands gripped on her tight booty.

We strolled down Orange Avenue amongst the tourists in this
picturesque coastal town. I was proud to have her on my arm
and to enjoy this peaceful moment in paradise, knowing that
next month, I’d be deployed in hell.

The hostess greeted us, and we sat at a table in the back. I
scanned the menu.

Aria fidgeted in her seat, and I was shocked that the confident
champion I’d watched on television was so shy in person.

The waitress came over to our table. “Hi. I’m Misty. What can
I get for you?”

Aria spoke first. “I’ll have the poke tacos and a blood orange
Cosmo.”

“And I’ll have the burger, medium rare, and a Coronado Brew
Mermaid Red Ale.” I winked at Aria.

“Those will be right up.”

Aria glared at me. “Interesting beverage choice.”

I licked my lips. “I want to see what you taste like.”

She swept her hair over her face, hiding behind her bangs.
“So, did you always want to be a SEAL?”

“Yup. I swam for Annapolis, was commissioned as an officer,
and then joined the Teams. But I’ve wanted to be a SEAL
since I was a little boy. Actually, I was a competitive swimmer
in high school.”

“Oh, you swam? That’s cool. What events?”

“IM and butterfly. I once dreamed of the Olympics, but my
parents couldn’t afford for me to move away from home and



train. And even if they could’ve, I don’t think they would’ve
let me. They wanted me to have a normal childhood.”

She cringed at my words.

Fuck. Why had I said that?

“No, your parents were smart. I had no life at all. I was
homeschooled, spent ten hours a day in the pool, never went to
prom. I mean, I’ve never even had a boyfriend. My life kind of
sucks.”

Her words made me realize that my parents had been right. I
knew the dedication to took to be an elite athlete, and I now
agreed with them. That kind of life was incompatible with
being a well-rounded kid.

“Seriously? You’re joking. You’re gorgeous. You didn’t date
anyone at Stanford?”

“No. I mean most of the athletes hook up with each other or
fall into long-term relationships. But I never had the time nor
had I ever actually shared a huge connection with anyone. I
was on both the collegiate team and the USA Senior National
team.” She sighed. “My mind is warped. Like legit right now I
feel guilty having dinner with you. I feel like I should be at
home stretching or something.”

I laughed. I’d never met a woman like her. My last girlfriend
had no goals in life besides partying. If anyone could teach
Aria to have a good time, it was me. “Since my little sister
does synchro I know a bit about it. You probably can hold
your breath underwater better than most SEALs.”

She grinned, a devilish look on her face. “Not probably.
Definitely.”

I loved that she wasn’t afraid to challenge me. “You think you
can hold your breath longer than me?”

“I know I can. Let’s make a bet. Winner buys loser dinner.”

I shook my head. “Nope, sorry. I’m buying your dinner. And
that’s one bet I won’t take. A couple of my buddies died at the
bottom of the BUD/S pool in a breath-holding challenge.
Neither one would quit.”



Her face dropped. “Oh, that’s awful. I’m sorry.”

I closed my eyes and took a moment to remember my friends.
“It’s a hard job. Our training is life and death.”

The waitress brought us our drinks, and I saw Devin and a few
other SEALs walk into the restaurant. Devin shaped his
fingers like a box and stuck his tongue out through the middle.
I wanted to smack that mother fucker. Luckily, Aria didn’t see
him because she was facing away from them. My other
buddies acknowledged me and sat at the bar, no doubt to get
wasted. Aria must’ve noticed my reaction because she glanced
in their direction but then quickly turned her attention back
to me.

I downed my beer. “So, only in town a month? What do you
have planned next? Are you trying to compete for the next
Olympics?”

Her lips pressed together in a slight grimace. “Uh, not sure. I
have so many opportunities I can’t make up my mind.”

I studied her face. She was lying to me. My gut told me a
woman who had won a gold medal was anything but
indecisive. But she didn’t know me, and this was our first date.
I would let it go for now.

“What do you want to do?”

She bit her lip. “I’m not sure exactly.” Her gaze grew distant.
“Did you grow up here?” she asked.

I noted her rapid subject change. “Yup. My dad was stationed
here. He was a submariner. You?”

“Marin. Near San Francisco. I spent my whole life in
California, but I think Coronado is the most beautiful town
I’ve ever been in.”

“Not as beautiful as you.”

She blushed, and her green eyes seemed to turn a brighter hue.
Our food arrived, and we spent the rest of dinner getting to
know each other. When the check came, I quickly paid, and
we left.



Normally, I always had a plan. But something about her made
me want to let her take the lead. “The night’s still young. Are
you up for an adventure?”

“Absolutely. I’m open to anything. Something active,
outdoors. Let’s enjoy the beautiful weather.”

I loved how adventurous she was. My ex’s idea of a good time
was finding an Instagram-worthy place where she could pose
while I took hundreds of pictures of her for her followers.
What was the point of recording your life when you didn’t
take the time to live it?

“Okay. Let’s grab my bike, and I’ll rent you one. We can ride
around the island during the sunset. It’s an easy six miles.”

She gritted her teeth and pursed her lips tight. “Let’s just walk
so we can stop in some shops also.”

“The bike path is really the best way to see Coronado. It’s
probably one of the best bike routes in the country.”

“I’d prefer to walk.”

“Okay.” I didn’t want to press, but her reluctance baffled me.

I wasn’t ready to end this night. I thought of the typical places
to take her—moonlit stroll on the beach, cocktails at the Del,
or even a ride on the Coronado gondola. But nothing seemed
perfect for Aria. I needed to wow her if there was any hope of
getting her to help me ensnare my clients in a few weeks.

Then it hit me. Something unique, powerful, and breathtaking.

Just like her.

My hand reached to hers, and I wrapped my fingers around her
palm. “I want to show you something.”

“Where are you taking me?”

“To the Naval Special Warfare Base.”

Her mouth widened into a grin but I wasn’t sure why. Maybe
she was excited to get on base. I remembered the first time I
set foot on the BUD/S compound a desire to be the best
overtook me. Maybe her pride as an Olympian compelled her
to feel the same. We walked a few more blocks, past the Del



and back to base. I flashed my ID at the gate and led her
inside.

Her eyes widened like saucers as a group of BUD/S candidates
raced by her. Those sorry fuckers probably hadn’t seen a
woman in months. Just her scent alone must’ve driven them
insane.

Their instructor, my buddy Pat, must’ve caught the destination
of their gazes. “Do you think you fuckers are worthy to even
look at a SEAL’s woman?”

“No, Instructor Walsh,” they yelled in unison.

Ha. Control, Pat had complete control over them. Pretty soon,
it would be my turn to be their master.

We walked past the men, and I led her to the beach
overlooking the “O” Course. A group of SEAL trainees was
practicing their obstacles. We sat on in the sand. The
competing sounds of cars whizzing by on the nearby road and
the crash of the waves against the shore stirred in my head.

“Wow. This is so cool! Thank you for taking me here. I’ve
read about the course and seen videos, but it’s so awesome to
see up close.”

“Thought you would like it. I became a man on this course.
It’s harder than it looks.” I pointed to my nemesis. “That
fucking obstacle, Dirty Name, almost cost me my Trident. It
doesn’t look that challenging, but if you don’t jump at the right
angle, you are screwed.”

She exhaled. “Well, I’d love to try it.”

Ha. That would be the day when a woman could master our
course. Even an athlete like Aria. “If you’re a good girl, I’ll let
you take a crack at it some time.”

She licked her lips and leaned into me. “But what if I’m a
bad girl?”

“Then I’ll definitely let you try it.” My hand moved slowly
through her windblown hair, and her head tilted. I leaned in as
the sunset beckoned me to her lips. Claiming her hot sweet



mouth, my tongue tangled with hers, and she tasted like pure
bliss.

It was the type of kiss that could get me through a long
deployment.

I’d kissed many women in my life, but something told me that
this would be a lip lock that I would remember for the rest of
my life.
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verything about this night had been heavenly. From the
crunchy taco shells which cradled the perfectly seasoned

poke, the tangy punch of my blood orange Cosmo, to this
moonlit stroll with my handsome date. But Erik had upped
the ante.

He had granted me access to the place I dreamt about every
night—where I would be spending six months of my life.

The coveted SEAL base. I had been this close to the “O”
Course. He had even promised that he would let me try it.

And that kiss. It was like one of those mythical first kisses that
you read about in books or saw in movies. Perfectly
choreographed. His lips had been soft, but his grip on my neck
had been firm. He was sweet yet rough, loving yet forceful,
innocent yet dirty. Oh so dirty.

But instead of enjoying this blissful moment, my stomach
lurched in guilt.

I hadn’t been honest with him.

His hand caressed the front of my dress, and he gently
thumbed my nipple through the fabric. “Let’s go back to my
place. I live in a condo overlooking the base.”

Every part of me wanted to scream yes. Go home with this
sexy hunk. I imagined him throwing me over his back like
some caveman and fucking me until I couldn’t stop coming.

“I can’t. I have to get home, walk my dog, and go to sleep. I
teach tomorrow at eight, and I need to wake up early so I can



put in a three-hour workout before class.” The second those
words left my mouth I realized how ridiculous they sounded.

“You’re crazy. The only people I know who work out that long
are SEALs.”

And those training to be SEALs. “And Olympians,” I
countered. Good save.
He nodded. “Spend the night with me, and I’ll work out
with you.”

My body posture perked up. That would be great! He could
fuck me all night, and then in the morning we could run, do an
ocean swim, and maybe he’d let me try the “O” course.

But that wouldn’t be fair to him. If I was going to hook up
with this man, I had to tell him my plans. “I have to decline.
But I’ve had a great time tonight. This has been the best date
I’ve ever had. But I really do have to go.”

I stood up and brushed the sand off my dress, the ocean breeze
flipping down the strap of my tank top, revealing my bra. Erik
grinned as his gaze dropped to my breasts. I pulled up the strap
and laughed, grateful that I wasn’t wearing a dress. I
remembered the scene in the Marilyn Monroe movie, Seven
Year Itch. She had filmed Some Like It Hot on this very beach.
I loved being here, surrounded by history.

Pulling me to him, he gently cradled my cheek in his palm.
“Can I see you tomorrow night?”

Dammit, Aria. This guy was great. Super hot, sexy, smart.
“What did you have in mind?”

“Wonder Woman is playing at the local theater. Let me
take you.”

Wonder Woman? I was dying to see that flick. She was an
Amazonian warrior who could fight alongside men.

And this would be a perfect way to gauge how receptive Erik
would be about female Navy SEALs.

“I’d love to.”

“Okay. Give me your phone.”



I reached into my purse and handed him my phone. He entered
my number and then called his phone, thus getting my number.
“I’ll text you and let you know what time it starts. Let me walk
you home.”

No. I wasn’t ready for that. I couldn’t resist him being that
close to my bed. “I’m fine. It’s a beautiful night.”

He took my hand. “Aria, I insist. You are beautiful. Some guy
could grab you.”

And I could protect myself. “I feel safe in this tourist town.”

“Fine. But I have to walk you off base.”

I agreed, and he walked me off base and back in front of
the Del.

He leaned down and gave me another kiss. This one was
sweeter than the last one but still laced with urgency. Like a
magnet, I fought to separate my body from his, our attraction
pulling us together.

“Good night, Erik.”

“Good night, Aria.”

As I walked through the picturesque Coronado Village, I
marveled at my luck. So far, Erik had behaved like a perfect
gentleman, and I didn’t suspect he has some ulterior motive as
my mom believed he had. Maybe he could be the right guy for
me after all. “Everything happened for a reason,” my hippy
mother used to say when she was pretending that she was so
spiritual and kind. Maybe Erik had been sent to me, to guide
me through this path. Maybe he would accept my goals and
help me reach them.

Either way, I would know soon. I planned to tell him
tomorrow. If he were the right guy for me, he would
understand my dreams and support them.
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slept in, appreciating a rare Saturday off. As a SEAL, I
worked most weekends. I enjoyed a leisurely breakfast, got

a quick workout in, and then hit the shower to get ready for
my evening with Aria.

I met Aria outside the Village theater at six o’clock. She was
wearing khaki shorts and a violet tank top. Her long hair was
loose and wavy. She looked like a goddess.

I flashed my phone to show the two tickets, and we went
inside the theater. We ordered popcorn and drinks and found
our seats.

I put my arm around Aria, and she rested her head on my
chest.

“Thanks for taking me. I can’t wait to see this.”

The movie started, and I was blown away by the scenery. But
nothing impressed me more than Diana Prince’s complete
badassery.

But Aria seemed to love the movie even more than I had.
Every time Diana defeated someone, Aria squeezed my hand.
When the movie was over, and we walked out of the theater,
Aria’s face beamed.

“Oh my god. That movie was so incredible. Don’t you think? I
loved it. Diana was so powerful and strong. She’d make a
great SEAL.”

Ha. “Yeah, she would. Too bad, she doesn’t exist.”



Aria’s mouth stretched into a wide grin. I’d hadn’t seen her
look this happy since I’d met her, even when she was in the
water.

I was about to suggest a stroll on the beach, but Aria turned to
me. “Let’s go for a swim.”

“Where?”

“In the ocean.”

I paused. “I didn’t bring my trunks.”

She gave me a playful glance. “In that case, we will have to go
au naturel.”

Fuck yeah. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll take you on base, and we
can swim off our private beach. That way we won’t get
arrested.”

We walked back to base, and I flashed my ID. It crossed my
mind that I had swim shorts in my locker, but I decided to
keep that to myself.

We then headed out past the obstacle course to a secluded part
of the beach, covered by some rocks.

I stripped off my clothes, and she pulled off her top and shorts,
revealing a matching white lace bra and panty set. Maintaining
eye contact with me, she unhooked her bra, revealing her
small but pert breasts. Then she slipped off her panties, and I
confirmed that she was a natural redhead. I was shocked that
she had seemed so shy yesterday, but now she dripped
confidence. My eyes danced around her body. It was pure
perfection. Her stomach had definition I’d only seen in fitness
magazines, and her ass was round and tight. I stared at her
beautiful pussy, waxed in a sexy triangle. My cock rose to
attention. I had to fuck her.

“The water’s cold,” I warned.

“Fine by me.” She ran in front of me on the beach into the
water, and I chased after her. Once the waves hit her waist, she
began to swim.

We swam out to the first buoy, and I was impressed at her
pace. Her strokes were even, and she didn’t seem to choke on



the salt water.

It was almost as if she had trained in the ocean. Who knew?
Maybe open water swims were part of her regimen for the
Olympics.

She was a few strides ahead of me, but I quickly caught up,
barreling toward her, until I grabbed her by the waist and
pulled her into me.

I pressed my body into hers and brushed a lock of hair out of
her face. “You’re a pretty amazing swimmer.”

She blinked the salt water out of her eyes. “You’re not bad
yourself.”

I felt her tremble in my arms, and I wasn’t sure if it was from
the chill of the water or the closeness of our naked bodies. I
wanted to take her right then and there, fuck her in the ocean.

A wave rippled by and we bobbed in the water, but my arms
remained around this beautiful woman who felt so tiny in my
grasp.

I cupped her naked ass, and she wrapped her legs around my
waist.

My cock was pressed hard against her thigh. It had always
been a fantasy of mine to fuck in the water.

We kissed as were treading water. Her pussy was so fucking
close to my cock. I lifted her up to take one of her beautiful
breasts in my mouth, sucking her nipple until she moaned.

My lips made their way up to her earlobe. “Babe, I’m clean.
The Navy tests me thoroughly after every deployment, and I
haven’t been with anyone since my last test.”

“Well, I’m on the pill, and I haven’t been with anyone since I
was last tested.”

Fuck yeah. She didn’t need to say anything else. I kept my
legs in a steady eggbeater motion to stay afloat. I glided her
onto my cock as I kissed her mouth. She was even tighter than
I imagined. With one arm free to keep balance, my other arm
guided her motion as her body rocked with the waves.



“This is so fucking hot, baby.”

We were close enough to a place where I could stand on the
ocean floor, so I lifted her off of me and swam with her until I
could stand. Once my feet were firmly planted in the sand, I
went to work on her nipples, kissing, teasing and sucking
them. I wrapped her legs around me again and pounded her
into my cock.

I was mesmerized by her body. Even when I was fucking her,
she moved so gracefully, as if she was performing just for me.

The heat from her core kept me warm despite the frigid
waters.

“I could fuck you all night out here. I’m not going to come
until you do.”

She smiled as my hand gripped her ass, and she rubbed her clit
against my crotch. Her breath came in spurts as I slammed her
into me, kneading her closer to ecstasy. She finally screamed
out as I took her mouth with a kiss and I could feel her come
undone. I let go inside her and came so hard.

Fuck, that was so incredible.

She climbed off of me with a cautious smile on her face.

“Want to go back to my place and spend the night?” I pointed
to the high rise.

“Oh. I don’t know if I’m ready to spend the night with you,”
she teased.

“Aria, we just fucked in the ocean. And I plan to fuck you all
night.”

“Okay, let’s race. You beat me, and I’ll spend the night at your
place.”

I loved how competitive she was. “You’re on.”

I gave her another kiss, and we swam back toward the shore.

I kept my gaze focused on her gorgeous ass as she swam in
front of me. But when we were close to shore, I sped up and
overtook her, though I had the feeling she let me win. Once we



reached the beach, we ran out of the water, used my shirt as a
towel, and then dressed.

I took her hand, and we walked along the shore, exited the
base, and then entered my high rise. I loved my condo—it had
views of the Del and the Naval Special Warfare base. I could
roll out of bed and walk to work.

I pressed the button for the elevator, and once inside, I pinned
her to the wall for another kiss. She tasted salty and hot.

When the elevator door opened again, an older couple greeted
us. My breath hitched—the man resembled my father. But I
knew that I would never see him again. Not in this lifetime.

I opened the door to my place, and Aria took in the view. Her
clothes were still damp. “You want to change? I can give you
some clothes.”

“No, I’m good. I’m used to being wet.”

Fuck yeah. I pulled her into me. “Come here, baby, and let me
taste you.”

I caressed her face and kissed her again. Inhaling her unique,
feminine scent, slowly exploring her mouth with my tongue,
urging her closer to me. My cock shot to attention. I was dying
to part her firm thighs, spread her legs, and eat her pussy. Her
hand traced the outline of my biceps, before resting on my
chest. My arms closed around her lower back as I blew kisses
on her earlobes, tasted her sweet skin, and buried my head in
her cleavage.

She kissed me back and began to relax her body as my cock
pressed into her skirt.

I couldn’t wait to taste her any longer.

I stripped off her clothes, picked her up and propped her ass on
the back of my sofa.

“Spread your legs, baby.”

She tossed her hair back and spread her legs so wide I couldn’t
believe it. I knelt in front of her with my knees on the couch
and inhaled her scent, salty and sweet. Kissing her delicate



folds, teasing her with my mouth, I took one long lick down
her center, and she gasped.

“Just what I thought. You taste better than Mermaid’s Red.”

She laughed.

But one lick wasn’t enough to satisfy me.

I wrapped her legs around my neck and licked her gold medal
pussy, drunk on her sweetness. She moaned when I gripped
her thighs and pulled her deeper into my mouth. I couldn’t get
enough of her.

“Come for me, champ. Come all over my face.”

I sucked on her clit and slid my finger inside her. I could feel
her tense and release, and I knew she was so fucking close.
She reached down and grasped my hair, urging me into her as I
devoured her. She let out a scream as she came so hard her
body contracted.

“That’s my girl.”

I pulled her to my side, wrapped my arm around her and
cuddled with her on the sofa. We gazed out at the ocean, and
she leaned into me.

I felt a twinge of guilt that I had initially pursued her partially
because I wanted her to help me with my business. But now, it
was more than that. My insides twisted when I was around her,
and I sometimes felt nervous in her presence—which had
never happened to me before.

She sighed, gazing at the ocean. “This is the most incredible
view. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful in my entire life.”

I looked right at her. “Neither have I.”
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woke the next morning, and it took me a few minutes to
remember where I was. But the Coronado sunrise quickly

reminded me that I was in Erik’s bed. But unfortunately, he
wasn’t in it.

My chest constricted as I recalled my previous drunken
hookups, waking up alone, filled with regret. I completely
owned my choices for having casual sex, but no matter how
much I had tried to convince myself that I actually had
enjoyed sex with my previous lovers, honestly it had never
been that satisfying, physically or emotionally.

But last night with Erik had been different. The sex had been
mind blowing. I’d never came with a lover before. But more
than the physical chemistry, I’d felt that we had connected on
a deeper level.

My entire life, I had always figured that people had pretended
to like me because of my accomplishments. But Erik seemed
to actually be interested in who I was as a person.

The only problem was that I didn’t exactly know who Aria the
woman was. Aria the champion always had dominated her.

I hurried out of bed, pulled on my clothes, and went into the
living room where Erik was making breakfast.

I gasped at the sight of him, wearing nothing but long pajama
bottoms which hung low on his waist, giving me a view of his
happy trail. His chest was ripped, and his shoulders were
broad.



He brushed his dark hair out of his face. “Morning, beautiful.”

“Morning.” I couldn’t believe he thought I was beautiful. My
mom’s words filled my head with doubts. I imagined that Erik
would date a beach babe with sun-kissed hair and pouty lips.

“You hungry?”

“Sure.” Another first. I’d spent the night with a man, and now
he was cooking for me. I pinched myself to make sure I wasn’t
dreaming.

He handed me a plate filled with sunny side up eggs, thick cut
bacon, and toast. He sat next to me with his own plate and
poured us both some coffee.

His eyes brightened as he checked me out. “What are you
plans today?”

I didn’t dare tell him. My plans had included preparing for
BUD/S: an ocean swim, a beach run, and pushups until I
collapsed. You know, a typical Sunday.

“Oh, just a long workout. You?”

“Do you ever take a day off?”

I shook my head. “Not even the day after I took gold.”

“You’re more hardcore than I am. But I play hard, too.” He
reached across the table and held my hand. “Spend the day
with me, babe. We can relax, go biking, or drive up the coast. I
can show you some of the cool hidden beach towns.”

Biking, ha. He would laugh at me when he found out I’d never
ridden a bicycle. “That sounds fun.” My gut twisted. I liked
Erik and didn’t want to deceive him. I had vowed to tell him
the truth after we had seen Wonder Woman, but we had been
caught up in the moment. But now, there was no excuse. I had
to confess my plans and see what he had to say about females
being in the Teams. Maybe he would be completely supportive
and help me train.

I took a deep breath and eased in. “I read that SEALs are
going to let in the first woman soon. What do you think
about that?”



He dropped my hand, took a sip of his coffee, and gave me a
keen look. “I think it’s the dumbest fucking idea ever.”

Well so much for him being supportive. I knew I should’ve
dropped the topic. I had wanted to know his position on the
issue, and it was evident he was against it.

Move on, Aria. He’s a great guy with a typical SEAL mindset.
Just shut your mouth and— “Really? Why?”

Dammit. The feminist in me couldn’t be quiet.

“Because no woman could pass BUD/S, first of all. The Navy
will end up lowering its standards, and good men will die
because of it. I’m sick of all this politically correct bullshit.
Ideas implemented by legislators who have frankly never
served a day in their fucking lives in any branch of the
military, let alone special operations.”

Alrighty then. Tell me how you really think. “Okay. But I
mean, what if a woman could pass BUD/S, without lowering
the standards. Someone like Wonder Woman. I’ve met some
athletes who could. I knew this one woman Kendall, a
wrestler, who could totally do it. She was so strong and
fierce.”

“Wonder Woman is fictional.” He shook his head. “It’s
impossible. It’s not just about strength, though that’s a huge
part of it. It’s about endurance. No woman can perform the
same physical tasks as a man without the standards being
lowered. It has never happened and it never will.”

Watch me. “It has never happened because no woman has ever
been able to try. And what if a woman could pass? Then you
still think she shouldn’t be let in?”

“No. She shouldn’t. It would ruin unit cohesion.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stood straight up. “So are
you saying that a woman couldn’t pass BUD/S, or are you
saying that a woman could pass BUD/S but then still shouldn’t
be a SEAL?”

He gave me a hard glare. “I’m saying that we are the most
elite special operations force in the world. I’m not talking
about women serving in the military. I’m talking about women



serving in combat units. In theory, it’s great, and I support
women’s rights to do any job. But academics and politicians
can’t understand the special operations battlefield. If a woman
were captured by the enemy, she would be raped and tortured.
If you have a small SEAL unit and the men are competing for
the attraction of a female, it will take the focus off the
mission.”

I wanted to yell at him, but couldn’t clue him into my vested
personal interest in this topic. “That’s ridiculous. I assume you
don’t think gay men should be in the SEALs either?”

“Why does everyone compare gender to sexual orientation?
You are wrong. I have no problem with gay SEALs. In fact, I
have two buddies in the Teams who are gay. But they are on
separate Teams and would never have a relationship during a
mission.”

“But a woman can’t control herself? Or you guys can’t control
yourselves around a woman?”

“It’s biology. I wanted to fuck you the moment I saw you. So
did my friend. If you were on my Team, all my buddies would
want to fuck you also. It would distract from our mission. Not
to mention the spouses of my Teammates wouldn’t be happy
to know that a female was serving alongside their husbands on
long combat missions. Sometimes we spend months living in
the middle of fucking nowhere in a dirt hole.”

I stared at him, disgusted by his answers. Why had I slept with
this asshole? I had been wrong. We had nothing in common at
all. If all SEALs thought as he did, I was in for a challenge
even rougher than I imagined.

He placed his hand on mine, but I retracted from his grasp.
“Sorry. I get worked up about this. There isn’t even a woman
in the BUD/S pipeline, so we don’t have to worry about this
debate for a while.”

Ha. There is too a woman in the pipeline, buddy. You are
looking right at her.
I sulked like a child—pushing my food around with my fork
on the plate. I couldn’t even look at this guy. I needed to get



out of here. Get some clear air before I lost it.

His arm reached out to touch mine across the table. I snapped
it away.

“What’s wrong? Are you that upset about my opinion?”

“It’s disappointing. That’s all.”

He stood up and tried to pull me out of my chair but resisted.
“Let’s not ruin the day over this. We can agree to disagree.”

No, we can’t. Next January, you will learn the truth. My name
will be plastered on the newspapers. As the first female in
BUD/S.

I stood up to leave. “Thanks for breakfast. I need to get going
and walk my dog.”

He ground his teeth and glared at me. “Fine.”

I grabbed my purse, walked out the door, and pressed the
elevator button.

Ever since I’d met him, he had seemed like so much more. He
was sweet with his family, had been kind and patient with me,
and had seemed genuinely interested in getting to know me.
So far, there was no indication that he was using me for
anything. I felt we had truly connected, on even more than just
a physical level. I thought about him every day last week. He
had made me feel beautiful and desirable and not a bit like the
awkward dork I saw myself as. And I had been charmed by his
laid back yet masculine So-Cal surfer boy charm.

But I had known better than to go on a date with Erik. He was
nothing but a typical chauvinist pig. He had been nothing but a
distraction.

A completely drop dead gorgeous, mind blowing, orgasm-
giving distraction.

I refused to allow myself to be sidelined from my dreams by
a man.
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he slammed the door behind her. Fuck. What the fuck had
just happened? Why would she get so pissed off about my

opinion on women in combat?

We’d had such a great first date. And last night had been
incredible also. I actually liked this girl. I didn’t want this to
be a one night stand.

My phone rang. I glanced at the screen. My mom. Great.

“Hey, Ma.”

“Hi, Erik. I was just calling to find out how your date went.”

Most of my Teammates would think I was pathetic for
confiding in my mom. But after my father passed away, we’d
become very close.

“Not good.”

She let out a sigh. “What happened?”

“It was so stupid. We saw Wonder Woman, and we were
having a good time …” I paused because I was definitely not
going to fill her in on the sordid details, “but then she asked
what I thought about women in combat.”

“Oh Erik, you didn’t tell her, did you?”

“Of course I did.”

“You realize she’s an Olympic Gold medalist. An
overachiever. I’m sure she believes a woman can do anything
a man can do.”



“That’s not the point, Ma. I’m not going to lie about my
beliefs just to impress a girl. I don’t think women should be
SEALs. If she doesn’t want to see me again because of who I
am then that’s that.”

“Oh well, that’s a shame, I think she would’ve been good for
you. You know your father and I never agreed about
everything. I believe the best partnerships are between two
people who complement and challenge each other, not who are
clones of each other.”

“Yeah, well she stormed off, so that’s that.”

“I’m sure she’s just disappointed, that’s all. You should reach
out to her if you are still interested in her.”

“I’ll think about it.”

We talked a bit more and then said goodbye.

Dammit. My mom was probably right, but it didn’t matter.
Aria walked out. Even though we had only had two dates and I
barely knew her, I had felt that we’d had the potential to start a
relationship. Aria had probably been the wise one when she
had turned me down initially for a date. She didn’t live here,
was only in town for two more weeks and I was about to
deploy for at least six.

Still, there was a knot in my chest that had not been there
before.

Get over it, Anderson. Stop being a pussy. It’s done.
I needed to get out of there, clear my head. After taking a
quick shower, I got dressed and decided to head up the coast.
Instead of staying on Orange Ave., I drove down Ocean Ave.,
appreciating the view of the multi-million dollar homes. When
I turned my head toward the shoreline, I saw Aria, running
along the beach with a beagle, just as she had said she was
going to.

Damn, what drove her? I wondered if she wanted to defend
her title in three years. Despite our difference of opinions and
my residual anger toward her for bailing without so much as a
backward glance, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we would
be perfect for each other. Waking up next to her had felt so



right, and I hadn’t once felt the desire to kick her out of my
bed like I normally did after sex. Aria shared my passion and
drive. Women I’d dated in the past could never understand my
dedication to the Teams. I doubted Aria would ever question
why I had to train so much.

I would be proud to show her off to my friends. Team guys
always had a sort of competition amongst each other on who
had the best girlfriend. Aria would win hands down.

And with her by my side, I just know I could make TritonFix a
success.

I crossed the Coronado Bridge. Maybe my mom had been
right; I had been insensitive. Aria wasn’t a SEAL. She
couldn’t possibly understand the pressures of my job and how
those stresses would be exacerbated by the additional of
women to the Teams. It had been a stupid argument, and I had
fallen right into it. There had been no correct way to answer
her questions.

I would give her some space, but I refused to let a woman that
fantastic walk out of my life without a fight.
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soaked my aching muscles in the bathtub. I was so angry at
myself for walking out on Erik yesterday. He had

expressed his opinion, and I should’ve been more mature.
Instead, I had stormed out like a petulant child who didn’t get
her way. What the hell had I expected? Of course, SEALs
didn’t think women should join the Teams. I knew this. I’d
poured over hundreds of articles written by SEALs debating
on whether women should be allowed in combat before I had
ever made the decision to try.

These men had never seen a woman graduate from BUD/S. By
nature, any man who became a SEAL had to be stubborn and
unwilling to give up. It would be hard for these men to accept
what they believed was a blow to their culture, their ethos,
their way of life. The only way these SEALs would accept
change was to have it thrust in their face.

If I had only kept my mouth shut, I could’ve spent more time
with Erik. Had a hot summer affair to give me something to
remember while I went through training.

But it wasn’t just the sex, though it was by far the best sex of
my life. The type of sex I’d only read about in romance
novels. Something about Erik brought out another part of me.
When I was with him, I wasn’t focused on winning, or
becoming a SEAL. I was actually having fun despite myself.

I should call him and apologize. But what was the point? I
only had three more weeks left here, and then I would go to
Officer Candidate School. Erik and I had no chance. He would



never support my dreams. He had made that point loud and
clear last night.

Today was going to be super awkward because I had promised
to coach Erik’s sister. He had asked me out in front of her and
their mom, so I was sure that by now Holly already knew
about our disastrous first date. I emerged from the tub, dried
off with a towel, and put my swimsuit on under my sweats.

I turned to Flounder. “I’ll take you to the beach when I
get back.”

Once in my car, I drove away from Coronado, over the bridge,
toward a town called Poway. Thirty minutes later, I was
completely shocked about how different this place seemed
from coastal Coronado. The beautiful mountains beckoned me,
and I was charmed by the rural landscape. I passed a high
school and wondered if Erik had attended there.

Damn, why couldn’t I get him out of my head? He’d gotten
under my skin without me even realizing it.

I pulled outside of a charming one level ranch house. It
seemed private, peaceful and serene, the exact opposite of the
tiny apartment I’d grown up in. I scanned the driveway and
saw only one car. Was it Erik’s? My heart hammered in my
chest. Omg … what if he was here? No. It was Monday. He
was surely at work. And he probably never wanted to see me
again.

I could hardly blame him after the way I’d treated him.

Taking a deep, bolstering breath, I rang the doorbell, and Holly
answered the door. She was so pretty—she shared Erik’s dark
hair and blue eyes.

“Hi. Thank you for coming. Please come in.”

“My pleasure.” I walked inside and was immediately
impressed by their home. Pictures were everywhere. Family
portraits, Erik’s little league shots, and a framed snap of him
graduating from BUD/S, his handsome father standing
beside him.

I’d had two dates with Erik and had slept with him, but there
was so much more I didn’t know about him. Was he close to



his father? He had only mentioned him once to me—that he
had been stationed on submarines.

But it was probably best that we hadn’t shared more intimate
conversations since we had no future. I definitely didn’t want
to open up to him about my fucked-up family.

Holly followed my gaze. “Oh, these. That was such a happy
day. My dad was so proud of him. My father died of a heart
attack a few weeks later.”

“Oh no, that’s awful.”

“Yeah. My mom was a mess. Really fell apart. Erik really
stepped up and took care of us.”

A lump rose in my throat. I felt like such a bitch. Erik was a
great guy, and I had totally thrown away an opportunity to get
to know him. Why oh why had I let my temper get the best
of me?

She led me outside to their pool which was surrounded by a
huge back yard filled with dozens of citrus trees.

Holly and I dove into the pool and did a few laps to warm up.
She then showed me her routine, which was impressive. I
couldn’t help but think that she needed to move up north if she
was serious about synchro.

“Have you thought about moving to Marin to train with the
Mermaids?”

“Of course! It would be my dream. I begged my parents when
I was twelve, but they refused to split up the family. I’m not
going to lie—I resented them. I always wonder how good I
could’ve been if I’d lived near the top synchro club.” She
sighed. “My coach is great, but it’s not the same. But my
father really wanted both Erik and me to be kids, socialize
with our friends and not become too focused on our sports.
You know, Erik was an amazing swimmer. Could’ve probably
swum at a national level. But he chose to follow my dad’s
footsteps and attend Annapolis.”

“No. I didn’t know that. Your parents were probably right. I
never had any balance in my life. I was consumed by
competing.”



“Yeah… I was really furious at them for years,” Holly
admitted. “I felt like they were holding me back. But once my
father died, I was so grateful for spending all that family time
with him. Now, I just dream of being on the Stanford team. I’ll
be a senior next year, and I just hope I get accepted.”

“Well, I can put you on the radar for the coach. She’s really
awesome. She takes most of her team from the Marin
Mermaids, the Santa Clara Aquamaids, and the Walnut Creek
Aquanuts. But she’s always on the lookout for fresh talent. I’m
here for a month if you want to work together.”

Her face lit up. “Oh my god. Really? You are the best. I never
thought I’d see you again after today. I mean, well, because—
oh I hope you don’t mind, but my brother told my mom that
you probably weren’t going to go out on another date.”

Awkward. “No, it’s fine. I’ll totally train you. Your brother is a
great man. We had some fun dates. I’m just only going to be
here for three more weeks, and then I’ll be away.”

“Oh, I know. Sorry to meddle. I just think you are so cool.
Erik’s been single for a while, and he seems to really like you.
He deploys so much he’s never around enough to get to know
anyone.”

A pang went through me. Why had I never thought about that?
In a way, being a SEAL would be even harder on relationships
than being an Olympian. Sure, I had competed around the
world, but I would be gone for a week or so—SEALs
deployed for months.

I now realized we had something else in common besides our
work ethic. Loneliness. Erik had to get lonely despite being
surrounded by his Teammates on missions. I wonder if he felt
as cut off from the world as I did when I trained.

I turned my focus back to Holly. We worked on flexibility and
breath control, and I cleaned up a portion of her choreography.
She had a beautiful natural style that though rough was almost
refreshing compared to some of the girls I had trained in my
own club. After an hour, I gave her some homework and said
goodbye. I was eager to leave before her mom came home
from work.



As I drove back to Coronado, my mind returned to Erik. I
remembered how good it felt to have him kiss me senseless, to
feel his strong arms around me, to have his undivided
attention.

I hated to face the ugly truth.

I had blown my chance with this amazing guy.

I yearned for a second chance with Erik. I still had two weeks
in town, and I wished I could spend it getting to know him.
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riday rolled around again, and it had been a week since
my first date with Aria. I’d done my best to not think

about her, but every morning when I swam in the ocean, I
remembered how incredible it had felt to fuck her out in the
water. She was wild and uninhibited.

But she had surprisingly meant more to me than just great sex.
On the surface, she portrayed herself as strong and confident.
A badass woman. And she was definitely had all of those
qualities. But beneath her poised exterior, I’d seen a glimpse
of her true self. She had an aching vulnerability that hid her
shocking insecurities below her calm surface. These aspects of
her character didn’t turn me off. If anything, they drew me
more to her. I felt that being with her would make me a better
man—more driven, more focused. And I could help her too—
teach her to have fun and stop being so hard on herself.

I wanted another chance with her.

I hit my workout hard and kept my eye on the time.

At eight thirty, I decided to take a run on the beach.

I ran up to the pool and watched Aria finish teaching her class
with Isa, who was a cool woman, too. Her husband, Grady,
was a legend—a Medal of Honor recipient. That badass has
jumped on a bomb to save his fellow Marines. Now he was
disfigured. But beautiful Isa, who had met and married him
after his injuries, loved him anyway. One of the biggest fears
for men in the Teams was that their wives would either cheat
on them or leave them if they were injured. It was refreshing



to meet a woman like Isa who loved her husband despite his
appearance.

Aria smiled and cautiously waved when she saw me. She
gathered and put away the equipment after her class, then
emerged from the pool.

“I’m going to change really quick. I’ll be right back.”

I nodded, and she vanished with Isa. Ten minutes later, she
walked over to me dressed in a tank top and shorts. Her hair
hung in her face and she rubbed the back of her neck as she
gave me a cautious, “Hi.”

“Hey. Can I buy you a coffee?”

She nodded yes, and we walked over to the coffee cart outside
the Del. She ordered a black coffee which surprised me
because I was used to women ordering fancy lattes with foam
art or those colorful, blended frozen concoctions for the sole
purpose of memorializing the drink on Instagram. Another
reminder of how unique she was.

I paid, and we sat at a small little table overlooking the ocean.

“I’m really sorry for walking out of your place the other
night,” she blurted. “It wasn’t fair … to either of us. I got
upset and should have stayed so we could talk things through.”

She looked down at her feet, but I reached out to her and tilted
her chin, forcing her to meet my eyes.

“Don’t apologize. I get worked up when I talk about the
Teams. It’s my world. I’ve sacrificed so much of my life to
become a SEAL, and I’m not allowed to talk about my job to
anyone who is not in the Teams. There is so much I can’t share
with you, even if I wanted to.” I blew out a breath, trying to
keep my emotions in check. “I don’t want to start a debate
again, but no one has a clue what we go through in combat.
Also, we brutalize each other in training. We spar, fight, and
choke each other to learn how to protect ourselves from the
enemy. I love women so much, and I can’t imagine being so
rough with a woman. Just trust me, allowing women on the
Teams is really complicated.”



She gave me a thoughtful glance. “I didn’t know about the
fighting during training. I’ve watched the full BUD/S
documentary. I never saw that.”

“Well, there is a whole bunch of training and hazing that goes
on that we don’t share with the world. I really can’t talk
about it.”

She pursed her lips and seemed to understand. I decided to
change the subject.

“Anyway, I hear you are working with my sister. She’s really
excited about it.”

“Oh, it’s my pleasure. Holly’s really talented and very sweet.
And I can tell she looks up to you.” She cleared her throat, and
it was evident she was struggling to get the words out. “Listen,
Erik, I … I had such a great time with you. I think you’re
awesome, gorgeous, and smart. I really hope we can still be
friends.”

I took her hand and felt her fingers tremble in mine. I couldn’t
remember ever having these strong feelings for a girl who I
barely knew. “I don’t want to be your friend.”

She nodded and gulped. “I get it.”

I squeezed her thigh under the table. “No, Aria, you don’t.
That’s not what I meant. I like you. You’re beautiful and smart
and honest … and you intrigue me. I love that you say what’s
on your mind and not what you think I want to hear. You
challenge me. I’ve always wanted to date someone who is as
dedicated to a goal as I am dedicated to being a SEAL.”

“Well, I definitely share your drive. And your goals.”

What did she mean by that? I didn’t ask. “Many women want
to have sex with a SEAL, but most women won’t even
consider being in a relationship with one. I’m gone all the
time. We may only have a month together, but honestly, that’s
more time than I ever have had to get to know someone.”

She gulped. I could tell she had something on her mind.

“Well, let’s just have fun while we can. Who knows what the
future holds.”



I stroked my thumb back and forth over her knuckles. “Where
are you going when you leave here?”

“Back east. Just some more training.”

Her vagueness annoyed me. “Are you trying to compete for
another Olympics?”

“Not sure. I’m going to see how this training goes.”

“Well after this deployment, I may be around in San Diego for
a while. Non-deployable.”

Her brows raised. “Really? Doing what?”

“Can’t say. But there are many different positions in the
Teams.” I reached over and gave her a kiss. “I get off in
an hour.”

“In an hour? That’s like ten a.m. I thought you SEALs worked
so hard.”

“Yeah. When we are in country, we mostly train.”

“Okay. Text me when you get off.”

She leaned into me, and I touched her face, planting a sensual
kiss on her lips. I relished her sweet taste and the heat of our
breaths mingling together. A long moment later, I reluctantly
let her go. “See you later, Aria.”

I started to walk back to base but couldn’t help but glance back
at her. She flashed a shy smile that did a funny thing to my
insides.

I strode back to her. “Hey, do you want to come to work with
me? I can show you around.”

Her hands clapped together. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. We always welcome Olympians. Though I have to
warn you—my commander might force you to give a speech
though on why ‘it pays to be a winner.’”

“Ha. I’d love to. Let’s race.”

And with that, she ran off in front of me, making a hard left
out of the hotel. I sprinted after her, and when I reached her, I
grabbed her from behind and threw her down into the sand. As



we rolled on the beach, I pinned her under me and kissed
my girl.
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rik walked me on base and proudly introduced me to his
friends. I couldn’t believe this place. There were

gorgeous men everywhere I looked, but I was in the arms of
the hottest one of them all.

I had always imagined these badass Navy SEALs to be
complete assholes. So tough, so hard. But ever since I’d met
Erik, I kept being shocked at how sweet he was. Masculine no
doubt, but he seemed to care about everyone around him. His
mother, his sister, and me. And now he wanted to date me.

I had to tell him the truth.

“Lieutenant Commander Lawson, this is Aria Clements. You
two have a lot in common. She’s an Olympic athlete. Lawson
over here used to be a professional football player.”

“Nice to meet you, Aria. You can call me Kyle.”

I shook Kyle’s hand and began to gush. “I read about you! You
gave up your multi-million dollar contract to become a SEAL.
Didn’t you save your wife from terrorists?”

His brow cocked. “I did. It wasn’t a big deal. Just another day
on the job. The damn media outed me when we had our
wedding. But it’s cool. We’ve worked with some of the
Olympians who train down here in Chula Vista. Would you
like to run our obstacle course? Erik can show you how
it’s done.”

Oh my God! Yes. I’d dreamed of having a crack at the world-
famous obstacle course. I needed to remain cool. “I’d love to.”



Erik grabbed my hand. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll show you
how to do the “O” course if we go on a bike ride later today.”

Worry coiled through my body. Getting a shot at the “O”
course was the opportunity of the lifetime. It would give me an
advantage that no one else had going into BUD/S next year.
And I rationally knew that I had a bigger chance of getting
injured on the course than I did getting injured on the bike.
Still, it was a mental barrier.

One I needed to break.

“Ok, deal.”

He grinned. “Let’s go, champ.”

Champ. A flush rose to my cheeks. He had called me that
when he was going down on me. I couldn’t wait to be intimate
with him again.

We walked over to the daunting tower and saw a few SEALs
climbing the ropes.

Erik pulled me into his arms and kissed me. “You finish the
“O” course now; I’ll give you an “O” later.”

“But I’m just a girl!” I teased. “I couldn’t possibly complete it.
It’s made for you big, muscular men. I don’t have the strength
or the endurance.”

He tickled me. “Smartass. I’ll test your endurance later. Let me
show you how it’s done.”

He ran in front of me, leaving me in the dust. First, he climbed
on the parallel bars and pushed himself to the other end. Then
he ran through the tires before climbing over a low wall. God,
he was so ridiculously hot. When he had run over the tires, he
had clasped his hands behind his neck, and I was mesmerized
by his muscular forearms, his abs, and his massive thighs. Erik
made everything look so effortless, but I knew how hard it all
was. He ran over to an even taller wall, climbed the rope, and
jumped off that one as well. I continued to watch, transfixed,
as he low-crawled under some barbed wire before scaling the
cargo net and running over some logs. Then he effortlessly
jumped on the infamous Dirty Name obstacle.



I knew from studying that it had two hurdles—one at five feet
and one at ten with four feet in between. He jumped up, belly
flopped on the first hurdle, rose to his feet, and belly flopped
on the second before jumping off. He ran over a few more
logs, weaved in and out of this wood contraption before
climbing another rope and walking on a horizontal rope that
made a bridge, looking like a tightrope walker. Erik ran over a
few more logs, then up a huge series of wooden platforms
before he slid down the rope head first—the slide for life.
Another rope swing led him to some monkey bars, up to a flat
wall, over some vaults, and then finally he returned to me.

My entire body tingled and heat pooled between my legs. I
was so turned on by his strength.

Before I could speak, he handed me a helmet.

“Your turn, champ.”

I strapped the helmet on my head, and my heart palpitated.
“Let’s do it.”

I ran through the first few obstacles without a hitch. Crawling
under the sharp barbed wire caused my insides to shake, but I
kept my body low and made it out. I spat the grainy sand out
of my mouth and ran toward the next obstacle. My forearms
burned as I climbed yet another rope.

“That’s it, champ. You’re doing amazing.” His praise
invigorated me. I wanted to make him proud of me.

The cargo net was also a challenge, making sure to get a firm
footing on the ropes. I’d read about one man who had become
a paraplegic when his foot got caught in the netting. I pushed
my fear aside, and I climbed to the top and backed down the
other side.

But then I came face to face with Dirty Name.

Erik was right by my side. “Babe. This one is called Dirty
Name. You got this. Just jump up on the first log and then
throw yourself over the first hurdle. Aim for your waist.”

Okay. That didn’t sound too hard.



Taking a deep breath, I gathered all my strength and jumped
up and flew onto the hurdle. But instead of landing on my
stomach, I crashed down right on my breasts and fell to the
ground.

Dammit.

Erik ran over to me. “You okay?”

“Yup. Never better.”

“Most people can’t get through that obstacle. It counts for
most of our drops during hell week.”

“Let me try again,” I insisted.

“Have at it.”

I ran back a few feet and had a running start. Again, I jumped
on the first log and trying to hoist my body over the first
hurdle. But this time, I jumped, and the hurdle hit above my
chest, knocking my wind out of me. Dammit.

“Don’t worry about it. Just go to the next obstacle.”

“No. I want to try again.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Aria, come on. It took me weeks
to master this. Let’s just move on.”

But I couldn’t move on. The bitter taste of failure hung heavy
on my tongue. “Please, just one more time.”

He nodded, and I ran again. This time I landed smack on my
ribs. I swear I heard a crack, but it could also have been my
audible shame.

“Babe. You’re incredible. Come on. Let me gather my stuff,
and we can get out of here.”

“Can I finish the rest of the course?”

“Sure.”

Luckily, the rest of the course seemed easier. I had no problem
with the logs. I gasped when I looked down at the ground so
far away from me as I tiptoed across the rope. The slide of life
was intimidating as it seemed like I was gliding head first into
the Pacific Ocean, but I just focused on my balance. I had no



problem on the monkey bars or up to the flat wall or vaults.
When I ran to the finish line, Erik lifted me into his arms and
kissed me.

“Aria, you take my breath away. I can’t believe you just did
that. You should be so proud of yourself.”

But I didn’t feel proud. I felt shame, humiliation, defeat. I had
to master Dirty Name. I could hear the voice of my mom ring
in my head. “You’ll never be good enough.”

I looked at Erik, his face beaming with pride. I hated myself.
Here I had this amazing supportive man, and I was deceiving
him. I was really starting to care about him, but I couldn’t
imagine how hurt he would be when he found out I was
training to be a SEAL. He would think that I was dishonest
and deceptive when that wasn’t true. Had he told me that he
supported female SEALs, then I would’ve been honest
with him.

I needed to come clean to him and tell him the truth. I just
prayed that he would still look at me the way he was looking
at me now.
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changed out of my uniform and into my street clothes.
Man, Aria killed it on the “O” course, even if she hadn’t

conquered Dirty Name. Ever since our fight about women in
combat, I had given serious thought to my opinions on the
matter. I had always contended that a woman could never
complete BUD/S. But what about a woman like Aria? A
champion, an athlete, an overachiever. Bottom line, my
opinion had been challenged but not changed. Even if a
woman could graduate from SEAL training, which I still
doubted was possible unless we lowered our standards, I still
believed in my soul that there was no place for women on the
Teams.

I planted a kiss on her head. “Let’s go rent you a bike.”

She winced. “I know I promised. And I will for sure but can
we do it next weekend?”

“Why? Are you too tired from the “O” course?” I teased.

She shook her head. “No. That’s not it.”

I paused to examine her beautiful face. “Then what is it?”

Her chest caved. “You’re going to think I’m a weirdo if I
tell you.”

“Spill it. Did you crash on a bike once?”

“No.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I’ve don’t
know how.”



Wait, what? “You’re kidding me. You’re an Olympian. You
just owned the Naval Special Warfare “O” course, a course
that has made grown men cry, and you are telling me you have
never ridden a bicycle?”

“I know. I know. It’s ridiculous. There is this long
embarrassing story behind it…”

I took her hands. “I’m all ears, champ. Lay it on me.”

Her face turned into a grimace, and she swallowed. “My mom
never bought me a bike. You see, I grew up in Marin on the
top of this winding hill in Corte Madera, and she was afraid
I’d get injured and then not be able to swim. But then when I
was accepted to Stanford, everyone biked to class, and I
wanted to fit in, ya know?”

“Yeah… go on.”

She cleared her throat. “So, I bought a brand-new bike,
figuring I was a champion swimmer so how hard could it be to
learn how to ride a bike. But, then when I went to ride one day,
and I … panicked. Like what if my mom was right? What if I
fell and twisted my ankle? I mean, I had been training for the
Olympics my entire life. One injury like that could destroy
everything my entire life’s work. So yeah, I never learned.
Now, it’s a thing.”

“Wow.” I studied this fearless woman in front of me. A
woman who embraced challenges. But a woman who didn’t
seem to be able to relax and enjoy life. “Thanks for telling me.
Now let’s go to the bike shop.”

She bit her lip. “Wait, why? I just told you I’ve never ridden
a bike.”

“Right. So, it’s time for you to learn.”

She shook her head and grabbed my arm, her eyes wide and
pleading. “No, seriously. Now’s just not the right time. One
day I’ll learn. Maybe when I have kids. But now, it would be
too risky.”

I lifted her chin up with my thumb and stared into her eyes.
“How would it be risky? The next Olympics aren’t for another
three years. You told me you don’t know what you’re doing



next. Now’s a perfect time. Live a little, baby. It’s just a bike,
not a motorcycle. My buddy’s five-year-old son can ride
without training wheels. You will be fine.”

Her eyes turned a darker shade of green, and she fired a glance
at me. “I said no. Just drop it, okay?”

“Fine,” I bit out.

She touched my shoulder. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Why did her reluctance to ride a bike
bother me so much? I paused for a minute to figure out my
thoughts. It wasn’t that she wouldn’t try something new with
me; it was that I was certain she was holding back a huge part
of her life for me. Like she had made a decision and already
knew exactly what she planned for the future, yet she refused
to tell me. What could it be? Had she accepted a job
somewhere far away? Joined the circus? I didn’t have a clue
and refused to speculate anymore.

But I was determined to get answers.

We walked down the beach, and she leaned up to me. “I have a
better idea anyway.”

“What?”

Her hand reached around me, and she squeezed my bicep.
“Let’s go back to my place. I’ve missed you.”

Fuck yeah. I pulled her body into mine and my cock pressed
against her thigh. “You’re right. That is a better idea.”

She laughed, and I kissed her in front of the Del, the waves
crashing on the shore nearby. She escaped my embrace and
jogged down the beach, and I chased her. I couldn’t wait to get
her alone.
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y stomach fluttered from the anticipation of being with
Erik again.

And this man. Oh my god. The things he did to me. I was so
turned on watching him slay the “O” course. And then he
fulfilled my dream by allowing me to try it.

But the best part of all wasn’t watching him or even him
letting me have a crack at it. The best part by far was the way
he made me feel when I completed some of the obstacles. I’d
been trained by top coaches who had believed that the only
way to get someone to succeed was to berate them.

“Aria, you are slow like turtle and have arms like noodle,” my
coach Olga used to yell at me. “Your feet look like duck. Are
you duck? Quack Quack.”

It was almost comical to think back on it now. But at the time,
those words destroyed my soul.

But Erik calling me champ, believing in me, cheering me on
… the look on his face when I finished the slide of life, that
type of encouragement made me want to do better, make him
proud.

If only I could have his support and aid going through BUD/S,
then without a doubt I would make it.

I ran up the street where my cottage was and after opening the
gate, and my front door, Erik followed me eagerly inside.

I let Flounder out into the yard, and before I even stepped foot
back into my place, Erik pinned me to the wall.



I writhed under his body, his big, strong chest pressing against
mine. He kissed down my neck, but I escaped from his grip.
My hands explored his arms, tracing his muscles before I lifted
his shirt off. We’d fucked in the ocean, and he had pleasured
me back at his place.

But now it was my turn to take control.

I undid his belt with a single motion, and his shorts dropped to
the floor.

“Yeah, baby. Suck my cock.”

Yes, sir. I should salute. Well, he was an officer. My hands
squeezed his firm ass, and I pulled down his black boxer
briefs. His cock was gorgeous. Hard, long, thick. I couldn’t
wait to suck him off.

I grasped his balls in my hand and kissed around the base,
inhaling his masculine, virile scent. Maybe he had been right
about not having females on the Teams. This man was so hot
that I had to admit I’d be jealous if I was his wife back home
and he deployed with a woman. But I focused my thoughts
back on my current mission. To give him the best blowjob he
had ever had.

“Stop teasing me, babe.”

I licked down his length and spat on my hand before I grasped
him. A few more kisses on the head before I took him in my
mouth. He exhaled and ran his fingers through my hair.

“That’s it, baby. You like my cock in your mouth?”

I fucking love it. My mouth bobbed up and down, taking him
as deep as I could while using my hand to also please him. I
created a seal with my lips, his head pressing on the back of
my throat.

I loved submitting to him, pleasing this sexy man. The only
man who I felt had ever seen the real me. Not the champion,
but the timid, insecure woman who was afraid to express her
needs.

My current need was him.



I could feel a shift. He began to take control back from me,
pulling my head into him, fucking my mouth. It felt dirty,
illicit. I couldn’t get enough of his cock.

“Damn. Your mouth is so hot.”

I dug my nails into his ass as he thrust his cock deeper into my
mouth.

“I’m going to come, baby.”

I can’t wait. He tried to pull away, but I wouldn’t let him. I
sucked him so hard, so deep, craving to taste him. He grunted
and filled my mouth with his hot cum, and I lapped up every
bit and then swallowed.

“Fuck yeah, Aria. Damn. You deserve a gold medal for that
performance.”

I wiped my mouth. “You haven’t seen anything yet. That was
just preliminaries.”

He laughed, pulled up his boxer briefs and then embraced me.
“I’m crazy about you, do you know that?”

I felt it. I saw it in his eyes. But I was holding something back.
I could never fall in love with this man or let him fall in love
with me until I was honest with him.

I let Flounder back in the house. “Do you want to come with
me to Isa’s house tomorrow? She and her husband are having a
superhero costume party for their anniversary.”

“Sure. I’ve met Grady once. Guy’s a fucking badass. I’d be
honored to get hammered with him.” He cocked his brow.
“Who are we going as?”

I gave him a playful grin. “Aquaman and Wonder Woman. We
can work on our costumes tomorrow.”

He laughed and gave me a wink. “Kickass, but I already have
a costume. Aquaman is my favorite superhero. You know, the
first time Orin and Diana met before they became Aquaman
and Wonder Woman, Triton attempted to take her away before
Orin saved her. They kissed passionately before parting ways.”



I pinched him. “I detect a hint of geekiness. Don’t get me
wrong … it’s sexy. Let me guess; you go to Comic Con
every year.”

“Damn straight. We should go together next month and
cosplay.”

My test tightened, knowing I would be in Officer Candidate
School. “That would be fun. Maybe next year.”

He wrinkled his brow at me. I quickly changed the subject.

“Anyway, the party is at seven. You can just meet me here
at six.”

He sat on my sofa and grabbed the remote control. “Better yet,
I’ll just spend the weekend with you. I’ll stop by my place
later and pick up some stuff.”

A lump grew in my throat. I had wanted to spend the rest of
the day training. But maybe I could make some adjustments. I
had already done the “O” course today.

And for the first time in my life, I had a glimpse of what it
would be like to be in a real relationship. Could I ever be
happy living outside of the limelight? Maybe I could love and
support someone else’s dreams instead of selfishly focusing on
my own.

Or better yet, maybe we could lift each other up.

“Sounds good. You hungry?”

“Starved. I can order a pizza.”

“No, it’s okay. I have some food.” Pizza was a treat I rarely
indulged in. Despite how much I craved the gooey cheesy and
greasy pepperoni, eating it just made me feel guilty.

I walked over the fridge and stared at the contents.
Watermelon, grilled chicken, brown rice, eggs, and bell
peppers. I was even depriving my refrigerator of having
some fun.

“Actually, yeah, a pizza sounds good.”

He grabbed his phone. “On it, babe.”



I glanced back at him. This sex god was sitting on my sofa
petting my dog. Today had already been such an incredible
day. Erik had shown up at my class, forgave me for storming
out of his place, and had let me run the “O” course.

I vowed to embrace the rest of the time I had left with him.
Really explore having a relationship.

But first, I had to tell him the truth.
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pulled on the leather pants that I’d purchased last year for
Halloween and clutched my massive trident, though the

long metal spear couldn’t ever replace my real trident that had
been pounded into my flesh upon my BUD/S graduation.
Standing there with my class, looking at my family in the
audience, my father’s face beaming with pride, without
question had been the best day of my life.

“Babe, let’s go. I don’t want to be late.”

Aria emerged from the bathroom door, and one look at her
caused my heart to beat strong in my chest. Stunning, simply
stunning. She wore thigh high red and gold boots, a short blue
skirt over black boy shorts, a red bustier, and a long black wig.

“Damn, woman. I’m going to be fighting off men at this
party.”

She laughed and then whipped her gold lasso at me.

I grabbed the lasso and wrapped it around her. “We can use
this later tonight.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

My hand clutched her ass, and I kissed her. My hand traced
over the metallic rope. The truth lasso. If only it actually
worked. Then I would be able to force her to be honest with
me. “Let’s go, babe.”

We left her place and got into my car. I drove over the bridge
and headed toward Grady and Isa’s place. I was looking
forward to talking to Grady alone, find out what really



happened to him in Iraq, off the record. I knew too well how
the media embellished war stories. Grady was no doubt a hero,
but I wanted to hear his account in his own words.

I was also curious to see Aria in a casual party setting. Would
she let loose? Get drunk? Have a good time? I worked my ass
off, but I also knew how to chill out.

Aria gripped my thigh. “So, I know you can’t tell me details of
your job. But, in general, what are deployments like? Where
do you go?”

I appreciated her interest in my job. Most girls I’d dated didn’t
care at all about it, even if they had pretended that they
thought it was cool that I was a SEAL.

“Afghanistan, Somalia, Syria. We go everywhere, but different
Teams have different regions.”

“What’s your exact job?”

“Well, I’m an officer, but a junior one. Kyle is my superior
officer. But SEALs are all operational, officers and enlisted. I
plan the missions, interpret Intel. I was an Economics major at
Annapolis.”

Her eyes widened. “Wow. That’s so cool. I considered
majoring in comparative literature, but I ended up declaring
HumBio.”

“What’s that?”

She blushed. “Oh. Sorry. Stanford lingo. Human Biology—the
relationship between biology and social science. It’s really
cool. I was pre-med also.”

“Really? So, are you going to apply for med school? UCSD
has a great one. And they are the Tritons.”

She averted her eyes. “Maybe. I’m not sure.”

There she went again … being evasive. “You aren’t sure about
what? I’m finding it hard to believe you don’t have every
minute of your life mapped out.”

“Oh. Um …” She removed her hand from my thigh and
looked out the window. “I already told you that I’m going to



train back east after this summer. Then I’ll figure out what I’m
doing.”

I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel. Why was this
bothering me so much? I really liked this girl but I had only
known her for two weeks so why did I care that she wasn’t
opening up to me?

We arrived at Grady and Isa’s complex near San Diego State
University. Isa buzzed us in, and we walked into their
apartment. It definitely contrasted from my bachelor pad.
Though the furniture was black, there were framed pictures,
fresh cut flowers, and a bunch of those throw pillows on
the sofa.

A few girls dressed as sexy superheroes and villains were
talking to Isa, and there were a bunch of dudes who looked
like jarheads milling around, but I didn’t recognize any
of them.

Isa greeted us dressed as Black Panther. “Hey, guys! Oh my
god, you both look awesome.”

Aria hugged her. “Thanks. So do you. Though with my red
hair and your black hair we should probably switch
superheroes.”

Isa laughed. “I know, right? Yeah, it’s a joke. You see I met
Grady at a frat party. He was dressed as Hulk, and I was Black
Panther. We went to the same party a month ago as Harley
Quinn and the Joker but it wasn’t the same so we are back to
being the Hulk and Black Panther. So we decided to hold an
anniversary party and invite our friends. I can’t believe it’s
been over a year since we met. If you had told me last year I’d
be married, I wouldn’t have believed you. Anyway, let me take
you to meet my friends.” Isa led Aria out to the patio.

Grady walked over to me. He dressed as Hulk but wasn’t
wearing a mask. A lump grew in my throat when he came into
focus. I’d met him before, but every time I saw his face, I was
reminded of the risks I took when I deployed. Grady was
ripped and masculine, but half of his face was mangled and
horribly scarred. I forced myself not to stare at his glass eye or
his misshapen ear.



Grady shook my hand. “Hey man, thanks for coming.”

“Anytime, bro. It’s an honor to hang out with you.”

I stared at his beautiful wife outside with Aria, noting how she
looked at him so lovingly, as if he was the most handsome
man in the world. I wondered what it would be like to find a
woman who loved me the way Isa loved Grady. Could Aria be
that woman? I had my doubts, especially since she refused to
talk about any future with me nor even clue me into her plans
for the next year.

“Can I get you a beer?”

“Yeah. That would be great.”

Grady went to the fridge and grabbed two bottles of local craft
lemon shandies. He squeezed a lemon wedge through the neck
and handed me one.

I knocked his bottle with mine. “Cheers man.”

“Cheers.”

He took a swig, and I did as well. It tasted refreshing—like a
glass of summer.

“How you’ve been?” I asked.

“Good, dude. Trying to get through school but I have another
surgery next month. I’m doing some work with wounded
warriors, but the pay sucks,” he grimaced. “Not sure how
much longer I can afford to do it. I still get offers to write a
memoir, but I’m not into it. And I’m asked all the time to do
speaking engagements … but I’d probably just have panic
attacks, so I don’t know.”

My eyes scanned his place. It was nice and modern, but small.
This badass was a medal of honor recipient. He’d jumped on a
bomb to save his friends’ lives. Rage filled me when I thought
about the celebrities who lived in mansions while Grady was
struggling to make ends meet, medically retired from the
military, unable to serve the country he loved. The entire
situation pissed me the fuck off.

“That sucks, man. I respect the hell out of you. And I agree
with you about not wanting to write a book. Most of the Team



guys I knew who wrote them completely regretted it.”

“Yeah. It would all be some fake war propaganda. There isn’t
that much to say. What do they want to write about? My
fucked-up childhood? Basically, a grenade was thrown into the
building I was clearing, and I jumped on it. End of story. The
rest would just be a pity fest.”

Now I liked this guy even more. Even some of the SEALs I
met bragged about our missions. Grady was so humble. “Don’t
downplay it, dude. You’re a beast.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that.” His gaze trailed off toward his
wife, who was chatting with Aria, and his expression softened.
“I’ll tell you, man; I wouldn’t still be here if I hadn’t met Isa.
Before she came in my life, I had some dark times. I’d spent
months wishing the bomb had killed me. She really
saved me.”

Fuck. His words chilled me. I’d lost some of my own buddies
to suicide. I patted his shoulder. “Well, I’m glad you found her.
I’ve talked to her a few times at the pool, and she’s great. And
she’s crazy about you.”

“Well, it’s mutual. I still can’t believe how lucky I am. Hey, do
you guys have that new Glock 19? I’ve been dying to
shoot it.”

“Hell yeah. It’s awesome. I still love my Sig, but the Glock is
smaller. Do you want to come shoot on our range? I’d be
honored to take you anytime.”

The half of his face that wasn’t scarred lifted and he smiled.
“You mean it, man? The civilian ranges suck.”

“Yup, anytime.” I took out my phone, and we exchanged
numbers.

“I’ll take you up on that.”

I placed my hand on his shoulder. “One more thing. I know
you have Isa, but if you ever need to talk to someone who has
been through war, call me. I mean it. I know you have your
buddies, but I’m here for you.”



He swallowed. “Thanks, man. I appreciate it. I’m going to go
feed everyone.” He brought a platter of burgers out to the grill.

Aria came back inside. “How long do you want to stay?”

I gave her a blank look. “What? We just got here?”

Her shoulders were slumped, and she pulled her hair. “I know.
Isa is super nice, but I don’t know anyone else here. I just am
not much of a party girl.”

“That’s the point of a party, babe. You get to know other
people. Do you want a drink?”

She shook her head. “No, I missed my workout today so I
shouldn’t.”

I took both of her hands in mine and gazed down at her. “Aria,
you are in perfect shape. Just relax a bit.”

“I can’t. I came to Coronado to train, and I’ve been spending
time with you, so I’m behind.”

“Behind on what? What are you training for exactly?”

She pulled her hair and looked away from me. “Nothing.
You’re right.” She looked around the kitchen, extricated
herself from my grip, and poured herself a rum and coke in a
red solo cup. “Hey. I wanted to tell you something.”

“What’s up?”

“I like that you keep trying to push me out of my
comfort zone.”

“I just want you to live a little, sweetheart. I spent six months
of my life in BUD/S training. I was so focused. Didn’t want to
let my dad down. But he died right after I graduated. He
invited me to a Padres game once, and I didn’t go because I
was training. I regret not taking the time to have fun.”

She gave me a sympathetic nod and stroked my forearm.
“Wow. I’m sure he understood.”

“Yeah. Well, I can’t go back in time. I’d been so focused on
school, my career. I want to make my personal life a priority.”



A shadow crossed her lovely face. “I don’t even know what
that means. I’ve never even had a boyfriend.”

My heart hammered in my chest, and a wave of possessiveness
surged through me. “Well, you have one now.”

She opened her mouth and then closed it quickly, her gaze
darting between my eyes and the floor. “I like you, Erik. I
really do…more than you can possibly know. But I’m leaving.
I just don’t see how this can work out.”

“Doesn’t matter that you are leaving. Any relationship I’m in
is long distance. You could be in another country, and it
wouldn’t make a difference. I’ll be halfway around the world
next month.”

She took a step back from me. “Look, I really care about you.
It’s just—”

“Just what? What are you so afraid of, baby? We’re perfect for
each other.”

“But…how can you even say that? You don’t even know me!”

I pulled her into my arms and held her close, forcing her to
look at me. “You’re drop dead gorgeous. But it’s so much
more than that. We’re both over achievers … and you inspire
me. I’ll never be lazy with you. And I can teach you to have
some fun, too. I’m a SEAL officer, and I want a strong woman
like you beside me. Give me a chance.”

Tears welled in her eyes. “I’m sorry, Erik…my life is just so
complicated right now that I can’t even think about anything
long-term. Can’t we just enjoy our time together until I leave
and then figure things out from there?”

“Fine.” I pounded my beer and left her in the kitchen. I wasn’t
delusional. I knew she was attracted to me. I could see the way
she looked at me, feel the way she touched me. If any part of
me thought that she wasn’t interested in me, I’d back off. But
that wasn’t it. Something was holding her back, and I didn’t
have a clue what it was.

But I was a SEAL—and SEALs never quit.

I’d just have to break down her walls and make her mine.
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e kept our distance for the rest of the party until I
finally convinced him to leave. I hated myself right

now. What on earth was I doing? I had this amazing guy, the
type of man that my mom had repeatedly told me would never
be interested in me, and I was pushing him away. He was
insanely hot, incredible in bed, a Navy SEAL, sweet to his
family, educated, and supportive. I’d be an idiot not to try to
make a go of it with this man.

Okay. Tonight. I was going to tell him tonight.
If he liked me as much as he claimed, it wouldn’t change his
feelings toward me. He could help train me and be there for
me through BUD/S.

If we were meant to be, it would all work out. If he had a
problem with it, I’d be devastated, but at least I would be
prepared. There was no certainty about relationships. My mom
had never been in a stable one, so I didn’t even have a role
model to aspire toward. I could only rely on myself, and as
much as I cared about Erik, I couldn’t let anything stand in the
way of me achieving my goals.

He drove back to my place in silence. When we arrived, I
invited him in, and to my relief he accepted. I let Flounder out
and then sat on the porch, staring up at the stars.

My phone buzzed. Eight missed calls from my mom. I could
not deal with her right now.

When Flounder was done taking care of business, we went
back inside my place. Erik was sitting on the sofa with a stone



hard expression on his face. Was he still mad at me? I couldn’t
tell what he was thinking. Or feeling. And it killed me.

I sat next to him, my heart pounding in my chest, and nearly
wept with relief when he put his arm around me.

“I’m sorry. I—”

He pressed a finger to my lips. “Don’t. It’s fine, baby.”

“No. I owe you an explanation.”

“Aria, you don’t owe anyone anything. Just do whatever you
got to do in your life. I’ll be here when you’re done.”

I blinked back tears. What had I done to deserve his blind
loyalty? I knew the answer to that. Nothing. Why did he even
like me? I could never be good enough for an incredible guy
like him. “You mean that?”

“I do. I’ll be around until you leave, and then I deploy. It’s not
like I’ll be dating when I’m Iraq. You know, since women still
aren’t on the Teams.”

I punched his arm. “Smartass.”

“No seriously. Go and do whatever it is that is next in your
life. We can stay in touch while I’m gone. And we can see
where we’re at when I return.”

My body flushed with warmth. I straddled him and looked into
his eyes.

Say it, dammit. Tell him the truth.
But no words came out of my mouth. He reached behind my
neck and undid my bustier as easy as if he was picking a lock.
My breasts bounced free, and the cool air hardened my
nipples.

He pulled my wig off, and I shook my hair free as it cascaded
over my breasts.

“Aria,” he rasped as he planted kisses on my neck. “You’re
so sexy.”

I squeezed the muscles in his arms, slowly tracing the intricate
ink from his tattoos. What were the stories behind his body



art? Tribal patterns were interwoven with some script. There
was so much about this man that I had yet to discover. But all I
knew was I needed to get lost in him, feel his strong arms
encircling my body. For so long I had been so independent,
relying on no one but myself. But for as long as I was with
him, I would depend on him.

I flipped back my hair as he buried his face into my chest. The
warmth of his tongue excited me, and I gasped when he
sucked on my left nipple as his hand worked on my right one.
My own hands became addicted to his body, kneading his
muscles, stroking his back, never wanting to let go.

I let out a moan when his mouth switched to my other nipple.
My enthusiastic response invigorated him. He grasped my hair
in his fist, kissed me aggressively, his tongue probing my
mouth.

He pulled my panties down over my legs, leaving my boots
on. I hiked up my skirt and wrapped my legs around his waist,
desperate to feel his hard cock.

“That’s it, baby. Rub your pussy all over me. I’m going to get
you off before I fuck you. I want to watch you come.”

He grasped my hips, situating me closer, and began to rock me
back and forth.

His mouth went back to work on my nipple, and his other hand
massaged my breast.

“Oh my god, baby. That feels so incredible.”

I swiveled my hips around as I grasped his thighs. I was so
close to coming, but I wanted to hold on to this edge of
ecstasy.

He spread my legs wide and pulled me into him and rubbed
me over his hard cock. “Come for me now, champ.”

“Oh! Yes! Yes!” My breath hitched, and I crashed into
paradise, riding him and savoring every last second of my
orgasm.

He cradled me in his arms as I relaxed in his embrace.
Enjoying the perfect beauty of the moment.



He leaped up and stripped off his leather pants. As he stood
stark naked in front of me, I marveled at how ridiculously hot
this man was. He had a better physique than any Olympian I’d
ever met, and the hair on his chest made him look so
masculine, so virile. I’d found other men sexy, but I had never
felt an insatiable hunger for anyone else as I had for Erik.

With one arm, he flipped me around, and his hand slid down
my belly and landed in between my thighs. His finger parted
my lips as he pressed it inside me and then slowly removed it.
He angled my ass up, gripped my waist, as the tip of his cock
pushed into me. He was so hard, and I was so wet, the perfect
combination of pressure and ecstasy sent me soaring again.

He filled me up as he went deeper and deeper, fucking me so
hard I was panting as if I had just run four miles.

“You have the perfect ass, baby.” He spanked me, and I
moaned.

“Ooh.”

“You like that? You like it rough? Are you my dirty girl?”

“Yes!”

He pulled my hair as if it was in a ponytail and spanked me
again.

The sting from his hand on my ass contrasted with the pure
pleasure of his cock inside my body. My clit was throbbing,
and I was desperate to come again, come with him. I could
feel his pace quicken, his breath coming in hot spurts on
my neck.

“Erik!” I screamed. My hands clutched the sofa as he pounded
into my pussy again and again until there was no him and no
me, just us as one, coming together.

He held me tight as I quivered and I wanted to stay in this
moment forever.

But I knew that we could never return to this perfect time.
Once I told him my truth, he would never feel the same about
me as he did right now.
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had a brutal week of training out at San Clemente Island.
My Team was flown out of Coronado up the coast to spend

some time blowing up buildings and practicing raids. We even
trained on a full-scale replica of Osama Bin Laden’s
compound. Honestly, I had a blast and couldn’t believe that I
was lucky enough that this was actually my job. Most days, I
felt like I was living in a video game. But even so, I
missed Aria.

Reception sucked, and Wi Fi was nonexistent. I’d explained
this to her before I’d left and she was cool with it. I was so
grateful to meet a girl who understood my job—my last
girlfriend would always get upset when I couldn’t call, text, or
email. Not that I had a choice—I was married to the Teams.

I flew back into Coronado on Sunday and called Aria. She
invited me over to her place, but first, I had some shopping
to do.

I walked down Orange Ave and went to Holland’s Bicycles. I
spent around twenty minutes browsing different bikes before I
chose an Electra Cruiser in Sea foam.

I paid for the bike and a helmet. The shop girl eyed me. “Wow.
Nice bike. Must be a lucky lady.”

I smiled. “She’s not the lucky one; I am.”

I left the store and walked the bike to Aria’s place when my
phone rang. It was that potential client.

“Hello, Mr. Johnson. How are you?”



“Fine, Erik. Just fine. The CFO will be in town next weekend.
I want him to meet you. I was wondering if we could have
dinner together next Friday.”

I had to ask Aria to accompany me. “Of course, sir.”

“Wonderful. I’ll make reservations at Addison for 6:00.”

I tried not to laugh. Addison was the same place my mom
suggested I take Aria out for a first date. “Wonderful, sir. I’ll
be there. Do you mind if a bring a date?”

“No, Erik. Not at all. We will be bringing our wives. I’ll see
you next week.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m looking forward to it.”

I hung up the phone, excitement racing through my chest. Mr.
Johnson was a huge potential client who ran a biotechnology
firm. I’d met him at a fundraiser for the Naval SEAL
Foundation. Snagging him could take TritonFix to the next
level.

I’d ask Aria tonight.

I turned down her street and opened the gate to her yard.
Flounder greeted me with a sloppy kiss, and I rubbed his ears.
Aria emerged from the house, and her eyes immediately
focused on the bike.

“Erik, you didn’t.”

I leaned the bike against the fence and went in for a kiss. She
tasted even sweeter than I remembered. “I did.”

“Did you buy it or rent it?”

“I bought it, champ. It’s all yours.” I attempted to read her
face. She bit her lip, and her brow contorted. What was she so
afraid of?

I gave her another kiss. “Come on. You don’t trust me?”

“No. That’s not it. I do.” She exhaled. “Okay … I’ll give it
a try.”

“Good girl.” I kissed the tip of her nose and took her hand in
mine. Yet something felt…off. Once again, I experienced the



gut feeling that she was holding something back from me.
Some grand plan that she didn’t want me to know. That was
fine on our first date, but now that we’d slept together, I
needed more. I wanted to be with someone who was open and
honest with me.

“Let’s walk over to my place and get my bike. We can start the
trail from there.”

We strolled by the beach as the tourists whizzed by us in their
bikes. I often wondered how many of them were aware that
Navy SEALs trained less than a mile away from their
vacation.

She touched my arm—her delicate fingers sending spikes of
heat through me. “So, what did you do this week?”

“A bunch of training evolutions. There’s like a full city built
out there. It’s like a special forces Disneyland.”

“Wow. That’s so cool. I’d love to visit the island one day. I’ve
read so much about it.”

I eyed her. “Well, you can’t. The island is restricted to the
military. Unless you are a biologist. We occasionally have
environmentalists come out to examine our impact on the
native ecosystem. There are a couple of endangered species
there—the San Clemente loggerhead shrike and the island
fox.” Leaning down, I pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead.
“The entire island is really breathtaking. I’ll show you
pictures.”

We made small talk as we headed to the parking garage under
my condo to grab my bike. Then we walked to the trail in front
of the Del.

“Hop on, champ. You have perfect balance. I’ve seen you pop
out of the water on one foot.”

She bit her finger nails. “It’s different in the water.”

“Get on the bike. I got you, babe. You’re fine.”

She strapped on the helmet, climbed on the bike, clutched the
handle bars, and put both feet on the ground instead of the



pedals. Waddling like a duck, within a few minutes, she
maintained an awkward glide.

“That’s it.”

She stopped and just glared at me. “This is ridiculous.
Everyone is staring at me.”

I looked around, and a few tourists were gawking, but maybe
they recognized her. “Forget about them. Get back on
the bike.”

She exhaled and then gave me a dirty look when a boy of
around six lapped by her. But she mounted the bike again and
placed her feet on the pedals. Though a bit wobbly at first, she
slowly began to ride.

I hopped on my own bike. “See, you’re a natural. It’s easy.” I
yelled, but by now she was in front of me.

We biked through the neighborhoods and cut into Star Park
where we passed L. Frank Baum’s former residence, a two-
story yellow house. I stopped on the sidewalk and showed her
the Wicked Witch peering out from the side of the home and
the Wizard of Oz sign hanging above the front door.

Her face beamed at the sight. “I loved the Oz books when I
was a little girl.”

“Yeah. He wrote Wizard of Oz here and based the Emerald
City off the Del.”

“I didn’t know that. That’s so cool. Thanks for showing
me this.”

We got back on the bikes and continued down the path. Aria
had no problems keeping up with me at all. We headed to the
North Island Naval Base, and we stopped in Bayview Park for
a break.

She dismounted her bike and took a swig from her water
bottle. We sat on a bench in the shade. I put my arm around
her, drawing her close, and we gazed at the beautiful San
Diego skyline.

“I can’t thank you enough for forcing me to overcome my fear.
It’s been this secret of mine for years. I feel free. That was so



much fun.”

I grinned down at her. “It’s hard for me to believe you are
afraid of anything.”

“My entire identity is wrapped up in being an Olympian, Erik.
At being the best. I often feel like people only like me for my
accomplishments.”

I leaned over and gave her a kiss under a towering tree. “I
don’t like you because you are a champion. That drew me to
you at first, but you are so much more than your title. You are
a beautiful woman. And you are adventurous and sexy.” I
tilted my head, and she leaned in to meet my lips. This wasn’t
our first kiss, but this time everything felt different. More
intimate. The kiss was slower, yet laced with longing. When
her hand reached behind my neck, a tingle shot through my
body. With that jolt came a realization.

She was beginning to trust me.

Her hand gripped my upper thigh, and my cock ached for her.

I wanted to fuck her right there on the bench. But a chill took
over me. I had to ask her if she would accompany me to dinner
with my client next week. When I’d met her, getting her to
help me with my business had been a goal. But now, I was
falling for her.

I hoped I wouldn’t erase all the progress we had made together
by asking her for a favor.
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y feet sliced through the air, my hair blew in the wind.

Free. I felt free.

He had been right. Riding a bicycle, exploring this amazing
island that I hoped to call home filled my heart with joy. I was
delighted. I almost never took any time for myself. Sure, I’d
indulge in a nice dinner after I’d won a competition or
occasionally take in a movie with my teammates, but I never
would just take a full day off and relax.

It was so much more than learning to ride a bicycle—it was a
new way of life. I imagined living here. Maybe one day I’d
settle down, possibly with Erik. Having our kids ride their
bikes on the trails and spend their days at the beach.

And in my fantasy, I was happy.

Then why did I feel like the other shoe was about to drop?

Shaking off my worries, I just focused on having fun.
Everything would work out the way it was meant to. We
bought ice cream cones near the ferry, and I smiled at the
children playing in the sand.

Emboldened by my new-found joy, I decided to ask Erik
whatever I wanted, without being afraid that I would sound too
forward.

“Do you want to have kids?”

“Of course I do. No time soon though. I deploy so much that I
want to be around so I can spend time with my family. My dad



was so involved.”

I placed my hand on his bicep. “Your sister told me about your
father. I’m so sorry. That must’ve been rough.”

He looked up at me, blinking rapidly. “Yeah, it was brutal. He
was a great man. My role model. I just miss him.” He turned
to me. “What about you? I know nothing about your family.”

I winced. This was my fault; I had walked into this line of
questioning. I was still too afraid to tell him I’d joined the
Navy, but I vowed to be truthful with the rest of my life.

“Not much to tell. My mom had me when she was really
young. She never told my father that she was pregnant. I never
met him.”

Erik’s head flinched back slightly. “Does he know you exist?”

“No. He died.”

“I’m sorry. How?”

“I’ve actually never told anyone this. I just usually say he
died.” I took a deep breath. Here it went. “But I want to tell
you. He joined the military. Actually, he was a SEAL.”

And there it was. My secret. My truth. A fact so painful that I
forced myself not to think about it. My father had been a
SEAL. He had been killed in a helicopter crash.

And I wanted to be a SEAL. To be closer to him. To make him
proud. We shared the same DNA. If he could make it, then
why couldn’t I?

Erik’s eyes bugged. “No way. For real? What was his name?”

“Matthew Presley.” Saying his name out loud for the first time
in forever made him seem real.

“Wow. I didn’t know you were a Frog Princess. You clearly
share his drive. No man can graduate from BUD/S without
being dedicated.”

I sighed. “I’d like to think he was. I feel closer to him than
ever since I’ve been in Coronado. Like he must’ve been at this
shore, maybe shared an ice cream cone here. Meeting you has
been such a blessing. I want to believe he was like you.”



He reached out and grasped my fingers. “Baby, if you want, I
can look him up. I’m sure I can find someone who served with
him. Being a SEAL is like being in the most exclusive
fraternity in the world.”

“Thanks, I appreciate that.” I swallowed a lump in my throat.
“Maybe someday but I’m not ready yet. My mom never talks
about him. All I know is that they were high school
sweethearts, he enlisted in the Navy, and then she found out
she was pregnant. I guess he wrote her, but she never
responded. By the time I started asking about him, he was
dead. I’ve wanted to reach out to his family, but they don’t
even know I exist.”

He pulled me into his arms and rested his forehead against
mine. “You should. They’d be so proud of you. I’d be happy to
go with you to meet them.”

I felt as if my chest was expanding, taking in his warmth and
love. I cupped his face with my hands. “You’re such a great
guy, Erik. No matter what happens with us, I want you to
know how much you’ve touched me.”

“I want to touch you now. Let’s go, champ. I’ve missed you
all week.”

Maybe, he could truly be my happily ever after fairy tale
prince.

As we kissed in the sand like two teenagers in love a thought
filled my head. I tried to push it away, but it was a gut feeling
that permeated my soul.

I was going to marry this guy.

The more I fixated on it, the more I started to believe it. I saw
a path for us. He would understand my drive. He would accept
me. We could be happy together.

Hell, I deserved to be happy.

And tonight, I was the happiest girl on this island.
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fter making out in the sand, Aria and I went back to her
place. She cooked a Thai eggplant basil stir fry for

dinner. It was spicy and sweet, just like her.

“Come here, babe.”

The need built up in me, consuming my mind. To kiss her, to
taste her, to fuck her.

My mouth claimed hers, but this wasn’t a sweet, romantic kiss
like we had shared on the shore. This kiss was filled with lust
and longing. If I had missed her so much after only being
away from her for a week, how could I possibly deploy away
from her from months?

I wouldn’t, couldn’t, think about that now. All I could think
about was how impossibly hard I was and how anxious I was
to take her.

I wanted her differently than I had wanted her before. I wanted
to fuck her hard and rough. Would she scare when the
gentleman officer was replaced by a dirty Navy SEAL?

With one arm, I removed her shirt off and quickly snapped off
her bra. She took my lead and unzipped her shorts and pushed
down her panties. She grinned as they fell to the floor. Then I
lifted her up, and she wrapped her legs around me before I
slammed her back into the wall.

I parted her legs and slid my finger into her tight pussy.

“I want you so fucking bad, Aria. Every night in San
Clemente, I was counting down the seconds until I could fuck



you again.”

“Then do it, Erik. Fuck me.”

I dropped my shorts and pressed the tip of my cock to her
opening. She gasped as I slowly entered her. She was slick and
wet and felt like heaven.

My mouth crushed against hers, furiously kissing her while I
fucked her. She bit my lips, and I pinned her wrists to the wall.
Harder, faster, deeper. She met my rhythm, and her breath
came in spurts.

I released her wrists, and she wrapped her arms around my
neck. I cradled her gorgeous ass with my hands, kneading her
into me.

I couldn’t stop fucking her. I pounded into her again and again.
Dying for her release, for my own.

“Erik! Erik!”

Every time she screamed my name I fucked her harder, deeper.
My mouth found her nipples and I sucked until her screams
turned into moans. Her pussy clenched around my cock,
catching and releasing. I didn’t want to stop—I wanted to fuck
her forever. I slammed into her with a final thrust, and she
exploded around me as I joined her in pleasure.

I stood still and took a moment to capture this beautiful picture
in my memory so I could return to it forever.

When our bodies finally separated, I gave her a kiss. “I’m
crazy about you, baby. You know that?”

She nodded, and I swore I saw a sheen of tears in her eyes. “I
feel the same.”

Life was good.

But I needed to ask her something.

I took one more long glance at her naked body, and I finally
forced myself to step away from Aria. Our sexual chemistry
was off the charts. Definitely enough sparks and memories to
get through the long nights I would have without her when I
deployed.



I gave her another long, lingering kiss and then went into her
bedroom to change into my pajama bottoms. She followed
quickly after me and threw on panties and a tank top, and we
both prepared for bed.

I’d never lived with a girl, and I wondered what it would be
like to come home to Aria, build a life with her.

She climbed under the covers, and I joined her.

Nibbling her bottom lip, she stared over at me. “What are you
thinking about? You have a pensive look on your face.”

I took a deep breath. I felt closer to her than ever. Now was my
chance to truly open up to her. Tell her not only what I was
feeling, but about my business, too.

I pulled her onto my chest and stroked her hair. “Lots of stuff.
I never told you about my startup, did I? TritonFix?”

Her eyes widened. “No. I didn’t know you could have a
company while in the Teams.”

“You can actually, you just have to get approval from your
command. They make sure you aren’t giving away top-secret
information or disparaging the Teams. Hell, this one guy, a
great SEAL, was recently caught making porn with his wife
and some other women. He’s probably going to lose his
retirement.”

“Wow. That’s crazy. So, what’s your business?”

“I provide consulting to businesses. Basically, I teach
entrepreneurs how to apply military leadership within their
companies. We conduct team building activities, go over
different methods to build support structures in their office,
and teach effective communication strategies. Honestly, I
love it.”

She turned to face me. “That’s awesome, babe! You’re so
ambitious … which I think is super sexy by the way. I can see
why they would hire you. You were so great with me out on
the “O” course. More encouraging than my own coaches.”

Her words invigorated me. Now was the time to ask her to
meet my client. “Thanks, sweetheart. That means a lot to me.



You know, I think it’s the type of business you would be great
in. Clients would love to work with a Stanford grad Olympian.
If you aren’t busy next Friday, I’m taking a potential client to
dinner. Would you like to join me?”

The second those words left my mouth, I wished I could
retract them. In an instant, the expression on her face went
from adoring to a suspicious.

Her voice lowered to almost a whisper. “Why? Why do you
want me there?”

“Because I’m proud to be dating you. Because you are
beautiful. Because we are a couple.”

“We aren’t a couple.” She rolled away from me and pulled the
covers over her chest. “This is why you asked me out, right?
You wanted to use me.”

“What? No. Of course not. I was attracted to you and
impressed by your accomplishments.” Yes, I had initially
pursued her with that intention, but I genuinely liked her. I
wanted a future with her for fuck’s sake.

“Sure you were. This isn’t my first rodeo. I’ve been used
before.”

“I’m not using you, Aria.” Fuck. Why was she reacting like
this? Was it that wrong to want her to go with me to meet a
new client?

A few minutes of awkward silence passed, so I nudged her.
“Hey, I’m sorry I asked you. I didn’t think it would be a big
deal. You don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”

“I’m just tired. Good night, Erik.”

She didn’t even turn around to give me a good night kiss. I
decided to let it go and try to get some sleep, but I was
becoming increasingly frustrated with her moods. What was
she holding back from me? She was blowing hot and cold, and
it was driving me insane.

But I refused to give up. I couldn’t shake the feeling that Aria
was the one for me, even if she didn’t see me as her man.
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waited for Erik to fall asleep. After around ten minutes, I
turned over in the bed and saw his chest rise and fall.

As quietly as possible, I extracted myself from the bed. I
grabbed some clean clothes from the top of my hamper and
snuck out of the bedroom into the living room.

I laced up my running shoes and leashed up Flounder. It didn’t
matter that it was midnight—I needed to get the hell out of
here. I didn’t care if Erik woke up while I was gone. He was a
smart man—he could figure out why I was livid. Maybe he’d
come looking for me. Better yet, maybe he would leave.

The cool ocean night air hit my face when I left my place. I
grabbed Flounder’s leash and ran on the beach toward the
SEAL base. Despite Flounder’s old age, he could still keep up
with me, and I loved watching his long hound ears flap in the
moonlight.

Flounder. What was I going to do about Flounder?

My mom had already told me that she wouldn’t watch him
when I went to Officer Candidate School. “Take him to the
pound,” she had said. “He’s had a good life.”

Fuck her. Flounder was the only one in my life who had
always been loyal to me.

That was more evident today to me than ever.

I had one friend from back home who had offered to take him
while I was gone, but she didn’t really like dogs, and I felt she



had offered more out of guilt because my mom had threatened
to dump him at the shelter than out of a desire to love my dog.

Erik was great with my dog. And before tonight, I had
considered asking him, especially since I had planned to tell
him the truth about my plans.

But after what he had just asked me to do, all plans were off.

I continued to run down the beach past the lights of the Del.
But brighter beams beckoned me just beyond the hotel.

Glow lights. Oh my god! It was hell week! It was Sunday
night. Hell Week always started on Sunday. This had to be
a sign!

I ran to the edge of the base where I was still on civilian land
and stood there gawking in awe. There were around twenty-
five men in front of me, carrying swift boats over their heads
as their instructors yelled at them.

In six months, I would be one of them.

My heart chilled, and it wasn’t from the lack of sunlight. I had
to process what had just happened with Erik.

TritonFix.

My mom had been right. He had been using me. No matter
what he had said, I didn’t believe him. From day one, he knew
who I was; he had targeted me. I knew a man as hot as he was
could never be interested in me. I was an asset. Great on paper.
“Hey guys, my girlfriend is an Olympic Gold Medalist. Let me
tell you about my business and how I can help you achieve my
goals. That will be ten thousand dollars.”

Damn him. I refused to let him use me. My heart was crushed
—how stupid I was for possibly believing he didn’t have an
ulterior motive for dating me. I shut my emotions down. I
would kick him out of my place the second I returned tonight.

My eyes returned to the men in the water, their oars battling
through the surf as their boats flipped over. Their sadistic
instructors laughed at them as these poor candidates clung to
their dreams.



A few instructors glanced my way. I didn’t know if they had
seen me with Erik, but none of them dared to approach me.
Which was fine by me—at least they weren’t shooing
me away.

One of the boats came into shore. The men dropped into the
sand and rolled around, getting wet and sandy.

And then I saw it. One man ran to his instructor. The instructor
led him over to the bell, and he rang it three times.

A lump grew in my throat. That man had just quit. All his hard
work washed away like an abandoned sand castle.

The rest of the men were now all out of the water. The
instructors lined them up and ran them toward the back of
the base.

Toward the “O” course.

I grabbed Flounder’s leash and ran up the beach, past the Del,
in front of Erik’s condo building and toward the other side of
the base. Though I had no ID card, I could see the “O” course
from the road that ran along the Silver Strand Boulevard.
When I finally arrived, I peered through the wires on the fence
as cars whizzed by, making sure I had a tight grip on
Flounder’s lead.

Sure enough, I had been right. Men were attacking the course.
I waited for a few minutes, staring at Dirty Name. One by one,
the men slayed it.

Until one man, a tall, skinny guy with black hair, fell. He
picked himself up and tried again. And again. And again.

After a few more tries, an instructor walked over to him. The
instructor placed his arm around the man’s shoulders and
walked him off the course.

And over to the bell.

That man was out.

My heart dropped. That man hadn’t wanted to quit. I just knew
it. He couldn’t master one obstacle, a required obstacle during
hell week. So he had been forced to ring the bell.



I didn’t want to watch anymore.

I grabbed Flounder’s leash and ran back toward my place.

What if I couldn’t master Dirty Name? I needed every
advantage I could get.

I had actually liked Erik. Up until tonight, I honestly thought
we could have a future together if he accepted my career path.
Initially, I had been so against dating him because I didn’t
want it to appear like I was using him.

But now, that had all changed.

He had charmed me with dinner and a girl power movie. I had
slept with him. He had given me the opportunity to try Dirty
Name. He had forced me to overcome my fear of riding a bike.
I had fallen for him.

I had to turn off my feelings for him. Stop aching for him,
making him my first thought in the morning and my last
thought of the night. No more dreaming of a future together.

My worst fear had been realized. He liked me for what I had
accomplished, not who I was.

I would never be good enough for a man like him.

I choked back a sob, realizing that he had been using me.

Well, two could play that game.

If he was going to use me, then I was going to use him.

I had one week left in San Diego. I’d go to dinner with his
client. I’d pump Erik for information about BUD/S. And then I
would demand to try the “O” course again.

After that. I was done with men. If I wanted to have sex, I’d
have sex.

But I would never, ever listen to my heart again.
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he next morning, I had to leave early for work. I was
surprised that when I woke up, Aria was already up. Her

eyes were heavy, and her skin seemed puffy as if she had been
up all night.

“Morning. I made you breakfast.”

I stared at the plate she handed me. Scrambled eggs, bacon,
and toast.

“Thanks. You didn’t have to do this. But I appreciate it.”

I sat at the table and ate as she stared at me, nursing a mug of
coffee.

“I’ll go to dinner with your client. I’m sorry I got upset last
night. I was just caught off guard.”

Her words made me happy, but her tone seemed hollow.

“Are you sure, babe? You don’t have to.”

“No, I want to. I leave next Sunday. We only have one week
left together. I want to get in really good shape to train. Would
you mind working out with me?”

That’s my girl. “Not at all. I’d love to. Tell you what, I’ll come
by here when I get off, and we can go for a run and an
ocean swim.”

She blinked at me. “Sounds like a plan. Have a great day. I
was up all night, so I’m going to get some rest.” She gave me
a kiss on the cheek and went into the bedroom and shut
the door.



I looked at Flounder, who seemed to be as confused as I was.

“Women, buddy. I don’t get them either.”

I finished my breakfast and let myself out. As I ran to work,
my stomach was in knots. I couldn’t for the life of me figure
Aria out. But from what I learned this weekend she had had a
tough childhood. Maybe she just needed some patience and
understanding. On the outside, she was this confident
champion. But on the inside, she seemed conflicted.
Vulnerable even. Sometimes I would see this wounded look in
her pretty green eyes, and all I wanted to do was pull her close
and kiss away her worries.

But she was making it so fucking hard because she kept those
damn walls up.

Once I arrived on base, the first thing I did was go to our
computer to look up her dad. I didn’t think Aria was lying, but
many men claim to be SEALs.

I typed in Matthew Presley.

A man with bright red hair and Aria’s eyes popped up on my
screen. Class #201. Wow, dammit. There was a brief bio listed.
Everything she’d told me added up. Her dad had been part of
SEAL Team 3 and had been killed in a helicopter crash.

There was no mention in the obituary of a daughter. Just like
she had said—he hadn’t even known she’d existed.

I missed my father so much it ached, but at least we had a
great relationship while he was alive. I couldn’t even imagine
growing up without a father.

Guilt rushed through me. I had to be less hard on Aria, give
her even more time. My parents had demonstrated for me the
best example of a loving relationship. I needed to be patient
with Aria.

I worked long hours for the rest of the week and spent my free
time with Aria. Every day we worked out together, made
dinner, made love, and went to bed. I couldn’t put my finger
on it, but I still felt like things were different between us than
they had been before last week. But we only had this last week



together, and I didn’t want to put a damper on it, so I didn’t
bring it up.

Friday rolled around. I went to my place after work, took a
shower, and dressed in my finest suit. I was used to my
uniform, not evening wear. I shined my shoes, hopped in my
sports car, and went to Aria’s place.

She greeted me at the door wearing a sexy white dress and
heels. I’d never seen her in heels and took a moment to admire
her long, sexy legs.

“You look beautiful.”

“Well, you look handsome, too.”

Grabbing her hand, I escorted her to my car, and we hit the
road. I drove over the bridge and headed north up the freeway.
Once we exited the freeway, we drove through the guard gate
of the resort. The Grand Del Mar couldn’t be more different
than Coronado’s Del. While the Del was situated on one of the
best beaches in the world, the Grand Del Mar was hidden in
suburbia. Even so, the Grand Del Mar seemed more intimate,
more romantic. It was no wonder that many celebrities and
sports stars wed here.

I gave my car to the valet, took Aria’s arm, and led her into
Addison. The lobby was dim and rustic. High ceilings and
arched windows led into a library and an ornate marble bar.

Aria whispered into my ear. “Wow, this place is so fancy.
Reminds me of being in Europe.”

“I’ve been around the world, but never to Europe.” I flashed a
grin her way. “I’d love to take you there someday, sweetheart.”

“I’d … like that.”

The hostess took my name and led us to the dining room. Mr.
Johnson, a distinguished looking man with gray hair, a white
beard, and sea blue eyes stood up to greet us. He introduced us
to his wife, his business partner, Mr. Bradshaw, and his
partner’s wife. Then his eyes fell on Aria.

“Mr. Johnson, I’d like you to meet Aria Clements.”



His kind eyes brightened when he saw her. “The Aria
Clements? The Olympic Gold Medalist? What an honor to
meet you.”

He kissed her hand. “Thank you, sir. Thank you for inviting
me. What a beautiful restaurant.”

Mr. Johnson winked at me, and I smiled back. He was
definitely impressed with my date.

We sat in a massive booth, and the waiter explained the menu.

The sommelier came by to go over the wine list, but we all
decided to order the tasting menu with wine pairings.

I had prepared a long business spiel, but Mr. Johnson focused
his attention on Aria.

“So, Aria. Do you live in San Diego?”

She took a sip of her champagne. “No, I still live up in Marin.
I’m the celebrity Mermaid fitness instructor at the Del. This is,
unfortunately, my last weekend here.”

Mr. Johnson shot a glance at me. “Now Erik, you aren’t going
to let the mermaid swim away, are you?”

I placed my arm around her. “No, sir. I’m doing everything I
can to make her stay.”

Aria gave a forced smile, and I could feel her shift in her seat.

Mr. Johnson continued his line of questioning, clearly
enamored with Aria. “Do you plan to compete in the next
Olympics?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure. So many wonderful opportunities
have been presented to me. The only thing I’m sure of is that
I’m up for a new challenge.”

I eyed her hard. What did she mean by that?

Our first course arrived—four Kumamoto oysters with uni,
caviar, a champagne foam with a hint of lemon. They tasted
like pure ocean bliss.

Over the next six courses, we only briefly discussed business.
But once the wine started flowing, the topics of conversation



mostly fell to my thoughts on ISIS, North Korea, and the
boastful SEAL who bragged about killing Bin Laden.

One whiskey cocktail, one glass of champagne, and six glasses
of wine later, and I was definitely buzzed.

Mr. Bradshaw swirled his wine glass. “So Erik, what do you
think of the rumors that the Navy SEALs are going to allow
the first woman to try BUD/S?”

I almost choked on the glass of water I was sipping. Great.
This was the last conversation I wanted to have in front of
Aria. “Well, we haven’t heard of anything in the pipeline yet.”
I looked over at Aria, her face turning red. “But, I’ll be honest
with you. No woman will make it through. And even if one
could pass, she would ruin the cohesiveness of the Teams.”

Aria stood up. “Pardon me; I need to go to the ladies’ room.”
She hurried toward the back of the restaurant, and my stomach
dropped. I had pissed her off again. I just hoped she would
forgive me and come back. But this was a business dinner.
They were interested in hiring me because I was decisive and
had convictions. I always said what I thought, even if it wasn’t
politically correct.

Mr. Johnson leaned over to me. “Son, you really impressed me
tonight. For such a young man, you are very well spoken and
intelligent. Mr. Bradshaw and I are also, wise but we find that
our younger employees need someone that is more relatable.
We would love to hire you to conduct a week-long training
program for our employees.”

Yes! I wanted to scream with elation as the warmth and pride
radiated through my body. “Thank you, sir. I have some leave
coming up next month. I’d be honored. This means a lot to me.
I won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t. One more thing,” he leaned in close,
“don’t let a woman like that get away. If you are as smart as I
think you are, you’ll marry her.”
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oday was my final mermaid fitness class. Erik had
insisted we stay at the hotel last night because we both

had too much to drink. He drove me back over the bridge early
for my class.

As I walked into the Del pool for the final time, Isa greeted me
with a present.

I hugged her. “You shouldn’t have.”

“It’s just something small. I’m so sad to see you go. Are you
sure you can’t do another month? All of our classes have been
sold out because of you.”

“I’m sure. I have another adventure lined up.” I paused. “Hey,
I noticed you guys don’t have a dog. Is there any reason?”

She gave me a quizzical expression. “Actually, we were just
talking about getting one the other day. Grady wants an
English Bulldog, so we’ve been looking at rescues. Why?”

I bit my lip. “I’m in a bind. I have to go away to train for a bit,
but I’ll be coming back here in around six months. I have
nowhere for Flounder to go. He’s a great dog. My mom won’t
take him. Is there any way you would consider
watching him?”

“Of course I would. Let me text Grady.”

She typed on her phone as I opened the present. It was a
picture of Erik and me staring at each other in the pool the day
he took my class. My breathing slowed as the memory took
over and my body felt heavy. I was so conflicted. Hard as I



tried to fight it, I still cared about him very much. And he’d
been extra sweet to me lately, so it was impossible to stay
mad. All through dinner last night, I had warmed up to the
thought of being brutally honest with him about my
insecurities about his intentions toward me and about my
future plans. I had considered that maybe I had been wrong
about him using me to snag a client. The conversation had
focused mostly on Erik’s impressive career, and I hadn’t felt at
all like he had been using me.

In fact, I believed now with a hundred percent certainty that he
just wanted me by his side and I obviously had blown the
whole thing out of proportion. Yes, he had mentioned that
maybe I would be good at working at TritonFix, but his
reasoning was correct. Many Olympians were motivational
speakers.

And as angry as I had been with him that night he asked me, I
had no intention of using him. Even so, I wanted to try Dirty
Name again.

Unfortunately, my feelings toward Erik didn’t matter. He had
again reiterated his opinion that women shouldn’t be SEALs.
And that was a deal breaker for us.

We couldn’t be together…no matter how much I wanted it to
work out.

Isa looked back up at me. “Grady said no problem. But wait,
why didn’t you ask Erik?”

Think fast. “Oh, I would’ve. But he deploys so much.”

“That’s right. Well, don’t worry about Flounder. We will take
great care of him.”

“Thanks. You don’t know how much this means to me. And
thank you again for this picture. I love it.”

“You’re welcome.”

The guests began to arrive. As I taught my final class, my
thoughts returned to Erik. I had just over twenty-four hours
left with him, and then I would have to say goodbye. How
could I now live without him? I craved him. Who would I turn
to when I needed support? Who would write him letters and



tell him how much he was loved when he was deployed? The
thought of disappearing from his life was ripping my heart out.
Within the next two weeks, I’d be reporting for Officer
Candidate School.

But in six months I would return to this island.

I would become the first female Navy SEAL. And maybe, just
maybe, Erik would amend his views on women in combat. If
he did, perhaps we would have a chance of then starting a real
relationship. But I wouldn’t hold my breath. As Erik had
reminded me about his buddies’ who had drowned, sometimes
holding your breath was the end of your world.



25



I

ERIK

woke with Aria cuddled on my chest, her long hair splayed
across the pillow. A surge of lust flowed through me. It

was Sunday morning, and I wanted to spend all day with her in
bed. I slipped out of the covers careful not to wake her and let
Flounder outside. Her dog ran around the tiny yard his ears
flapping in the ocean breeze. A great dog, a gorgeous woman
in bed, my idea of the perfect Sunday.

A few minutes later, Aria emerged from the bedroom rubbing
her eyes.

I greeted her with a kiss. “Morning, babe.”

“Morning. You hungry? I could make us some breakfast.”

“I’ve got a better idea. Why don’t we hop in my car and get
brunch in Cardiff-by-the-Sea? It’s a great little beach town.”

She didn’t reply, just stared at me with a furrowed brow.

“Do you have any other suggestions?”

“No.” She paused. “Okay, actually I do. You’re going to think
I’m crazy, but ever since I ran the “O” course, I’m obsessed
with Dirty Name. Is there any way you will take me back to
base so I can try it? Once I master it, we can head up the
coast.”

“Babe, it’s our last day together before you leave.”

“I know. And we can spend the rest of the day doing whatever
you want. Can’t we go for just an hour?”



What the fuck? “No. It’s my day off. The last thing I want to
do is go to work. I know men about to go through BUD/S who
don’t even practice on the weekend. Just forget about it.”

She shook her head. “I can’t. You don’t understand … I just
have to complete it to move on. It’s this thing I have. It’s going
to drive me insane.”

I studied her face. She made strong eye contact with me, and
her posture was erect with her chest jutting out. Determined,
resolute.

Part of the reason I had pursued her was for this very reason—
that she was a champion. It would be ridiculous for me to
begrudge that quality now.

“It isn’t built for women because the second log hits right at
your breast bone. You have to catapult yourself up and land on
your waist.”

She nodded. “Yes, I know. I’ve studied videos since I failed.”

Studied videos? What? Why? Was she watching Youtube
clips? “It’s just an obstacle course. You’ve won a gold medal.
Who gives a fuck if you don’t complete it? It’s not like you’re
training to be the first female SEAL.”

Her mouth flew open, but she quickly shut it.

And for a second a wild crazy thought crossed through
my head.

Maybe she was.

Holy shit.

That could’ve explained why she had been so mad when I’d
said that I didn’t think women should be SEALs. Why she was
being evasive about her training. Why she was so damn
determined to finish Dirty Name.

I rubbed the back of my neck and stared at her. Not as a
woman, not as a girlfriend, but as a warrior.

I objectively assessed her. She wasn’t anything like the type of
women who I thought would want to become SEALs. Why



would she give up her career, her sport, and her endorsements
to join the military?

Then again, Kyle had.

My officer Kyle had traded in his baller lifestyle for a life in
the Teams. Kyle had done it because he believed in our
mission. But he had also once confided in me, that he had also
done it because he wanted a challenge.

I bet Aria felt the same way.

And her father had been a SEAL. Maybe she was doing this as
a way to create some type of connection with the father she
had never met?

Heat rose in my chest. Was she playing me? Using me to get
an edge?

I forced my mind to calm and pushed those crazy thoughts out
of my head.

No. I had it wrong. That wasn’t it at all. She was just a driven
champion. An Olympian. A feminist. A woman who would
stop at nothing to achieve her goals. She probably saw Dirty
Name as some sort of American gladiator like challenge. Hell,
maybe we could team up together and win one of those
couples’ fitness events. And no doubt, we would win.

I exhaled and relaxed my shoulders. “Fine, champ. I’ll take
you to the course for one hour and work with you. But that’s it.
If you don’t complete it, you need to just move on. And for the
rest of the day, we’re going to relax. No training, no workouts,
no ocean swims. I want pizza and beer. Deal?”

“Deal.” She hugged me. “Thank you so much, babe. This
means a lot to me. I feel like you’re the only person I’ve ever
met who understands my drive.”

“I do, but here’s the thing. Everyone fails. When a member of
my Team tells me he has failed, I say good. Not because I’m
an asshole, not because I don’t care, but because every time
you fail you have the opportunity to improve.”

Her mouth contorted. “But that’s the thing, Erik. Of course,
I’ve failed. I never told you this, but a few years before the



Olympics, I fumbled a body jump at the Collegiate national
championships. I cost my team the gold. I was humiliated,
filled with shame. My mom never lets me hear the end of it
and my coach couldn’t even look me in the eye. But I
regrouped and improved. I’ve never quit, and I’m not going to
start now.”

I embraced the woman in front of me as my heartbeat
quickened. I wasn’t just attracted to her; I respected her. She
was the type of woman who wouldn’t give up on anything that
was important to her. The type of woman who had her own
interests and goals and could be faithful to me when I was
fighting a war on the other side of the globe. I’d only known
her for a month, but my feelings toward her were not casual.

I was falling in love with her.

Mr. Johnson was right. I should marry her.
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e cruised down to the base on our bikes. I loved the
feeling of the ocean breeze blowing through my hair

and the scent of the salt water tickling my nostrils. This life
was the life I wanted to live. Eric supported me, unlike any
person I have ever met. If he could only accept my career path,
I knew we could make it work. Maybe if I mastered Dirty
Name today, it would give me the strength to tell him. And he
would see that I could pass BUD/S.

My mom had always pushed me, but it was for her benefit not
for mine. She used my success to validate herself. As if raising
an Olympian somehow proved that she was a good mother.

News flash it didn’t.

My mom had sacrificed for me, no doubt, but she was cruel
and emotionally abusive. I frequently felt that my only worth
to her was what I could accomplish and that she didn’t love
me for me.

Erik, on the other hand, pushed my boundaries. Ever since I’d
met him only a month ago, he had already had a positive effect
on my happiness.

As icing on the cake, unbeknownst to him, he was also giving
me an advantage to help me achieve my goal.

And after our dinner the other night, I was even more
impressed by him. I wanted him to succeed. I was proud to be
by his side. I could help him as much as he could help me.

I think I’m in love with him.



Once we arrived on base Erik led me to the “O” course. This
time I was in luck as a bunch of BUD/S instructors were
training candidates nearby. Around twenty men stood on the
shore of the beach holding Swift boats above their heads.
These were the men who had completed hell week last week.
The winners. The sight of my future filled my soul with
adrenaline. I was so close to my dream that I could taste salt
water in my mouth and feel the sand embedded in my skin.

Erik turned to me. “Okay, champ, we’re going to try this
again. Place both of your feet hip distance apart, and jump so
your hips wrap around the first hurdle.”

I took a deep breath and focused on the hurdle. For years, I’d
worked with a sports psychiatrist, and I had learned to practice
creative visualization. How to psych myself out before
competitions. Imagine my body executing the flawless routine
had become my daily mental practice.

Dirty Name would be no match for me.

I steadied my feet on the log, bent in a squat position, and
jumped on the hurdle.

Smack. My body hit with a thud and dropped into the sand.

“Again.” Erik’s voice was calm and reassuring. Just what I
needed.

I jumped again, with the same disastrous result.

And again.

And again.

For the next fucking hour, I jumped so many times that my
entire body ached. I should’ve given up, but I couldn’t stop.
Like an addict, I kept returning to the starting point, unwilling
to accept defeat.

I jumped again, this time face planting against the wood,
splitting my lip open. I wiped the blood off my mouth, picked
myself off the dirt, and walked back to the starting point.

Erik ran over to me. “Okay, babe, that’s enough. Seriously.
You did a great job, and I’m proud of you. But you need to
give it up. I’m going to call it.”



“No.” My voice shook. “You have to let me try again. I can do
it. I’ve almost got it.”

He pulled me into him and held me tight. “Hey, what’s with
you? Why is this so important to you? You act like it’s life and
death. It’s not like you’re one of those guys out there whose
career depends on this course.” He pointed to the BUD/s
candidates, now riding the waves in their boats.

Ha. He would reexamine every bit of our relationship in his
head next year when he learned the truth.

But right now, I couldn’t deal with him. Like a petulant child, I
stormed off.

He caught up to me. “Aria, what the fuck is going on with
you? You are blowing hot and cold with me. I get it. You’re
competitive. But you can’t win every time. And it’s okay.”

I turned to him, my face red and blotchy, the metallic taste of
blood dripping down my throat. I couldn’t hold back any
longer. My emotions burst onto the sand. “It’s not okay. You
have everything. You’re gorgeous, have a dream career, and a
family who loves you. All I have is winning. I have no close
friends, I never met my father and I never will, and my mom is
abusive and uses me. I have nothing. No one cares about
synchro. Winning is the only thing I’ve ever been good at.”

God, I sounded pathetic, but I couldn’t hold back.

He clutched my shoulders and forced me to look at him. “You
have me. I fucking love you. I can’t fight it anymore. Don’t
you get that? I love you, Aria, though I’m not sure why,
because honestly, you’re a fucking mess, but I love you
anyway. I’ve never met a woman like you. You’re everything
I’ve ever wanted. I can make you happy. We could be the best
team. We’d be unstoppable together.”

OMG! Did he just say he loved me? My heart leaped for joy. I
was in love with him, and he was in love with me. We loved
each other. He had seen my quirkiness, my madness, and yet
still loved me.

But I couldn’t tell him how much I loved him.

No. No.



There was no room in my world for love. None. Not now.
Definitely not now.

And he may love me now, but his love would turn to hate
when he realized the secret I had been keeping from him.

He would leave me the second he found out I had joined the
Navy on a BUD/S contract.

My hands shook and my vision blurred. How had I let this get
so far? This was supposed to be a summer fling and
nothing more.

I had to end this.

I had to end this now.

I stared at this fine ass man in front of me. A man who I never
thought in my wildest dreams would be attracted to me, let
alone tell me he loved me. I prayed for the strength to tell the
only guy I had ever loved goodbye.

“Love me? You don’t even know me. You don’t know
anything about the real me.”

He shook his head and clasped my hands in his. “You’re
wrong, sweetheart. I do know you. I see you, Aria. The real
you. You are so determined and strong. You will stop at
nothing to win. You are worthy of being loved. Please, stop
shutting me out. Let me love you.”

I choked down my sobs, refusing to let him see me cry. Let
him see on my face how much I cared about him.

How much I loved him, too.

But unfortunately for both of us, I didn’t love myself.

“You really want to know who I am? I’m a liar. I’m a fraud. I
use people. If you knew who I really was, you would want
nothing to do with me. Goodbye Erik.”

And I stormed off the base back to the Hotel Del, leaving my
pretty sea foam cruiser, and my man, behind.

My body was battered and bruised. But at least it was in one
piece.



Unlike my heart.
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stood there in the sand as Aria stomped off, sand from her
boots flying in my face. What the fuck had just happened?

Had she literally just dumped me because I wouldn’t let her
keep trying Dirty Name? What the hell was wrong with her?
Why was that goddamn obstacle so important to her? More
important to her than I was?

And she had just told me she was a liar. What had she been
talking about? How had she lied to me?

Dammit. Why had I let my guard down around her? I had even
considered a future with her. This was my fucking fault. Not
hers. She had told me from day one she didn’t want anything
serious because she wasn’t going to be in town, but my dumb
ass pursued her anyway. As a SEAL, I tried to push away from
my emotions, focus on the facts. But the fact was my heart had
just detonated into a thousand pieces.

I grabbed her stupid bike and mine and walking both bikes
back to my garage.

What the fuck was I going to do with this bike? I could’ve
given it to Holly, but she already had a bike. I could donate it
somewhere or give it to one of my buddy’s wives.

But maybe, one day, Aria would return. Apologize for flipping
out on me.

Until I heard from her again, I would keep the bike, and try not
to remember how happy she looked riding it.



28



O

ARIA
SIX MONTHS LATER

n a cold winter day, my plane touched down in San
Diego. Had it really been five months since I’d left my

heart here? I was so ashamed of running out like a child. And
now I was back. Would I run into Erik? I wondered if he was
even stateside or if he was deployed? As much as I missed
him, I secretly hoped he was deployed so I wouldn’t run into
him. Until after I had passed BUD/S. I didn’t need that
distraction. One look at him on base and I would lose all my
focus.

Even worse than my fear of confronting him was how much I
missed him. I had deluded myself into thinking I would be
able to get over him so easily. But unfortunately, that wasn’t
the case. I dreamt of him every night, and he filled my
thoughts every second of the day. Every time I achieved a goal
in my pre-BUD/S training, he was the first person I wanted to
call. I had even stalked him on Facebook. Each time I
refreshed his page, my heart stood still for a second, because I
dreaded seeing a profile picture of him with his arm wrapped
around a girl. But luckily for me, his picture remained only of
him. Either way, I knew my obsession with him wasn’t
healthy. I hoped that one day after I completed BUD/S, I could
see him and get some closure. And better yet, I dreamed that
he would give me another shot.

Isa and I remained in constant contact regarding Flounder. I
hadn’t told her either that I had joined the Navy. Once I made
it through hell week, I planned to apply to live off base and
rent a place in Coronado for Flounder and me.



I waited at the baggage claim for my luggage and then boarded
the bus for the Naval Special Warfare base. As we drove over
the Coronado bridge, my mind flashed back to my first kiss
with Erik. Gah, what was wrong with me? I had to push him
out of my mind now, or there was no chance of me
succeeding.

At least Officer Candidate School had been easy. Twelve
weeks seemed like a breeze compared to what I was in for at
BUD/S.

There was only one thing I dreaded more than seeing Erik.

Dirty Name.

I had studied so many videos since I’d left San Diego. And
though it looked so easy on tape, it was a mental block for
me now.

Like riding a bike had been.

Until Erik.

He had been the one to force me to overcome my biking fear.

I needed him to help me conquer my biggest fear of all.
Dirty Name.

But I’d blown any opportunity of that happening.

At this point, it was psychological. It had to be.

As we passed the Del, my heart hitched. Seeing the pool where
I had met Erik, passing his condo, gazing at the ocean where
we had made love, it was too much for me. I had to stop
thinking about him.

The bus pulled into the gate, and my heart pounded in my
chest as I scanned the men for any sign of Erik. But luckily
there wasn’t any. Blowing out a relieved breath, I focused on
what was ahead of me. Tomorrow I would start with Physical
Training Rehabilitation and Remediation for a few weeks
before I joined the Indoctrination Phase.

Then I would start First Phase. The first woman in history to
be in BUD/S.

I couldn’t wait. Bring it.



One more step toward my goal. My destiny. My future.

If I failed, then I would have given up my love for nothing.

But if I succeeded, then maybe it would be worth it. Maybe
Erik would even understand that I had had no choice but to
break up with him. I would be able to prove to him that a
woman could pass BUD/S and he would finally realize how
wrong he had been.

He would forgive me for deceiving him, and I would forgive
him for his antiquated views.

Any maybe he would love me again.
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oday was the first day of BUD/S.

I had been surprised when I had found out that I wasn’t
the only female in the pipeline.

But it didn’t matter. I was the only one who remained.

One hundred twelve men and three women entered the pre-
training program five weeks ago.

Eighty men and one woman remained.

I was officially the first female to ever join BUD/S.

Hooyah! Let’s do this.
I glanced around the outside near the barracks. The concrete
was damp from the early morning dew, but I knew soon
enough it would be drenched in sweat and water, sprayed from
hoses of our instructors.

Travis, a tall, skinny eighteen-year-old boy from Minnesota,
stood next to me, both of us shivering in the cold pre-dawn air.
“You ready? Someone always drops night one.”

I looked at him dead on and punched his arm. I knew the key
to succeeding was being treated like one of the guys.
“Absolutely. Bring it.”

“Awesome. Let’s warm up.” He dropped to the ground and
attempted some flutter kicks.

Before I dropped down also, I studied his form. “Hey, I
noticed you rest your legs on the ground between sets.”



He nodded. “Yeah. I want to take a break every chance I get.
They will destroy us.”

“No, don’t do that. I’m a swimmer. You need those hip flexors
strong, so we can pass our ocean swim test. Let me show you a
good stretch.” I knelt next to him and showed him how to
stretch deep, putting him in the correct position. He returned
the favor by placing pressure on my back and helping me
deepen my own stretch.

“Thanks, Demi. I hope you make it. I’m rooting for you.”

Demi. My newly anointed nickname. G.I. Jane in the flesh. I
smiled, touched by his support. Just like in synchro, I knew I
was only as strong as my partner. “Hey, let’s make a pact.
Let’s promise each other we won’t quit. We can be swim
buddies.”

He hesitated. Maybe he didn’t want to be paired with a
woman.

“I’d be honored. Hooyah.”

“Hooyah.”

I was pumped. I couldn’t wait. Nothing could stop me now.

We stood in line, next to the other men. Six SEALs in dark
blue instructor shirts ran out. I scanned their faces, preparing
myself to meet for the first time the men who would train us.

But as the first instructor stood in front of the group, I gasped.

A man stood front a center. His dark bangs, skimming his deep
blue bedroom eyes. His tanned, tattooed arms flexing under
his shirt. His perfectly chiseled face and strong jaw sneering
at me.

Oh fuck. Oh no.

It was Erik.

My heart dropped, and my legs quivered.

His eyes met mine, and I forced myself to keep my gaze
steady as my bottom lip quivered. A sudden coldness hit my
core, and it wasn’t from the chilly winter night. I blinked back



tears. I refused to cry. The first female BUD/S candidate
couldn’t cry under any circumstances.

It couldn’t be him. This couldn’t be happening to me. What
was this cruel twist of fate? All the ways I’d dreamed of us
meeting again, this had never been in the realm of
possibilities.

All my hard work would be for nothing.

For the first time since I’d set out to become a SEAL, I
doubted that I would succeed. And it wasn’t because of my
physicality. It was a mental game. Erik knew me better than
anyone. I had confessed to him my insecurities and confided in
him about my father. He knew me.

And he could break me.

My mind failed to comprehend what he was yelling about,
unable to grasp the depth of my nightmare.

For Erik—my ex, the man I’d lied to and left, the only guy I’d
ever loved was my instructor.

And I was his student.
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he second my shift was over, I bolted out of the
compound. Fuck my fucking life. Aria was the first

female in BUD/S. I couldn’t believe it even though I had seen
her with my own eyes.

I hadn’t been blind. I had suspected her plan once but then
dismissed it as me being paranoid.

I walked into my office and slammed the door behind me.

But no sooner than I had sat down, Kyle appeared at my door.
He knocked, and I signaled for him to come in.

“Commander Anderson, I’d like a word.” His face was stern,
his brow furrowed.

Oh fuck. “Sure, sir.”

Kyle sat in front of me. “By now you know about Aria. I
wanted to warn you sooner, but I was forbidden by the
Admiral to tell you. He wants her to succeed. He didn’t want
to risk you getting upset and approaching her during Indoc and
convincing her to quit.”

The Admiral knew? This was even worse than I imagined. “I
understand. I swear I had no idea she planned to be a SEAL.”

He nodded. “I believe you. But the problem is, the media
doesn’t.”

The media? What the fuck was he talking about? “I’m sorry,
sir. I don’t understand what you are talking about.”

He grabbed his phone and handed it to me. “Here.”



My eyes focused on the screen. An article from Daily Mail. I
read the headline, and my heart sank.

“EXCLUSIVE: This is the hunky Navy SEAL boyfriend of
Olympic Gold Medalist Aria Clements—who inspired her to
become the first female Navy SEAL.”

What the fuck? There was a fucking picture of me staring at
her in the pool at the Del, wearing that ridiculous sparkly
pink tail.

I forced myself to read on. My stomach was completely
nauseated as I realized my career was over.

Aria Clements, 23, had been dating military officer
25-year-old Erik Anderson last summer.
The couple met in Coronado where he is based at the
Naval Amphibious Base.
Aria, a graduate of Stanford University, won the
Olympic Gold medal in synchronized swimming at
the last summer games.
A top graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy in
Annapolis, MD, Erik was described in his yearbook
as “known for his love of fast cars and faster women.”

My blood boiled and every muscle in my entire body tensed.
My name, my picture was splashed over the internet. I swiped
back on his phone to the news feed, and my fears were
realized. It was the number one story on the site.

Fuck. My. Life.

I slammed my fist into the desk.

Kyle stood up and placed a hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay,
man. This will die down. My name and face were on the cover
of People when I married Sara. And I’m still here.”

“I’m begging you, sir. Please put me on Second Phase and
then switch me back to First Phase when she quits. I can’t see
her. I can’t be around her.”

Kyle shook his head. “I’d love to, but my hands are tied. The
Admiral believes that you are the only person who can help



her pass. You will remain a First Phase instructor.”

God no. “Sir, no. I can’t. I won’t help her. She lied to me. She
betrayed me.”

“Look Anderson. This is work, suck it up. She’s a job to you
now. The thing is everyone believes she is qualified and they
want to see a woman graduate. She was in the top ten of her
Indoc class. I’m ordering you to help her. Not bend our
standards, we will never do that. But you will help her. As her
instructor. You are strictly forbidden from seeing her during
your off time. I mean it. I’m sorry. This will all blow over once
she graduates.”

“If she graduates.”

He glared at me. “She will graduate. Be sure of it. In fact,
make sure of it. Good night.”

Kyle walked out of the room, and I grabbed my own phone. It
was lit up with hundreds of texts and missed calls. My email
box was also flooded.

Fuck. I’d be the laughing stock of the SEAL team.

I found the flask of whiskey in my drawer and knocked back a
drink. But even the liquor did little to calm my nerves.

I would be her instructor, but I would teach her the same as
any other candidate. I would not help her outside of class. She
would get no special treatment.

Since she’d vanished from my life, I’d missed her. Every day
of my last deployment I fantasized about fucking her again,
even just spending the day with her.

But no more.

Yes, I had loved her.

But I despised her now. That bitch had used me. And the only
thing I was certain of at this moment was that I would never
love her again.
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he instructors ran us ragged for eight hours straight,
changing shifts halfway through. Four men hand ringed

the bell before the night was over. Once realization set in that
the instructors weren’t going to let up, that this torture was
only the beginning, the men who were not committed bailed.

But I remained.

We were finally dismissed to our barracks rooms. I had been
lucky enough to live alone since I was the only woman left.
The rest of the men went to the chow hall and hit the showers.

But I had to find Erik.

BUD/S candidates were allowed to leave the base. Some of the
married ones even lived in town with their wives and kids.

I flashed my ID and walked off base. Seven months ago, I had
only been allowed on base with Erik. Now, I had my own
ID card.

Though my calves burned, I ran across the beach. Straight to
Erik’s condo.

I pressed the elevator and exited on his floor, remembering the
first night he brought me here after we had made love in the
ocean.

I stood in front of his door, working up the urge to knock. I’d
finally raised my fist, but the door flew open before I could
make contact.



Erik stood there, his hair wet, his shirt off, in nothing but a
towel.

His body looked even more ripped than I had remembered.
How was that even possible? His skin was tanner; his muscles
were bigger; his abs were more defined.

Fuck, was he trying to torture me?

His fresh woodsy scent drove me wild, and I couldn’t help but
stare at his happy trail that led to his beautiful cock. I wanted
to pounce on him like a feral cat, suck him off, make him need
me, show him how much I loved him.

His eyes scanned the hallway, then without a word, he grasped
my arm and pulled me inside.

“What the fuck are you doing here, Aria? You can’t come to
my place. I’m your fucking instructor. You got that? Get the
fuck out of here.”

“No, please.” I pleaded. “Just give me five minutes.”

“Five minutes? No. You don’t get to talk, woman. I’m in
control. I’m in charge. You fucking used me, dammit. You
used me to get an edge in training. How dare you show up
here tonight. Who the hell do you think you are? You ruined
my fucking life. I wish I never met you.”

His words hurt worse than the four hundred pushups he had
inflicted on me earlier.

“How did I ruin your life?”

He grabbed his phone and thrust it into my hand. “This. Have
you seen this?”

One look at the screen and guilt consumed me. There was a
picture of Erik and me in the pool at the Del staring at each
other. There was another picture of us dressed as Wonder
Woman and Aquaman at Isa’s party. And a final picture of us
on the “O” course, with him helping me with Dirty Name.

“Oh my god. No, Erik. I had no idea. None. You have to
believe me! Who took these pictures? Who sold them? I know
it wasn’t Isa, she would never—”



A vein popped on his neck. “I don’t give a fuck who took the
pictures. They are out there. You have ruined my career.”

“I’m so sorry, Erik. I never wanted to hurt you. I tried to tell
you, but I was scared about how you would react.”

He pointed his finger at me. “Did you ever think that when this
got out, you would ruin my career? No, you didn’t. You are
too self-absorbed to think of anyone but yourself.”

A lump grew in my throat. “That’s not fair. There is no way I
could predict this happening.”

“`I don’t care if you are the first woman in BUD/S. You will
fail. I’ll make fucking sure of it. You will ring that fucking
bell. Not because you’re not strong enough, not because you
lack endurance, but because you’re a liar. You’re deceptive.
You have no integrity. You don’t have what it takes to be a
SEAL. Now get the fuck out of here.”

I dropped to my knees. “Please. I’m begging you. Just please
listen to me. I love you.”

His eyes shot daggers at me. “Love me? You love me? You
don’t have a fucking clue what love is. I would’ve done
anything for you. Anything. Do you know that? I was crazy
about you. I saw a future with us. But you used me. You
ghosted me. And now you show up here and make me the
laughing stock of the Teams. You make me sick. I can never
be with you. Never.”

I placed my hand on his waist, but he pushed it off. “I’m sorry.
I didn’t have a choice. You told me you didn’t think women
should be SEALs. You wouldn’t have supported me. I didn’t
want to date you. In fact, I told you no when you asked me out
because I didn’t want any complications. But you asked me
out in front of your family. And you wore me down, so I
figured why not? What could it hurt?”

“Gee thanks,” he snarled.

I withered under his icy glare but forced myself to go on. “I
didn’t want to fall for you. I fought it every step of the way.
But I couldn’t help it.” I sniffled, and a tear rolled down my
cheek. “I fell in love with you, Erik. I still love you—nothing



has changed for me. Time has stood still for my heart. When I
realized that I loved you, I knew I should’ve told you about
joining, but I couldn’t. I was scared to death. I’ve never been
scared of anything in my life. You have to believe me.”

For a second, I thought I had gained an ounce of
understanding. He pursed his lips and focused on my face.

“I don’t believe you. I don’t want anything to do with you.
You are my student. And you won’t be for long. You will ring
that goddam bell, no matter what the brass tells me. The
sooner, the better. Goodbye, Aria.”

He grabbed my wrist, pushed me out of his place, and
slammed the door.

I couldn’t move. The emotion I’d been holding in for months
poured out. The sobs came heavy, my chest contracting.

He had been right. I should’ve been honest. But I had been so
scared because of his strong feelings about women in combat.
Couldn’t he realize that? How could I have ever told him the
truth?

I pulled myself together and left the building.

Erik was right about my deception.

But he was wrong about one thing.

I would never ring that bell.
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he next morning, I had the balls to dawn shift. Today I
would make sure she dropped. Kyle had given me an out.

He had told me that we wouldn’t lower our standards. Well,
she wouldn’t be able to meet them.

I was still so fucking pissed she had never told me she had
joined the Navy. But she had been right about one thing.

I would’ve broken up with her if I had known she had wanted
to be a SEAL.

How had I missed the signs? They were all there. Her
excitement when I let her on base. Her anger when I told her
that I didn’t think women should be in combat. Her obsession
with Dirty Name.

Dirty Name.
Yes! That was it. Dirty Name was her Achilles Heel. She had
spent an hour trying to conquer it but had been unable to. It
had been a mental block for her.

It would be the reason she would fail.

My skin tingled with excitement. Because I knew she already
had the run times and she had a great time in the ocean swim.

And she would never quit.

But if you don’t pass the “O” course in BUD/S, you fail.

And she would fail.



I laced up my boots and ran down to the base. Devin caught up
with me.

“Nice tail, man. Though I think lavender is more your color.”

“Fuck off.”

“At least we don’t have to take bets about which one of us will
bang her first. You already hit that.”

I smacked him. “Shut your fucking cock holster. Don’t you
talk about her like that. Got it, rock star?”

Devin smirked. “Relax, man. I thought you hated her. I’ll be
happy to take her off your hands.” He knelt on the ground and
clasped his hands together. “‘Yes, Instructor Xander. Please let
me suck your cock.’”

Rage pulsated through my body, and I slammed him against a
locker. “What the fuck did I just tell you? If I hear you or any
other guy harassing her, I’ll fuck you up. Am I clear?”

I released him, and he straightened his shirt. “Whatever, bro.
I’m just fucking with you. I knew you still wanted her.”

“Fuck you.”

I stormed away from him, trying to put my mind on straight.
Of course, I still wanted to fuck her. She was gorgeous, and I’d
never forget for the rest of my life how warm her pussy felt in
that cold ocean. How I fucked her raw against the wall. How
she had been my dirty girl.

But it didn’t matter anymore. I could never be with her again.

I walked down to the beach to join the other instructors on the
earlier shift.

The recruits were linked arm and arm in the surf as the waves
crashed over them. The men had their shirts off, and Aria was
wearing a sports bra. Some of the men were gasping for
breath; others were gagging on the salt water.

But not Aria. She lay in the middle of the shore, her bra sandy
and wet, and took deep breaths when each wave passed
over her.



She didn’t seem stressed. She didn’t seem frustrated. It was
almost as if she was calm. Completely centered and zoned.
What the fuck? This wasn’t yoga—this was surf torture.

I grabbed the microphone. “Get wet and sandy.”

The class ran up the beach, dropped and rolled in the sand.

She ran in front of me, her body covered in sand head to toe.
Some of the other men hadn’t followed my orders—leaving
portions of their body clean. But not Aria.

I ignored her and yelled at another man. “Hey, I see your chest
and arms aren’t covered. I told you to get sandy. When I give
you an order, you follow it. Is that clear?”

“Hooyah, Instructor Anderson.”

“Now get sandy.”

I stepped away from the group and strode over to Kyle.
“How’d she do on the run?”

He smirked at me. “Thirty-one minutes. She was one of only
ten who passed. Not the fastest time but she made it. And she
was second in the ocean swim. I’ll be honest with you; I think
she’s going to make it.”

I looked back over at her, doing mountain climbers in the
sand. Her body was in plank position as her knees alternated
stepping under her chest.

Some of the men’s hips were raised in the air, but not Aria’s.
She maintained her flat back and alignment.

Kyle was right—she could make it. The only thing that stood
in the way of her and that trident was Dirty Name.

And me.
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rik hadn’t even acknowledged my existence today, which
I guess was a good thing. I refused to think about what

he had said to me the other night.

I only had one thing on my mind.

Dirty Name.

Erik stood in front of us. “Today you will attempt the obstacle
course. For most of you, this will be the first time you’ve ever
tried it.” He shot me a dirty glare, and I shot it right back to
him. “Many of you will fail. If you do, we will drop you. You
must complete this course in less than fifteen minutes. Let me
show you how it’s done.”

And there Erik went, sprinting through the course like it was a
hopscotch on a child’s playground. Fuck that guy.

This time he used a different technique on Dirty Name. Instead
of using his wrists to pull himself up, he took a running jump
off the log and then landed with both feet planted firmly on the
first hurdle. Damn show off. What was he? A ninja?

He finished the course and walked over to the group, a cocky
smirk on his face.

Why did he have to be so hot?

I centered my mind, focused on my breath. I could do this. I
would complete Dirty Name. Today.

My classmates ran in front of me, but I quickly over took
them. My agility came in handy up the ropes.



And I had the advantage of having run this before.

But then, it stood in front of me. Dirty Name. The obstacle that
been the death of my relationship with Erik.

I would not allow it to be the death of my dream.

Just as I was about to jump, Erik ran beside me.

“Clements. Are you going to fall again? You’re a goddamn
officer, an Olympian.”

“No, Instructor.”

Like a cat, I crouched on the log as I had done so many times
in my mind and sprung up, leaping to the hurdle. My arms
reached it this time, and I grasped them around it, hugging it
for dear life, but I lost my grip and fell to the ground.

Fuck.

“That was pathetic, Clements. What is wrong with you? How
hard is it to do one leap? Is this like the time you fucked up
that body leap at nationals and caused your team to lose the
championship? Just like you will cause good men to lose their
lives due to your incompetence? That didn’t even remotely
resemble perfection. And it’s because you are inside your tiny
little brain defeating yourself. Do it again!”

Fucking asshole. I hated him. How dare he bring up something
I told him in confidence out here. He was trying to shake me,
but I wouldn’t let him.

I ran back to the log, praying this time would be the one. I was
so close. I squatted low and propelled myself up to the hurdle,
my palms slamming against the wood.

“You failed, Aria. This isn’t the Olympics. There is no prize
for 2nd place. We call it first place loser. You’re a loser. If you
don’t master this hurdle, you will be dropped. Is that
understood?”

“Yes, Instructor Anderson.”

“Drop down and give me one hundred pushups. If you mess
up, start again. If your chest isn’t parallel with the floor, your
ass better be up in the air. Is that clear?”



“Yes, Instructor Anderson.”

I dropped to the sand and knocked out my pushups, making
sure to eat the sand with every damn one.

Over the past week, I’d become a connoisseur of sand. Though
I preferred the salty aftertaste of the sand closer to the shore,
the sand on the “O” course at least wasn’t mixed with tire
tracks residue like the sand that was alongside our
running path.

I would not give up. I would conquer Dirty Name. I would
spend every free second I had practicing it until I made it.

I looked up and caught Erik staring at me. But his normally
angry scowl toward me was absent. He seemed to be eye
fucking me. And was that a smile on his face?

But he had just berated me.

Hmm. Berating me was his job…

A thought crossed my head. I needed to see Erik again. Alone.
By now he must’ve had time to think. He was a rational man.
Maybe I could get him to really understand me. I needed him
to forgive me.

It was completely risky. If we were caught together, I would
inflict even more damage on his career, and I would probably
be forced out.

For the first time, I realized I wanted something even more
than becoming a SEAL.

Erik.

I needed to at least let him know that what I felt for him was
real. How much I still thought we would be unstoppable
together. How much I craved him and wanted to make him
happy. I wanted to thank him for how he had treated me when
we were dating. How his belief in me made me more certain
than ever that I would succeed at here.
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oday the candidates had a timed one-mile bay swim
without a wetsuit. The water was around fifty degrees. It

would be a brutal one.

The candidates paired up with their swim buddies, and we
tossed them off the boat into the bay.

I grabbed my megaphone. “Remember, it’s mind over matter.
If you don’t mind, it won’t matter.”

Twenty minutes into the swim, I noticed that Aria’s swim
buddy was struggling. Usually, around this time in training,
many SEAL candidates would still preserve themselves, not
willing to risk failing their evolution to help their partner.

But Aria remained by his side, urging him along. Another pair
quit and came crying to the side of the boat like babies.
Meanwhile, Aria and her partner arrived at the boat first out of
all pairs, completing their swim in less than thirty minutes.

She was shivering when I pulled her into the boat. I sat her on
the deck and handed her a towel. “Hey, you did a good job out
there. I liked the way you took care of your swim buddy.”

Her face brightened, but she didn’t respond. Her teeth were
chattering, and her skin had a bluish tint. I checked her
temperature, made sure she was fine, and then focused on the
pairs in the water.

And for the first time since she’d been in BUD/S, my heart
softened toward her. Had I forgiven her? Could I possibly see
things from her point of view? Because as hard as it was to



admit, deep down I knew she had been right. If she had told
me she had wanted to be a SEAL, I would’ve shut her down.

There was no way I would’ve accepted it unless I had been
forced to.

Later that night, I relaxed in my office at BUD/S. I was on
night duty, and most of my fellow Instructors had gone home.
The quietness of the base was a welcome change of pace from
the cacophony of training.

I took a moment to examine the facts.

She was top of her class. She had sailed through surf warfare.

What if she actually passed?

My phone rang. It was my sister.

“Hey. What’s up, sis?”

“Oh my god, Erik. Guess what? I just got in early action to
Stanford! I’m going to be able to compete on the synchro
squad.”

“Congrats, Holly. I’m so proud of you. Dad would be too.”

“Thanks. I can’t believe it. I never thought I’d get it. But Aria
called her coach—”

Wait, what? “You still talk to her?”

“No. I didn’t want to be disloyal to you. But the Stanford
coach called me today and said that Aria had recommended
me. I can’t believe she did that for me, well because, well
you know.”

Yeah, I knew all too well. I didn’t have to tell my family that
Aria was back in town. Thanks to the media, everyone in the
fucking world knew about my love life.

I said goodbye to Holly, grabbed a flask from my desk, and
took a swig. Then I heard my door creak open.

Aria stood in front of me. Her hair was wild, and she had
bruises all over her body.

“Aria—”

She placed her finger over her lips, and quietly shut the door.



“You can’t be here.”

She didn’t respond, and before I could say another word, she
ran behind me and crouched under my desk.

“Please. Will you just listen to me?”

If someone caught me with her, it would be both our asses.
She’d be kicked out, and I would be disciplined.

I pushed my chair out and whispered to her, keeping my eyes
staring straight ahead.

“There’s nothing to left to say. I understand why you didn’t tell
me. I forgive you. But it doesn’t matter. Our relationship is in
the past. We can never be together. I need you to understand
that and stop pushing me.”

“I do. I get it. I’ll stop. But… I miss you. So much.”

I glanced down at her. “Yeah?”

Her lower lip quivered. “You don’t know how many times I’ve
thought about us. What I felt, what I still feel, is real.” Her
hand grabbed at my belt.

Fuck. This was hot and forbidden. She was under my desk. No
one could see us.

“I’ve missed you, too.” I reached down and stroked her hair.
“And you’re doing a good job out there.”

She spread my legs open and released my cock from my
cammies. “Really, Instructor Anderson? Tell me how good
I am?”

“So good, baby.”

She hummed and wrapped her greedy little mouth around my
cock, taking me deep.

I grabbed the back of her neck, guiding her rhythm. If
someone passed by the room, it would look like I was just
relaxing in my chair.

“You naughty girl. I love your hot mouth. Every night in Iraq,
I dreamed of you sucking me off. Show me how much you
like it, Demi.”



Her tongue licked around my head, and she started to roll her
hand up and down my length. The combination of her mouth
and her firm grip of her hand caused the pleasure to pulsate
through me.

“I want to throw you over this table and fuck you from behind.
Would you like that, dirty girl?”

She nodded yes. Sucking, rubbing, and licking me until I
exploded into her mouth. She licked me dry and then she
placed my cock back in my pants.

“Aria, that was hot as hell. But that can’t happen again. Look,
I don’t hate you. But you weren’t honest with me. That’s a
huge deal breaker. And now, we’re fraternizing. This will
never work.”

“I know. I just want you to know, no, I need you to know, that
I loved you. I wasn’t using you to pass BUD/S. No one has
ever believed in me the way you did, and I’m eternally
grateful for spending that month with you.” Tears shimmered
in her gorgeous green eyes, and the sight just about broke me.
“You completely changed me. You’re everything I want in a
man. I need you to know how sorry I am. For not telling you
my plans, for leaving you, for any damage that article caused
to your career. I’m just so damn sorry.”

I looked down at this beautiful, insanely brave woman under
my desk. Did I still love her? Fuck. Why did this have to be so
complicated?

She wiped her mouth and slipped out from under my desk,
immediately facing me at attention.

“Good night.”

“Good night, sir.”

She turned to leave my office.

“Hey, one more thing. I’m proud of you.”

She smiled and walked out the door.

One thing was clear to me. I had never met a woman as
exceptional as Aria Clements.
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A

ARIA

few days later, I still hungered to taste Erik’s cum on
my lips again. I was high on his salty taste and

masculine scent. Had he really forgiven me? Maybe we still
had a chance?

It didn’t matter now. I had to focus.

While the rest of my classmates enjoyed the precious few
hours we were allowed to slumber, I met my enemy on the
battlefield.

I had a date with Dirty Name.

I returned to the “O” course, taking a moment to marvel at the
deep blue night ocean. I had two more days to conquer
my fear.

For the next two hours, I ran the course, each time failing
Dirty Name. I tried every technique I could think of. I went
faster, I went slower, I hoisted my legs over it, under it, threw
my body on top of the log, under the log, but I still couldn’t
complete it.

But I couldn’t give up.

I looked up at the condos where Erik lived. There was a light
on in his place, and I could swear he was watching me.

I needed him. Not as my lover. But as the only person who’d
ever really believed in me.

With his help and support, I could pass. Without lowering the
SEALs strict standards.



A lump rose in my throat. But I didn’t have him anymore. I
had to rely on myself.
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W

ERIK

e were two weeks into First Phase, and only forty-one
members of the class remained.

One of them was Aria.

But she wasn’t in the clear yet. Hell week was two days away.

And she still hadn’t been able to complete the “O” course.

Every day I trained her with her classmates.

And every night, I watched her from my bedroom window,
trying to jump on Dirty Name.

It was a bit past midnight. The class had to be up at four in the
morning. But as I gazed out my window, I saw a small figure
under the fluorescent lights, attempting to overcome her
hurdle.

At this point, it was mental. She was the most exceptional
performer in our class by far.

I knocked back a whiskey. One of the reasons I’d been so
against women in BUD/S was I thought we would have to
lower our standards.

But Aria had shown me that was far from the case. She hadn’t
just met our standards; she had exceeded them.

The goal of BUD/S wasn’t just to haze these men. It was to
ensure that they could succeed at war.

Deep down, we wanted all the candidates to succeed.

So why was I being such an asshole to Aria?



Was it because she hurt me? Humiliated me?

Or was it because I didn’t think she belonged here?

Kyle had ordered me to help her. The Admiral wanted her to
succeed.

If I was truly the only person who could help her pass this
hurdle, why was I holding her back? If it were any other
candidate, I’d help.

I hurriedly dressed and put my boots back on. I ran back to
base, flashed my ID, and made my way to the “O” course.

Aria was squatting on the first log of Dirty Name. She was
filthy and battered, but I still thought she was the most
beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

She turned as I walked up to her. “Please, I know I’m not
supposed to be practicing. Don’t kick me off the course. This
is my last chance. I’m so close, I—”

I put my hand over her mouth. “I’m not here to make you stop.
We’re going to do this together. It’s just like the bike, champ.
You got this.”

“Champ?” Her lips trembled, and she blinked rapidly. “You’re
helping me? You have no idea how much this means to me.”

“I’m helping you because of our past—I’m helping you
because it’s my job. I’m your instructor. That’s all it is. Don’t
speak. Watch me.”

I ran back and did a running start. Then I jumped off the log
like I had done a thousand of times before and landed on my
waist over the hurdle, using my forearms to propel me.

I returned to Aria.

“I’ve done that. It doesn’t work. I just can’t get it.”

I grasped her shoulders. “Yes, you can. Don’t say that. I
believe in you. You have completed both the ocean swim and
run in time. You’re an Olympian. You will do this now. We’re
going to do it together.”

She nodded.



We ran back into the sand, and I held her hand. A jolt shot to
my cock. Her touch always ignited me.

“One, two, three, go.” I dropped her hand.

We ran together, but I stepped out of the way. She leaped up
and pulled her body up with her forearms.

She started to struggle, but I cheered her on. “That’s it, champ.
You got it! Pull yourself up. Don’t look down.”

She wrapped her body around the bar using her legs and did it
again on the higher hurdle, before jumping down.

“You did it!”

I ran toward her and scooped her up into my arms. Before I
could stop myself, our lips met. I kissed her despite my vow
that this was just business and she was no different than any
other candidate. We were out in the open for the whole base to
see. My mind wanted to stop by my lips didn’t listen. I
grabbed the back of her neck and ravished her mouth, claiming
it for mine.

For now.

Forever.

She kissed me back furiously, her hands pressing against my
chest before I found the strength to pull away.

“Erik, I can’t thank you enough. I couldn’t have done it
without you. You don’t know how much this means to me. I
love you.”

At that moment, I knew that I still loved her.

That I had never stopped.

And I refused to ever let her go.

“I love you, too.”

Tears stained her cheeks. I hadn’t seen her cry once during
BUD/S until now.

I looked at her face in the moonlight, and I finally realized that
she was going to make it. I was staring at the first female
Navy SEAL.



And I was proud to be her man.

I lifted her chin up. “Stop it, champ. SEALs don’t cry.”



A

EPILOGUE

year after I first met Erik at the pool in the Del, I stood
amongst my classmates. Of the eighty-one people who

had started BUD/S, only sixteen remained.

And I was one of them. I had done it. I was the first female
BUD/S graduate.

My face was plastered on every magazine cover. Gold medal
Olympian turned GI Jane. I was livid at the news coverage.
The success of being an operator depended on my anonymity.
But I knew that Erik and I would get through it together.

Erik was no longer my instructor. After our public kiss on the
“O” course, Erik had been sent to Indoc until I was through
with BUD/S. And I had been training all day, so we had
agreed not to see each other until I graduated.

But unlike before, we had no doubts about our relationship.
We had vowed that night I conquered Dirty Name to be
together no matter what the costs.

And I graduated today.

I dressed in my crisp white Naval uniform and prepared to get
my diploma.

The commander of the base, shook each of our hands, one
by one.

“Congratulations Class 334. I welcome all of you to the
Teams. Hooyah and well done.”



I looked at the audience and saw that my mom was sitting next
to Erik’s mom and sister. Isa and Grady were also there. I
hadn’t spoken to my mom in months, and I didn’t want to
share my happy day with her. But today I would focus on my
blessings and not my family drama.

I made my way down the line and shook all my instructors’
hands. Erik was waiting for me at the end. Our relationship
now had become an open secret. Even so, we didn’t advertise
the fact we were together.

I stood in front of Erik and offered him my hand. He took it,
kissed it and knelt in front of me.

Oh my god.

“Champ, you earned your Trident today. But I’ve got another
piece of metal for you to wear.” He reached into his pocket
and grabbed a small velvet box. He popped it open, and I
gasped when I saw a gorgeous diamond ring. “Will you
marry me?”

“Yes, yes, yes! I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

And I knew that he truly loved me. He’d believed in me when
no one else had. He’d helped me overcome my fears. He was a
strong man who wasn’t emasculated by my success.

And I finally believed that I deserved him.

He placed the ring on my finger and then lifted me up into
his arms.

“Now, you’ll always be part of my world.”
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This book is dedicated to all the amazing wounded warriors
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freedom.



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 haunting famous 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 yours?”

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 overhead.

Hulk instantly 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
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. Just 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 we 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’d 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 slip it off
my feet.

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 yearned 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?
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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, headed
toward 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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ISA

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 had sex since my last relationship ended. 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.”



I

5

GRADY

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 had been 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 with one eye and a
spotty memory.

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 as 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, 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 begun 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
drive by. 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? Catnip to a wannabe psychologist? 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 had been 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. 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’d 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.
Loneliness and despair crashed in a wave over me, drowning
me in the agony I tried so hard to ignore.

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, intolerable 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 against the wall—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 choose 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 had been happy—I’d 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.

“I don’t want to 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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A

GRADY

ll fucking day I couldn’t get Isa out of my mind. How
she’d 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’ve clearly brought
shame to the Marines, but at least the publicity might’ve 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.

http://bit.ly/LWIduts


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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A

ISA

fter a silent 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
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, high school blaring from
every corner. 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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T

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 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 when she’d
saved my life. 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, replaced by lust.

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 was 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?”

“Next weekend. 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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I

ISA

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
next weekend.”

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 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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M

GRADY

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 that he pretty much never
used. 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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T

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 didn’t want to
be completely 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 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 remember her teaching me, 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, sitting
down on the sofa. “Straddle me.”

She flipped her hair out of her face and climbed on my 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’m going to get your
things.”

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

I led her to the spare bedroom.

Her eyes opened wide. “This place is beautiful. Thank you for
inviting me.”

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’d 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 in my life 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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I

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 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,” he called out.

“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. I was mesmerized by the
view of the lake. This place had to be worth at least a million
dollars.

“Please sit down. Would you like water or orange juice?”

I sat at the breakfast table in front of an already awaiting
coffee mug. “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 a glass of water and a
dozen red roses.

Swoon.
He placed the glass of water down, 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.

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.



21



I

GRADY

’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. I
didn’t want to leave the safe confines of this cabin and risk
having an episode. 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 my first year of 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;
they couldn’t possibly be true. I was afraid to let myself care
about her, 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 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 truck. 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 not, 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 door, 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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I

GRADY

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 since my injury.

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 eye-fucked Isa openly. 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 L.A.?”

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
Bella, 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. “Bella, 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
Bella can 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, Bella—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 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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ISA

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. And
nothing good came from wondering what if.

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 practically melting into him when he finally turned the
water off. The scent of salted caramel bubble bath filled the
room. Grady grabbed a teal 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’d 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
one man.

My 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, a refrigerator, a small table, a sofa,
and a queen bed made up with a pinecone 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 evening 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 comfort him. Try
to put down my walls too. Allow myself to fall in love with
him and be loved back.

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’d 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 decided to take a risk—put myself out there and let him
know what I was feeling. 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
ground 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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stood up, grabbed my pillow, and placed it on the sofa,
ready to sleep alone when she grabbed my arm.

Her eyes pleaded with me. “Can I spend the night with you? I
really want to try to make this work.”

Of course I wanted her to sleep 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 after witnessing my flashback. At this point I didn’t care
what her motivations were—I just wanted her near me.

“Sure. Just promise me you’ll wake me if I scream in my
sleep.” I tossed my pillow back on the bed and climbed under
the covers with her. “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 last night.”

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.”

Damn, this woman had me whipped already.
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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 another flashback. 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’d 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.
So, thank you.”

She gripped the sides 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’ve seen 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’d 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 weeks, 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 already knew what she was going to say,
“I care for you but this isn’t going to work”—the usual line of
bullshit. I was ready. Bracing myself, I asked, “What?”

“I love you.”
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ISA

told Grady I loved him. And he hadn’t said it back.

But I wasn’t freaking out yet. He’d asked me to be his
girlfriend—he’d 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.”

“You’re 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.

As we pulled up to the shooting range, my fingers tingled and
it wasn’t from the cold. I’d been raised shooting with my dad,
but after my mom killed herself with my his 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 truck.

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’s 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, then 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. Now, carefully pick up the
pistol.”

I hesitated to grab the gun, my heart beating rapidly. Grady
had brought his own pistol, a matte camouflaged-colored piece
of death, which he informed me was a 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 as I
drew in a shaky breath.

“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 adjusted 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.

As I rode this new high, I placed the weapon down, relieved to
relinquish its weight, both physical and emotional.

Grady picked up the gun. “Let me show you how it’s done.”

I took a step back, and Grady fired the weapon over and over.
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.

After he fired the final shot dead center in the imaginary
enemy’s forehead, he unloaded the magazine, placed his gun
in a case, and we walked out of the range.

As we exited the building, 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.

As I held the gun, 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. 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 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. Who knew
these dances actually had stories behind them?

Isa drilled me relentlessly with the steps and rules—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 didn’t have a clue how to really
bond with anyone. After all the losses I’d suffered, it felt too
dangerous, too risky, to open myself up to feeling, to caring
about someone. What if I lost her too?

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 had been
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. “I’ll take a rain check, 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.

After the song finished, I removed her blindfold.

Then she looked up and smiled at me. A genuine smile,
accepting, loving. She didn’t wince in horror at my face;
instead she looked at me the way I’d once prayed that
someone, someday, would look at me. Like 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.”

She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed my face. “I
love you, too. You make me so happy.”
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fter an epic night, we decided to take it easy the next
morning. We both sat close together 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 could 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.
Rejection stung my soul. I’d been wrong about her, wrong
about sharing my feelings. I hated myself for being stupid



enough to believe she could love me. I wanted her gone—out
of my life.

Forever.

In all honesty, I should’ve never allowed myself to get close to
her—from the second I’d first seen her, I’d known she was out
of my league. She was too beautiful, too sexy. How could she
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,” I said flatly.

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, cursing under her breath. 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.

“It’s more than that. This will never work. I just want to be
alone.” And I meant that with every cell in my body. I didn’t
need this internal anguish, this humiliation. I didn’t need her.

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
say that 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 wanted to believe 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
even 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 are, 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, hurt, love, and guilt
consuming me. I bit my nails, sped on the freeway, and

blasted 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. 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 at 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 but now tainted house, the scent
of Isa still lingering in the air. I was due back on base for

my next round of treatments by tomorrow. 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 in the past. 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, and 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 me 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,
see me dance.
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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, and I wondered if she had tried to get in touch
with me. But I wasn’t allowed a cell phone, internet access, or
even the daily newspaper 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’d been
together twenty-four hours a day, and I’d opened up to her
more than I’d ever opened up to anyone. In addition to her
physical beauty, she was compassionate and was able to see
me for me. 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, 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. 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 feeling strong and confident. Turns
out, Isa had given an interview to a reporter talking about

her relationship with me and clarifying that she was in no way
repulsed by me.

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, and I shook my head as I took it all in. 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.

Taking a deep steadying breath, 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 sported a face
full of stubble 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. Bella won’t shut up about you.”

“It wasn’t a bomb, it was a grenade.”

“That’s cool.” He lit a cigarette and it caught me off guard.
Didn’t dancers take care of their bodies? I expected that shit
out of my Marines, but not this guy.

“Let me get Bella 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. There is nothing going on together with us. And I’m
really sorry about that day I came at you. I was wrong. Bella,
she is 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 Bella was teen, 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 leaving me to deal with the
whiplash he’d just given me.

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. Maybe I hoped it would.

I walked toward the sound stage.

I was 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, and 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 overextended 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 wasn’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, Bella. 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’d 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, so proud. 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 as 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.

This song, this dance evoked exactly how I felt about Grady. I
loved him, I’d do anything for him. He was the most selfless,
kind man I’d ever met. All I wanted was to be his.

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’d 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. All I ever wanted was you. 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. But more than that, I was overwhelmed that she
had dedicated a dance to me. I now believed what she’d told
me all along—she wasn’t repulsed by me; she was in awe of
me. Though Pasha’s slimy hands on my woman repulsed me, 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 some that were unmarked. I
didn’t have time to waste. I kicked down the door of the first
one—no sign of Isa. I sprinted to the next one, busting in, but
again, my girl wasn’t there.

“Isa!” I called out, hoping she would respond.

But I heard nothing but the silence of the night. Which meant
only one thing.

She couldn’t speak.



Three more trailers broken into and I still hadn’t found her. I
finally came to one at the corner of the lot. One swift kick and
I’d hit the jackpot.

I’d found my girl.

Pasha was on top of Isa, his dick pressed against her thigh, one
hand rubbing her breast, one hand holding a gun. Her body
was stark naked, stripped for this pervert.

Hell no!

Bile rose in my throat. I was going to kill this guy.

“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 was 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?”

“Yes, Pashka. It’s always been you. Since we were kids, I
dreamed of this day. You know how much I wanted you.” She
caressed his hand and kissed him on the lips, and his grip on
the gun looked shaky.

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.

Cocking my arm back, I punched him square in the face,
knocking him out cold.

As Pasha slumped to the floor, I secured the weapon from Isa.

“Did he hurt you?” I wrapped my arms around her, her body
shivering.

“No, he just touched me. Scared me. You got here in time.”
Her voice cracked. “This is all my fault. Pasha, going on the
show. How did I not see this coming? I just want to go away
with you. You’re all I have.”

In this fucked-up moment, her words provided me comfort.
She was still my girl. “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.”

Isa was shaking, her body cold to my touch. I helped Isa dress,
called 911, and within minutes, police cars had surrounded the
trailer, with studio security finally deciding to show up.
Useless fuckers.

We were hauled down to the station to give our statements,
and after what seemed like hours of questioning, Isa and I
were finally free to go. Together.

“I don’t want to be alone tonight. Or ever. Can I stay
with you?”

I kissed her on the forehead, and gently stroked her hair. “Of
course, baby. I’m never letting you out of my sight.”
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y first goal was to get somewhere we could be alone.
Safe. Together. We checked into a nearby hotel and I

hoped we could start putting this nightmare behind us…

Once in the room, she kept her distance from me and shifted
on her feet. “I can’t believe you showed up. Where were you
all this time? I called you, texted you, messaged you.
Nothing.”

I was pleasantly surprised she’d been so persistent trying to
get a hold of me, especially since I’d told her that I never
wanted to see her again. “I’m sorry. 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 any 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. Made me realize that I needed to go after
what I wanted and not be stuck in the past. It helped to meet
guys I could relate to on a deeper level, who understood what I
was going through. Then 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 until you’re done.”

“No. I’m good.” I cupped her cheeks 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.” For the first time, I saw her completely differently. She
wasn’t a sex object to me anymore, she was a beautiful woman
who I wanted to make happy.

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?”

Had she already forgotten about the ball? “It’s a surprise.”
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he next morning, he woke me before sunrise. “Let’s go.”

I glanced at my phone to check the time. “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?”

He had a devilish smirk on his face. “I told you, it’s a
surprise.”

“Fine.” I didn’t know what he was up to but I reluctantly
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?” My nerves were jittery.

“The ball? Remember? You promised.”

“You’re taking me to Hawaii?” I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten
that the ball was today. I’d put it out of my mind after Tahoe. I
was thrilled that we hadn’t missed it.

“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. I wanted



more but he placed me down, and we headed into the airport.
My heart sang, and I couldn’t resist humming. Yesterday had
been one of the scariest 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. Don’t worry, baby. I’ve got it taken care of. Let
me spoil you.”

As we drove down to the mall, my head spun. Within twenty-
four hours, I’d gone from wondering if I would ever see Grady
again, to spotting him in the audience, to almost being raped
by Pasha, to end up in Hawaii, about to attend a ball, and meet
the President. And I couldn’t believe Grady had offered to take
me on a shopping spree. No man had ever done anything 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? It was really starting to
seem like it.

“Thank you, ma’am. My girlfriend is trying to find a dress for
the Marine Corps Ball. Very formal. Could you help her?”

Girlfriend. First time he’d said it to anyone in public. I loved
the way it sounded.

“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.

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 in the rest of our
shopping whirlwind, he also bought me heels and a clutch.
Before I knew it, he’d 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. The sight of
his scars never made me wince anymore. As far as I could see,
he was the sexiest man alive.



“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.

I stopped for a moment to take in the view of the beach and
the palm trees, the scent of freesias in the air. We walked
upstairs to the ballroom, all eyes staring at us. I’d had the
public eye on me before, but never on the arms of someone I
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’d 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 shook
it off, refusing to focus on what couldn’t be.

A bunch of Devil Dogs greeted us, including my best friends,
Beau, Diego, and Trace. I beamed with pride after introducing
Isa, as my girlfriend, to them. After catching up my men, 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,”
she said shyly.



“The honor is mine. Sergeant Williams tells me you’re a
dancer. I hope to see you dance tonight.”

She bit her lip adorably. “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 eighty-five, and the
youngest Marine, a seventeen-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 as 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,’
our guest of honor, 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 in a flourish of a
finish. 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. As the
applause continued around us, I reached into my breast pocket,
and pulled out a ring. I had a question to ask her.
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ISA

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?”

What? A day ago I thought I’d never seen him again. He
looked up at me, his face so hopeful, yet strong and confident.
We had so much to talk about, so much to work out. Were we
ready for this?

I took a deep breath. We would figure out all the details later.
All I knew was that I wanted to be with his man forever.

“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.
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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, and
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.

I’d decided not to write the war memoir with her father
because I wanted to avoid the media spotlight, especially since
we were starting our lives together. Isa understood, especially
after I confessed to her that the only reason I had agreed to the
book in the first place was to get close to her. But I did
introduce my father-in-law to a fellow wounded warrior and
they had agreed to collaborate on a book together. With his
new book deal, he was able to save the house. Isa’s
relationship with her old man was strained, but he was making
an effort to repair the damage he caused by stealing her
trust fund.

Money was 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
attempted rape. 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 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 instead 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 and 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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Individuals play the game, but Teams beat the odds.

— SEAL TEAM SAYING



INVALUABLE

I’ll be honest with you—I’m no saint. Sure, I turned down
my 9.6-million-dollar football contract to join the Teams but
I’ll never tell you the real reason why. The media has anointed
me a selfless, patriotic American hero. But it isn’t that deep—I
just want some action.

A one-night stand with a San Diego coed. I picked her out of a
steamy nightclub—sexy blonde hair, full breasts, nice ass. I
savored her warm touch, the scent of her perfume, and the
sound of her laughter. After she rode me all night, I took in the
ocean view from my condo, thankful for the blissful memories
she gave me to get me through my long deployment.

I cross paths with Miss San Diego again halfway across the
world in Afghanistan. Turns out she is a professional
cheerleader on a patriotic tour sent to entertain my Team.

I gaze into her beautiful blue eyes and give her my word that
she’s safe with me. And my word is my bond.

Then she is kidnapped.

Whoever took her, took the wrong girl. Because I will tear this
country apart to find her.

I’ll never win MVP, never get a championship ring, but some
heroes don’t play games.
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KYLE
LATE SUMMER, SAN DIEGO

ummertime in San Diego brought out all of the honeys,
and the blonde doll swaying her body to the latest jam

was no exception. There was something about the way she
held herself that set her apart from the typical. women of San
Diego. She danced on a platform while the fluorescent lights
highlighted her glistening, sand-colored golden skin. I bit my
lip. Man, she was fine. Her hips swirled around, and I couldn’t
help but imagine them swiveling on top of me. She wore a
tight, white tank top with a turquoise bikini top peeking
through and a bubblegum-pink skirt that hit right at her juicy
thighs—I wouldn’t be satisfied until I saw her clothes strewn
all over my floor.

I glanced at the window to see a long line of people waiting
outside, hopeful to get into Green Flash Bar & Grill, Pacific
Beach’s hottest nightclub. This place was always hopping,
especially on Taco Tuesday. It was walking distance to the
beach, had a DJ spinning dance tracks, and cheap beer and
great food. I scanned the place again. Always aware of my
surroundings, I also noted the green neon lights of the exits in
case I needed to make a hasty escape.

My wingman for the night, Victor Gonzales, nursed his beer.
He normally wasn’t my first choice for a sidekick, but my best
buddy Patrick Walsh had ditched me for his new chick, Annie,
who we’d rescued. It was a fresh relationship, yet more intense
than most. Poor girl had been kidnapped during spring break
in the Caribbean and forced into sex slavery. But no small-
time sex-ring scared us. We were motherfucking United States



Navy SEALs. There was never a question—we had to save
her. Now she was safe back home in San Diego, madly in love
with her savior, Pat. It was like the plot of a Hollywood movie.
Despite swearing to us he wasn’t interested in a relationship
with her, that he was only doing his job, Pat was acting like a
lovesick puppy, too. Don’t get me wrong, I was happy for the
dude, but I missed my bro. And it was hard to understand how
he could be satisfied with carrying on with a relationship with
our lifestyle.

At least Vic had game—boy could dance. The women went
crazy over his shiny black hair, deep dimples, and tattooed
arms. And he understood my logic. So that was a plus. There
were no real feelings involved so no one got hurt. Just over the
surface was a safe place to be. Pat normally hung out at the bar
all night, drinking himself into oblivion. At least now he
appeared sated. A warm body did a hell of a lot more than
reaching the bottom of a bottle, that was for sure. So I couldn’t
knock him.

Vic and I sat in silence after we had just devoured a plate of
tacos. They were good, but not as delicious as the ones Vic’s
mom made. Vic was on his third Corona. I took a swig of my
own beer and stared intently back at blondie. Would she smile
when she caught me undressing her with my eyes? Or would
she roll hers and spin away from me? I would put money on
the former. I wasn’t a conceited prick all the time, but it was
safe to say I didn’t have any problems with the ladies. At six-
foot-five, I towered over the other men at this club. Height had
its advantages. The bars in this coastal party town were packed
with frat boys, surfers, Marines, and sailors. But I stood out. I
wasn’t just your average sailor—I was a Navy SEAL and a
former professional linebacker, with broad shoulders and solid
muscles that resembled a brick wall. I’d left behind money and
fame to make a difference in the world, do something I
believed in far more than the game. Something I’d die for. It
was a personal decision. One I was proud of.

Blondie made strong eye contact with me and then ducked her
head away. Just as I thought—she wanted me. I could never
tell if these chicks wanted to date a brother, especially one
who was as intimidating to look at as I was. Sure, everyone



tried to pretend we were race blind ever since our country had
elected a black president, but as one of only a handful of
African-American Navy SEALs, I was reminded every day I
stood out.

I shouted to Vic, “I’m going in. You want her friend?”
Blondie’s girlfriend had long, straight, dark hair that touched
her ass. Petite, round booty and a nice rack. Just his type.

Vic nodded and we set our beers down and followed the bass-
filled path up to the platform. The ground thumped with
vibrations. No words. I started grooving behind Barbie. If the
way she had looked at me was any indication, she wasn’t
tight-laced. And I was open to any and all possibilities that got
me close to her body. She shrugged her shoulders and gave me
a coy smile. I was in. I wrapped my arms around her and felt
her tight little ass grind up against my cock. Life was good.
Inhibition was nowhere to be seen.

Blondie smelled salty and sweet, sandy even, like she’d just
spent the day at the beach. And the sensual way she moved
made me certain she was a dancer. I just hoped she wasn’t the
type who earned her living on the pole. Then I’d know I didn’t
inspire her, it was merely her occupation. “What’s your name,
sweetheart?” I whispered in her ear so she could hear me over
the music.

“I’m Sara,” she shouted back. She nodded to her friend. “And
this is Maya.”

“Nice to meet you, Sara. I’m Kyle. And this is my buddy, Vic.
Can we buy you ladies some drinks?”

Her head bobbed with the music, not fully committing to a
yes, but she followed me off the platform. Always in control, I
took her hand, and we found a table near the bar, where I
signaled to the cocktail waitress to take our order. She would
be over in a second. We were regulars, and she knew we were
huge tippers.

I glanced at her friend Maya, who clearly wanted to be
somewhere else. She wasn’t even making eye contact with Vic
or me. I studied her closely, taking note of her massive
diamond earrings, tiny designer purse, and red-soled heels



which were visible when she crossed her legs. The girl was
either loaded or looking for a sugar daddy. I’d been wrong—
she definitely wasn’t a good match for Vic.

Sara, on the other hand, sported a small, gold necklace shaped
like the Lone Star state, an iPhone case with slots for her ID
and a few credit cards, and wore flip-flops adorned with
rhinestones. I felt my pulse steady—it was refreshing to meet a
girl who didn’t appear to be materialistic. Being into labels
and appearing money-orientated was the quickest way to lose
my interest.

The waitress came over and Vic and I ordered two beers, Sara
wanted a Malibu and Coke, and her friend Maya just asked for
a glass of water. Probably because she was waiting to be
offered some thousand-dollar glass of champagne. Nope. Vic
definitely wasn’t getting any tonight.

I turned my attention to Sara. Her blonde hair was cut in one
of those crisp bobs, revealing her delicate neck. Her tits looked
real, a rarity in Southern California. “So, Sara, what do you do
for a living?”

“I go to SDSU, getting my degree in education. Right now, I
work part-time at a preschool. How about you?”

Hot for teacher. Sounded good to me. Refreshing compared to
the typical answers from many of the local girls I’d met here.
Most had dreams of becoming a model, Instagram star, or
reality show wannabe. And with her looks, if she wanted that
life, she could easily get it.

“I play football.”

Her face brightened. “I love football. I grew up a huge Dallas
Wranglers fan, but I also love the San Diego Wildfires.”

She was refreshing to talk to—I loved a woman who loved
sports. “I guess we have the love of the sport in common.” I
paused. For a moment I wanted to tell her the truth. But I
never told anyone the real reason I’d quit football and joined
the Teams.

Not my friends, nor my family.

Not even my Team.



And I made it a habit to never tell anyone my current job.
Even if it was guaranteed to get me pussy.

“It doesn’t matter what you do as long as you’re happy. That’s
my motto.”

I dug her northern Texas accent. Most girls started asking a ton
of questions once I mentioned pro ball, but not Sara. Maybe
she didn’t care about my money and actually wanted to get to
know me. That would be nice for a change. I was going to find
out if she was bluffing.

The waitress brought us our drinks. A new song began. The
music boomed, and I could barely hear a word of what Sara
said from there on out. Vic tried to talk to Maya but neither of
them seemed all that interested. That shit was brutal to watch.
And I wasn’t into audiences. It was time to make my move.

I lightly brushed Sara’s hair off her face, letting my hand
linger at the nape of her neck. “It’s too loud in here. Tell you
what—I live down the street. You want to go back to my
place? Hang out there for a while?” I smiled. I definitely had
balls.

She blinked rapidly and crossed her arms. For a second I
thought she’d decline. She looked at the disaster happening to
her right then back at me. “I’d love to,” she said under her
breath.

Well I’ll be damned.
Sara hugged her friend and whispered something in her ear.
Maya squinted, and her face showed a disapproving scowl.

I signaled to Vic to help a brother out. Poor dude had to take
one for the team.

Vic turned to Maya, “I’ll give you a ride home.”

Maya gave a reluctant nod, and we said our good-byes. I found
it funny she’d judge her friend at the drop of a hat for going
home with a complete stranger, but had no issues with getting
a ride from one. Unreal. But she wasn’t my problem. I put my
arm around Sara and led her out of the bar past the bouncers.
A gentle breeze from the ocean was a welcome change from
the stale air and sweat from the club. The neon lights of the



other marquees glowed in the distance as we walked toward
the beach.

It always boggled my mind a girl would honestly go home
with a man whom she’d just met in a club, especially knowing
what had happened to Annie, but I wasn’t complaining. And
let’s face it, Sara was safer with me than she would be with
any other man, though there was absolutely no way she could
be certain I wasn’t a serial killer or rapist.

I hadn’t had a full conversation with this chick and didn’t even
know her last name, but it didn’t matter—this was going to be
a one-night stand. I was only in town for the next month
before I deployed again, but she didn’t need to know that.

All she needed to know was I thought she was the sexiest girl
in the club, and I planned to ravage every inch of her body
tonight.
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SARA

hat had I been thinking? Was I seriously going home
with a man who I had just met? We walked quietly

down the crowded sidewalk, his hand wrapped around mine,
and he smiled. Underneath that easy smile, I knew he must’ve
thought I was so easy, but I swear I had never done this before.
Ever. I didn’t bother to utter those words. They were so
clichéd, even if they were the truth.

I couldn’t explain it. I was drawn to him. Lord, he was sexy.
He was well over six feet, with bulging muscles and smooth
skin the color of my grandmother’s antique mahogany
armoire, his kind, intense brown eyes being the most striking.
There was a familiarity about him I couldn’t explain. I
could’ve sworn I’d seen him before—and when I remembered
he’d said he was a football player, it clicked. I was almost sure
I’d seen him making a play on the field when I had watched a
Wranglers game with my brothers. But I wasn’t one to spend
game day checking out the players. Every time I went to a
football game, my eyes focused on the cheerleaders. They
were so beautiful, bright, and vivacious. Everything I wasn’t.
I’d been an awkward teen, a loner, and had battled depression
after my dad had left us. The only solace I’d found was
practicing dance daily until my feet bled. If only I worked
harder, turned faster, and stretched more, I too could one day
be on that field.

And now I was a rookie San Diego Wildfire Girl; a newbie
Spark.



Not that I told Kyle I was a cheerleader—I never mentioned it
to guys I met. The minute a man knew I was on a pro dance
squad, he would react in one of three ways. One—I was a
conquest, a trophy to fuck and then forget about. Two—I was
a bimbo, some whore who danced in short shorts, clearly
incapable of any meaningful conversation. Or three—I was a
diva, and somehow instantly way out of his league. The
fanboying started, quickly followed by the, “Can you get me
free tickets?” or, “Come on, babe, help me meet my favorite
player,” pleas. So no, just no. I kept my secret to myself. Sure,
the occasional guy recognized me from my newly released
Miss September calendar picture, which said dude probably
jerked off to, but this was my first season and there were so
many blondes in San Diego, I seemed to blend in well.

Now Kyle, he was different. I knew he was a football player.
But I also knew he didn’t play for the Wildfires. Ha, I had to
memorize the names and positions of every member of the
team for auditions. No way was I going to tell him I shook my
pom-poms for a possible rival team. He’d think I lacked team
loyalty. And as was the case with many cheerleaders, he’d
think I was a gold digger and a jersey chaser. Most players
figured that we women became cheerleaders to hook up with
and be maintained by the guys on the team. That simply was
not true. Besides my love for dancing, the real reason I became
a cheerleader was for all the great opportunities to do charity
work. Even though the season had just begun, we’d already
done fundraisers for breast cancer, military families, shelter
pets, and foster kids.

I also loved that we were role models to little girls. All the
ladies on our squad were either in college, had degrees, or
worked full time. Our group included doctors, lawyers,
teachers, and even scientists. I was proud to be part of such a
strong sisterhood. But I wanted to get to know Kyle first
before I explained all of this to him. So I would keep my
mouth shut, well at least outside of the bedroom.

Besides the occasional quick stops to admire the faraway
waves crashing on the shore, we walked down the busy
boardwalk that lined the beach. Now Kyle’s strong arm was
wrapped around my shoulders and the heat from his body



filled mine. I should’ve been scared; I mean, he could’ve been
a sociopath. But I felt safe, protected.

He led me into an alleyway between two garages that led to a
stone path. I held my breath but it wasn’t because I was
nervous. I was impressed. His house was right on the beach.
This man had to be loaded. The thought crossed my mind—
did he think I was interested in him because of his money? No.
I couldn’t think like that. I’d agreed to go home with him
before I’d seen his home. I was interested in him. And
only him.

He opened the door and I found myself standing in a huge
glass atrium, to my left a serene koi pond under the stairs,
above me a retractable roof with views of the stars. The
furniture was very modern, masculine, and sleek: steel-gray
sofa, shiny black coffee table, monster flat-screen TV above
the stone fireplace. He had incredible taste. I’d give him that.

“Sara, can I get you something to drink?”

“Water would be great. Thanks.” He smirked at my choice of
drink and I felt the need to give an acceptable explanation.
“I’m feeling a bit dehydrated.” The truth was I didn’t need any
more alcohol; I wanted to be in control. I wanted to remember
this night.

He nodded, opening two mini bottles of chilled water, and
poured them into two glasses at the bar, handing me one. We
drank our water, and I glanced around his place. I wasn’t
exactly sure what had possessed me to go home with this man.
I rarely indulged in down time. Last year, I’d spent every
second of free time I’d had training for auditions. Dancing,
working out, dieting, preparing to make the team had become
my life. Over four hundred girls tried out for one of the
coveted twenty-eight spots, but veterans always took most of
those positions. Only eleven rookies were selected and hearing
our director call my name had been like an out-of-body
experience. Even better, I was the only rookie chosen for show
group—which meant I’d get to travel and perform for our
troops overseas during this holiday season. It was such an
honor.



But I’d completely put my life on hold to achieve my goal. For
an entire year, I didn’t party or hook up with any guys at all.
When the season finally started, preparing for our swimsuit
shoot took over my life. It finally happened last week in
Mexico, so I figured I deserved to cut loose. Maya and I had
spent the entire day at the beach, and then we hit the clubs.
Some saw it odd that my best friend was the captain, but we
didn’t see positions, just friendship. Once we’d entered the
club, other guys had talked to me, some had even tried to pick
me up, but I hadn’t been interested at all—until Kyle.

But I didn’t know this guy. Second-guessing reared its ugly
head. If something happened to me, no one would know where
to look for me. All Maya knew was I’d went home with a guy
named Kyle. Maybe I should text her.

Before I could reach for my phone, Kyle placed his hand on
my back. “So, where are you from, sweetheart?”

I pointed to my necklace. “Dallas. I love it there—can’t wait to
move back home. But I always wanted to live near the beach.”

“I love Dallas. Greatest people out there. Warm, hardworking,
patriotic, many of them deeply religious.”

He paused over the word religious. As a cheerleader, I’d been
through strict media training—never talk about politics or
religion. But let’s be honest, this was a one night stand not a
media interview. Besides, something about Kyle’s presence
made me break yet another rule. He was getting really good
at that.

“Yeah, that’s totally true. Everyone back home is so friendly. I
really miss that. I know this is a military town and all, but I
felt a stronger connection back in Texas. I come from a family
of Marines. My father is a former Marine, and so are my two
brothers.” I swallowed and pushed the heartache out of my
head. I refused to mention how my father had abandoned his
family, destroying our happiness when we found out he led a
secret double life.

His lips widened into a smile. “No kidding. My father was a
Devil Dawg, too. So you know what it’s like to be raised in a



strict household. Man, my father didn’t let me get away with
anything.”

I relaxed back into the sofa, gazing up at the stars above. I
didn’t want to think of what we did or didn’t get away with.
All I thought about was what my father had gotten away with
for so long, right under our noses. Nonetheless, it would be
rude not to answer his question. There was this ease between
us, and I was pleasantly surprised we had something in
common besides the intense sexual attraction. I transported
myself back to a happier time. The time before we’d been left.
“Yup. My dad didn’t let me date until I was sixteen. He would
clean his guns when my boyfriends would come by.” I smiled
at the memory.

Kyle let out a deep laugh. “Sounds like my type of guy. He
knew he had something precious.” The smile fell from my lips
and he must have interpreted it as me growing serious; taking
the conversation to the next level. His eyes started slowing
undressing me, and I felt the tone in the room change. His eyes
hooded when he said, “Let me show you something. Upstairs.”

Right then, some women may have become nervous. But I
wasn’t shy; I knew why I’d come here tonight. I wanted him,
and he wanted me.

He took my hand, and we walked upstairs to his bedroom. It
was beautiful. Crisp white sheets and duvet on a plush dark-
framed bed. Two end tables that held books, coasters, and
small lamps. Across from the bed, a large flat-screen TV hung
on the wall. A tall, dark dresser beneath it. Simple and elegant.
Like he barely slept there. But he didn’t stop near the king-
sized bed—he continued past glass doors out onto the deck, a
Jacuzzi beckoning us under the stars. Smooth.

I caught his gaze, and pulled my tank top off, wiggling out of
my skirt and revealing my bikini underneath. Kyle gave me a
full-body eye fuck, and peeled off his own shirt, as if he was
challenging me.

And holy lord, he won the body contest, hands down. I’d
never seen a body that ripped up close. Was that an eight-
pack? His abs were so defined it was as if they were drawn in.



Though I was sure he appreciated my soft curves just as much
as I was enjoying the definition in his. His arms were massive,
putting most guys to shame. I couldn’t stop staring, and my
mouth opened a tad.

Before I could speak, he switched the spa on, disappeared into
his bedroom, and emerged a few moments later in light blue
swim trunks. They hung low on his hips. “Ladies first.”

I slipped into the bubbles, the jets massaging my legs. My
calves and back were killing me from a long week of cheer
practice. Our director was a total witch, demanding we
dedicate our lives to the squad. She weighed us before every
practice, even when we were on that time of the month.
Heaven forbid if we gained a pound, we wouldn’t be allowed
to cheer in that week’s game. The flat stomach. The
demanding diet. Prim and proper at all times. It was all
complete torture. If she saw me now, she’d freak! Going home
with some random guy I’d just met. Her words echoed in my
head, “Sara, you are a Wildfire Girl twenty-four hours a day.
Whether you’re in uniform or not.” Well I was definitely not in
my uniform at the moment; I was half naked with a hotter-
than-sin man.

Kyle climbed into the hot tub, and pulled me back, close to
him. We semi floated, and I lay against his firm chest as we
spoke. The conversation was easy and relaxed. He felt
amazing, and goose bumps ran down my arms and back.

“This place is incredible. I can’t believe you live right on the
beach. You’re very fortunate.”

“Well, don’t get too impressed, doll. I own it with two buddies
of mine. We bought it as an investment a few years back. But
they live up north during the season, so it’s all mine for now.”

An investment. I liked this guy more and more. Even in just
the six months I’d made the squad, I’d seen it all with football
players—blowing all their money on cars, houses, drugs, and
women.

The conversation continued at a comfortable pace, a part of
each of our bodies always touching. He massaged my neck
and shoulders then glided his hands down my arms as I



touched his legs. He was solid. And I felt cocooned in more
than muscle. He was nothing like I thought. As the
conversation continued, I saw there was more to him than met
the eye. I gasped when he ran his lips across my ear. Then he
nipped the sensitive shell. Firecrackers went off inside me in
response. Water sloshed as I twisted, and sat face to face with
him. The hot water warmed my skin, but Kyle’s words
warmed my soul. My gut told me he was for real, he wasn’t
just playing me, we had an actual connection. Maybe this
wasn’t just a one-night stand. I considered confessing my own
football secret to him, but just as my lips opened, Kyle cupped
my face with one large hand and kissed me.

Oh, this man. I almost melted and became one with the water.
The coarse hair on his face tickled when it grazed my chin, his
full lips pressed against me, his warm, inviting tongue invaded
my mouth and stroked with mine. His free hand grasped at my
thigh, while the other held me in place, his kisses becoming
more urgent. My body began to tingle. And I attempted to kiss
him back with the same passion but he was completely in
control. That hold never wavered. He had me just where he
wanted me. He controlled the show.

These kisses weren’t sweet. No, they were laced with firmness
and all-consuming lust. I’d never been kissed like this before.
He was all man. And all mine, if only for the night.

My fingers dug into his strong shoulders, the water glistening
off his back, shining against the night sky. I grinded against
him, moaning louder the harder he kissed me. My clit hummed
as I rubbed on the outline of his impressive length. His cock
twitched through the fabric against my stomach, and I gyrated
harder till our clothes were just a formality. The way my skin
pressed to his, they might as well have been nonexistent.

He let out a growl, like a hungry animal. “Out of the water.” I
squeaked when he lifted me, propping me on the edge of the
Jacuzzi, and parted my thighs. I was exposed under the stars
for any beach stroller to see.

And I didn’t care. All I was concerned about was the pang in
my core, the ache, the need for him to fill me up. Little did I
know, I’d be waiting. The difference in temperature made my



nipples harden. He stood, hovering over me, and blocked any
potential view from behind him. “How wet are you, Sara?”
His sight homed in on the small triangle covering my center,
and I almost clinched my legs shut. His eyes smoldered as he
waited for my reply. And I grew wetter the longer he stared. I
wanted him to touch me. I leaned back the best I could,
holding myself up with my palms, and held his stare.

“Very,” I practically purred.

“Let me see.”

“You want me to undress? Right here?” I asked, a bit
panicked, but way turned on.

“Just the bottoms, sweetheart. Take them off and part your
lips. Let me see how wet I make you.” My chest thundered as I
straightened, my legs dropping into the water, and brought my
hands to my hips, and undid the bows holding the swimsuit in
place. As soon as it fell to the edge of the tub, the night breeze
caressed my sensitive flesh. Wet legs propped back on the
ledge, I opened them, bringing a hand to my middle. I parted
my lips and ran two fingers down the middle, letting them sink
in when I reached the bottom. Then I presented the lubricated
fingers to him.

“Fuck.” He groaned, the water splashing as he squatted.

“Come here, baby. I’m gonna lick you until you come all over
my face.” Those words alone almost made me lose it. I arched
my back, and spread my legs more. He undid my bikini top
and kissed each of my nipples. Taking hold of my bottom, he
cupped my ass and brought my pussy to his face. “Pretty. Pink.
Perfect.” His deep voice excited me. My pussy pulsed when he
leaned in and took a whiff of my most intimate area. “Even
your scent is perfect,” he uttered before he buried his face into
my pussy.

I gasped as Kyle devoured me. He grunted as he took long lap
after lap of my pussy. And I thought I’d blacken out from
every slow death of sensation. The stubble on his face tickled
my thighs, and his tongue lapped deeply at my opening,
sending me into a frenzy. I was no virgin, but I honest to God
had never had a man make me feel so much so fast. My ex-



boyfriend had always been too sweet, too gentle, when I truly
wanted it hard and rough. My other hookups had been so
awkward, filled with regret or drunken embarrassment. Not
tonight. Every time Kyle delved inside me, my back arched,
my head thrown back as I got a view of the sky. I couldn’t
decipher if the stars I saw belonged to the night’s sky or the
heady feeling his tongue caused me. My previous drinks
rushed through my body and mixed with the euphoria of his
lips as he sucked on my clit. I wrapped my legs around his
face and over his shoulders, pulling his head deeper against
me. My hands shook as he ate me out, and I was afraid I’d slip
off the tub ledge. I never wanted him to stop.

“Oh, God, oh, Kyle. I’m going to come.”

My eyes hooded over. He kept his pressure constant, sucking
on my clit, then taking lap after lap while cradling my ass. My
pussy clenched, and I began to moan. My hips bucked and I
came, my body shuddering, the pleasure rippling throughout
every part of me.

“You good, baby?” I liked the way those words sounded.

I whimpered out a yes as I sat up. I motioned for him to stand,
and he smirked.

He stood close to me in the corner of the hot tub, and I was
mesmerized by his body. He said he played football, and it
showed. He was in amazing shape. In better shape than the
other pro athletes I’d seen out on the field. He almost looked
like one of those fitness models that graced the covers of my
workout magazines.

I lifted, swiveled my legs around, and hopped off the ledge,
snatching my discarded clothes. Placing them as a makeshift
cushion for my knees, I lifted myself back in place and knelt
on the ledge of the spa, my naked ass up in the air for anyone
to see. I wasn’t an exhibitionist but this view made me
carefree, it was so hot.

I wrapped my hands around his waist and pulled his trunks
down, releasing his cock. My eyes widened. Holy shit, he was
huge. I was thrilled and a tad scared. I’d never been with a
man this big. But I couldn’t wait to be fucked by him.



Clasping my hand around the base of his cock, my mouth
opened for him. The hand failed to completely wrap around
his thick girth, and my mouth watered.

“Suck me, baby.”

I obeyed, licking my lips and doing my best to take him
deeply, my lips stretching out, his length tickling the back of
my throat. He reached down and guided the back of my neck
as my head bobbed. Saliva ran down his length and onto my
swollen lips and chin as I took him in and out. I never wanted
to stop. He groaned once, then twice before pulling my hair,
making me look at him. His eyes hooded, and though I
could’ve sucked him all night, he pulled back. I moaned in
protest.

“You want me?” His voice had a powerful rumble, and the
authority he held over my movements caused me to grow
wetter. He motioned toward the bedroom. His eyes narrowed
on a condom on the table next to the bed. Funny, I hadn’t
noticed that there when I entered the room earlier. He must
have taken it out when he changed.

“Yes. Please don’t make me wait.”

His lips turned into a smile, and he lifted me as if I weighed
nothing, threw me over his shoulder, and carried me inside the
room. He placed me on the bed on all fours, smacking my ass.
“Don’t move.” My back curled like a cat when I heard the
condom foil ripping and glanced back to see him rolling the
condom over his thick cock. And though the swim trunks had
looked amazing on him, his naked body was even better. He
finished covering his cock and gave it a few hard strokes as he
stared at my ass. Oh, God, I was so fucking wet, so slick, so
ready for him.

He moved with purpose as he rounded the bed, lifting one
muscular, long leg and letting it sink into the mattress,
gathered my hair at the nape and tugged. I moaned when his
lips crashed onto mine, kissing me. Perfectly measured. Not
too slow. Yet not fast. Firm. Amazing. More sensually than I
thought humanly possible, he swirled his expert tongue with
mine. I was gravitating into ecstasy. With one last kiss, he



released me and climbed fully on the bed, urging me forward
toward the headboard. I crawled forward, stopping at his
monster-sized pillows. And he followed. Reaching around me,
he stacked the fluffy pillows, placing them in front of me.
“Knees on the pillows, beautiful.” Immediately, I did as I was
told. And he slapped my ass, gripped my left hip, and slid the
other arm around me, his hand splayed on my stomach.
Pulling my back to his front, he positioned me tightly against
him. The firm hand left my middle and I felt it squeeze my
right breast.

“Kyle…” Breath panting, I laid my head back on his chest as
he groped the breast, rubbing the entire hand back and forth on
the nipple.

I writhed against him, purposely sticking my ass out, and let
his dick cradle between my ass cheeks. “Fuck me. Please.”

This made him chuckle. Teasing me, he let go of my breast
and grabbed his dick, before smacking each cheek again. “Ass
all the way up, doll. I want you to guide my dick inside you.” I
lifted higher as he gripped both hips, and pressed his cock
inside.

“Ah.” I whimpered and he thrust into me. Hard. He felt
incredible, pumping deeper, faster. My pussy clenched.

Almost out of breath, I reached forward, gripping the
headboard, as he relentlessly pounded in me. And I couldn’t
get enough. He released my hips and kneaded my ass with one
hand and with his other hand worked my clit, rubbing me the
right way.

I came like I’d never come before, screaming his name. He
kept at it, never losing his pace, and I came again, thrashing
over his cock. My entire body hummed from head to toe when
he didn’t stop, strumming my clit till I came again. Once,
twice, three times a lady. I lay limp as his body tense and he
released.

He fucked me senseless three more times before morning. In
between sessions we talked about our careers and what we
planned to do with our lives next. I’d brought it up, wanting to
know more. When he mentioned his football career, he told me



he was almost sure he was giving it up. That I could consider
him a former player. When he’d said it, it was as if a huge
weight had been lifted off his shoulders. I was too worried
about telling him I had recently made the squad, since he
spoke of leaving the sport. It was small talk after that. And a
lot of kissing before he wore me out in every room in his
house. The next morning, I met his personal trainer, Pat, over
breakfast. And after he had left, Kyle and I went at it again,
this time in the shower. I’d never come so many times in a
twenty-four-hour period. It almost seemed too good to be true.
Body sore and sated, I gave him my number and he promised
to call. I always believed things which started fast ended fast.
All I knew was I didn’t want this night to be just another tally
for his playbook.
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KYLE
EARLY DECEMBER, CAMP RHINO, AFGHANISTAN

hen I was in college, winter had always been my
favorite time of the year. Spring breaks always sucked

because I’d been deep into a grueling spring training schedule,
while summer vacations I’d spent preparing for the upcoming
season. But winter breaks were the one time each year I could
escape, party, and hook up without a care in the world.

Not anymore. Most of the time I could barely tell what season
it was. In Afghanistan, the long, frigid days and nights blended
together. Nowadays, I was checking out terrorists instead of
sexy coeds. And strangely enough, I was fulfilled.

Today, I’d get a reprieve from my smelly men. Our SEAL
team was the first stop on the much appreciated Christmas
USO tour. Kept the morale high. The first plane had arrived
yesterday, and the second one had just landed now.

Pat, Vic, and I were on our way to greet the planes. No idea
who was on the tour—usually it was a mix of professional
athletes, cheerleaders, comedians, and movie stars. I’d done a
USO tour myself when I’d played professional ball. Hanging
out with the SEALs during Christmastime was what had
convinced me to leave my career behind and join the Teams.
My father was a retired Marine, and I’d always wanted to
serve my country. It was the best decision I’d ever made.

I handed Vic the big “Welcome to Afghanistan” sign, and the
three of us walked to the runway to welcome the USO
company. Yup, I was right—a few huge guys walked down the
jet way. I immediately recognized one of them, a top



quarterback. I was about to shake his hand when Pat
whispered in my ear, “Hey, bro, isn’t that Omelet Girl?”

I looked up. Fuck my life. Sara, the girl I’d met in Pacific
Beach one night last summer while hanging out with Vic
walked down the jet way in a skintight sweat suit emblazoned
with a flame on the jacket. Pat had nicknamed her Omelet Girl
because he’d stopped by my place the morning after I’d met
her, and she’d cooked us omelets. They were damn good
omelets, too. Vic had bitched those eggs should have
technically been his since he’d been my wingman the night
before. That only caused Pat to fuck with him some more. But
besides being a good cook, I knew next to nothing about the
girl. She’d never told me she was a professional cheerleader. A
fucking San Diego Wildfire Girl—part of the hottest dance
team in the league. Then again, I’d never told her I was a Navy
SEAL. I guess we were even.

My eyes traced her body, her incredible curves hiding beneath
her clothes. I flashed and remembered her legs spread on the
rim of my hot tub as I ate her for all I was worth.

“Hi, Sara.” I grinned. “Welcome to Afghanistan, beautiful.”

Her mouth flew open and closed, her lips twisting as if
temporarily lost in thought. And I wondered if she’d call me
out on what I’d done. After a beat, she gave me the same
unabashed grin I’d given her. Though hers was more of a
smirk. “Kyle! What are you doing here? Wait, you’re on the
USO tour, too?” she asked excitedly, fluttering her lashes in a
dramatic fashion. It was clear she was giving me a hard time. I
excepted as much.

She stared at my uniform, realization settling across her face.
“Why are you in cammies? Were you on the other plane? Are
you playing again? Which team do you play for?”

Whoa, she should’ve been an interrogator. She could probably
do a better job than I could. I laughed and pulled her to my
side as she noticeably cringed at the barrage of questions.
“SEAL Team Seven, sweetheart—I don’t play ball anymore.
You just flew thirty-six hours to entertain me. And I’m ready.



Come here, baby. Give me a kiss.” I hugged her and kissed her
cheek, pressing her tight little body up against me.

But our moment ended abruptly when she pulled away from
me, her eyes sending me a pained look. Guilt crashed over me
—we’d spent an incredible night together, then I’d deployed
without saying good-bye. I’d told her I’d call her but
never had.

An older lady with bleached-blonde hair and a Botoxed face
who resembled an alien nudged Sara, uttering, “I’m going to
get set up in the USO barracks. Don’t take long. We’ll
reconvene in the morning.” Sara nodded. Probably the
chaperone. Those cheerleaders usually traveled with their
directors; like modern-day chastity belts. She gave Sara a look
that screamed, “Keep it moving!” before walking away. Fuck
that, to get some alone time with her I’d throw a flash bang
grenade if I had to. Despite her wholesome all-American good
girl cheerleader image, Sara was a freak—our night together
was one for the books. And I needed a replay.

Her body flinched at the sound of a mortar going off in the
distance, and I held her close, cradling her through the blast.
The pink sky hung above us, thick with smoke.

“I can’t believe you’re here. I couldn’t figure out why you’d
vanished. I thought we’d connected.” She paused and her eyes
focused on my gun. “A Navy SEAL? That’s why you gave up
football?”

“Absolutely. I love football but now my life has a different
meaning. But football will always be a huge part of my life. I
loved playing. Out here, football is important to the men and
women who serve. That’s how we tell time. Each game means
the passing of another week. Another week closer to going
home.” Vic and Pat stepped over to us. “You remember Vic
and Pat, don’t you?”

Her girlfriends now gathered to her side and I recognized
Sara’s friend, Maya, from the club. They were extremely
close. There were seven other cheerleaders: a redhead, two
brunettes, another blonde, a Latina girl, an Asian girl, and a



sister. It was like an ice cream shop of hot women—one flavor
for any taste.

“Yeah. Hey, Vic,” she greeted, blushing. Vic tipped his head in
return. “And Pat was your ‘trainer,’ right?”

Pat smirked and gave her a reverent hug. Most SEALs lied
about their jobs. Trainer was the job I’d given him when he’d
met Sara. His eyes made a respectful dance around her friends,
but he maintained his distance. Ever since he’d married Annie,
Pat kept himself in check. He didn’t want any temptation. His
only goal these days was to stay alive so he could return home
to her and their son in one piece, especially now that Annie
was pregnant again.

The rest of the plane had disembarked now. There were other
military men attending to the sports players’ accommodations.
My men had gladly volunteered to take care of the
cheerleaders. Well, mostly Vic and I. I grabbed Sara’s luggage
and escorted her and her fellow cheerleaders to the barracks
with the guys trailing behind me. One look from me told them
they needed to help the other ladies out. I would be the one
assisting Sara. Hopefully in more ways than one. They were to
stay in the Distinguished Visitor quarters—small single rooms
each, with their own bed and dresser. Much better than the
shithole barracks I bunked in. With any luck, I’d be crashing
with her tonight.

As the guys made their way down the hall with the other girls,
I placed her suitcase in her room, dust flying everywhere. “So
you’re a cheerleader? Girl, I knew you were a dancer,” I
lightly teased, causing her to smile.

She sat on the edge of the bed. The chin-length bob she’d
rocked in the nightclub had magically grown into waist-length
curls. My mom was a hairdresser; I knew extensions when I
saw them. “I’m in college getting a degree in education. Why
didn’t you tell me you were a SEAL? I think it’s awesome.”
She wasn’t letting me off the hook that easily.

Her legs were crossed, indicating she was somewhat closed off
to me, but I could only concentrate on the outline of her
panties through her sweats. That side view was what dreams



were made of. I loved my job, but I missed being around
women. Their voices, sweet-smelling hair, and soft bodies
were intoxicating.

I simply wasn’t used to giving accountability to anyone but
my Team. And of course, my mother. But even she didn’t
know about my missions. “Don’t take it personally. I don’t tell
anyone what I do. It’s safer that way. If a guy goes around
boasting he’s a SEAL, he’s probably a liar.”

“That makes sense…” her voice trailed off. She avoided
making eye contact with me. Yup, I’d hurt her by not calling.
Time for damage control.

I knelt by the side of her bed and clutched her hands in mine.
It was easier to be accepted at eye level than standing with our
vast height difference. “I want to apologize for never telling
you I was about to deploy. That’s why I didn’t call you. I
thought we bonded, for real, but since I was leaving I didn’t
see the point of starting anything. That would have made it
harder on you in the long run.”

She nodded and bit her bottom lip. “It’s cool. I get it. I do.”
She didn’t. Not even a little. But I kept my mouth shut. “I
figured you’d thought I was a slut for going home with you the
night we met. I don’t normally do that, I swear.”

All girls wanted you to believe you were the only man they’d
hop into bed with. I didn’t doubt her, but I wasn’t one of those
men who actually cared if she was easy since I was a player. I
loved a woman who knew what she wanted—in and out of the
bedroom. I didn’t want no damn virgin. “I believe you. But
you’re here now. You’re like an angel sent to me. Call or no
call, I missed you,” I relented. “I’ll take care of you while
you’re here and make sure you’re safe.” It was a genuine offer.
Some of the shit I had seen left me with nightmares. But I was
damn good at my job.

I touched her shoulder and watched her body shiver. I wasn’t
going to push myself on her, but I hadn’t gotten laid since that
night. I’d be damned if I wasn’t going to try. Besides, I really
liked her. With just one night, she’d kept me on my toes.



Her body responded to me, her chest heaved, her mouth
moistened. That was all I needed to see. I kissed her, my beard
scratching her soft skin.

“Kyle, I’ve thought about our night together so many times.
But I don’t want to get kicked off the team. We have strict
rules about not entertaining the men.”

I placed my finger over her lips. “It’s okay, baby. If you want
to spend some alone time with me while you’re here, I can
arrange that. I want you. But the ball’s in your court. Trust me.
No one’s going to know.”

Her eyes widened but her brows furrowed. After an awkward
pause, she finally spoke, her voice cracking. “Yeah. Sure. Why
not? I’m game.” Her eyes told me she didn’t agree with what
she’d said. But I wasn’t about to question her. She rubbed her
fingers over my chest and traced them down to just above my
cock. I groaned inwardly, my balls tightening. Yep. I was in
for a world of hurt tonight. My length grew inside my
cammies, and I wanted to take her then and there, but I needed
to wait.

She fought a yawn, but it overtook her. I knew she must’ve
been tired, after her long travel day. I had a week to be around
her, take care of her every need, and maybe she’d take care of
mine. Plus, I couldn’t wait to see her dance in those tight,
white boy shorts the girls on her cheer team wore.

“You’ve got a big day tomorrow. I’ll work something out for
after the show.”

“I’m glad you’re here, Kyle.” Her plump, pink lips parted,
begging me to kiss them.

“Get a good night’s rest. I’m your personal security guard for
the week. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I kissed her with gusto,
showing just how much I wanted her, and cupped her ass in
my free hand. Then left before I got both of us in trouble. I
walked back to my barracks, adjusting myself as I went. I’d
plan a date with her tomorrow night. Shit, Pat owed me one.
He’d find a way to hook a brother up.



I didn’t normally believe in fate—Pat and Annie were always
talking about how they were destined to meet and be together.
But that was for suckers, right? Shit. I shook my head. Could it
be true? What were the chances of Sara and me meeting in San
Diego, both omitting parts of our lives, and reuniting all the
way across the world? I wasn’t gonna lie. The cheerleader and
football player had a nice ring to it.
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savored Kyle’s taste on my lips, desperate for another kiss.
He was so fine, looked even hotter than when I’d seen him

last. His sleeves rolled up on his cammies revealed his
incredible bicep, his pants clung to his strong thighs. He’d
sported a full beard that had been absent in the club, making
him look even more masculine. Dangerous. Badass.

I was still baffled. What were the odds of him being here?
We’d spent one amazing night together. Afterward, he’d asked
for my number, but never called. That had stung. Badly. I’d
assumed besides unfairly judging me for what we both
willingly participated in, maybe he was just such a player and
he never intended it to be anything more than a one-night
stand.

The name tape on his uniform read: Lawson. Kyle Lawson.
Not proud of it, but I had cyber stalked him after our time
together. He’d told me he was a football player, and his face
did look vaguely familiar. So I had Googled every Kyle who’d
ever played professional football, but had come up empty-
handed. I knew for sure he didn’t play for San Diego. But now
I remembered reading a story a few years back about a football
player who had turned down a multi-million dollar contract to
join the military. I swore that guy had a different name.
Terrence? Trevor? Was that Kyle? Sure sounded like him.
Maybe SEALs used fake names? I wanted to look it up now. It
wasn’t stalking. It was research. Dammit—the lack of Internet
over here in these barracks really killed me. I was suffering
serious withdrawal. People nowadays were completely too



dependent on electronics, especially smart phones, and I was
no exception. I clutched my useless iPhone, which at the
moment only acted as a photo album. Our director had
mentioned how long these guys’ tours were. I couldn’t
imagine living here for seven months—how did these men do
it? They had my upmost respect. Finding out the lack of
communication these men had made me feel a bit better about
never hearing from Kyle. I still couldn’t believe I’d bumped
into him, here of all places.

A strong rap at the door startled me. Had he come back so
soon? I opened the door, but instead of Kyle standing there, I
was greeted with the scowl from my director.

“Hi Denise. I was just about to crash. Do we need to do
anything?”

Her eyes leveled me. “No, just a night check to make sure that
you’re alone. I saw that SEAL seemed to be awfully friendly
with you.”

Damn. Nothing got past her. “Oh, it’s nothing like that. I
know him.”

Her lips pursed. “That’s what I was afraid of. Look, Sara,
you’re a rookie. Four hundred girls tried out to be on this team
and I chose you. Don’t make me regret my decision. The
Wildfire organization has strict rules regarding fraternizing
with the military men while we are on tour. If you embarrass
me, I’ll kick you off the squad. Are we clear?”

She was a buzz killer. “Absolutely. You don’t have to worry.
I’m on my best behavior.”

She gave me a condescending nod—as if she read my dirty
thoughts about Kyle. “Good night, Sara.” She left the room
and slammed the door.

I nervously pulled my hair. It was too risky to hook up with
Kyle while I was here. I didn’t want to get kicked off the
squad when I’d worked so hard to get here.

But maybe, I could get away with it. Kyle was a SEAL. If
anyone could smuggle me out of this room, he could. Their
motto was, “We are U.S. Navy SEALs. There’s no need to



thank us because we don’t exist. You never saw us. This never
happened.” Yeah, if he could extract a hostage, he could
definitely pluck a sex-starved cheerleader from a
barracks room.

A Navy SEAL. I was almost certain he was the man I’d read
about. How many men would give up millions of dollars to
join the military? My mind was blown. Was his love for his
country so deep? I couldn’t fathom giving up my lifestyle to
fight a war. But I guess that’s what it meant to be a SEAL.

My brothers hated SEALs. Die-hard jarheads, my siblings
loved God, family, and the Marine Corps. They were always
saying how they thought SEALs were a bunch of cocky
assholes. And I was supposed to agree. The thing was, I didn’t.
At least I didn’t think I did. I knew a great guy whom just so
happened to be a SEAL.

Besides, my brothers loved football. Kyle definitely loved it as
well. They’d probably get along great. And then it hit me. I
was defending him as if what we had was real.

Stop thinking that, Sara. He was a hookup—not a boyfriend.
Your family will never meet him. He didn’t even call you.
Still it was hard to be fully upset with him. I knew Kyle was a
special man when I’d met him. But I had no idea how amazing
he was. This one act of leaving football, something he clearly
loved so much, to serve our country showed me there was
more to Kyle than just physical strength. Yes, he was a sex god
with rock-hard abs and a glinting smile. But more importantly,
he was selfless. He fascinated me. He was someone who I
wanted to get to know, who I needed to learn what made
him tick.

He was someone I could fall in love with.

Sara, stop!
I closed my eyes and forced my mind to calm and return to
reality. I could never fall in love with this man and he most
definitely wouldn’t fall in love with me. I didn’t always have
the smoothest history with men. Except for my brothers, the
men I had gotten attached to tended to leave me high and dry,



starting with my father. Soon, after weeks went by without a
call, I knew I’d almost made the same mistake again. Sure,
tonight Kyle had been excited to see me, but that was because
I was probably his only hope of getting laid for the remainder
of this deployment. I was a sure thing. My oldest brother once
told me the second a man met a woman the man decided in
that moment if she was going to be a hookup or a girlfriend. I
wasn’t naïve enough to believe I was the latter. Kyle saw me
as a fling. And that’s all I’d be to him. It wasn’t rocket science.

And honestly, it was better this way. Clear expectations from
both sides, with no hope for a future. It was what it was. Kyle
wanted hot sex with no ties or drama, and honestly so did I. He
would never make me false declarations of love. There was no
expectation of him ever staying with me.

And my heart wouldn’t be crushed when he left. So why did it
feel like I was giving up my needs just like he’d given up his
football career?
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awoke the next day at zero six hundred, and for a second I
thought seeing Sara had been a dream. Once I came to, I

hurriedly got dressed. Pat and Vic were already waiting for
me. The rest of the guys on my Team were beginning their day
as well.

Pat slapped me on the back. “So, you want me to distract,
maybe kick up a sandstorm, so you can get some alone time
together?” My boys always had my six.

“Sounds like a plan. How’s Annie?” Communication here was
limited, so Pat had to deal with hearing news late sometimes.
There were so many dudes here that all of them wanted a piece
of the action. Thank goodness for the communication hall,
even if our allowed time did suck ass.

“Good. No longer having morning sickness. At least that’s
what she told me last time we were able to talk. We find out
the baby’s gender on Friday. I’m excited to find out, man. But
I’m sure it’s a boy.”

Vic cackled. “In your dreams, Walsh. It’s a girl, and you
know it.”

Had to hand it to Vic—he was probably right. All Team guys
ended up with girls. Frogman’s curse. Something about our
balls being frozen in the cold water made our sperm only shoot
out X’s. One of our buddies had six daughters. Six! That was a
Team in itself. But I’d show these fools how it was done.
When I decided to have children, I’d take a month of leave and
head to Hawaii first. Warm that shit up.



I glanced at the schedule: Two meet and greets with the
football players, performance from the cheerleaders, and
autographs. There were hundreds of soldiers here, so the
shows would be split in two. I’d be attending the first show.
Then tomorrow they’d be transferred to the next base and
repeat the same routine. They’d only return here on select
nights till they left.

We skipped the football player meet and greet—been there,
done that. But no way in hell was I going to miss Sara dancing
for me.

I dragged Vic and Kyle early to the auditorium. American
flags adorned the concrete walls, and plastic fold-up chairs
filled the floor. I needed a good seat. Within minutes, the hall
was filled with sailors, SEALs, and Marines.

After a cheesy introduction by some nameless comedian, the
girls took the stage. I only had eyes for one. Sweet Jesus, Sara
was fine. She came out in cutoff daisy dukes, a red tank top,
and blue cowboy boots. It wasn’t the typical white shorts the
dancers normally wore but I’d take it. She discreetly blew a
kiss in my direction. Any guy who may have seen it probably
sported an instant hard-on. Yeah. She had that much pull.

The lights dimmed, and the unmistakable guitar riffs of
AC/DC’s classic “You Shook Me All Night Long” began. Her
eyes glued on me, Sara twirled her hips, whipping her hair
back and forth. It was as if she was my own personal dancer.
And every time her eyes glossed over with need, I pictured her
face when I’d made her come. She’d sported the same
intoxicating expression. Her movements were perfectly in
sync with her squad, but Sara stood out. The curves of her
body, the precision of her steps, the warmth radiating from her
smile. I’d seen tons of dancers in my time, on and off the pole,
but Sara was in a class of her own. The audience was
mesmerized. I closed my eyes for a second, imagining we
were back in the club in San Diego, and she was dancing only
for me—not for a room full of horny men.

The song ended, and the roars from the claps echoed
throughout the room. Maya grabbed the microphone. “Hi,
everyone. As captain of the Sparks, on behalf of the San Diego



Wildfires and ourselves, I want to thank you for inviting us
here to perform for you all. It’s truly an honor for everyone on
the squad to be entertaining our heroes.”

The audience clapped as Sara took the microphone next. And
the guys grew louder when she winked. “Hello, everyone. I’m
Sara. For this next number, we’re looking for three
volunteers.” Her gaze turned to me, and my hand popped up in
the air, like some involuntary response.

Of course, she chose me. By the way she was just eye-fucking
the shit out of me, it wasn’t even a question. And then two
other men were chosen, a Marine and sailor. She ran off the
stage, emerging a minute later dressed as a sexy Santa.

Another cheerleader pulled out three chairs and motioned
toward me and the two other men to sit. Score, I’d be getting
some sort of a private dance after all. Just a very public one.
One where I couldn’t touch her like I wanted.

Each guy had a cheerleader by their side. Then the song
“Santa Baby” started playing. Modernly sang, it was the
Taylor Swift version, and not my favorite rendition by Eartha
Kitt. I had more memories associated with the original. But
since Sara danced around me, waving some feathery boa in my
face, I didn’t give a fuck who sang. As long as I had a good
view of her ass, Humpty Dumpty could be playing. I’d get
down with nursery rhymes. Fuck it.

I relaxed into the chair, thoroughly enjoying my PG lap dance.
Pat and Vic were laughing their asses off at me. Fuck them,
this dance was the closest any of us got to getting laid since
we’d arrived. Those two could go jerk off in their racks later
tonight, alone. I was going to get some pussy.

The song ended too soon and Sara kissed me on the cheek. So
did the other two shitheads picked. I’d take what I could get
for now but would arrange something for later tonight.

When I thought no one was looking, I whispered in her ear,
“Leave your window open.”

Momentarily, she froze. Her upper lip quivered, but she was a
good actress. She gave me a friendly hug, and shooed me off



the stage.

Back in the audience with Pat and Vic, I formulated a plan. All
I needed was the top of an empty bunker, a sleeping bag, and
her willing body. It was going to be a banging night. In more
ways than one.
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inally, a computer. With Internet.

Following our hour-long show, I was exhausted.
Afterward, we did autographs and were shown around the
place a bit. We practiced for our next show and now, here I
was. I really wanted to soak in a bathtub, maybe with some
Epsom Salt. But warm baths were one of the many luxuries
that would have to wait till I returned home.

I had a small break before dinner and then another meet and
greet. All my girls were checking their emails or Facebook on
the computers in the communication hall. I however, had more
important things to research. I picked a spot in the back and
got to work.

“Kyle Lawson football.”

Articles popped up. Terrell Kyle Lawson. So Kyle was his
middle name—seemed like a clandestine SEAL maneuver. I
clicked on the Wiki link.

Terrell Kyle Lawson is an American football player who left
his professional career and became an officer in the United
States Navy. He turned down a five-year, 9.6 million dollar
contract with the Oakland Marauders. Popularly known by his
initials, T.K., Lawson is as renowned for his refusal to grant
any media interviews as he is for his talent on the field.
He gave up 9.6 million dollars?! I knew he was special. To
some, that action would seem like he ripped up a winning
lottery ticket.



Article after article rehashed the same story with no new
insight, mainly because Kyle had refused all media interviews.
Which made perfect sense because anonymity was important
to be a member of the SEALs. Despite all the recent SEAL
memoirs, SEALs were supposed to be silent operators. That
much even I knew.

Maya pulled her chair next to mine. “I can’t believe he’s the
same guy we met at Green Flash Bar & Grill. That’s crazy. His
boy Vic is fine as hell with his insane body and never-ending
tats—thank God I didn’t hook up with him though. I
remember that night I just thought both of them were players. I
would never date a SEAL. And neither should you.”

I rolled my eyes at her. “It’s totally fate—we were meant to
see each other again. I honestly believe that. Yes, he may be
cocky. But there’s more to him than that.” I pointed to the
screen. “Case in point. Check this out. Did you know he
turned down a 9.6-million dollar contract to become a SEAL?”

She studied the computer screen, and crinkled her face.
“That’s pretty stupid if you ask me. I mean, think of all the
good he could do with that money. There’s no law that says
you have to blow it on mansions, a Maserati, or frivolous
bullshit, Sara. He could’ve saved a ton of homeless dogs or
donated to a women’s shelter.” I knew she was right, but his
decision did not lose its luster in my eyes. It was still humble.

“All good points. But he told me at his place that he wanted to
live his life with a purpose. And this is the path he chose. I
have to respect it. Plus, it’s totally hot.”

She twirled her hair, giving me a vacant stare. “First off, that’s
a line. One that you fell for. You’re always trying to give
people the benefit of the doubt. And secondly, even if he
meant it, it’s stupid, not hot. Do you know how dangerous his
job is? Sounds like he’s chasing a high. He’s an adrenaline
junky. Seriously, Sara, you know these SEALs. All the ones
I’ve met are cheaters. One girl on our squad dated one and he
cheated on her with a stripper. A stripper! You need to stay far
away from him. Did you forget he fucked you seven ways to
Sunday and never called you? You know that every chick in
San Diego drops their panties at the first sign of a SEAL. You



don’t need to deal with that shit. You’re beautiful, smart, love
kids, are a professional cheerleader, and have a career ahead of
you as a teacher. I mean you work part time at a preschool. I
thought you wanted to get married in a couple of years and
have a family? Kyle’s not the type to settle down. You can get
any guy you want. Don’t waste your time on a player.” Jesus.
She needed to take a breath. She sounded so judgmental right
now. Just knowing the girls she knew boasted about being with
SEALs told me those girls were with attention seekers too.
Most SEALs never spoke about their careers. Did she ever
think of that? Okay, so he wasn’t perfect. Who was? Definitely
not me. Then again, I’d known Maya for way too long. The
rant she just unloaded on me came from a good place. And she
wasn’t wrong about the things I wanted.

I nodded my head in agreement, forcing my heart to listen, but
it refused. Fine, he was a player, but every player can be tamed
for the right woman, right? And I didn’t blame him for not
calling me, after all—we hadn’t exactly started our
relationship out on the right foot. I was equally at fault. It was
exhausting going back and forth on what he represented to me
and what I wanted out of us hooking up. Emotional whiplash
was a real bitch.

Maya clutched my arm. “Aye, Sara, seriously. No. Forget
about him. I don’t care that he fucked you like a porn star.
He’ll never be faithful to you. A SEAL and a baller? It’s the
worst combination. He probably gets more pussy than an
animal shelter.”

“Nice, Maya,” I groaned.

She kept going. “Not to mention you’re on a USO tour. If you
sneak away to hook up with him, you’ll get kicked off the
squad. Did I ever tell you about Emma? She was on the squad
a few years ago. Well she was caught blowing the bassist for
Möxie Cörps. They flew her ass home, made her turn in her
poms, and even the website erased any trace of her. You can’t
get anything past Denise. She’s like a hawk. Take it from your
captain. If she finds out, you’re as good as gone. All you ever
wanted was to be a cheerleader, and you worked so hard.
Don’t throw it away on this guy’s jock.” Damn it.



“You’re right.”

Maya pursed her lips, and shook her head. She knew me well
enough to know I was already fixated on Kyle. But she didn’t
need to sound so matter of fact about it. What the hell? Was I
destined to be alone? What was wrong with having a good
time? I could handle this. I turned back to the computer. At
least she stopped the nagging, stood up, and left.

I closed out the articles on Kyle and logged into my Facebook,
reading my messages. My mom worried about me being
overseas, and my friends back home wanted to know if I’d met
any sexy male celebrities on the tour. Yes, there were some hot
movie stars on the USO tour, but none of them were worth
mentioning at all. I only had eyes for Kyle.
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s an officer of SEAL Team Seven, I planned our
missions. The logistics, the equipment, the operations,

every detail. I didn’t take a vote, I made the final decisions.
Tonight, I was planning an important operation—Operation
Rapunzel.

With her now long blonde hair, the name fit her to a T. After
handing out assignments, I ditched Pat and Vic, and went to
Sara’s room. My guys were trained well enough; little
instructions were needed. I needed to see her before she left on
the convoy. With any luck, she’d be waiting for me.

Luckily, she followed my instructions; her window was open.
And it was dark. This was too easy. I climbed into the opening,
careful not to wake her fellow cheerleaders or the virgin patrol
mistress in the adjacent rooms.

Sara was curled up on her bed, her hair wild, her eyelids
closed. The day’s events had definitely taken a toll on her. She
wore a pink tank top with no bra and white pajama bottoms. I
stared at her from the window. Her nipples were erect, and I
wanted to suck them until she screamed my name.

I continued to stare around the room and at the walls: barren,
white, thin. Nothing could happen in here. I didn’t want to
waste any time. In two quick strides, I was at the bed. I bent
and kissed her, gently rousing her from her sleep.

She rubbed her eyes and stretched her back. And I placed my
finger over her lips, urging her to stay quiet.



Before she knew what was happening, I scooped her into my
arms and smuggled her out of her room. She was so light; my
seabag was heavier than her.

I snuck her behind the barracks, across our communications
building, to a row of empty bunkers. She kept silent, and clung
to my chest, waiting to see what I’d do next.

I placed a finger to my lips again and motioned for her to
climb up the stairs to the top of the bunker. Her eyes grew to
the size of saucers, and I chuckled softly. “I’ve got you.” It
was quite comical that at six-feet-five and two-hundred fifty
pounds she thought I would possibly let her fall. Still, she
hesitated at first, but began her ascent, as I followed closely
under her, my face just inches from her round ass.

Once up top, I pulled a thick sleeping bag out of my backpack,
threw it down, and pulled Sara close to me. “I’m a regular Boy
Scout,” I laughed, and she grinned, showing me a shy smile.

“Wow, how’d you know about this spot? Better yet, how many
ladies have you brought up here?”

“Just you, sweetheart. But this is known internally as the
hookup bunker. It’s far enough away from the barracks and
watch spots to be inconspicuous. Occasionally I come up here
to relax or pray, but I do that alone. It’s hard to find any
peace here.”

Her head tilted in a thoughtful way. “Pray? Are you
religious?”

“Yes, ma’am. Son of a preacher man. After my dad left the
Corps, he became a man of God. What about you?” It was nice
finding out more about her.

“I’m Southern Baptist. But I haven’t gone to church since I
was in high school,” she admitted, her eyes downcast.

I moved a lock of hair out of her face, bringing her head back
up so she could meet my eyes. “It’s okay that you haven’t
gone in a while. Personally, I lost my way when I was playing
ball.” My cheeks burned, a physical reminder of my shame. It
was harder to take your own advice than to dish it out. “The
women, the money, the drugs, shit, the lifestyle. I’m no saint,



but seeing so much life and death really makes you want to
believe in something bigger than yourself.”

Her lips widened into a smile, and she snuggled on my chest.
She fit perfectly. There was an ease in talking to her that I
hadn’t had with another woman in years. It felt like I’d known
her forever. She didn’t make me feel like half the prick I really
was. As if she saw the good in me even if sometimes I
couldn’t see it myself.

Leaning in, I gave her a chaste kiss. There was no urgency
behind it; I just wanted to be close to her, share the moment
with her by my side. It was one hell of a scene. I took in the
moonlit sky. Its many stars. The rarely quiet Afghani
mountains. No commotions. Just quiet. Just us.

“So, what’s your deal? Why don’t you have a man?”

I was only teasing her, but she looked away from me. She did
that often. As if she doubted herself a lot. Or somewhere down
the line, she was told she was a disappointment and she
believed it. Didn’t know why. I thought she was pretty damned
cool. Whomever made her feel that way was a fucking
imbecile. It was sobering to see we all had our hang-ups. We
carried that extra weight on our backs as validation, trudging
through life without justification, just feeding off of the
bullshit we were fed.

“Oh, I don’t know,” she began, “it’s nothing dramatic. I’ve
been so focused on practicing once I made the squad that I
didn’t have time to date. I go to school full time, so a lot of my
time is spent studying. Work mornings at a preschool, I dance,
and work out the rest of the time.” She continued to talk but
stayed looking away. “I had a boyfriend my first two years in
college, but he was a bit controlling, didn’t want me to try out.
I guess he was afraid I’d leave him or get hit on. He left me
when I made the squad. So after we broke up, I didn’t want to
date another guy who would be against my dreams.”

“Sara?”

“Yeah?”



“Look at me, sweetheart. I’d like to see your face while we’re
talking.” She tilted her face in my direction. “Much better.”

She let out a calmed breath, and wet her lips. “What about
you? A Navy SEAL and a former football player? You must
have women throwing themselves at you.”

I laughed. There was my girl. “I’m not gonna lie, I’ve had my
share. But once they found out I played ball, they only saw
dollar signs.” Her nose scrunched at the comment. “I had a
girlfriend for a bit when I was playing, but once I told her I
wanted to leave football and join the Teams, she bailed. So I’ll
be real with you, Sara. You’re gorgeous, a sweetheart, smart,
and I’m glad you’re here, but I’m not looking for anything
serious. It’s nothing personal. This job just has a way of
destroying relationships. It wouldn’t be fair to get involved
with you when I’m deployed nine months out of the year. I
don’t want to lead you on.”

She swallowed and pursed her lips in thought. I felt bad but I
prided myself on being honest about my intentions, about
every aspect of my life. And I believed what I was saying. I
was married to the Teams. I pledged my life to this job. A
hookup with a beautiful woman was my reward for all the
ways my career took over every aspect of my personal life. I
needed her, I needed this release.

After an uncomfortable pause, she moved in closer and
straddled me. “It’s okay, neither am I. Fair catch?”

I loved it when a woman talked football to me. “Fair catch.”

I pulled her under me, pressing myself between her thighs. She
gasped and her mouth broke into a smile. The cool breeze
from the mountain air seemed almost haunting, the landscape
binding us together. My beard scraped her cheek, and I slowly
lowered my lips to hers. She was so fucking beautiful. The
first time we’d had sex, it had been all about urgency, lust, a
desire for carnal knowledge. This time I wanted to take it slow,
explore her, find comfort in her embrace. Kissing her was the
only time I’d found peace since I’d arrived in this country and
I didn’t want our connection to end. I was busy working for
the rest of the week so this would be my only chance to steal



her away. Come tomorrow, she’d be gone most of the day. And
I wasn’t certain that I’d be able to get another moment
with her.

She welcomed my kiss, her soft lips kissing me back, gently,
her hot tongue exploring my mouth. Her hands clutched my
ass, her fingers urging me closer to her, erasing the distance
between us.

Pulling back, I reached under her tank top, my right hand
cupping her left breast. I focused on the pert nipple and gave it
a small pinch, then worked on the other. She had amazing tits.
A phenomenal rack. And I fought the desire to yank her top
off just for the view. I knew I couldn’t. I wasn’t about to take
her clothes off and strip her down naked on top of this bunker,
just in case we got caught. Fuck. This was hard. The forbidden
element only made our liaison hotter. She arched her back and
I rubbed circles around her nipple before giving it a small tug
this time. She moaned softly then sucked on my tongue. Damn
it. She kept that shit up and I was gonna blow my load before
we even got started. “Easy,” I warned, taking a deep breath.
“Lie back, baby.” She did as I asked, staring at me through
lustful eyes. I stared back, relishing in the beauty that was her
body for mere seconds before hooking my middle finger on
the hem of her panties, and pulled it back with force. She
whimpered, murmuring things I couldn’t quite understand.
Using her wetness as lubricant, I slid a finger down her center
then added two more, pressing into her warmth. Her lips were
smooth; completely waxed. I was dying to lick her, taste her
sweetness, but not here, not now.

She lay back on the sleeping bag, and I quickly unwrapped a
condom, sliding it onto my length.

“Baby,” I whispered as I rubbed her clit hard and then soft,
“you ready for me?”

She nodded yes, arched her back high off the floor, and I slid
her pajama bottoms off as I positioned myself closer between
her legs. One long thrust in and she gasped. Man, she was so
hot and wet. I felt her hot center stretching for me, adapting to
my size. Her tight pussy clamped around my cock. She took
me like a champ, her sweet moans driving me wild. With one



hand gripping her around the waist, I pulled her hips into me,
my finger strumming her clit with the other.

“Oh, Kyle. You feel so good. Don’t stop.” She groaned each
time I pulled out almost completely then slammed back into
her. My own grunts sounded off in time with every little moan
she gave. She already looked like she was going to come. Not
yet, baby.
I flipped her over and propped her up so she was on all fours.
She looked over her shoulder, her eyes heated, and gave me a
playful glance. And I pumped my cock deep inside her, my
hand prying her legs farther apart so I was still focused on her
clit with two soaked fingers. The squishy sounds of our bodies
rubbing together only made me want to pound into her more
until she came moaning my name. Our rhythm picked up
speed, and just as she would beg me not to stop, I slowed
my pace.

“Doll, I could do this all night. I’m not gonna stop until you
come all over me. But I want to prolong it for just a little while
longer. Don’t come yet.”

She mewed in response. Her ass shined in the moonlight. My
hand came down across her right cheek. Not hard, but firm
enough. She had a serious booty. Round, plump, tanned.

I worked her back into me. I could tell she was closer, her
breath hitched, her pussy clenched, her body shook. “Ah Kyle.
Make me come.”

I wasn’t done with her yet. I wanted to stare into her eyes, see
her body convulse, the look of pleasure flush on her face. I
wanted to see the look she gave me earlier, now knowing I
deserved it, because I’d put it there.

I reached down. Wrapping a long arm around her middle, I
twisted her around again so she sat on me, and fastened my hot
mouth on her nipple, licking, sucking, my tongue swirling on
the tip for all I was worth.

She pressed into me, swiveling her hips, flipping her hair back,
and bit her lip.

“That’s it baby. Ride me,” I encouraged.



With almost a wicked grin, she rubbed deep against me. Her
rhythm varied, her legs wrapped around my back. It was as if
she was giving me a private dance, the most incredible lap
dance I’d ever had. My dick swelled.

“Oh, Kyle, oh, oh, oh, my God.”

“That’s it baby.”

Her pussy tightened around me, her eyelids closed, and she let
out a deep moan. I let myself go, cradling her through her
orgasm, completely connected to the beautiful woman on
my lap.

That’s new.
She gave a final whip back on her sweat-sprinkled hair, and
out came a sweet giggle. I pulled her into my arms.

It surprised me I didn’t want to bail the moment we were done.
In fact, I was dreading her leaving. As I held onto her, the rise
and fall of her chest told me she was still catching her breath.
The ruins of war surrounded us, and I couldn’t help but feel
our connection was deeper than a casual hookup, that we’d
been placed on the same path for a reason.

But it didn’t matter.

Sara could be the perfect woman for me, but it wasn’t the right
time. I had to let her go.
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e held me tighter than ever before, and I didn’t want him
to leave. Kyle had snuck me back into my barracks

without rousing a soul, and for that I was grateful. We shared a
tender kiss goodbye and he disappeared almost as fast as he’d
appeared. After I stared at the window long after he’d left, I
slept blissfully, despite a mortar going off in the background in
the middle of the night. The next morning, I woke when our
director, Denise, rapped at the door. I knew that knock. Could
she have banged any harder? Instinctively, I covered my head
with the pillow.

Then for a second, my heart stopped—had she known I’d
snuck off in the middle of the night? I sat straight up.

“Sara, we leave in ten minutes.”

I took a deep breath; I was paranoid. But I’d definitely slept in.
Only my head moved as I stared at the window again. I
wondered where on the base was he, and what was he doing? I
felt like some love struck teenager. But I knew I wasn’t in
love, not even close. I was curious. Kyle was hot, and I craved
him. He was like every sexual fantasy I’d ever had coming
true. A SEAL. A football player. With qualities I admired. Too
bad he wasn’t interested in a relationship. I wasn’t either, but
for Kyle, I’d consider making an exception.

I hated being so pathetic and emotionally attached. I was such
a cliché. He fucked me just like I liked and I was willing to
forget what he’d said. Being with him was a damn pipe dream.
Here I thought I was this cool chick in control of my sexuality,



able to separate my emotions after sex. But since the night I’d
met Kyle in PB, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him.
I hadn’t even looked at another man. Sighing, I finally stood
up and rushed to get ready.

I guess it was a blessing I wouldn’t be seeing him much before
we left. Today we were set to tour the next base, and though
we’d return here tomorrow night, in five days we’d be back in
the States.

And Kyle would remain here. For Christmas. Sure, at some
point he’d return to San Diego, for however long SEALs
remained in town before their next deployment. But Kyle had
made it crystal clear he wasn’t interested in anything more
than a casual “friends with benefits” situation. And I respected
him for being honest with me. Most guys would say anything
to get laid. Not that Kyle seemed to have any problems in that
department.

My door flew open. But it wasn’t my director or Kyle. It was
Maya, all done up, hair perfectly curled.

“Damn, girl. You look like shit. Put your face on and I’ll do
your hair.”

I hopped out of bed and put on my travel clothes as Maya went
to work on my hair. She pulled back a lock of my hair to tease
it and gasped.

“Is that a hickey? Oh my god. You didn’t! You hooked up
with Kyle!”

I cupped my neck. I didn’t remember him giving me a hickey.
How could I have been so stupid. I grabbed my compact and
dug into my makeup case and slabbed some concealer on it.

“Sara Elizabeth Michaels. Tell me now.”

“Okay. Yes. I did. Please lower your voice. He snuck me out
of the room. It was incredible.”

She just shook her head, clearly disgusted with me. “What
were you thinking? I don’t care what you do back home—hell
you could go fuck an entire SEAL Team and I wouldn’t give
you a hard time. But we are on a tour. Why are you risking
your dream on this guy?”



I wasn’t going to argue. I dabbed and dabbed makeup on until
the hickey was less noticeable. “Don’t tell anyone. Please? It
won’t happen again.”

“Damn straight it won’t. I’m sticking with you until we go
home. Seriously, Sara. He’s not worth it.”

I rolled my eyes and reminded myself she was just trying to
protect me. I agreed with her, anyhow. That was it. Last time. I
would not become his fuck buddy.

I counted my blessings. I was on a USO tour, entertaining our
troops who risked their lives for our freedom. How many
people could say that? I was a member of one of the best
dance squads in the league while still keeping a high GPA.
And last night I had the most incredible sex of my life with an
amazing man, a hero. I was truly fortunate. The pesky other
feelings be damned. Kyle made me feel safe, and I knew that
as long as he was in my corner, while I was here, he would
never let anything happen to me. That was why I cut him a
break. He might not be willing to stick around, but for the
short time I was near him, I felt wanted. And that was enough.
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KYLE

could still taste Sara on my lips when I awoke the next
morning. Images of me fucking her from behind were

stored in my head for later use. The way I’d impaled her
deeply, until she came all over my cock. She was truly
breathtakingly beautiful inside and fine as hell outside. She
seemed solid. Non crazy. Sweet. Dared I say, loving. But it
didn’t matter. I wasn’t in the market for a girlfriend. Could still
dream about her though. Replay our conversations. Memorize
every image from last night for when I was alone. And use her
calendar photo as my spank shot. Remember the time she had
been mine, if only briefly.

I rolled out of my cot, put on my clothes, and prepared to say
good-bye to Sara and her squad. If I got stuck on watch duty
after today, I might not see her again. That bothered me.

I found Pat waiting outside my room. Damn early riser. Then
again, he wasn’t the one that slept like a baby because his
world was rocked last night. That pleasure went to yours truly.
“How was your night, bro?”

“A gentleman never tells,” I joked. “Let’s just say I’m
surprised that bunker is still standing.”

His lips twisted. “Fuck you, man. I miss Annie so much. She
saw a picture online of the cheerleaders on the tour and now
she’s stressing that I’m gonna cheat on her. I know she’s
pregnant and hormonal, but nothing I say seems to
reassure her.”



I put my hand on his shoulder. “Sorry, man, that’s rough. But
Annie’s a strong woman. And I know you’d never cheat. Tell
her I’d put a bullet in your brain first.”

“Of course, I wouldn’t cheat on her. I love her, but being
married while in the Teams sucks. I miss her and Gabriel. I
hope our deployment doesn’t get extended because I’ll miss
our baby’s birth.”

My chest tightened. I felt for the dude. It sucked. But I
selfishly felt reassured because his words proved my point that
being married or involved while on the Teams was nonstop
headaches and heartbreak. Seeing Pat miss Annie confirmed
my belief a relationship while I was in the Teams wasn’t right
for me. The guilt would eat me alive. And then there was the
other downer to relationships. Poor Vic’s whore of an ex-wife
cheated on him during one of our first deployments. Tore that
boy up. No, thank you. I was good. When I settled down, I
wanted to be around. Have a family, be there for my kids,
coach my son’s football team, take my daughter to ballet
lessons. Pat and Vic barely saw their kids. It sucked big time. I
didn’t want to live like that. My father was my hero, an
excellent role model, a strong man, a great husband, and a
loving father. And until I could be that good of a man, I would
remain single. The bar was set high, and I wasn’t about to half
ass it. I never half assed anything.

Vic emerged from outside and the three of us headed over to
the motor T area. The other guys on my Team were used to
seeing us three together, well, practically all the time. Didn’t
mean I appreciated the other men any less. We had already
been briefed before the convoy was due to leave. Safety, plans
for if there were any interruptions, who was in the lead
vehicle. All the normal things that needed to be discussed
between the leaders of the convoy and the soldiers. Which was
communicated with my SEAL Team as we were the quick
reaction force, in case there were any problems. The convoy
crew had done their pre-combat checks. Made sure everyone
had weapons, enough ammo, and the vehicles were topped off.
The civilians had been briefed as well. If anything were to
happen, they were to stay in the vehicles until help had
arrived.



We stared ahead. There were ten two-ton vehicles in the
convoy to transport the USO performers. Eight up-armored
Humvees and two troop carriers. Sara would be in the third
vehicle.

The girls were lined up two by two next to the first troop
carrier like they were going on an ark, with the chaperone in
the back. The cheerleaders would be in one of the troop
carriers, and the players in the other. Two soldiers-only
Humvees led the pack.

We decided to assist the soldiers in helping the girls climb on
board. Sara noticed me and pushed to the front of the line past
a few girls and pointedly gave me a somber look. Immediately,
my chest constricted. There went the guilt I feared. Feelings I
didn’t know what the fuck to do with hit me like a ton of
bricks. My hand lingered on her back for far too long as I
helped her into the assigned vehicle. She pressed her body into
my chest, the stance a bittersweet memory. Her noticeable
breaths coming out choppy, and she imprinted her scent on
me. Which only caused my own uneven breaths.

What the hell was going on? I’d see her tomorrow night. Why
was it so hard to let her go?

She didn’t look back as Vic loaded the last of the girls into the
body of the vehicle.

With everyone safely inside, the drivers turned on the ignitions
and the vehicles rumbled to life, taking off around the dirt
road. Sand flew through the sky, sprinkling on the vehicles as
the guys waved them good-bye. My limbs felt heavy, my
hands only managing to form clenched fists, almost hanging
lifelessly at my sides.

For a moment I had the urge to run after her, my gut uneasy, a
haunting fear I would never see her again weighing me down
like quicksand.
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SARA

ur vehicle rumbled down the dirt road for the next hour,
every bump and tremor sending sharp pains through my

spine. Afghanistan was a mountainous desert. I’d sat quietly
throughout the trip, lost in thought. When we’d left the base, at
the last moment, I’d sat up, finally staring back at Kyle. He
stood still as a statue while his friends waved enthusiastically,
the mountains just past the transportation area serving as a
serene but lonely backdrop. He was shutting down. Again. A
sob had threatened to escape my lips. I sighed and closed my
eyes and tried to compartmentalize the situation, starting with
reliving every moment I’d spent last night with Kyle. I’d felt
safe. Comfortable. Invincible even. But they weren’t enough.
One thing I fought was wallowing in those memories. The
more I thought about his behavior after, the more upset I
became.

My lust and admiration for him now had been replaced by
anger and disappointment. Too overcome with nervousness,
I’d waited for him to speak. Silently begged him to say
anything. He said nothing as I left. Just like he’d done before.
Fuck him. I’d done nothing wrong. Fool me once, shame on
me. I should have learned. Yet the fresh scorch of rejection
burned like hell. I couldn’t stomach what was happening
between us.

The first time around he should’ve called me, told me he was
going away, even if he didn’t want to tell me he was a SEAL.
And now he probably thought after our second hookup I
would be grateful to be his fuck buddy whenever he returned



to the States. I dragged in a heavy breath. How was it he made
me feel so amazing one minute and like utter shit the next?

Fuck that, Maya was right. I didn’t care how amazing Kyle
was, or that he was a humble man dedicated to his country. To
him, I was disposable. And I deserved more. I didn’t want to
be his jump off. Last night I hadn’t been thinking straight. And
I refused to be played. No matter how hot the sex. It was about
damned time. I had finally seen the light.

The universe must’ve acknowledged my realization because a
blinding flash of light streaked through our vehicle as an
echoing boom radiated beneath us. Followed by the
overwhelming sounds of shots pelting the vehicle to our front.

The vehicle jostled us back and forth before coming to a stop.
My lungs burned. I began to cough, and a sinking feeling
dropped to the pit of my stomach.

High wails came from the occupants of the vehicle, and I
froze. The uncertainty of what just happened caused my breath
to catch. Though I had a pretty good idea.

Maya shrieked next to me. “What was that?”

It sounded like an IED explosion and the use of AK-47s. But I
wasn’t sure.

“I don’t know.” I spoke calmly, trying to reassure myself
everything was okay more than pacify her. She had always
been there for me. We took care of each other. The least I
could do was keep her calm. Inside, I was shaking. But I
wouldn’t let that show. I took her hand in mine. “We’re going
to be fine, Maya,” I whispered as I gripped her hand. She
hunched down into my side, and I wrapped my arms around
her, looking toward the hard plastic separating us from the
driver and officer in the passenger seat. “Stay down.” I lifted a
fraction. The scene in front of me was a horror story.

The Humvees before us had exploded, and sand and clouds of
smoke surrounded us. Definitely an IED. One big and
powerful enough to take out two vehicles, leaving us
vulnerable. “We’ve been attacked. I repeat, we’ve been



attacked,” the soldier on the passenger side barked into the
radio communicating back to the base.

“Everybody stay down!” the driver instructed. His booming
voice roared like I’d never heard before. Immediately after,
both soldiers jumped out of the truck. And the roar of
unmistakable gunshots pierced my ears. They came in a rapid
succession.

Pop, pop, pop, pop.
Gunshots drowned out the shrieks of the girls. My breath
labored, I couldn’t make myself move. I watched in horror as
local men shot at the vehicles from high above. With a white
truck rushing down the mountain, weapons appearing from
every opening of the vehicle. Maya yanked on my arm, urging
me to hunch back down. The shimmer of white smoke and the
rancid smell of gunpowder and death wafted in the air.

We were under attack.

The two soldiers shot back. Coming out of my trance, I
dropped to the floor. “We’ll be okay if we do as we were told.”
I tried to assure the rest of the girls and the director. My words
were futile, but complete panicking was pointless. It would
serve us no good if we wanted to survive. The incessant
gunfire of the AK-47s assured me the massive bomb that had
gone off had been the least of our problems.

Our nightmare was just beginning.

Gun power surrounded us. And the truck rocked viciously. The
amount of time passing was irrelevant, whether seconds or
minutes, it still felt as if years were taken off my life. My
forehead throbbed, resembling one of the intense, pounding
headaches accompanied by nausea, vision blurs, and
debilitating pressure I experienced when I had the misfortune
of having a migraine.

Our reality took center stage, the disorientation becoming a
second thought as queasiness crawled up my throat. We were
supposed to be safe. Kyle had given me his word—why hadn’t
he been on this convoy escorting us?



I refused to die scared. Maya held me with a death grip, and I
grew defiant. I needed to know what was happening. I
repeated my earlier action and peeked through the plastic
divider, my gut clenching at what I saw, and I held my hand to
my mouth. Blood, and our driver slumped over the shattered,
bullet-pierced window. The bile working its way up my throat
made a comeback. I was going to be sick.

I hunched back down, dragging in breath after breath. My
mind raced, fighting the pain in my head as I got my wits
together, attempting to control the nausea. We’d been targeted.
Would the shooters kidnap a bunch of Americans and hold
them for ransom? The political words “we don’t negotiate with
terrorists” ran through my head.

Through the chaos, I heard a haunting grunt and just knew the
other solider had been killed. Maya whimpered at my side. It
was deafening. She’d heard the grunt. Tears streamed down
her face in droves, my own impending tears struggling to
break free. She pulled at my arm again. “Sara, please.”

I nodded. We huddled back on the floor of the vehicle. And
my body shook anticipating what might happen next. At any
second, men could burst in, killing us like they’d killed the
soldiers. Perspiration broke out across my brows, cascading
down into my eyes. They stung. I wiped at the sweat and
momentarily gazed around in slow motion at the scared faces
and our skimpy tank tops peeking from underneath our thin,
tight jackets. And envisioned our possible outcome. Our
apparel could anger some. We could be raped. I braced myself,
holding onto Maya, and stared out the back of the truck.
Through the fog, I saw the remaining Humvees had veered
out, each to opposite sides, the soldiers surrounding the
convoy. It almost looked like a tree’s branches. They fired
back at the enemies, and I grew wary of how any of the USO
personnel could help. But before I could formulate any type of
plan, the vehicle started moving.

My eyes watered and chills spread over the entire length of my
body. This couldn’t be happening, the transport was still on. I
now saw the side profile of a swarthy man with a long beard
driving the vehicle, his similar-looking wingman to his right.



My heart grew heavy. They’d killed our protection. I couldn’t
help but think, were we next?

The rest of the girls were finally clued in on our looming
future. Our terrified director no longer held her usual control.
Her face had paled and she stared off at nothing in particular.
A reluctant hush filled the air, and we all became silent, less
the muffled sobs.

I closed my eyes and did something I hadn’t done for years.

I prayed.

I gave a short prayer for the soldiers whose Humvees had
exploded. Then the driver and passenger. They’d made the
ultimate sacrifice. And I prayed for Kyle to come for me, and
rescue us, to tap into his spiritual side and be guided in his
path toward me. Not as my lover, or my boyfriend, or even my
friend, but as the only man who I trusted and believed could
save us now.
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KYLE

n hour after the convoy left, the first chilling call came
through the radio. We’d been tuned into the channels

communicating with each vehicle on the convoy. SEALs were
considered elite and didn’t do these types of convoys. Instead,
we were on the QRF; quick response force.

I lowered the weapon I was cleaning in my compound and
listened as a soldier shouted that they were under attack. The
hairs on the back of my neck immediately stood on end. I
didn’t want to be right. My gut had tried to warn me, and I had
ignored it. God damn it.

The radio grew quiet. Shit. That was a bad sign. When a
convoy was attacked, whenever possible soldiers were trained
to stop the convoy and move the vehicles out to the sides to
remove themselves from the danger zone. Soldiers that
weren’t hit were to get out of the vehicles and assume defense
fighting positions. It was their way of surrounding the convoy,
forming a barrier of people with weapons. Each vehicle had a
radio running on the same frequency communicating with the
base. The fact that we’d only received one call and it had been
dropped told me those soldiers had to vacate the vehicles to
eradicate the attackers. Fuck.

I tightened my loud bearing vest and looked over to Pat, Vic,
and the rest of my fire Team. “Load ‘em up.” No other words
were exchanged, it wasn’t needed. We were expected to be
quick-witted, trained to move at a moment’s notice, and that’s
what we did just then. We began to collect our weapons when
the second call came in.



“The USO convoy was ambushed. A roadside bomb has
disabled two vehicles. The medics still on board will assess the
damage and provide immediate medical attention to as many
as possible. We were under heavy enemy fire. There are
casualties. We also have a hostage situation. The first troop
carrier containing the USO guests was taken. The driver and
officer on board were killed. We need immediate backup.”
That was the vehicle Sara was in. The look on my face clued
the guys in to my thoughts.

“You don’t know what happened, man,” Pat stated
sympathetically. He knew I was thinking about Sara. I nodded,
removing the fucked-up thought from my head. My thought
process was warped with anguish and I had to be positive.
With the help of my Team, we loaded our weapons and
sprinted back to our command. A quick briefing was
conducted before our forty-man Team took off. My eight-man
fire squad, which consisted of myself, Vic, Pat, Grant, Mitch,
Shane, Erik, and Joaquín, led the convoy.

As swiftly as we could, we climbed into the first available
Humvee, the up-armored metal camouflaging our
surroundings. Luckily the vehicles were checked daily so
finding ready-to-go Humvees was never a problem. Each
vehicle contained four SEALs. I sat in the front passenger seat
in the foremost vehicle, wanting the first opportunity at
destroying our enemy. The vehicles couldn’t have moved any
faster—we shot out of the base like bats out of hell, gunning it
down the road. Our vehicles sped through the desert on the
path the convoy had taken. Roadside bomb, my ass. Sure we
had them all the time, but my gut told me this was no random
attack. These Americans had been taken for a reason, to be
made examples of. Soon enough we’d find out what we were
dealing with.

Pat saw it first. “Fuck, man.”

Passing another mountainside hill, we approached the convoy,
and a few soldiers waved at our incoming vehicles. Strewn on
the side of the road, in the midst of a sand storm, were over a
dozen bodies. The damage inflicted was ghastly. Soldiers,
American men. All brutally shot, each one missing their



weapons. No matter how many times we’d gone through this,
it never got easier.

Joaquín, our driver, stopped the Humvee. At the drop of a hat,
Vic, Grant, and Shane jumped out first—they were Corpsmen
and the best equipped to handle the situation. If there was any
chance they could save one soldier, then their assistance would
be worth it.

I turned and gave the surrounding area a once-over, assessing
my perimeters. Staring up at the steep mountains, I
immediately recognized the path the assailants had used to
attack. These bastards had executed their plan to perfection,
outnumbering the soldiers. By blowing up the first two
vehicles, the fire power raining down from the mountains had
taken the rest of the men off guard. It must have taken
seconds. And within minutes, they’d driven off with an entire
cheerleading squad and one of our fucking vehicles.

I exited the Humvee. Pat, Mitch, Joaquín, Erik, and I followed
shortly behind the Corpsmen, our guns scanning the
landscape, looking for targets. Following the briefing
instructions we’d had back at the base, each man got to work.
Some checked the area and others spoke to the surviving
soldiers, getting any intel that would be helpful. The medics
provided medical attention and assisted the horrified athletes
and their coach.

Shane stood to my side and checked one of the soldiers’ pulse
as Vic and Grant tended to the other nearby men.

“Dead.” My heart ached.

“Same here,” Vic announced.

“Fuck.” I knelt beside one of the men, closed his eyes, and
prayed over his body. I wasn’t a chaplain, but being a
reverend’s son compelled me to pray for his salvation, despite
my faith being constantly tested at war.

A SEAL pointed to the same tire tracks I’d seen. “The vehicles
were definitely ambushed. The perpetrators came down that
side of the mountain.” He pivoted, signaling down the road.
“And followed that path. There must be a village close by.”



“For sure this was a targeted attack,” Vic added. “The girls
could be anywhere. One hundred bucks says the troop carrier
was abandoned somewhere up the road. It’s too risky for them
to be seen in it. And if you check the top of those mountains,
you’ll see tire tracks going whichever which way. The rest of
those motherfuckers hightailed it back into one of the villages
or hidden caves.”

I simply nodded. I didn’t need to speak. He was right. We’d
done this enough not to know what happened. I needed to
gather my thoughts, and as the squad leader plan of action
with my men.

I glanced around at my squad, every part of me filling with
pride. I was in charge of the best SEALs. We respected and
believed in each other. If anyone could save these women, we
could. And we would.

I started walking in the direction of the remaining troop
carrier, praying along the way. I knew how frightened the girls
must’ve been. I prayed to be guided to them, to Sara. And let
me honor my word of keeping her safe.

I approached the troop carrier and first spoke to the coach. The
elderly man wore a somber expression. The many creases
surrounding his sunken eyes and flat-lined, quivering lips
seemed to deepen by the second. He reminded me of my Pops.
Though I’d never seen my Pops this scared. Most of the
players wore the same expression. As big as they were,
understandably, the players were overwhelmed and had plenty
of questions. I assured them all their questions would be
answered when they were safely back on base. After directing
a good portion of the Team to finish attending to the players
and provide medical attention to whomever necessary, my men
loaded the fallen soldiers. This was one of the hardest parts of
the job. The body count was more than we anticipated, and it
hurt like hell each time we loaded another fallen soldier.

Once everyone was loaded and secured, the convoy took off
back to the base. We rode in silence. Out of respect for the
lives lost, and out of hope that we’d be able to save the other
innocent Americans who had been taken by terrorists when
their desire had been simply to entertain us.



I often felt that the public saw us SEALs as killers, as sadistic
psychos who enjoyed killing. But seeing war, seeing innocent
lives taken filled me with rage. Fuck yeah, I wanted to kill. I
wanted to kill the motherfuckers who’d murdered in cold
blood these innocent men. The purposely ruthless and
unfeeling manner in which their lives had ended was hard to
swallow. These were sons, fathers, and husbands who would
never come home to their families. The same motherfuckers
who took great joy in taking innocent women would pay.
Make no mistake, I wanted their blood on my hands.

I’d promised Sara I would keep her safe. And I intended to
keep that promise. Whoever took her took the wrong girl.
Because I would tear this country apart to find her.

This was exactly why I’d left football.

I’d never win MVP, never win a championship ring, but some
heroes don’t play games.
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SARA

he minutes agonizingly dragged on as the truck barreled
down the road. The more time that passed, the more

hopeless everyone became. Little by little, being helpless
chipped away at me. We had been living on a knife’s edge
since the truck had taken off. The whimpers of my friends
could barely be heard over the engine. We’d broken off in
pairs, holding the other. Maya and I huddled together, praying.
I kept telling her I knew Kyle and his Team would find us, but
internally I was losing my nerve. My heartbeat raced, my
limbs shook, and my stomach knotted. With each bump on the
road, the contents of my last meal swished in my stomach in a
bubbling, boiling mess. Our cellphones had lost reception as
soon as we’d left the base. Many lost power. I’d asked a
teammate the time. Found out they’d been driving an hour. We
rode deep into the mountains. Landmarks looked the same,
making it difficult to decipher where we were. My mind
worked overtime. Long hours of watching too much television
contributed in playing havoc with my thoughts. I wrung my
hands to prevent them from shaking. Tugged my ears when the
ringing prevented me from hearing their path. These terrorists
could be taking us anywhere, maybe they planned to rape us,
or behead us on live television. Almost worse than the thought
of dying was imagining my mother watching her baby girl’s
throat be slit by some sadist. The thought sickened me. Scared
me to my core. The fear filling my lungs till I gasped for air.
My trembling breath mixed with a quiet sob.

The vehicle slowed to a stop, and terror gathered in my belly.
It felt like the rapid descent of a roller coaster crashing into the



ground. My chest wall ached with the rattling pace in which
my heart pounded. We were at mercy of these insurgents.

Maya clutched my hand harder, her skin clammy.

The ignition became silent. Doors opened and shut. Then a
man with wiry hair and crazy eyes came into view at the back
of the vehicle, an AK-47 with a ton of ammo wrapped around
his chest.

Kyle… Where are you?
I stared at the grubby man. What were the motives of our
captors? Ransom? Exchange? Or perhaps to humiliate and
punish immodest American women.

The crazy-eyed man scanned the back of the truck with his
weapon. His erratic movements controlled every shallow
breath I released.

“Mobiles!” he boomed in broken English, waving the weapon
like a flag.

We tossed our phones onto the floor of the vehicle. For a
second, I allowed myself to believe that we were just getting
robbed. Yes they had murdered the soldiers, but maybe the
terrorists just wanted the vehicle and their weapons. It was
clear my mind was playing tricks on me, holding onto
false hope.

But my gut told me my ridiculous theory was nothing more
than wishful thinking.

I heard the roar of engines and for a beat hope filled me,
returned with a powerful vengeance. Was it our rescuers?
Please.

No. A bunch of swarthy men entered our vehicle, each
branding an AK-47. The weapons served their purpose of
intimidation.

Snatched by the back of our necks, we got pushed off the
truck. Crazy Eyes chose me to grab. The stench of his grimy
hand revolted me. Trying to free myself from his hold, I lost
my footing and fell to the ground, taking Maya with me.



“Oof.” I winced. Dirt had kicked up when I met the ground. I
could taste it.

“Up!” Crazy Eyes barked. My eyes narrowed, and I wiped my
knees and helped Maya to stand. We were marched away from
the truck in pairs, the ten of us outnumbered by our captors.
No matter how we were dressed, I felt naked.

I held onto Maya. There was no way in hell I was letting go of
her hand. At the moment, she was my lifeline. My mouth was
parched from the heat as I focused on three beaten-up trucks,
mud splashed on the exterior. The men didn’t waste any time.
We were split into two groups of three and one of four, and I
felt some solace knowing I had Maya for comfort. We were
separated randomly, depending on who we stood by. Denise,
our director, was to my left, and became the third hostage in
our group being led to the proposed new transportation. At
first we kept our heads down and did as we were told. I got the
feeling they didn’t want us looking directly at them too much.
And I for one didn’t want to cause any uproar. Denise clearly
didn’t feel the same. We’d almost made it to the truck when
she dug her heels into the ground, refusing to take another
step. Making an abrupt stop, I stood at her back and gave her a
little nudge, willing her to move. “I refuse to walk to my
death. I won’t give them the satisfaction.”

“Walk!” the bigger of the two terrorists ordered, his hot breath
singeing my neck.

“No,” she uttered rebelliously. My heart sank. Why was she
doing this? Now was not the time to be difficult. All hope was
not lost. It was small, at times seeming microscopic, but it was
there. I believed that. I had to.

Maya jumped when the men dug their weapons into our backs.
We pushed forward but Denise wouldn’t budge. She was
strong in her convictions, that I knew. I experienced it every
day. But more than that, she was stubborn. Set in her ways.

“Walk!” they ordered again, this time much louder. The
muscles in my legs ached. My body shuttered.

“Denise, please,” Maya implored, her voice barely above a
whisper. She was ignored. I’d never seen her look so scared.



Maya was a tough cookie, but this type of vexatious
predicament could break even the strongest person.

In the distance, doors shut. The rumbling of engines ensued.
The other trucks took off with our friends. And I wondered if
I’d ever see them again or if we’d all be taken to different
places. Just then one of the two men grabbed Denise, seizing
her head by the roots of her short hair. She let out a pained
screech.

“WALK!” He bared his teeth, letting out a deep grunt from the
back of his throat. The rotten choppers were full of decay. I
was certain the man had never seen a dentist a day in his life.

She surprised everyone when she turned and spat at his face.
The angry man retaliated by backhanding her, practically
foaming, the corners of his mouth retaining the mass of small
bubbles like a rabid dog. Her head reared back with the impact
and simultaneous gasps left our lips at her bloodied cheek. She
looked back at the assailant and was unrecognizable. Rage
taking over, a storm brewed in her eyes. Please don’t do
something stupid. It was too late. Advancing on him, she was
shot, the sequence of hot bullets piercing her chest.

I drank salty tears as the thug behind me pushed us forward
with his weapon. Denise’s sudden death traumatized Maya and
I had to haul her beside me, clutching her to my body like a
child held a rag doll. I didn’t allow myself to look back.
Couldn’t stomach the thought of getting another glimpse at our
dead director. My heart hurt too damned much. This wasn’t
happening. It couldn’t be. It had to be a bad dream.

Crammed in the sweaty vehicle, I had the burden of being
placed immediately to the right of the driver, the barrel of his
weapon an inch from my thigh. We started to drive. I couldn’t
help thinking that one more pothole, one more unearthed
bomb, and that rifle could go off and blast a hole through my
leg or kill any one of us. The more I tried to push the thought
out of my head, the more I fixated on it. Was this how we
would die? Would we meet our maker like Denise had? Then
be abandoned like roadkill. I thought of her body rotting
before being discovered and swallowed back a fresh bout
of bile.



The crazy-eyed driver said something in a language I didn’t
understand, but I didn’t need to be fluent in his native tongue.
His words, the motions of his rifle translated into any
language.

The hours passed down the sandy road, the four of us confined
in the same stench-filled space, and we were transferred to
other vehicles at least three other times. Same routine, same
driver, another mud-stained vehicle, the identical pinch of the
AK-47 across his lap, its barrel at my side. Maya stayed silent,
as did I. Affliction accompanied our every move. Tried to keep
myself sane with thoughts of my family, desperately tethering
myself to happy memories.

As the day dragged into night, my sense of self and grip on
reality began to loosen. Nothing I had accomplished in my life
mattered to these kidnappers. I was no longer a woman,
someone’s daughter. I was nothing more than a possession to
be used for these men to get what they wanted.

The only problem was I didn’t have a clue what that was.
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e’ve got every man on this, Lieutenant
Commander Lawson. Drones are being sent out

now, and we have Osprey helicopters surveying the terrain.
We will find them.”

I nodded while clutching the phone but my gut doubted the
words of my Rear Admiral. He was the best the military had.
Admiral Stevens had orchestrated some of the best rescues in
military history. I was honored to serve with him.

In reality, we didn’t know who took the women, why they took
them, and where they were. No group had taken responsibility
for the kidnappings, yet. I had my theories—the usual suspects
—religious fundamentalists, radicals, terrorists. But I never
wasted my time on conjecture; my decisions were made on
facts, not guesses. My actions could mean life or death to these
women—the gravity of the predicament and responsibility
weighed heavily on my soul.

“Thank you, sir. I’d like to be on the ground and have my
Team be the first ones embedded when we discover their
location.”

“Roger that. I’ll update you when I hear anything new.”

My first decision had been to return with my Team to base to
formulate a plan, gather intelligence, and call in air support.
There was absolutely no time to be spent on a wild goose
chase. This wasn’t Hollywood—I wasn’t miraculously going
to find her by the side of the road.



Since the abduction, thousands of military personnel, both
Stateside and in-country were working on this. For now, I
could do little more than be prepared and wait.

I grinded my teeth. The word burned. Wait. Safe on base, with
a television, a computer, food, and my military family.

I paced around the room. Every second that clicked on the
clock grated at my nerves. Anger and worry consumed me.

Pat placed his hand on my shoulder. “I get it. It’s personal.
This is exactly how I felt when I’d left Annie in the brothel.
But I found her. We’re going to find Sara.”

I shook his hand off. I didn’t need his comfort—I needed to
take action.

Ten more agonizing minutes passed. Finally, the phone rang.

“Lawson, a terrorist group has taken responsibility for the
kidnappings. The girls’ faces are plastered all over the media.”

I clicked on the computer—pictures of the squad, numbered as
if for execution. Their director was noticeably missing.
Running a hand down my face, I studied Sara’s face intently,
her beautiful blue eyes, her angelic smile. Rubbed across my
chest. This fucking hurt. I would never forgive myself if I
couldn’t save her.

I’d always believed I was put on this earth for a purpose—save
lives to make up for the ones taken.

Sara was my duty, my mission. I would rescue her or die
trying.
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I

SARA

’d completely lost track of time, as the never-ending
landscape of desert mountains rolled past the window

throughout the day. Now the sky was dark. I tuned out most
sounds except for Maya’s. Her sobs had stopped. She grew
quiet as the truck seemed to slow down.

I clutched the armrest as Crazy Eyes stopped the vehicle.
Where were we? I quickly glanced around, hoping to see some
type of nearby shelter, or at least the other vehicles behind us.

But there was nothing.

We were alone.

The dark of night, the dust of the desert, imposing mountains
and trails, and the smell of diesel were the only elements
surrounding us. I felt small in comparison. It was the feeling of
being swallowed whole. I wanted to close my eyes and be
back home. End this nightmare.

Crazy Eyes chuckled when my breath caught as the barrel of
the AK-47 belonging to his accomplice pressed into my left
shoulder from the backseat. “Walk.”

It took me a moment to understand the word walk even though
it was spoken in English. Walk? Walk where?

In the non-sound of silence, I realized the answer.

To the middle of nowhere in the desert mountains. To the dead
of night. Unmarked. Untraceable.

Where we would never be found.



I stepped out and clutched Maya’s hand as she exited the
vehicle. Her hand was ice-cold.

Why would they take us here? There could only be one reason.

We were going to be assassinated. Just like Denise. Only the
lewd looks in their eyes told me we’d be raped first.

Maya turned to me, and though I could barely make out her
face in the mask of night, I knew by her quaking voice she was
terrified. I’d grown numb. “Sara, if we go out there, we will be
killed.”

On a daily basis, Maya took care of me. Cared for me like a
big sister. It was my turn to be the stronger one. I put my arm
around her and whispered in her ear, “If they kill us now, they
can’t use us for leverage. We’re in for a long night. We were
probably sixty miles from the military base when we were
taken. I’m sure Kyle is on his way. That’s why the other girls
aren’t with us now. I’m sure they’ve already been saved.”

But I didn’t believe any of my words. Not a single one.

Neither did Maya.

Her voice choked with impending sobs. “I don’t want to die.”

I made a conscious decision at that point. I refused to focus on
being certain I was about to die. I would savor the time I had
left. And protect Maya at all costs.

We continued to march deeper into the night, the walls of
darkness closing in on us. Soft lighting came from a small
flashlight one carried. When I turned back, glancing over my
shoulder, I made out Crazy Eyes and his friend speaking in
hushed voices, both their rifles with extra ammunition pointed
at us. There was no way out, no escape. They noticed I was
staring and became silent. I whipped my head forward so fast
it ached.

“I can still see the truck. We’re not far,” I whispered to myself.
I racked my brain with a plan. I wouldn’t be discarded on the
side of the road. Left to decompose. I refused. We walked in
unison, at first no sounds but their heavy footsteps behind us.
They were in horrible shape and I heard their heavy breathes



as we marched. We didn’t have weapons but maybe we could
outrun them.

Then we stopped. Still in the middle of nowhere. I analyzed
the area, looking for a way out.

That was when Crazy Eyes removed a knife from one of his
pants leg pockets, its blade lightly shinning under the stars
above.

It wasn’t just any knife.

Not a long blade that could execute us in a single swipe, more
of a butcher knife. I wondered if they relished in slow torture.
If they planned to saw our heads off, gradually, agonizingly,
making us suffer for as long as possible.

The other thug kicked the back of my leg, then Maya’s. Her
knees buckled, and I held onto her, plastering her to my side.
“Get on your knees and turn away from us.” The bastard knew
more English than he had let on.

Maya burst into tears. And it took all my strength not to give
these heathens the satisfaction of my terror.

I looked up to the moon for comfort, but even the moon had
failed me. Had hidden when I needed it. But the stars lit up
the sky.

The same stars Kyle and I made love under the night before.

And at that moment, I made a vow.

A vow to live. To believe.

Because I knew that somewhere out there Kyle was under
those same stars, and they would lead him to me. I just needed
to figure out how to keep us alive until then.
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KYLE

o word, no calls, no new intel. Where the fuck could
they be? I was so desperate it had even crossed my mind

to go rogue, but I wasn’t stupid. I had to trust the military
intelligence. A dumbass decision like that would most likely
end up with Sara dying and maybe even some of my men, not
to mention me losing my career. But at the moment I only had
one thing on my mind. My only goal was to find Sara, alive,
and the best shot of that was to go through the appropriate
channels. I had faith in my commanders, the United States
Navy, and God. I knew what needed to be done.

Finally, when the stars lit up the sky and my sense of
helplessness had penetrated deep within me, my phone rang. I
recognized my admiral’s voice as he spoke into the receiver.

“Lieutenant Commander Lawson, we’ve spotted the vehicles
abandoned by a side road. A drone has taken a picture of the
hostages in the desert. Airstrike is out of the question with
American hostages. Assemble your Team for a night op.” The
tone in his voice was reassuring, hopeful. My confidence rose
—I was going to find them. Out here every minute counted,
and I breathed out a deep sigh of relief that hostages had been
spotted. She was alive. She had to be.

I made notes while my commanding officer laid out the plan.
God was on my side—tonight was a new moon, but he would
guide the way. The sky would be black, perfect night for an
operation. We would fly in on a C-130, parachute into the
night, and then take foot. Once we surrounded the area, we
would destroy the terrorists and save the hostages. A typical



day at the office. I wasn’t even scared, I was excited. In my
mind, there was no chance of failure. I’d done versions of this
operation before. Enough times to know what to expect. One
day these thugs would realize there was nowhere to run,
nowhere to hide. If they fucked with Americans, we would
find them, and we would kill them. We were the best. And
there was nothing that fired us up more than protecting our
own. Only the lowest of the low took pleasure in hurting
women.

The pounding in my chest ebbed and a fire took its place.
Calm, measured, and ready to burn anything that stood in its
path. I made my way to the barracks and awoke my Team.
Being fresh and ready to go was a given, yet I hadn’t slept a
wink. After a quick briefing we checked out weapons, and
headed to the C-130. Vic had his Team dog, Cuervo, with him.
Cuervo was a badass Belgian Malinois. That dog could sense
the enemy before we could, skydive, and had captured more
men than I had. He truly was man’s best friend.

Just as we finished loading up, Pat took me aside and placed
his hand on my shoulder. “You have that look about you,
brother. I know you can feel it just as much as me. We’ll find
her. We found Annie and we didn’t even know where she was.
Piece of cake. You understand?”

Nodding, I pulled him in for a hug, and he didn’t resist. We
were closer than close. Swim buddies at BUD/S. It didn’t
matter back then that I was an officer and he was enlisted. Our
color, our backgrounds, neither meant a thing. It didn’t matter
that I was rich and he was poor. That I had a college degree
and he had a high school education. How many nights had we
huddled together trying to stay warm in the cold ocean water
during surf torture? He was my brother.

But Pat was a married man now, a father of one, and soon-to-
be two kids. The weight of his new responsibilities weighed
heavily on me. I would not make Annie a widow—she’d most
certainly been through enough. I would not leave their
children without a father. If this mission failed, it was on me. I
had promised Annie I would keep him safe, and I never break
my promises. Not to Pat, not to Annie, not to Vic, and



definitely not to Sara. You weren’t shit if you couldn’t keep
your word.

I kept shaking my head, letting him know I understood as we
hugged it out before Mitch, Shane, Grant, Joaquín, Erik, Vic,
and Cuervo climbed into the C-130, and Pat and I quickly
followed. As the aircraft took off, I focused on the stars in the
sky. With the absence of the moon, they seemed brighter than
normal.

I bowed my head and prayed. I thanked God for this mission,
and asked him to protect her until I could do it myself.
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SARA

ime stood still as the rocks dug into my knees. This was
it, the last moments of my life. I’d never get married, I’d

never have kids. I was only twenty-one and I was sure I was
about to be slayed.

The steel metal of the blade pressed against the back of my
neck. Maya screamed and he pointed the knife at her.

But he wasn’t done with me yet. I’d moved and that only made
him angrier. He yanked my hair back in one meaty fist as if in
a high ponytail, pulling the strands so tight my scalp burned.
As he twisted my hair, his grip tightened, and I was certain he
was preparing to behead me. He raised the knife and I let out a
bloodcurdling scream when the blade sliced through the air.

Within seconds the tension released from my head.

But I was alive.

I cranked my head back and saw Crazy Eyes laughing, holding
my hair in his hand. His rotting teeth were yellow, the stench
from his mouth repulsing me when he lowered to wave the
hair in my face. Then he spat at my face.

I wiped at the thick saliva running down my face and ran my
fingers through what was left of my hair. I’d been shorn like a
sheep. Maya whimpered beside me as the other assailant
looked on, enjoying the show. The sadistic storm brewing in
his eyes told me the sick bastard was getting off on
petrifying us.



Tears burned as they cascaded over my skin, but I forced
myself to stop. They wouldn’t see me cry. Crazy Eyes’ stench
filled the air as his hand wrapped around my neck. And I
gulped trying to breath. Opening my eyes wide, I stared back
at him.

My head jerked when he unzipped my jacket, the fabric
ripping too easily, and I shook my head to say no. Please…no.
He went for my arm next and I thought he would slice through
it as well. He didn’t. I flinched. He was instilling fear in me by
slowly dragging the sharp blade and slicing through the
material of the sleeve and stuffing the ripped material in my
mouth. The tip of the blade then sliced my tank top, exposing
my bra, and I gasped, dropping the material from my mouth.
He instantly looked displeased.

My mouth clapped shut, and I bit my trembling lip, my mouth
filled with a bitter metal taste. He paused and stared at my
breasts then closed the small distance between us, nuzzling his
head on my neck and then taking a single long lick between
my cleavage before roughly squeezing one. A gag built in my
throat, my body shaking as he released my breast. “Stand up!”

Hauling me to my feet, he placed the knife’s handle in his
mouth and grinned. His hands jerked as he pulled down my
sweat pants over my hips, revealing my panties, leaving the
sweat pants to bunch at my ankles above my sneakers. I
considered struggling, fighting, kicking him in the groin, but
his blade kept me at bay. He held it close enough to pierce my
skin if need be. That and I heard the deep breaths his partner
made. If I moved, one of them would tackle me to the ground
and make me pay. I shivered when the cool air assaulted my
exposed skin.

He ran a single finger down the center of my panties then
cupped my crotch, and my body convulsed. Not only would I
be killed, but I’d be raped first. Rapid breaths of clipped air
traveled from my lungs and out of my mouth, making me
dizzy.

But then he dropped me back on the dirt and stood up straight,
eyeing me like a farm animal at a state fair. Crazy Eyes
adjusted his pants and he and his friend cackled. They took a



few steps back from me and closer to Maya and I knew Maya
was next. They were preparing to rape us. Maya looked like
she wanted to run but Crazy Eyes kicked her and she fell to the
ground.

She lay beside me, tears streaming down her dirt-covered face.
I wanted to hug her. Tell her I loved her and how sorry I was I
hadn’t saved her. She was shaking in the cold, knowing we
might only have seconds left before we were sexually tortured
and then killed. Then I got the break I was desperately looking
for. “You.” Crazy Eyes’ partner pointed his weapon at me.
“Undress her.” He stupidly turned after giving the command.

I grasped Maya’s face in my hands. “Listen to me, we need to
escape.” I stared at the two men’ backs then back at her and
uttered softly, “I’m going to run, and they will both follow me.
I can outrun them—I ran track in school. The dumbass left his
keys in the ignition. Once they run after me, you are to run to
the truck and drive. Do you understand me? Just drive into the
night toward that town we passed. The SEALs will find you.
They’ll help you and then come for me.”

“No. No way, Sara. I’m not leaving you. Besides, I’m not all
that great in a crisis. Where would I drive? I’ll be stuck in the
middle of nowhere and get taken again. It’s over, Sara. We’re
going to die here. I’m just glad we’re not going to die alone.”

I shook her, my eyes darting back to the men, who seemed to
be plotting their next move. But it was so dark I couldn’t
figure out what it was.

“No. It’s not over. Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine. I ran
long distance. I’ll keep running or hide in some cave until
Kyle finds me. I saw plenty of them on the drive here.” I
forced my voice to remain calm, so she wouldn’t hear the fear
in my words. I didn’t believe the words I was saying to her. I
was positive they would capture me, torture me, rape me, and
behead me. But I wanted her to escape. A few years back
Maya’s oldest brother, Emilio, had been killed in a random
gang-related drive-by shooting in Downtown LA. As
expected, it had taken a toll on her parents, especially her
father. Maya helped put her family back together and
convinced them to move to San Diego. The love in her father’s



eyes for his children was something I used to long for with my
own father. Until I grew up, sucked it up, and knew better.
That same affection and warmth was how Maya took me under
her wing when I moved to SD and tried out for the Wildfires.
She became my family when I didn’t have one near. And there
wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for family. Maybe I’d get lucky
and come out unscathed. If I didn’t, I’d made peace with it in
my dying breath. Accepting and protecting my family meant a
lot more than being a coward who disregarded their
responsibilities, who turned their back and forgot what being a
family meant. I wasn’t anything like my father. Never was.
Never would be. “We can do this. I’m going to run and they
will follow me. I need you to run like the wind. Don’t stop
until you get to the truck. And don’t stop driving until you get
to that town a few miles away. Please, Maya. Trust me. The
SEALs will find you.”

Her breaths were rapid and she was shaking in my arms. “I
won’t. I won’t go without you. We can run together. I need
you, Sara. I love you. You are my best friend. You’re my
sister. I can’t do this without you. I’m so scared.” Fresh tears
appeared on her face.

“Yes you can, and you will. You are stronger than you know. I
love you, Maya.” I choked back sobs and softly shoved her.
“It’s okay. Go, Maya. Go. Before they come back. If I don’t
come home—”

“Don’t say that. We’re going to make it. I won’t leave you if
you don’t believe you’ll make it back, too. We’re going to
dance together again. This will all be a bad dream.” Her
hopeful eyes told me if I had any chance of saving her, I’d
have to lie to my best friend.

“I didn’t mean that. I’m positive I’ll make it out. I wouldn’t be
proposing it if I didn’t.” Footsteps approached and I knew it
was time. I only had moments to save my friend’s life. I
glanced back to make sure the men were both watching me.
And they were. Their look of agitation that I hadn’t undressed
Maya was palpable as they grew near.

I hugged Maya one last time. “You run and you don’t stop,
okay?” She sniffed and nodded her head.



One, two, three. I took a deep breath and pulled my pants up
then gripped my jacket closed in one clinched fist. In a matter
of seconds, I said a final prayer and rose to a crouching
position. Before I could lose my nerve, I sprinted into the
night.

The night air blew cold on my skin and stifled my breaths, my
feet pounding the dirt as I ran. The more I pushed the more my
body hurt, but I wouldn’t stop. I white-knuckled the jacket to
my chest, my exposed arm hitting the wind. I could hear one
of the men yelling in broken English and the thumps of their
boots told me they were in pursuit. A sinking feeling told me
they would catch me, and they’d definitely kill me.

But I ran as fast as my feet would go. Wind blew against my
ears, and a sound resembling the inside of a seashell appeared.
My long strides dug into the dirt, and the voice of my high
school track coach rang in my head. “Run, Sara, run. Move it,
kid!” But his voice was soon replaced by Kyle’s soothing
voice. “I’ll take care of you while you’re here and make sure
you’re safe.” It was almost if he was running beside me.

A gunshot rang out, and I cut a sharp left. In the distance, the
unmistakable sound of a diesel truck rumbled to life, the sound
fading by the second.

Maya had made it. She would be safe. And if I died saving her,
it would be worth it.
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KYLE

nside the C-130, I checked everyone’s parachute and
equipment on my Team. The aircraft contained three

Teams, which would split up and jump at different locations
just like the assailants had done according to the drone
pictures we received before taking off. Greedily I’d chosen the
small group containing two members, one fair-haired and the
other a brunette. Maya and Sara stuck together like glue. That
was where I’d find my blond bombshell. I was certain of it.

For most ops we would carry a satellite radio, but since this
was a night-op we carried a radio, which had an encrypting
technology to ensure the transmission was more secure.

“Thirty minutes!” I yelled. My men lined up and used the piss
tube mounted on the wall. Last chance, fellas. Before we knew
it, we were almost at our destination.

“Ten minutes.”

Everyone scrambled around the ramp. Time flew by in a blur,
which was just how I wanted it.

“Five minutes.”

Vic strapped Cuervo to him. The dog’s attention to detail and
dedication never ceased to amaze me. Like I said, that dog was
a badass.

The ramp lowered and I couldn’t hear shit. I used my hand
signals to my brothers. I studied the ground through my night
vision goggles to make sure we were on course based on the
aerial map I’d studied. Every minute that passed that I didn’t



know if she was safe brought on a fresh wave of feelings I’d
worked hard to keep hidden. I’d fallen for Sara and now I
wouldn’t stop till I found her. I should have been honest with
her. I should have manned up and told her how I felt about her.
Staying silent like a pussy was not the last image I wanted her
to have of me. So I’d studied that map like if my life depended
on it. Our pilots were the fucking best but I needed to find my
girl so I didn’t want to walk any farther than I had to. My girl.
Fuck. That had a nice ring to it. I flashed my hand, making
sure to spread my fingers and jerked my thumb to the right.
The loadmaster relayed my directions to the pilot who adjusted
the nose of the C-130 five degrees starboard.

The ramp light turned from red to green. It was go time.

I signaled to my men for the last time before we jumped. We
were twelve thousand feet above ground and even though I’d
jumped out of planes a hundred times before, I prayed to God
that this jump wouldn’t be my last.

Vic and Cuervo jumped first. I made sure all my men left the
aircraft. Pinching my thumb and index finger together, I
brought them to my mouth and pressed them against my lips
and gave one final prayer then free fell into the air before the
aircraft left with the other two Teams to their assigned
destinations.

After a minute, I opened my parachute and glided under the
canopy. A beautiful moment, flying through the sky. We were
so in synch our parachutes were aligned as if we were creating
a stairway to heaven. I turned on my night optical device as I
descended to the ground, my men landing before me.

Perfect. Pat and Mitch grabbed their weapons and secured the
area while the rest of us hid our chutes. Vic released Cuervo,
who quickly ran in front of us.

The sky provided another gift for us. The light rain. The
perfect weather to camouflage our movements. We split our
Team into two groups, ensuring we took different routes to our
targets. If one group failed, the other would complete the
mission. We were motherfucking SEALs. We’d die trying



before giving up. Vic, Pat, and Grant came with me. We
traipsed slowly through the dirt, the mud sticking to our boots.

Cuervo ran back to Vic, signaling he’d heard something ahead.
I heard it too. Diesel. A truck. Sara’s captors were coming
toward us.

I signaled and we stood in position, our weapons pointed
ahead.

The headlights shone through my goggles as I prepared to
shoot out the tires. But we had to be careful on gunfire, we
didn’t want them to kill the women.

I aimed, shooting twice above the driver’s side front tire.
Being shot from the front was enough to deter the vehicle’s
movement. Funny how being faced with the barrel of a gun at
close range made you cooperate, even when you didn’t want
to. We approached the vehicle, and in my scope I could see a
girl alone, no terrorists.

What the fuck? A few more steps and her face came into
focus. It was Maya.

She screamed hysterically when she heard the weapon being
shot, the shine from the vehicle blocking her sight of us.

And there was no sign of Sara.

No.
I ran to her as the others fanned out. “Maya, you’re safe.
Breathe. It’s Kyle. Where’s Sara?”

She flung herself at me, wrapping her hands around my neck.
“She, she, they cut off her hair and ripped her clothes. They
were going to rape us, but she told me to escape. She ran away
from them so they would follow her and I ran to the truck. She
saved my life. They already killed our director and dumped the
body.” That was why the drone pictures showed groups with
what looked like bigger groups. I knew there was a reason
Maya and Sara were alone. The anguish in her voice broke my
heart. She feared her friend was dead as well. I wasn’t going to
give up that easily.



I needed her to start talking. “How many of them? How long
ago was this? Did you drive straight here and not change
direction?”

She sobbed and I radioed the other four guys from the Team.
“T-two of them. About fifteen min-minutes. And yes, I stayed
straight. She risked her life for me. Please. You have to find
her. She saved me so I could find help.”

And she had. I would find Sara. I’d been right all along. Sara
was more than a pretty face. She was a fighter. A survivor. A
savior. Just like me.

Mitch, Joaquín, Shane, and Erik arrived, our Team complete.
Shane examined Maya who was surprisingly unharmed. Her
chest heaved up and down as she sobbed but no bruises that I
could see. We radioed for air support and one by one, those
men stayed with her until they all could be extracted. Having
her continue on would only slow us down and put her in
further danger.

Their mission was over. Maya had been saved. But my girl
was out there. Somewhere. Alone in the night.

I signaled to Pat, Vic, and Grant. Fifteen minutes, at least ten
miles, though I doubted Maya had been driving sixty miles
an hour.

I briefed my men. “Sara is still out there. At least ten miles due
north, following the tracks of the vehicle. Start moving. We’re
not going to stop until we find her. Gentlemen, it’s going to be
a long night.”
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he stomp of their boots in pursuit of me shook the earth,
ringing in my ears like a repetitive bad dream. My shins

burned but I pushed through the pain, running for my life. I
had a bit of a lead on them since they weren’t in the best
shape, but that lead was shrinking by the second. They were
going to hunt me down like an animal and shred me to pieces.
Breathing hurt. Hell, everything hurt. I wanted the dirt to open
up, create a hiding place for me, swallow my body until they
passed. Still, I kept going. The stars illuminated a mountain in
the distance. If only I could make it to that mountain, I would
have a chance. I could shield myself until they gave up finding
me. But even if I succeeded, would I succumb to the elements?
Would I be able to be rescued? It was a chance I had to take. I
wouldn’t forgive myself if I didn’t try. I would not die freely.

My strides grew bigger. All those months training to be a
cheerleader had been worth it. I flashed back to my daily runs
on the track at SDSU, complaining about the heat messing up
my hair, or the harsh sun on my skin. Every run I had made
prepared me for this dash of my life. My pace was steady and
fast. These men surely couldn’t be in as good shape as I was.
They were medium built; some would say thin. But they
lacked muscle and endurance. Their only advantage was their
lungs were used to the high altitudes and mine were most
surely not. I was spoiled by the San Diego sunshine and the
crisp sea-level air. I forced myself to breathe through my fear
and kept running. I was used to the long distance. It was what I
excelled at in track.



As I ran, a false sense of security passed over me. They would
never catch me, I would be able to hide out and await rescue,
these fools would never take me alive. I psyched myself up for
the race of my life.

The sound of their boots faded and I was more confident in my
victory. I could see the base of the mountain ahead and a few
feet farther back appeared to be some type of cave. A few
more steps, a few more breaths and I would make it. I was thin
enough to blend in, or at least I hoped so.

My left foot pounded into the ground and without warning I
heard a terrible crack. My ankle gave out under me and I
collapsed onto the dirt.

A sharp pain radiated through my body. I was so close. I
summoned every ounce of strength and pulled myself to my
feet. Not now. Not when I was so close to safety.

Dammit—that goddam rock had now cost me precious
seconds. I hobbled forward, my pace slowed, willing myself to
just keep running, no matter how great the pain. The irony
dawned on me that a day ago this injury would’ve gutted me
for potentially ruining my dancing career, yet now my only
concern was saving my life, even if there was permanent
damage. How trivial my former concerns seemed to me now.

A few more paces and I could hear the rhythm of the boots
getting closer.

A gun shot rang out into the night. I instinctively dodged,
praying the bullet wasn’t flying toward me.

No, I can do this. I will make it. I won’t be taken.
I could feel him behind me. Closer, so close his hot breath
blew on my neck. No!

Whack!
The back of a gun smacked me across the head, instantly
knocking me to the ground. My head ached like crazy. But that
was the least of my problems.

“You whore!” Crazy Eyes barked.



He pointed the gun to my head. I had no choice. I wanted to
live. And I would do anything to survive. If I kept him talking
I could buy myself more time, and maybe a bit of sympathy.

“No, please,” I begged, forcing myself to kneel in front of him.
“I’m sorry. Please, don’t kill me. I promise I’ll be good. I’ll
behave.”

The crushing pain in my head enveloped my body. And the
pressure in my ankle shot straight up my leg. But I refused
to cry.

“Please!” I reached out and grabbed his leg. “I’m yours. I’ll do
as you say. I’ll do anything you ask.”
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informed Pat, Vic, and Grant about our plan as Vic held
onto Cuervo, who was ready to go. “It would take us an

hour or more to get to her by foot. We’re going to take the
truck until we are a mile out and then walk.”

The four of us piled into the truck after Cuervo and headed
straight back to where Maya had come from. Where Sara was.
Where those terrorists were holding her hostage. Where I
hoped I’d find her alive. My concern in taking the truck was
that these motherfuckers would hear the vehicle, maybe
assassinate Sara as we approached. But Maya had said she had
driven for fifteen minutes. It would take us an hour to reach
that location by foot. I couldn’t, and wouldn’t risk Sara’s life. I
needed to get to her now.

Pat drove the truck as the rest of us scanned the landscape with
our weapons. Searching for something, anything that would
lead us to Sara. I doubted these psychos had night-vision
goggles, and their plans had been compromised, especially
when they had been foolish enough to allow Maya to escape.
But the night held its secrets tight—no flickers of lights, no
movement of other vehicles, no sounds of gunfire.

The minutes passed and the sound of Sara’s voice rang in my
head. I prayed for a sign, a signal, something to bring me
to her.

Pop!
Pat cut the engine before I even asked him to. My prayers had
been answered. The unmistakable pop of a rifle. Someone was



near. Adrenaline spiked through my body. Had those
motherfuckers killed Sara? For a mere second I felt the pit of
stomach drop so far I thought I could deposit it out of my ass.
But the determination I had driving through my veins was a
hell of a lot stronger. I shook the thought out of my head.

I signaled to exit the truck and the four of us fanned out across
the landscape, with Cuervo leading the pack to our front. I
focused my night vision goggles but couldn’t see a damned
thing yet. We were too far out. Despite the best image
intensification and thermal fusion technology in the world, I
couldn’t see shit. I had Pat, the best sniper, on my side. And
our secret weapon, Cuervo, would smell these motherfuckers
before we could spot them.

The night remained motionless and I still couldn’t detect the
origin of the gunshot. But my goggles focused in on a patch of
disturbed earth in the distance. I signaled my men and we
approached.

There, in a small pile, was fabric from clothes. Sara’s clothes.
A sliced piece of a jacket that she had been wearing the last
time I’d seen her. And her blonde locks mixed in the dirt.

My hands shook. They were fucking animals. They’d chopped
off her hair—what would they do next? I scoured the earth for
blood, praying I would find none. Cuervo’s nose must have
picked up their scent and he ran in front of Vic. That a boy.

A wave of relief washed over me. “No blood.”

The words echoed in my head. No blood. They had just cut her
hair, humiliated her. Images filled my mind—Sara being
raped, these vile motherfuckers violating her, grabbing her
flesh, forcing their dicks in her mouth, inside her. Since I’d
become a SEAL, I’d seen more brutality than I ever wished to
recall in my lifetime. But the images of children and women
being defiled had always been the hardest ones for me to
reconcile. At night, those visuals haunted my nightmares—
their screams filled my head. I had been unable to save them.

But not tonight. Tonight’s mission would be a success. I was
more certain than I had been about anything in my life. She
was the reason I left my career, though I hadn’t known it at the



time. Meeting Sara at the bar last summer, seeing her on the
USO tour, all of these events had led me to this moment. I was
put on this earth to save her. And no motherfucker would
stop me.

Stay strong just a little bit longer, baby. We’re breathing the
same air.
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y tactic had worked. Crazy Eyes and his friend, who
had joined him a few minutes after I’d been hit over

the head with the rifle, seemed to be even more turned on by
my defiance and sudden pleading.

And I’d been right about one thing—I had seen a cave in the
distance. But I had thought that the cave would be my refuge.
Instead, it was about to be my prison.

The barrel of the gun, now held by the friend, was placed at
the back of my neck as Crazy Eyes led me to the cave. I didn’t
resist, my ankle was throbbing and the wound on my head
made me dizzier than before. At this point, the only way out I
could see was going along with whatever these two terrorists
wanted, and praying that I was rescued soon. I’d made it
farther than I’d anticipated. And Maya had made it out. Maybe
I would, too. I looked around for any sign of another vehicle, a
backup, but saw none. Or maybe at some point if they both
passed out, I could kill them, but that was wishful thinking.

We arrived at the cave, and his friend took out a lighter and lit
a lantern, which gave the cave a soft glow. It looked like the
inside of a really fucked-up haunted house. Crazy Eyes licked
his lips and motioned for me to sit and I complied. He pressed
me back against the dirt and I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to
see his face as he raped me. If it saved me, I’d deal with the
aftershock later the best I could. The physical pain would be
enough of a reminder for the rest of my life, but maybe, if I
could block out the image of being penetrated by this monster,
I could someday recover.



A harsh sting flushed across my jaw and the sound and impact
of a slap forced my eyes open. Crazy Eyes was now holding
his erect pencil thin dick, pointing at it, as if I was supposed to
be turned on. A wave of nausea rippled along my throat and
threatened to get out.

He motioned for me to lower my pants and I did. His friend
stood outside the cave, but instead of pointing his gun toward
the land, he kept his eyes locked on me. Sick motherfucker
wanted to watch. The way he stared at me like I would be used
then discarded of filled me with terror.

I inhaled. I’d been wrong. I wasn’t going to get saved. I was
going to be raped and then slaughtered. Kyle hadn’t come for
me. None of the SEALs had. I would spend the last minutes of
my life in pure agony.

Crazy Eyes leaned into me, closer and closer until our bodies
touched. His chapped lips met mine and as much as I wanted
to bite his lips and tongue off, I reminded myself that his
friend had a gun, and I was already in enough pain. His hand
made its way down my body and his finger pressed into my
panties. My face contorted. His other hand reached and
grabbed my breast, and I held my breath. Just when I thought I
was seconds away from being raped he collapsed on me, blood
splattering everywhere.

What the fuck?!
I screamed and noticed his friend was slumped over in the
entrance of the cave, his head deformed, brains splattered.

I continued to scream, my lungs burning, my voice making
sounds I didn’t know I was capable of making. My head spun
from side to side, completely unable to comprehend what was
happening.

A few seconds later, a dog strapped with military gear
bounded up to me. And that’s when I realized what had just
happened.

I blinked back through my tears and focused in the distance.
Four figures were approaching me.



And before I could blink again, Kyle had me wrapped in his
arms, and I exhaled deeply.

“I got you, baby. I’m here. You’re safe now.”
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held her so tightly in my arms, kissed her forehead despite
myself. “Are you okay, baby? Did they hurt you?”

Baby. That word hung heavy on my lips. I shouldn’t have
called her that—I had no right to call her baby. She was only a
mission, one of many hostages I had saved. She wasn’t my
woman. I’d told her I wasn’t looking for anything serious. But
holding her in my arms made me forget about all the reasons
why I’d convinced myself I didn’t want a relationship.
Separation, loneliness, stress. Those factors hadn’t changed.
But maybe having Sara to come home to would make the
struggle of loving someone while I worked a world away
worth it.

She buried her face into my chest. “I’m fine now that you’re
here. I hurt my ankle running and I’m bruised but they didn’t
hurt me to where I couldn’t handle it. Maya?” Her voice was
breathy and hopeful. “Did you find her? Is she okay?”

She looked up at me and I brushed back her newly shorter
hair, unable to release her. Always so beautiful. “Yes, babe.
She’s fine. Thanks to you. You saved her life. You saved both
of your lives.”

She shook her head. “No, I didn’t. You did. You found us.”

On closer observation, I saw her face inflamed, and what
appeared to be a damn handprint on her cheek. If I could have
killed the bastards again I would have. I kissed her lips,
knowing I shouldn’t, knowing I didn’t deserve this kiss. But I
would earn the right to kiss her again. And then I’d kiss her



any time I wanted. She exhaled when I released her lips. “We
only found her because you sacrificed your life. You could’ve
died. She told us about Denise.” I spoke of her deceased
director so she understood the magnitude of what she’d been
through. Then I gave her another kiss, this time on her head,
then pulled myself away from her to get back to work.

“Pat, call for air rescue.” Pat grabbed his radio and stepped
forward a few feet. I had no idea how long it would be until
we were airlifted out of here. If the rest of the Teams were still
searching for the other women, our command would not
jeopardize their mission to get us. We could be here all night
guarding Sara, but it didn’t matter. She would be safe as long
as she was with us.

“Baby, I’m gonna carry you back to the truck. We should get
word on rescue by then. Come here.” I didn’t wait for her to
move. Every time the word “baby” came out my mouth she
flashed me a pained look. As if I only used it out of guilt or
pity. She was wrong.

I lifted her up and cradled her as she wrapped her arms around
my neck. Neither of us said another word as I trekked toward
the truck. She was so light and looked frail, but underneath all
that she was a fighter. I was carrying her the way a man
carried his bride, a thought that flashed through my head when
I peered down at her slumbering form. Her eyes remained
closed as she nuzzled against me, like if she were home. As if
she could see me as her man. And I didn’t know if I deserved
that. But we were not on some tropical honeymoon—we were
in the middle of a potential war zone. I remained in the
middle, the guys and Cuervo surrounding me, and watched my
surroundings.

We were almost back to the truck when Pat approached me
from behind. “Good news. The other girls were found in
different parts of a nearby village. They are all safe. And Maya
and the rest of the Team were picked up as well. Transport will
be here soon for all of us. Say goodbye to Sara while you still
have time, man.”

I stared down at her with such regret. I wasn’t ready to say
goodbye yet. I kept her tight in my arms, never wanting to let



go. Let her sleep as I savored the brief moments I had left.

Once we arrived at the truck, I gave her some water and Vic
checked her for injuries. I knew she said she was able to
handle it, but I wasn’t taking any chances. She was dirty, sore,
scratched, and bruised, but she was still as beautiful as ever.

Pat motioned to me and I knew I needed to talk to her before
the helicopter approached and prevented us from having any
sort of meaningful conversation.

“One helicopter will be sent for you and you will be taken to a
hospital. Once you are safely aboard, another will come for us.
I’m not going to be allowed to go with you to the hospital
because I will need to be debriefed and available for another
mission. But, Sara, I want you to know how sorry I am. I do
want to be with you. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I
thought I knew best but then I almost lost you, and I’ve been
kicking my own ass ever since.” A smirk appeared on her soft
lips. “I’m going to get in touch with you as soon as I’m
allowed to. It could be a while, but I need you to know that I’ll
be thinking about you. And when I get back home to San
Diego, I’m coming to find you. If you’ll have me.”

“I’d like that, Kyle. I’ll be waiting for you.”

I knew I shouldn’t be kissing a hostage, but I didn’t care. The
air between us was liable to suffocate me if I didn’t kiss her.
The rumble of the helicopter shook the earth and told me I
only had minutes to say goodbye. My hand grasped the back
of her head and I pulled her in for a long kiss. One that would
have to last us till we were together again. As our lips met, I
was so thankful for the opportunity to kiss her again. She
kissed me back, and it felt like the best feeling in the world.
She tasted incredible, like sweet freedom. Capturing her
bottom lip, I sucked it gently and drew her near, our tongues
stroking slow and seductive till her body melted onto mine. It
was a crime to release her.

The helicopter hovered over us and I had to say goodbye.
Fuck. I reluctantly pulled away and placed her in the arms of
the Marine who’d been lowered down to grab her and take her
safely inside. She gave a small wave and I winked at her. My



baby. As Sara melted into the night, I vowed that I would do
everything possible to attempt to start a real relationship with
her. My fears be damned. I wanted her more. God brought us
together for a reason. God spared her life. She was meant for
me and I wasn’t going to squander another chance to be
with her.
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SIX WEEKS LATER, SAN DIEGO

stood in the dressing room at the stadium and took a final
look in the long mirror. This was my final game of the

season, my rookie season. My life had changed so much since
the day I had auditioned a little over a year ago. I’d been
kidnapped, held hostage in Afghanistan, risked my life, and
been brutalized. And I’d survived. Not many could say that.
Nothing about the past year had been easy. I was stronger now,
more confident, and mostly not afraid of anything. It was
strange how almost dying changed your perspective on things.

Our squad mourned the loss of our director. We’d wept at
Denise’s funeral, and organized a big fundraiser for her family.
I still couldn’t believe what had happened to any of us.

Luckily for me, my ankle had only been sprained and not
broken, so after rest and physical therapy, I was dancing again.
The organization had provided counseling, which helped a lot.
It had done wonders for Maya, who still blamed herself for me
getting hurt. Which couldn’t be farther from the truth.

I spritzed some hairspray into my new bob, courtesy of the
shearing of my hair at the hands of Crazy Eyes. When I’d
come home, I’d considered having new extensions being
placed in, but I realized I wasn’t defined by a haircut and
decided to proudly rock my short hair. I didn’t want to hide
behind my hair anymore. It didn’t make me who I was, or
special. I knew what I was worth, and I finally wanted to go
after what I wanted.



And what I wanted was Kyle. He was the calming to the storm
of emotions I held inside.

He’d done his best to remain in contact with me, but he had
been right, communication was hard with a deployed SEAL.
There were a few broken satellite calls with the sounds of
mortars going off in the background. But despite him calling
me baby and making promises when he had rescued me, I
hadn’t seen him yet, though he had explained to me that he
wasn’t allowed to tell me when we would return. Operational
security. “Soon” was the best I could get out of him. He had
sent a dozen roses to my hospital room in Germany and
flowers to my home. But I didn’t want flowers, I wanted him.
Until I saw him again, the possibility of a relationship with
him wouldn’t seem real to me. Had he just been caught up in
the heat of the moment? So thrilled that he had found me?
Claimed his prize? Or did he really want a relationship with
me? Time would tell.

Insecurity crept up. Maybe he was back stateside and hadn’t
bothered to contact me. I needed to give him the benefit of the
doubt for a little while longer. There was the distinct
possibility he was still deployed. I understood and valued his
occupation more than ever now. So I’d give him a chance
when he returned. One chance, but that was it. If he’d changed
his mind or hid his feelings from me, I was through. I couldn’t
keep doing that to myself.

I straightened in front of the mirror. I didn’t have time to stress
about him now. Today was Military Appreciation Day, and all
the cheerleaders were assigned special uniforms to honor our
troops. I’d been assigned Air Force but swapped with Maya
and wore the Navy uniform, just in case Kyle was somewhere
watching. Old habits were hard to break. And even when I
tried not to, he was always heavily on my mind. I missed him.

I pulled up my white boy shorts and tied the top into my bra,
heading out to the passageway connecting to the field, poms
in hand.

Today we were playing our biggest rival, the Oakland
Marauders, which also just happened to be Kyle’s former
team. When I closed my eyes, I could feel him next to me.



Dropping my poms, I stood in line and held a animated
expression until Maya whispered, “Thinking about a certain
someone, buttercup?” Kyle, Kyle, Kyle, why was he on my
mind so much? I chastised myself, letting out a slow breath,
and prepared myself for the real possibility time didn’t in fact
heal all things and he had simply moved on. The quiet was
deafening. I’d come so far and yet through the silence my
feelings hadn’t faded, if anything they had intensified. It was
true when people said silence was the most powerful scream.

Jan, our interim director, grabbed the megaphone so she could
be heard at the end of the line. “All right, ladies. We’re on
Monday Night Football. Millions of people are watching you.
Big smiles.”

My mood momentarily changed. I was all smiles. I couldn’t
believe how blessed I was to be alive. And I couldn’t wait to
cheer and celebrate the great men and women who served us. I
grabbed my poms off the floor and sashayed out to the field
and basked in the warmth of the cheering fans.

We lined the entrance as the players ran out and then took our
positions around the field in four separate groups. Poms in the
air above my head, I fed off of the crowd, riding their energy.
Our rescue had been all over the media and though we had
been forbidden by the Wildfire organization to do any
interviews, the details of our rescue had somehow been leaked
to the press.

I smiled at a “Run, Sara, Run!” sign. And while it was sweet,
my short time with Kyle taught me one thing—the reward was
saving Maya and myself. Kyle didn’t advertise his job, and he
saved people every day. Despite the reputation of recent
SEALs bragging about their kills and raids, Kyle was the
ultimate silent operator.

Just as the singer finished her last note, we turned toward the
sky. I was eager to see the Blue Angels flyover. I stared toward
the sun as the six planes flew in precision formation. I’d
always loved seeing them, but today witnessing our nation’s
military made me so grateful to be an American. The crowd
roared in heavy cheering.



“And now, a special treat. The Navy Leapfrogs.”

A helicopter hovered overhead, and for a brief moment I
flashed back to being rescued, and Kyle holding me in his
arms and handing me off to a Marine. Like angels from the
sky, two black and yellow parachutes opened and two men
came floating down carrying Navy flags. The audience roared
as they executed a perfect landing.

My poms were still in the air when I noticed that one of the
Leapfrogs was heading right toward my section.

My breath hitched. And I brought a hand to my chest as tears
started to form.

It was Kyle.

My chest rose and fell, my breathing galloping like a wild
horse, and I broke my formation, not caring whether or not I
would get in trouble, and ran toward him. He sprinted across
the field and before I knew it, he had scooped me up into his
arms. Our lips met and the electricity exploded between us. Or
maybe those bright flashes were the cameras goin

“I can’t believe you’re here! That was quite an entrance.”

“I had to pull some strings to swap with the guy who normally
does this. But seeing you was worth it.” He smirked. “Baby.
Let me look at you.” He pulled back, his teeth digging into his
button lip. “Wow. You look amazing. I just wanted to see you
in that Navy pinup uniform. I had a feeling you’d be wearing
it. Of course, it will look better on my floor.” My cheeks
flushed bright pink. He was what I thought about when I was
alone. “I missed you, babe. I’m back. And I can’t wait to see
you do your thing. I’m gonna watch you dance for me up in
the box with some of my old teammates. But when this game
is over, I’m taking you home. In fact, you’re never going home
alone again.”
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t was good to be back home. We’d returned a week ago but
I had been so busy debriefing my commander and

readjusting to civilian life, I was anxious. I needed to be with
my girl. But I didn’t want to see Sara until I could make her
my top priority. My only priority. Until the only thing I saw,
breathed, and tasted was her.

Plus I wanted to arrive in style. I was bringing the romance.
She deserved it.

I relaxed in the box seat and for a moment, I was back in my
old life. A baller. Surrounded by my former football friends. I
dined on catered lobster and sipped Cristal. And while I
appreciated the finer things in life, it didn’t have the same
effect. Don’t get me wrong, it was great. Just different.

My old buddy, JaMarcus King, eased up next to me. Always
good to see one of my boys. “Hey, T.K. Man, good to
see you.”

“You too, man. How you been?”

JaMarcus pointed to his knee. “Good, bro. Good. My knee is
busted but doc says I should be able to play next season. How
‘bout you? Ever think of coming back?”

I shook my head. “Nope. Not for me.”

He bit his lip and leaned in close. “Hey, you never told me.
Why did you leave? I mean the truth.”

I exhaled. I had held this truth to my chest for years. My
fellow frogmen didn’t even know the reason. But after vowing



to start new with Sara, I decided to break my silence.
JaMarcus had always been a good friend. A true friend.
“Remember that night? In Dallas? With those girls?”

He nodded. “How could I forget? Damn those bitches.”

Damn those bitches indeed. JaMarcus knew exactly what I
meant. I didn’t need to go into the details. But I planned to
bare my soul to Sara.

But for now, I would enjoy a vacation to my past. I stared
down at the field and watched my girl light up the field. She
was on fire, completely magnetic. When the cameras focused
on her smile and she lit up the 160-foot screen, I knew I was
the luckiest man alive.



24



I

SARA

changed out of my uniform. My nerves rattled. I’d been
anticipating my reunion with Kyle for well over six weeks.

But I hadn’t been prepared to see him today. On any given day,
the time sped by or moved slower than molasses. I was ready
then I wasn’t. I just wanted everything to be perfect. Finally
enjoy this. Enjoy us.

Maya spritzed me with perfume. “Look, I want you to be
happy. Maybe I was wrong about Kyle. Just make sure he
treats you right or he’ll have me to deal with me.” There was
the Maya I knew.

“Maybe?”

I laughed and she hugged me. “Okay, I couldn’t have been
more wrong. I love you, Sara. You saved my life. You’re my
family. I want to see you happy. You deserve it.”

Her eyes watered and I pulled back. “Don’t make me cry. I just
touched up my makeup. Horror show is not exactly the look
I’m going for.”

She threw her head back and laughed. “I love you. Take care
of yourself.” Bringing her hand to her chin in fake
wonderment, she added, “See you in what? A week? I’ll know
it’s you by the penguin waddle.”

“Oh my god. Stop.” She winked at me before walking
backward in the opposite direction, heading to meet up with
the other girls. As we separated, I walked out of the locker
room and made a beeline to my right. I didn’t make it far. Kyle
was standing there across the hall in the corner holding a



dozen roses. He had shed his parachute gear and uniform and
looked so handsome in a fitted designer suit. Too handsome.
He took my breath away.

“Hey, beautiful.”

“Hi. I still can’t believe you’re here,” I intoned softly, inching
closer to him.

He put his arm around me and led me outside. Even though it
was January, San Diego was still warm in the evening. A
stretch limo awaited us and suddenly I became overcome with
emotions. It was foreign to see him go all out.

He kissed the side of my neck, causing goose bumps to travel
across my skin, then opened the door, stretching out his hand
so I’d go in first. The limo driver promptly set off and Kyle
and I wasted no time and necked like two teenagers. I’d never
get enough of him. His scent. His touch. They intoxicated me.

“I don’t roll like this anymore. But tonight is a special
occasion.”

“Oh really? What is that?” I teased. All I really needed
was him.

“Our first date.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. We’d had sex twice, once was a
hot one-night stand, next time was on a war bunker. We were
kind of doing this backward. Then he’d saved me from
terrorists. Yep. Most definitely backward.

But that didn’t change the fact that we didn’t really know each
other at all. I had strong feelings for a man I knew only on the
surface. We were bound together by these incredible
experiences, but did we have enough in common to build a
future?

I’d find out tonight.
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I

KYLE

never got nervous, never. Not before a mission, not before
a football game, not even during drown proofing at

BUD/S. But I had to admit, Sara made me nervous.

Tonight, I would spoil her. The limo dropped us off at the
Grand Del Mar hotel and we walked into the upscale French
restaurant, Addison. I was more of a steak and potatoes guy,
but this place was supposedly the best and Sara deserved
the best.

Well, at least this place was romantic. The lighting was dim,
and we were escorted to a huge private booth near the blazing
fire. I hadn’t done this romance stuff in so long, my hands
grew clammy as we sat. I wiped them on my pants. We
ordered the chef’s twelve-course tasting menu and a
sommelier picked our wine pairings.

As we indulged in oysters and champagne, I took Sara’s hand.
If I was going to be honest, now was as good a time as any.

“Look, I wanted to tell you something. Something I never tell
anyone.”

Her eyes brightened. “What?”

“Why I stopped playing ball.”

“I’m dying to know. But you don’t have to tell me, Kyle. It’s
apparent it’s hard for you to talk about it if you’ve kept it to
yourself for this long.”

She stared at me through long, fluttering lashes. I exhaled. The
words that I’d held back. I was going to speak my truth. She



squeezed my hands, signaling it was all going to be okay. And
I cleared my throat.

“After playing for a few years, I was getting tired of the scene.
But, I’ll be honest, I was addicted to the lifestyle. When I told
my then girlfriend I was considering leaving football, she
dumped me. She wanted to be a football wife.”

Sara squeezed my hand again and I couldn’t help staring at the
way the candlelight illuminated her chest. Every time she took
a breath it rose like what I said hung on a knife’s edge. “That’s
horrible, Kyle. She obviously wasn’t right for you.”

“No, she wasn’t. I see that now. But, it really got to me then. I
felt that everyone around me was just after my money. No one
liked me, the true me. But, for a while, I was just pissed and
started acting out. It all blew up one night. My buddy
JaMarcus and I had only one night left in Dallas. After a year
on the road, it had turned into the same thing every night.
Different state, different girl. We’d met two girls in the bar that
night. They didn’t seem like typical groupies, not that we
would’ve cared if they were. So we took them up to our suite.
I started to kiss one of the girls and she was super aggressive
and handed me a condom. Now, I always had my own stash,
but she insisted. She was hot and I was drunk so I tossed
caution to the wind and rolled the condom on, and there at the
tip was a hole. A fucking hole. She had poked a hole in the
condom. How sick is that? I pulled up my pants and told her to
get out. To say I was mad was an understatement. But I had a
revelation that night. I was on the wrong path. I used people
just as much as they used me. I was a damn opportunist with a
god complex. I didn’t even recognize myself anymore. When I
did, I felt alone. People’s loyalty ended the minute the benefits
stopped. The sex wasn’t the only thing that was dirty. And I
should have known better. That’s the thing about being
shallow—it doesn’t take long to be emptied and sink to the
bottom. So I chose to walk away and find my own peace.
Because that person, yeah, that person wasn’t me.”

“But you made a change. You left and joined the Navy.”

“Yes, I joined the Navy to be a SEAL. But honestly, I didn’t
change my personal life. Being a SEAL didn’t change that—



just as many women want to be fucked by a SEAL as they
want to be fucked by a baller. Now I was honest about my
intentions up front. People could take it or leave it. Women
every night, frog hogs, and groupies, I was just a notch on
their belts. Not saying I was any better, but at least I wasn’t a
liar or a user. They’d been warned. I figured as long as I
served my country and devoted my life for others, I’d be
absolved of the shitty things I did on my downtime. Basically,
I lied to myself and didn’t give a fuck. Until I met you.” She
stayed quiet and stared at me, appearing conflicted. Fuck it.
Might as well finish. “I’m not going to lie to you. Or sugarcoat
things to sound pretty. At first, I thought you were no different
than the rest. I told you I played professionally, and you went
home with me. The whole situation reminded me of going to
the hotel with the chick from Dallas, only I was controlling the
situation.” She let go of my hand, and it was like being thrown
into freezing water. “I have to finish, Sara.” She motioned for
me to continue but kept her hands on the table. And it took all
I had not to reach across the table and demand she place her
hands back on mine. She needed to understand she was part of
me now.

I’m so sorry, baby.
“Speak, Kyle.” So I did.

“Still, I had no intention of calling you. Ever. Even if I hadn’t
deployed. But you seemed so open and honest. The following
week I told myself I was doing the right thing. If you were as
amazing as you seemed, then getting mixed with me was a bad
idea. I was doing you a favor. Then seeing you in Afghanistan
was a total shock. I knew I couldn’t stay away from you. On
our night together on the bunker, I started to feel something,
but I was so stuck in my way of life. It was selfish of me to get
involved with you again when I didn’t have my head on
straight. And I almost told you before you left, but I punked
out. But I’m telling you, Sara, when they took you…” I
paused, trying to lock down my anger, “I mean it. I lost it. I
had to find you. I don’t think I ever would’ve recovered if I
had lost you. Please.” I covered her smaller hands with mine.
“That feeling of being used is something I unfairly inflicted on
you, even when you showed me you were kind. You trusted



me and I failed you. And for that I’m sorry. It’s hard to trust
people when all you’ve ever gotten was burned. But that’s no
excuse. And that’s not how I should have treated someone I
had fallen in love with.” Her lips trembled, and she closed her
eyes. “Sara?” And that’s when I saw it. She looked like she
was fighting back tears. And I was done hurting her.

I slid next to her. My fucking heart hurt seeing her like this.
“Baby, look at me, please.” Cupping her face, I brought it up
to meet mine. I was ready to apologize until I was blue in the
face. Whatever it took to have her look at me again on her own
free will. But before I had a chance to utter another word her
eyes opened and she kissed me. Feel-it-in-my-bones kissed
me. My groin hurt as her warm mouth pressed against mine
and she sank her tongue in my mouth. I could feel her
everywhere, and I grew harder. Cornering her in the booth, I
gave zero fucks that we were out in public. She worked my
mouth hungrily and I couldn’t get enough. I couldn’t explain
it. Had no idea why she was kissing me, and I wasn’t going to
question it.

I let go of her face, bracing one hand on the table and the other
behind her head, pulling her in and kissed her back, swallowed
her moans, drank in her lips, and willed time to stop because I
never wanted this moment to end. When she pulled back from
my lips, her breath uneven, I started to worry she’d
regretted it.

“I-I’m not upset. I’m relieved,” she panted. Swallowing, she
spoke more clearly. “I had the same reservations. I just fell
faster than you did. I’ve known for some time now I fell in
love with you. I just didn’t say anything because I was afraid
you didn’t feel the same. You hide your emotions better than
anyone I know. When you were being honest about our
beginning, it just opened a fresh wound for me. The more you
spoke, the more uncomfortable you seem to get, and I started
to think you brought me here to relieve your conscience and
back out on what you’d said.”

My eyes hooded, and I grew mad at myself. I’d put that doubt
in her.



“No.” I lightly kissed her lips. “I want you. I need you. All of
you, all the time. I’ll be faithful to you. Come home from
deployments only to you. This,” I pointed at her chest, “I’m
never letting it go.”

She leaned in and gave me a soft kiss on the lips then worked
her way to my neck, kissing her way up to my ear. “Kyle…
Let’s get out of here.”

I turned and signaled to the waiter. “Check please!”
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H

SARA

e made me wait. Prolonged being devoured by him.
Initially I’d felt like pouting. Not having my hands all

over him was cruel. But I was beginning to see why he’d done
it. The view was breathtaking. And it felt good to be okay with
just being silent with him. We were comfortable with each
other. We strolled hand in hand across the lavish grounds of
the resort. Walking under the moonlight on this night reminded
me of the first night I went home with Kyle. I’d never in my
wildest imagination would’ve believed that six months later
we would be dating after falling in love a world away.

My heels clicked on the cobblestones that paved the elaborate
grounds as Kyle led me into the lobby of resort. This place
was spectacular. A huge crystal chandelier hung from the
ceiling and the scents of pine cones and nutmeg filled the air.
A gigantic Christmas tree still graced the center of the room.

My pulsed picked up when Kyle checked in and the bellhop
led us to our room. Or shall I say suite. There were rose petals
on the heart-shaped bed and a fresh bottle of Cristal on the
rocks. Why was he spending so much money on me?

My fingers tingled. Was I nervous? I’d already had sex with
this man twice before, but for some reason I felt like this time
would be very different.

He’d set the mood. This would be the first time we made love.

I had barely turned to face him when Kyle had already pulled
me back into his arms. He brushed my hair off my neck and
planted a soft kiss there, then on my chest, taking a moment to



inhale me. Made sure I was real. I was very real. And this was
happening. My hand grasped at the nape of his neck. His
mouth turned up to mine and our lips met. Our one chaste kiss
turned deeper and harder as the intensity built between us.

Our breaths picked up speed and he reached a hand around my
back and unzipped my dress in a single motion, its fabric
pooling on the floor. My mind went fuzzy, not knowing where
to put my own hands. One heady grasp of my chin as he
cupped it to kiss my lips and I snapped out of it and went to
work on the buttons of his shirt, desperate to see his incredible
chest underneath. I pushed the shirt off him and stopped to
pause and just stared.

His eyes sparkled. He was staring right back at me, as I stood
before him in nothing but my black lace bra, thong, and heels.
“You’re so beautiful, baby. Come here. Let me worship you.”

Stepping closer, he slowly guided a hand over my body,
pausing at the center of my breasts and placed a single open-
mouthed kiss on my skin before straightening and tracing the
hand down the curve of my back until it landed on my ass.
One smack. Two. Swallowing hard, I stared into his eyes and
he gave me a smile before he took his other hand and stroked
my nipples through my bra. His left hand remained on my
bottom as he rubbed the tantalizing burn away. I let out a moan
and this only caused him to smirk wickedly, and with one
sweep he raised the hand and undid my bra. My exposed skin
was on fire.

My hands undid the belt on his pants and they dropped to the
ground. He stood in his boxer briefs and my eyes couldn’t help
but focus on his bulge. I was so ready for him, but he
continued to tease me. This was sweet torture.

He placed me sitting on the bed and knelt in front of me. Then
brought his mouth to my right breast and took my nipple
between his teeth and he lightly grazed it. This slow burn was
pure torment for me. I’d been wanting him for so long,
imagining our reunion—this was almost unbearable. I could
hardly believe we were back together, starting our life
together. The man in front of me loved me.



“You look like an angel. Damn, Sara.” And this was heaven.

He slowly pulled my panties down as he kissed his way down
my inner legs. His teasing was growing more and more
torturous as his lips made their way back up my legs. He
paused and smirked, giving me small bites across my thighs,
before kissing the final stretch to the top and taking a long lap
of his tongue straight up my center.

“Oh, that feels amazing.” I arched back.

“You taste incredible, baby.” I bit my lip, wanting him to
continue.

He licked and licked, first around the edges then focusing on
my clit, and I shuddered. His tongue felt divine. I was so wet,
so ready for him, I sat back up and pulled his head up. Tingles
spread throughout my body, liquid fire traveling in my veins. I
wanted my mouth on him. Craved tasting him. I wanted to
drop to my knees and give him the same incredible pleasure he
had just given me.

But he quickly took control, producing an enormous grin and
wagging a finger at me. Tease. The anticipation was killing
me. He pulled out a condom, rolled it on his thick cock, and
pressed me back on the bed.

My eyes closed. “Please, Kyle.”

“Look at me, I want you to look at me, Sara.”

He pressed into me, ever so gradually, inch by inch as I
gasped. His expression darkened as he slammed into me.
“Oh, God.”

Once he was deeply inside of me, I grasped his ass, never
wanting to be apart from him again. But he wasn’t moving.
“Do you need me to move?” God, yes. To prove his point, he
rotated his hips, his dick licking my walls. The man was pure
evil but in the best possible way.

I nodded franticly. “Say it, Sara.”

“Yes!” I purred. He cradled my face and kissed me as he
pumped, deeper and deeper, faster until I was thrashing on the



bed. I would never get enough of him. He broke from my
mouth and chuckled and went faster, deeper.

I was so close to coming and I knew Kyle could sense it but he
slowed the pace as my orgasm built deep inside me. No! He
took me by surprise when he brought a hand down and pressed
the pad of his thumb on my clit. “I’m willing to bet you want
me to move this as well?”

I was ready to explode and grew impatient. Bringing my own
hand down, I set it over his. “Either you move or I will,” I
threatened on a hurried breath.

“Actually, I like that idea. Pleasure yourself,” he teased, then
shocked me by sinking in me. My fingers worked at the same
speed as his cock was pleasuring me. Pulse after pulse of
pleasure rippled through my body as he pounded me hard one
last time and I came so fucking hard I almost blacked out. My
legs twitched and I basked in the love I saw in his eyes.

He pulled out of me and I dropped my hand, which felt numb
and tingly now. And he rolled onto his back and held me in his
arms, so tightly, our wet bodies plastered together.

“I love you, Sara.”

“I love you, too.”

I had a feeling that from that night on, if he was in the country,
we would never spend a night apart again. We lay back and
gasped, air expelling from our lungs as we tried to catch our
breaths.

“Welcome home, Kyle.”
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EPILOGUE
NEXT DECEMBER, CAMP RHINO, AFGHANISTAN

at, Vic, and I stood awaiting the USO tour plane. A year
ago, I stood at this same place, no idea my life would

change when that same plane landed.

Pat punched my arm. “You sure?”

“Never been surer about anything in my life,” I answered
confidently.

I clutched the ring in my right pocket. Even though I still had
substantial wealth left over from my football days, I never
flaunted it. And besides that one amazing night back in San
Diego, I’d never spent recklessly.

But I broke that rule when it came to her ring.

I’d called a jeweler I knew back in my ball days and he helped
me design a custom ring. A five-carat, flawless stunner. It was
perfect, just like Sara.

Our year had gone smoother than I’d expected it to. We rarely
argued, she was patient and didn’t complain about the time I
spent away from her at training or deployments. I had to give
it to her. I was the one that moaned and groaned on occasion
about our time apart. I missed her so fucking much. She’d
moved into my place in August and we’d followed into a
rhythm.

But I’d been lying to her. I kept telling her I didn’t want to get
married. Not until I was out of the Teams. She hadn’t nagged
me, but clearly made her feelings known that she wanted to
get married.



Last year she’d shocked the hell out of me and it was time I
returned the favor.

The plane touched down and Sara was the first off. No
surprise there. We hadn’t seen each other in three months. She
ran into my arms and I swung her around.

On cue, Maya began to film the moment. I’d contacted her a
week ago. I’d been a bit worried that she’d spill my secret, but
she swore that she would keep quiet.

Sara’s eyes grew to the size of saucers when I set her back
down and knelt in front of her, taking her hand in mine.

“Sara,” I began.

Before I could say the next word, she screamed. “Oh my god,
Kyle. Oh my god!”

I opened the box. “You saved me. I love you so much. Baby,
will you marry me?”

“Yes! Oh my god, yes!” she squealed, and I placed the ring on
her finger.

No sooner had I done that when Maya grabbed Sara’s hand out
of mine. “Damn, look at that rock. Nicely done, Kyle.
Congrats, Sara.”

I cleared my throat. “Uh, Maya?”

“Sorry, I got a little happy. I’m still recording though. I
zoomed in on that baby.” Laughing, I focused my attention
back on Sara. She was all smiles. And surprised. Mission
accomplished.

“I didn’t think you wanted to get married! You kept saying
how happy you were with the way things were. What changed
your mind?”

“You, baby. You.”

The other girls swarmed her and she showed off her ring.

I pulled her away, cupping her face and kissing those lips I
couldn’t get enough of. After I was satisfied with the kiss
since she looked drunk with anticipation of what the kiss



would lead to, I took her hand and pulled her with me as I
walked backward. “Where are we going?”

“To my barracks room. You’re not getting out of my sight
this time.”
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INFALLIBLE
TRIDENT CODE #3

’ll be honest with you—I’m not perfect. Sure, I live my life
by the code. Honor, integrity, loyalty. I’m a lover, I’m a

fighter. There’s a line we say in BUD/S: Clarity is in the eyes,
love is in the heart, and fear is in the mind. I’m a mother
fucking Navy SEAL—I’m invincible, invaluable, infallible.
But behind all the machismo and hype, I’m a simple man …
all I really want is a woman to claim as mine.

A summer affair—washed away with the ebb and flow of the
tides. I met her on dog beach—flowing red hair, full breasts,
hypnotic scent. After we made love in the sand, I pretended
that she was mine forever—that she would be faithful while I
was gone, supportive of my career, loving to my daughter.

But we’d built our relationship on lies—I’d never told her I
was a SEAL, she’d kept her past hidden from me. She’d had a
man, if you could call him that. He was cruel, abusive,
controlling. She’d fled, determined to start a new life, but he’d
found her, and would stop at nothing to get her back—dead or
alive.

But he didn’t count on meeting me. I am the person who
everyone knows will lay down my life for someone else.
Failure is not an option. I lived by the sword, would die by the
sword. I may not be perfect, but I am perfect for her.
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