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 A SEAL
is strongest with her Team…

 


Ensign Christiana
"Ghost" Brickman is the only female SEAL to survive BUD/S training,
a real Navy Jane. But when an ambush ends her career as an active
SEAL, she’s free to pursue other interests. Like her two best
friends Lt. Jim "Retro" Waters and Chief Warrant Officer Todd
"Magic" Hunter. She's wanted them for over a year, but never dared
to approach them while in the squad.

 


Retro has fought his
dark desires since high school, certain the need to share a woman
unnatural. Magic had never considered sharing before Ghost mentions
it, but it solves his dilemma of choosing between his best friend
and his woman. But
Retro balks at Ghost’s offer to share and
retreats from both when she marries Magic.

 


Everyone feels Retro’s
loss, but he ignores the ache of their broken connection in favor
of living ‘normal.’ When Ghost and the other wives of Beta Squad
are kidnapped, Retro must reevaluate how much both Ghost and Magic
mean to him. And he must decide how far he's willing to go to save
the woman he loves, before she becomes the Navy's
ghost.
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Author’s Note:




Dear Readers,

 


This book, while about the US military
and particularly the Navy, is ultimately a romantic fiction.
Currently in our world the US Navy has no female operators serving
in the Special Operations units like the SEALs. The world is
changing and there may come a time when women are included in the
squads, but currently it’s not the case. Because this is a fantasy
story and it’s set in my world of paranormal romance where dragons
and werewolves and vampires exist, I get to make the rules. I’ve
included a female operator on my SEAL squad and she is the first to
gain the right to be there. I’ve tried to make the story as
realistic as I can given those parameters, but in the end, this is
still romantic fiction.

 


In addition, to honor and
protect those SEALs currently serving, I’ve chosen a fictitious
Team based in Coronado and operating in Central America (at least
in this story). I hope you enjoy my ménage a’SEALs story, a hot and
sexy fiction based on our current military reality.

 


Siobhan


 


 PART
1: The Beginning of the
End


 


Chapter One




 


Her silent footsteps
passed by dark walls as shadows flickered. The contact beckoned her
squad into a larger side room, waving frantically.

Warning twitches came too
late. Muzzle flashes cascaded from all corners like fireworks, and
pain seared her left thigh.

Shouts, shots, and
pounding feet filled the broken silence. Her view shifted as she
fell, agony stripping away coherent thought. A face appeared,
features blurred by dark paint. Magic?

His lips moved but no
sound hit her ringing ears. Stay with me,
Ghost.

Flashes of gunfire
illuminated the intense expression he wore when something went
wrong, but he only had eyes for whatever he worked on and something
behind her. Someone grasped her under the arms and dragged her out
of the melee.

Ensign?

She stared up into more
worried eyes. Retro?

Stay with me,
Ghost. She read his request from his
lips.

Can you hear me, Ensign?

She shook her head and
tried to flash a thumbs-up.

“Ensign, can you hear
me?”

 


****

 


Chief Warrant Officer Todd
“Magic” Hunter swallowed against the panic slamming against the
walls of the box he’d confined it to in his mind. He secured Ensign
Brickman to the deck of the helo and gave Lieutenant Jim “Retro”
Waters a thumbs-up before tightening down the bandages around
Chris’s thigh. Holy fuck, I carved her up
like a Thanksgiving turkey. Guilt and
anger rolled in his gut. I had to. She’d
have bled out if I didn’t get that artery clamped.
He’d butchered her and blood had been everywhere,
but he’d somehow found the artery and staunched the flow before it
took her soul with it.

Dear God, of all of us,
why her?

It didn’t matter. She’d
survived. End of story. Magic made sure the morphine dulled some of
her pain as they medevac’d her ass home and periodically checked
the bandages around her thigh. She’s fine.
Stop fussing. But he couldn’t help the
checking or the worry.

As she lay dying on the
grimy floor of the Nicaraguan warehouse, his feelings for Ensign
Christiana Brickman had crystallized into blinding clarity.
I love her. He’d ignored
the thought in favor of saving her life, but now, with the squad
around him and the action settled, it came roaring back into his
mind, clear as day. Jubilation mixed with terror settled into his
gut. No fraternization within the
ranks. Too bad his heart couldn’t remember
the rules.

“How’s she doing, Magic?”
Retro shouted through the mic to Magic over the rotors.

“Stable for now. High as a
kite, but stable.”

“Good to hear. Pilot says
back on base in fifty mikes.”

“Roger that.”

“Why do they always use
boys’ names for everything?”

Retro and Magic turned to the woman
lying between them and met the clouded hazel gaze beneath the
lowered brows. “Say again, Brickman?”

“Boys’ names. Why do they
always use them for everything?”

“What are you talking
about?” Retro raised an eyebrow.

“You know, Mike for
minute, Roger for understood.” Brickman rolled her head to pin
Retro with her focus. “Jimmy for futzing with locks. Hey, your name
is Jim.” She licked her lips and swallowed. “I like your name, Jim
Retro. And I like you, too. You’re handsome.”

“Yep. Definitely high as a
kite.” Retro snorted and shot a smile at Magic. Todd tried to smile
back, but his gut sank. What if she preferred Jim over him?
Get your head back in the game. She’s never shown
interest in any of us.

“Yeah, but I’m pretty sure
she’s not in pain. With the dosage I gave her, she should be
floatin’ on cloud nine by now.”

“You’re my cloud nine,
Magic.” The hazel gaze hit him and he tried not to fall into it or
the words she murmured. “So sexy and smart and nice. All the Navy
bunnies just love you.” Her lips tightened in irritation.
“Sluts.”

Magic raised his
eyebrows. Don’t listen to her, she’s out
of her mind. Except morphine often acted
like a weak truth serum, stripping away inhibitions to expose real
sentiments underneath. Chris turned her head away to mumble
something under her breath as a mild frown creased her
forehead.

“Not good enough for
you.”

“Say again, Ensign?” Retro
leaned closer to her.

“They only want dick, you
know.” Her gaze slid slowly back to Jim’s face. “You deserve
better, Retro. Mo’betta. ’Cause Bravo Squad does everything
mo’betta. They should call it Betta Squad.” She trailed off in a
dreamy, sing-songy voice.

“At least she’s got that
right.” Retro shook his head, a half smile quirking his
mouth.

“Bravo Squad definitely
does it mo’betta.” Ghost fixed him with a hard stare. “Just like
you, Retro. And you need someone who knows you. You, and Magic,
too. Perfect, sexy, tall, and hard. Like bananas.”

“What?” Magic traded looks
with Retro.

“Oh, shit. You better
knock her out before she says something really crazy.”

“Bananas. You know…” Chris
raised one hand, curling her fingers into a C-shape before swaying
it back and forth as if stroking something. “Long, hard, smooth,
and warm.” She grimaced. “Bananas. So much better than cucumbers.
Mo’betta in Betta Squad.”

“Knock her out, Magic.”
Retro growled as the other squad members snickered in the
background.

Magic curbed his own grin as he shoved
another syringe of morphine into her IV. He could understand
Retro’s concern, but the thought of Chris stroking his cock made
said anatomy salute the idea from his fatigues. Chris yawned and
mumbled something more about the virtues of bananas over cucumbers
before her eyes closed and her breathing evened out.

“Bravo Squad does it
mo’betta!” Petty Officer Killian grinned. “Why? ’Cause we’re the
betta squad.”

“Not betta squad, Beta
Squad. Second to none.” Seaman Rubenovich laughed.

“Aw, fuck, she’s never
gonna live that one down with the squad.” Retro shook his head as
he tucked the woolen blanket up to her chin.

“Yeah, but at least she’s
gonna live.” Todd surveyed the woman before him and prayed for all
he was worth she’d make it out okay. “Okay” meant she’d get to keep
her leg, because he had the sneaking suspicion she’d be on the
bench for a long time recovering.

“You’re sure of that?”
Some of Jim’s concern leaked into his eyes though he kept his face
stoic.

“Yeah, I’m sure. I got
that artery clamped shut and she’s a fighter. She’ll make it out
okay.” Todd didn’t know where the certainty came from, but he held
onto it with both hands and his teeth. “We’ll update the docs when
we get in.”

Jim grunted and nodded as
they settled in to finish the flight. Todd tried not to stew on
Chris’s words, but each compliment made his balls tighten and
delirious excitement to run around his gut. Get a grip, man. She’s completely high on morphine and
terribly injured. It’s sick to think about anything like
that. Except he’d been having unauthorized
thoughts of seeing Christiana Brickman naked and riding his cock
for about a year now, and her slurred words only encouraged
them.

They landed at the base
and the squad erupted in a flurry of motion to help get Chris
transported into the infirmary. They’d work on her leg and get her
Stateside while the squad finished the mission. And by God, they’d
take out the motherfuckers who led the squad into a trap,
especially the “contact”. You’re gonna pay
and it ain’t gonna be pretty.

In a rare moment of quiet,
Magic closed his eyes and inhaled the warm Nicaraguan air, trying
to focus on something better than Chris losing her leg.
Like Chris sitting beside me in nothing but a
tank top and bikini bottoms holding an icy long neck.
Yeah, that did nothing to relax him, but it
certainly made him smile.

“What’s the grin for,
Magic?” Retro’s hand on his shoulder broke the fantasy.
Good thing, too.

“Ice cold beer and a
swimming pool. Nothin’ better.” Except maybe Chris Brickman
laughing and smiling at him.

“She’s gonna make it, man.
Don’t sweat it.”

Magic shook his head. “I butchered her
leg, Jim.”

“Yeah, and she’ll still be
tougher than the rest of our sorry crew. She’ll pull
through.”

Magic scanned Retro’s face. His voice
sounded certain, but his eyes said something else. “I love her,
man.”

“I know. She’s your swim
buddy. We all love her.”

“No, not like that.”
Magic’s shoulders slumped and he exhaled everything. “I mean like
one-and-only, want-as-my-life-partner, can’t-live-without-you kind
of love.”

The great stone face Retro always wore
when faced with something difficult slid over his features and his
eyes flattened, but Todd ignored it. They were best buddies and
honesty counted more than comfort. Things could still go wrong with
Chris. The only easy day was yesterday.

“You know there’s no
fraternization within the ranks, Magic.” Retro’s voice held no
inflection.

“That’s within the squad,
Retro, not the Navy.”

“She is in the squad. She’s an active
SEAL.”

Magic shook his head and swallowed
against the suspicious lump in his throat. “Not anymore, she’s
not.”

“What the fuck are you
talking about?” Jim rounded on Todd, his eyes burning with
anger.

“You didn’t see her leg,
Retro. You didn’t see what I had to do to get that artery closed.
She’ll be lucky to walk again much less have the physical abilities
to keep up with us now.” Todd kicked a loose stone on the tarmac.
“I did that to her.”

“And saved her
life.”

“I might have ruined her
life!” Grief and anger exploded and he crossed his arms to keep
from throwing a punch at anything. “Chances are better than great
she won’t come back to the squad from that injury. Hell, we don’t
even know if the fuckin’ docs in the base can repair what’s left of
her leg, let alone the artery.” He picked up the stone and hurled
it out into the night. “The SEALs were all she ever
wanted.”

“And she’s not done yet,
so don’t you give the fuck up on her, Magic.” Retro grabbed his
shoulder and wrenched him around until they stood nose to nose. “If
you love her like you say you do, don’t give up on her. She’s a
SEAL, dammit, and SEALs don’t give up on anything. Pull yourself
together and get your ass in the shower. We got a briefing at
oh-four-hundred in thirty-five mikes and I expect you to be at the
top of your game. Are we clear, Chief?”

Magic swallowed hard and nodded,
stuffing the grief down into a seething ball in his gut. He’d use
the energy to take out the terrorist cell brewing biological
weapons in this hot little hellhole.

“Clear, LT.”

“Good. See you in thirty.”
Retro stalked away with fast, angry strides and Magic watched him
go, wondering what had set him off. He’s
probably just worried about Ghost. While
the explanation seemed plausible, something told Magic he may have
miscalculated something about Retro. Shaking his head, Todd
retreated to the showers.

 


****

 


“You can’t just wake her
up and demand answers, Lieutenant Commander. It doesn’t work that
way.”

“She needs to be
debriefed, Doctor.”

“Not right now, she
doesn’t. You can wait a few more hours.”

Chris opened her eyes to
take in her surroundings. Why is
everything white? The last thing she
remembered was Chief Warrant Officer Todd “Magic” Hunter’s
blackened face looming over her, wearing the tight expression he
always got when he worked on someone wounded. Wounded? Memory clarified slowly and
she recalled the firefight in the ratty warehouse and their contact
luring her into a blind spot. She’d saved the rest of SEAL Team 9,
Bravo Squad a world of hurt.

The same couldn’t be said for
herself.

Soft beeps and chirps of
medical equipment filled the tense silence of the sterile
room. Was someone arguing?
An IV full of clear liquid snaked from her arm to
the rack beside the hospital bed and the scent of disinfectant
infused her nostrils. The scent always meant sickness or death to
her. It signified something bad and surrounded Chris like an enemy,
waiting to subdue her.

Of course, the screaming pain her in
left leg did a damn fine job all by itself.

Her fear ramped up,
increasing the soft beeping sound until it beat out a rapid tattoo.
Some sort of monitor read her reactions. She closed her eyes and
told herself to calm down, regulating her breathing as she’d been
trained. It’s no more difficult than
launching a rubber IBS raft in rough seas.

“Ensign
Brickman?”

She opened her eyes again,
but she couldn’t quite focus on the array of white uniforms
standing before her. The first stood small and delicate with a
stethoscope snaking around the shoulders. The other had height and
breadth with an oil slick of iridescent color from all the ribbons
plastered on the left side. Wow, the fruit
salad is really pretty.

“Thank you, Ensign. I’ll
remember that.” The man dipped his head with a smile.

Crap! Did she say it out
loud? She snapped her mouth shut and tried to focus on the present.
She blinked a couple of times and shoved the pain in her leg to the
back of her mind as she lifted her chin. Focus, focus, focus!

“Yes, sir. What can I do
for you, sir?”

Lt. Commander Tom “Whistler”
Whittleton stood to one side of her bed while the female doctor
stood on the other. Their eyes showed a mixture of pity and sorrow,
though they both gave her their best encouraging smiles.

“How are you feeling?”
Whistler asked.

“Fine, sir.”

Whistler nodded, but his
mouth fell out of his smile. Unease crept through her. She lay in a
hospital room…Dear God, how badly am I
wounded?

“Where am I?” she asked,
turning her gaze to the woman. “Doctor?”

“You’re at Coronado
Medical Center. Do you remember getting shot?”

Memory cleared and she recalled the
bullet ripping through her leg. She saw Magic’s face over her
again, wearing the horrible tight expression. She remembered
growing so cold and exhaustion setting in.

“Yes, ma’am.” SEAL ops
were too sensitive to go into detail with anyone other than her
CO.

“Excellent, Ensign.
Unfortunately, the bullet ripped through the femoral artery in your
left leg and fractured the bone. On the flip side, your chief
warrant officer managed to clamp the artery enough for you to make
it to surgery.”

Chris’s heart rate
increased again. Oh, my God.
Her eyes dropped to the form of her body beneath
the bedcovers. One leg rose higher than the other against the
sheet. Cast? Bandages? She tried to move and pain roared through
her, overwhelming her usual calm.

“Are you all right,
Ensign?” Whittleton’s voice came from far away.

Why did anyone ask her
that question? No, she’d never be all right again. If she’d
sustained damage to her leg, it translated to destruction of her
career as a SEAL. She wanted to scream at the stupid man
standing, standing, there so calmly. Lock it down,
Brickman. Whittleton doesn’t ask stupid questions. But what the
hell do I tell him? She swallowed her
grief and kept the irritation off her face.

“As well as could be
expected, sir. Is there any prognosis on my condition, ma’am?” She
returned her attention to the doctor, scanning her name badge.
Meecham, Katherine A.

“If the swelling goes down
and there’s no infection, you should be able to begin walking
therapy in two weeks.” Meecham’s expression remained encouraging
though she’d lost her smile. “You should be able to walk fairly
well and even run, but the warrant officer did so much damage to
get to your artery, you’ll always have a bit of a limp.”

Chris digested the news,
ignoring the grief screaming for acknowledgement.
Focus, keep it together. She wanted to howl, to blame Magic for breaking her leg, but
in the end, she’d been dumb enough to follow the contact into a
blind spot. The responsibility for this fell on her.

“Yes, ma’am. I understand.
How soon will I be able to return to active duty?”

Meecham bit her lip and glanced up at
Whittleton. Chris’s CO took a deep breath and looked her over
carefully. She hoped she hid the grief ripping through
her.

When he said nothing, Meecham cleared
her throat. “There’s a lot that needs to happen before then.” She
glanced down at her clipboard. “There’s two weeks of bed rest to
heal from your surgery. If the muscles and bone have knitted
enough, you’ll be cleared for physical therapy.” Meecham raised her
gaze and hit Chris with a stern look. “How long it takes is up to
you and your willingness to follow the therapist’s orders, but I’d
say you’re looking at six months of recovery.”

Six months. After six months she’d be
so out of phase with her squad, it’d be like being a rookie all
over again. They waited for her to respond, but she couldn’t think
of anything to say.

“What this means in the
long run is you won’t be back in the Teams. You’ll be awarded the
Purple Heart and be assigned restrictive duty until you have a
clean bill of health.” Whittleton’s gaze filled with
sympathy.

And there it is.
Chris’s throat closed, but she forced air through
it anyway. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

“I’m sorry,
Ensign.”

She didn’t want his pity. “Yes,
sir.”

Chris wished she could crawl back into
unconsciousness to escape the horror of her new life, but her
visitors appeared to have no intention of leaving. The pain in her
leg spiked and added to the general misery assailing her mind. At
least they hadn’t court-martialed her for her stupidity in the
warehouse.

“There is some good news.”
She met Whittleton’s gaze, his sympathy underlying the
words.

“There is, sir?” Damn, had
her voice cracked? She needed some water. She quickly scanned the
room, but she found nothing, not even a vase of flowers.

“Yes. As soon as Master
Chief Castle heard you were injured, he put in the request for you
to be transferred to the Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training
facility here. He wants you as an instructor as soon as you’re
fully recovered.”

The lieutenant commander waited for
her reaction and Chris struggled to find coherence.

“An instructor,
sir?” Is he serious?

“Yes, training the new
BUD/S recruits.”

Chris’s mind shifted to
Master Chief Castle. He requested
me? Surprise slid through her, pushing
back the pain a little. The master chief had never given any
indication he valued the “Little Navy Jane” in all the time she’d
been there. Last she’d seen him, he’d saluted her ironically as
he’d pinned her new ribbons to her chest. As the chief instructor
for the BUD/S training in Coronado, he chose who would serve under
him and it was a short list. She’d never been able to read him even
after leaving his ‘tender mercies’ four years earlier.

“Are you sure,
sir?”

“Pardon, Ensign?”
Whittleton blinked.

“Do you think it’s a good
idea for me to be an instructor, sir?”

“Why wouldn’t it
be?”

“I’m a woman, sir. It was
bad enough when I was a recruit. Do you see the new recruits, green
and cocky for being chosen for BUD/S training, taking a woman
instructor seriously, sir?”

“Why wouldn’t they,
Brickman?”

She said nothing for a long
time.

“Are you afraid, Ensign?”
Whittleton demanded.

“Sorry, sir?”

“I said, are you afraid of
some green and cocky recruits?”

“No, sir, I’m not
afraid.”

“Good to hear, Ensign. As
soon as you’re cleared for physical therapy, you’ll start your
rehabilitation and Instructor’s school. You’ll learn the ropes from
Command Master Chief Castle though you still report to
me.”

“Aye aye, Lt. Commander,
sir.”

The door to her room opened and a
female nurse entered the room. The others turned at the
interruption, giving Chris a chance to hide the enormous wave of
pain sweeping through her. She clamped her lips together to keep
from mewling piteously, but the agony in her leg overrode her
defenses. Whittleton had to leave soon before she disgraced herself
in front of him.

Dr. Meecham cleared her throat and
nodded to the nurse. “Now, then, Ensign, I’m sure you’re feeling
plenty of pain so we’ll take your vitals and give you a dose of
Dilaudid.”

Chris frowned. “I’m not familiar with
that one, Doc. What is it?”

“It’s hydromorphine, sort
of like morphine on steroids,” the doctor said with an endearing
smile. “It might burn going in, but you’ll be glad of its effects
in a couple of minutes. It will also make you sleepy, but rest is
really the best thing for you at this point, anyway.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Let’s talk about your
injury a little so you know what you’ll be facing.”

That didn’t sound good, but Chris
nodded and tried to focus through the pain. “You were very lucky,
Ensign. Somehow your medic managed to grab your femoral artery and
clamp it shut before you bled out. You have him to thank for your
heartbeat. The bullet slashed through the arterial wall and lodged
in the bone, cracking it. Fortunately, the artery wasn’t completely
severed.” She paused and glanced at the chart as if choosing her
words carefully.

“However, the bone is
another matter. We got the bullet out and the fracture is clean,
but as I said, it will take at least two weeks of bed rest before
you can even think of walking on it. It could take up to four. The
good news is you’ll be able to walk and even run in a few months
with a careful exercise regimen and physical therapy.”

“But I’ll always have a
limp.”

Meecham’s eyes narrowed. “It’s a
possibility, Ensign. It all depends on how much you’re willing to
put into recuperation and restrengthening.”

“I’ll put my all into it,
ma’am.” Hell yeah, she would. She’d be damned before she let the
naysayers ever win. Hooyah.

“Yes, I think you will,
but it also means really resting. No pushing yourself before your
leg’s ready. If you do, you could destroy any progress you’ve
made.” Meecham shot Chris her own firm look. “I know SEALs, Ensign
Brickman. I know how they think. Bed rest and a lot of it is the
only way you get out of this injury even close to your original
condition. Trust me.”

Chris let her expression slide into
the patented SEAL stoicism. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. Now, let’s take a
look at your leg.”

The energy in the room shifted into
sparkling tension and Chris swallowed back her dread.

The nurse lifted the blankets on the
left side of the bed, exposing her stabilized leg. A blue nylon leg
brace encased her from hip to ankle with metal stabilizing rods
bent at the knee. The nurse expertly tore the Velcro straps apart
and the sound made Chris wince.

They carefully pulled the
brace away and slowly cut through the bandages along the outside of
her leg. Chris cringed at the scissors sliding along her skin. She
had the irrational fear they’d slip and gouge her.
Breathe, Brickman. The
nurse easily maneuvered the snips down the length and soon they
peeled back the bandage.

Whittleton raised his chin and
swallowed hard in horrified silence.

Chris’s leg wounds resembled those
from a shark attack. Jagged tears in her skin and muscle showed
angry red around the central wound where the bullet had entered.
Blue and purple bruises stretched all over her thigh, some in the
form of handprints where someone had grabbed her. The edges of the
tears blushed pink with healing and the doctor grunted with
apparent satisfaction. No stranger to ragged wounds or torn skin,
Chris still held back tears and repeated her own personal mantra to
keep from crying out in despair.

Fear is the mind killer.
Fear is the mind killer. Fear is the mind killer.

“Spectacular, isn’t it?”
the doctor remarked and Chris almost laughed at the outraged
expression on Whittleton’s face despite her own dismay.

“The reason it looks so
bad is your medic had to cut you open to get to the artery before
it was too late. He saved your life, though it looks bad now.
However, everything is healing cleanly and the last CT scan of your
leg showed the artery functioning correctly.”

“That’s
healing cleanly?” Whittleton shot a look of
amazement at the woman.

“Yes, Lt. Commander.”
Meecham gave him a half smile. “We’re going to clean it, rebandage
it, and take a look again tomorrow. It should be healing and
itching like crazy in a few days. Don’t touch it.” She leveled a
motherly finger at Chris.

“Yes, ma’am.”

The doctor’s face smoothed into a real
smile. “Good. Let’s get you cleaned up and resting.”

The process of cleaning and bandaging her injured leg tested
Chris’s endurance, but she’d be damned before she’d show weakness
in front of her commanding officer. She’d done Hell Week. This
wasn’t nearly so bad.

No, this is damn near
worse!

Chris counted the ceiling tiles in a
vain attempt to ignore the pain until they reattached the leg
brace. Dr. Meecham told her they’d up her calcium intake as well as
continue the Dilaudid drip for the next week while her muscles
healed.

As if she read Chris’s mind, Dr.
Meecham laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. “You got a second
chance, Ensign. Don’t squander it, okay?”

Chris nodded, but couldn’t bring
herself to say anything. Second chance at what? Her life as a SEAL
had ended. The doctor patted her shoulder and inclined her head to
Whittleton before she strode from the room.

No one said anything after her
withdrawal and the regular hospital sounds intruded into their
little pocket of space. Chris wished everyone would leave while she
figured out her next move, but she held her peace while the nurse
went about her duties as if no one else existed.

Whittleton stayed, patiently waiting
for the nurse to finish. She injected the pain meds directly into
the line and Chris took a deep breath as they hit her system. The
damn stuff burned like a sonofabitch, making her arch her back and
groan low in her throat. The burn only lasted a minute, quickly
followed by blessed relief.

“All right, Ensign?” the
nurse asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

She quietly unhooked Chris’s IV,
replacing the empty saline bag with a full one. Then she packed up
her cart, and left the room without another word.

Chris returned her gaze to her team
leader and he gave her his patented half-smile. “The man
responsible for your injury has decided, with a little judicious
encouragement, to give up all the information pertaining to the
terrorist cell operating in Nicaragua, and their biohazard imports
operation.”

“Did you catch them all,
sir?” Crushing the terrorist cell would improve her
mood.

“Yes. Bravo Squad went in
at 1900 the day you returned to Coronado.” The lt. commander lost
his smile, but fierce triumph glowed in his eyes.
Hooyah, they’d gotten the bastards.
She nodded her gratitude, but her gut clenched
with loss. She’d been left behind already.

“Glad to hear it, sir.
Would you pass on my congrats to the squad, sir?”

“Will do, Ensign.” A
half-smile curled his lips. “They also took your nickname for the
squad.”

“My nickname, sir?” Chris
blinked.

“Bravo Squad does it
mo’betta?” He chuckled at her blank stare. “They shortened it to
Beta Squad, because they’re second to none.”

Chris gaped at her CO. “Did I really
say that, sir?”

“Yes, Ensign. Under the
influence of morphine. I have multiple reports.” He raised an
eyebrow. “You don’t remember?”

“No, sir.”

“They’ve adapted it out of
honor and affection for you, Brickman.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you,
sir.”

“They are all looking
forward to seeing you.”

“Thank you, sir.” Chris
didn’t want them to see her like this.

They lapsed into silence again. What
more was there to say? The squad had vanquished the terrorist cell
and only she’d sustained injuries. At least as far as she
knew.

“Was anyone else wounded
in the latest op?”

“No, Ensign. The squad
came through without a scratch this time.”

This time.
Chris tried not to take it personally, but the
phrase stuck in her mind. Intellectually she knew SEAL squads often
sustained injuries, even death, but she couldn’t help feeling his
words meant for her.

Let it go, Brickman. The
past is the past and you have to go forward from here.

Chris found the Lieutenant
Commander’s green gaze on her and swallowed against the apology
burning in her throat. I’m sorry I let you
down, sir.

“I’m sorry, Ensign.” His
face no longer hid his dismay. “I know this isn’t how you thought
it would go.”

Dammit, why does he have
to be nice now? She just barely held back
tears.

“No, sir.” She cleared her
throat. “But as the doc says, I have a second chance.”

Whittleton nodded. “Yes, she did. What
are you gonna do with it?”

Chris met his gaze and read the
challenge there. “I don’t know, yet, sir. I’m still working on
grokking my injuries, sir.”

Some of the challenge faded from his
eyes. “The entire squad has been hounding me for news on your
condition and have petitioned for leave to come see
you.”

“The entire squad, sir?
Even Rubenovich?” Chris raised an eyebrow in disbelief.

Whittleton laughed. “Yeah, amazingly
enough, even Deli.”

“Tell them thanks for me,
sir.”

“Will do.” He stopped and
dropped his gaze as he ran his fingers over the Budweiser, the
eagle emblem, on his officer’s cap. “I want you to know we all
grieve for your status change, Brickman. Retro and Magic
especially.”

“Really, sir? I suspected
you’d all be turning cartwheels because you no longer had ‘Little
Navy Jane’ in your squad. No more media circus, no compensating for
the weaker—”

“That’s enough, Ensign.”
All the emotion left Whittleton’s face. “You’ve earned your
Budweiser and your place on my squad. I won’t have you or anyone
else deride your right to be there.”

He stopped and his gaze fell on her
leg, covered once more by the blankets on the bed. Fury flashed
through his expression, but it disappeared when he raised his face
to her once more. “You’ll always be Team 9, Bravo Squad, no matter
what, Ghost.”

The nickname she’d received during
their first mission after BUD/S training echoed hollowly in the
room. She’d earned it for her abilities of infiltration and
reconnaissance and bore it proudly. She’d earned it when an enemy
guard once pissed on the wall right next to her with no idea she
sat less than twelve inches from him. He’d zipped up his fly and
marched past her when done. The boys had called her Ghost from then
on.

What do you bet I’ve lost
the ability with this injury? Dread
settled a little deeper into her belly.

“Yes, sir.”

“I wasn’t surprised when
Master Chief Castle asked for you.”

“You weren’t, sir? I’m
damn near floored.” She grimaced and glanced over the edge of the
bed. “Well, kinda.”

The Lieutenant Commander’s
smile filled his whole face and she paused to take in his beauty.
He remained single, but she couldn’t help to wonder why.
Probably the time spent away from
home. Chris sighed as the pain killers
kicked in.

“Between you and me, I
think he has a crush on you, Brickman.” Whittleton winked and Chris
giggled.

“Master Chief Castle,
sir?” She made a rude sound. “Not likely, sir.”

Whittleton chuckled. “For the record,
I know you impressed the hell out of him when you went through
BUD/S, especially Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape
training. He swore you’d be gone the third week. Green, small, and
soft is what he thought of you at the beginning. But by the end, he
didn’t take anyone’s shit about you.”

“Are you sure we’re
talking about the same Master Chief who spent most of his time
blaring his bullhorn voice at me, sir?”

“The one and only Castle,
Brickman. The minute he heard your news, he put in the request for
you.”

“Wow. It totally blows my
mind.” Sleep tugged at her awareness. “I’ll try to live up to his
regard, sir.”

“I think you’ve more than
lived up to it, Ensign.” Whittleton snorted. “Take care of yourself
and get some rest. We expect you back on duty in a few
months.”

“Three, sir. I’ll be back
in no more than three.”

“We’ll see you
then.”

“Thank you,
sir.”

“Swift winds, Ensign
Brickman.”

But Chris already drifted
in the sweet painkiller sea. Her vision played tricks on her. She
swore the Lieutenant Commander’s face crumpled into sorrow as he
cursed softly and wiped his eyes before swiftly striding from her
room. Now you’re just dreaming, Brickman.
Whistler never cries. She let the idea go
and slid into sleep.


 


Chapter Two


 


Todd “Magic” Hunter lengthened his
strides down the hallway of Coronado Medical Center, searching for
the nurse’s station. His gut clenched tight and he told himself for
the hundredth time Ghost survived. Dammit, if the stupid doctors
lost her after he’d managed to clamp her artery shut, he’d tear
this place apart.

Breathe, jackass. Fury’s
not gonna solve this.

The hospital’s halls sat relatively
quiet and vacant in the after-dinner hour and Magic searched for
the nurse’s station. No one appeared to be anywhere.

“Where are the fucking
nurses?” Todd swung his gaze around the hallway, but no one
materialized. He scanned the walls for the nurse rotation board
behind the desk and found Brickman listed beside a nurse’s name and
the number fifteen. He could almost hear CPO “Rimshot” Stanton’s
voice whispering “Target acquired.”

Some of Magic’s tension
faded as he approached Ghost’s room. She’d been moved out of the
ICU into the main portion of the medical center.
Means she’s out of immediate
danger. When he reached the door, he
paused and took a few deep breaths, nervous. Pussy. Just open the damn door and look in on her. She’s not
dead.

He hoped.

Swallowing against the insidious
uncertainty, he depressed the door handle and pushed the door
slowly open.

The room sat dark and empty of
ornamentation. Only the bed and the medical equipment filled the
small space. No flowers or balloons livened up the somber
atmosphere and he vowed to remedy it immediately. He tried not to
inhale more of the antiseptic scent as he swung his gaze to the
occupant in the bed.

Chris slept, her head turned toward
the shaded window as if seeking the light. She appeared so small
and fragile, though she’d proved the assessment wrong numerous
times in the past. His chest tightened with anguish at her
condition.

The darkness became oppressive and he
damn near dove for the shades covering the window. The last light
of the setting sun painted patterns on the wall and the foot of the
bed as Magic spotted Chris’s chart. He grabbed it to distract
himself from the details of Ghost’s body beneath the
covers.

The detailed medical explanation flew
past his awareness as he skimmed, but he caught a few points.
They’d given her plenty of pain medication and she’d been
responding well to treatment. He recalled the Lieutenant
Commander’s debriefing on Ghost’s status and he’d said the leg had
been ugly, but the doc encouraging. Magic didn’t buy it for a
moment.

Todd grimaced as he
remembered slicing through Chris’s thigh muscles with his field
knife to get to her artery. At
least the CT scans show the artery’s
strong, but I’m sure her leg looks like a
shark got it.

He hoped she didn’t begrudge it,
though he sure as hell did. The damage he’d done in an effort to
save her bugged the hell out of him and his fury surged at the
memory of the man who’d lured her into a blind spot. If he hadn’t
already been beaten within an inch of his life, Todd would have
finished the job the interrogators started. His gaze dropped back
to the chart to calm himself down. The doc had increased her
calcium intake for bone replacement, and protein for muscle and
soft tissue development. Progress read ‘satisfactory.’

Todd snorted. “Not satisfactory for
me…or Ghost, I’d bet.”

The sound of his voice in the quiet
room made Chris shift and she turned her head toward him. Magic
dropped the chart and snagged the nearest chair, dragging it over
to the bed.

“Hey, Chris, how are you
doing?”

“Magic? What are you doing
here?”

“Checking on you.” He
grabbed her hand and sat down. “How are you holding up?”

“I’m good.” She shifted in
the bed, a grimace tightening her lips as she resettled. He didn’t
believe her, but he decided not to push. “The meds make me groggy
and sleepy, but the pain’s minimal.” She fixed him with her
unfocused hazel gaze. If he didn’t know better he’d swear she gave
him her bedroom eyes.

Sleepy beauty.
His lips quirked. Yeah,
but don’t kiss her to wake her up. He’d
find himself on his back with a knife at his throat and a rabid
weasel on his chest.

“What are you smiling at,
Magic?” Even drugged up, Chris still managed to raise an
eyebrow.

“I was just thinkin’ you
look like hell, but could still kick my ass.”

Her face fell. “Not
anymore.”

His gut clenched at the defeat in her
voice, but he snorted to cover his chagrin. “We both know that
ain’t true. Once you heal up, you’ll be taking down bad guys left
and right. Just gotta give it some time to get better.”

Chris glanced away and
grimaced again, but she didn’t argue with him. A twinge of concern
hit his spine and he suppressed a shiver. What does she know that I don’t?

“So, where’s Retro? I
thought he’d come with you to visit.”

Yeah, me too.

Magic still kicked himself
over revealing to his best buddy his love for Christiana. He
realized it only when she lay dying under his hands on the grimy
warehouse floor. Moron. He’d never been so focused in his life and he’d thanked
every god out there for it each day since. At least they’d gotten
the bastard who lured her into an ambush and the homegrown
terrorists paying him. A small victory in the face of the tragedy
lying in the bed in front of him.

“I don’t know. I texted
him, but he hadn’t answered by the time I left for the hospital.”
Todd gave her his best encouraging smile. “I’m sure he’ll be around
soon.”

Chris nodded. “So how did the rest of
the tropical trip go? Did you get what you were looking for?” Even
in the safety of an American hospital she kept their missions
vague.

“Yep. And repaid those
boys in kind for their efforts.” Todd nodded toward her legs under
the blankets. “Best ending we could hope for when the trip turned
to shit on us.”

“Hey, you definitely got
lucky with only one fuck-up. Me.” Anguish and despair washed across
her features and Todd’s anger kindled in response.

“No one fucked up, Ghost.
It was an ambush and it coulda been any one of us.”

“But I was
point.”

“And you saved the rest of
the squad from takin’ the brunt of the damage.” Todd grabbed her
hand and tugged on it to get her attention. “No one’s blamin’ you
but you. Got me, Ensign? I’m sure Deli’s kickin’ himself for not
havin’ better intel before we went in. You don’t get to take all
the responsibility for this one.”

She tightened her lips. “No one else
hurt on the second time through?”

“No, ma’am. Bam-Bam
sustained some bruised ribs when a guy hit him in the back with a
baseball bat, but other than that, we hit the clear water pretty
easily.”

“Good. I expected you all
to pick up the slack where I left off.” Some of the fire returned
to her eyes and Magic chuckled.

God, he loved her. He’d loved her ever
since she’d gotten those hostages out through the drainage pipe no
wider than a meter in diameter right under the noses of the Afghani
guards. She’d been magnificent and lethal, and his cock had
hardened at the thought of having her not only by his side, but in
his bed. She had him hooked when she told them about the guard who
opened his fly and pissed on the wall right next to her, never
seeing her.

It had been their first
real op right after graduating from BUD/S training and his love had
only grown from there. He’d said nothing to her, of course, not
willing to trash the amazing friendship and trust they’d developed
over the last four and a half years in Team 9, Bravo Squad.
And now Beta Squad because of her.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Now she lay in a bed,
recovering from the worst wound he’d ever seen in the field and his
heart broke for her. And I gave it to
her.

But she’d survived and would heal, and
guilt had no place in that. Todd smiled to force it
away.

 


****

 


Chris had endured three
days of mulling over her change in status after Whittleton visited.
Her leg continued to improve according to Dr. Meecham, but her
morale suffered from the isolation. Her gut curdled at being left
behind and abandoned because of her injury. Waking up to Magic’s
face over her had pushed some of the fury and despair away.
At least he doesn’t look as tense as the last
time I saw him.

He smiled for her, but it
didn’t touch the knot of dread in her gut. She’d let her Team down.
Hell, she’d let herself down. She tried to smile back.
I’ll weather this like everything else. Master
Chief Castle asked for me. Who’d ever
thought the old battleship would see her as more than just a female
wannabe?

But even her surprise couldn’t combat
the despair of losing her active status with her SEAL Team. Someone
had cut her heart out and left it to bleed on the sand. Her smile
faltered and she swallowed hard to hold back the tears. The men in
her squad had never dealt well with tears, even from past
girlfriends.

“You got awful quiet
there, Ghost. But I see the steam comin’ out of them ears. What are
you thinkin’ on so hard?”

A smile cracked her lips. Todd only
hammed up his Galveston accent when trying to make her laugh. She
secretly admitted she loved his Texas drawl.

“Just thinking about
‘tomorrow’.”

Todd snorted and shook his head.
“What’d I tell you about thinkin’ like that? Tomorrow don’t exist.
All you got is right now.”

Yeah, that’s what I’m
afraid of. Right now, with her leg mangled
and her squad beyond her reach. Could she find the same
satisfaction training others
to do what she’d done? Or would it hurt to know
they’d go out and save the world while she stayed home, watching
from afar?

God, it hurts worse than
my leg.

The rest of the squad hadn’t been able
to visit yet, but she suspected they had to come down off the
post-op rush. SEALs didn’t do anything half-assed.

“I know, Magic. But I’m
afraid there’s nothing more for me to do.” That isn’t true and you can stop wallowing any time
now. She grimaced and shook her head.
“Whistler came by three days ago and gave me a new
assignment.”

“He did?” Todd gave her a
guarded expression. “Are you driving a desk now, Ghost?”

Chris barked a laugh at the vision of
a governmental metal monstrosity with a steering wheel in her mind,
but the humor faded fast. “No. Something stranger. Master Chief
Castle requested me to be an instructor for BUD/S
training.”

Magic looked like a man who’d been
beaned with a frying pan, and Chris laughed again. “Yeah, that’s
what I thought, too.”

“Holy shit.” He shook his
head, gaping. “That’s amazing. I knew he had a soft spot for you
during BUD/S.”

“Yeah, right. The man
kicked my ass six ways from breakfast.”

“Yep. If he didn’t care,
he’d have ignored you and not pushed at all.” Todd nodded with
satisfaction. “You know he didn’t take anyone talkin’ trash about
you afterwards?”

“That’s what the
Lieutenant Commander said.”

“I saw him once damn near
put a guy through the wall who said you’d fucked your way through
BUD/S to pass.”

Chris gaped at Magic. “Are you
serious?”

“Yep. I would’ve beat the
dumbass to a pulp, but the Master Chief put him in his place pretty
quick. He was one of the ringers from our class.”

Chris nodded. Ringers were
the guys who rang out of training. She didn’t blame any of them for
quitting. BUD/S represented the worst of the worst in terms of
things to do voluntarily. But sometimes the ringers ended up
resenting the guys who made it through. And hating the woman who survived it when they
couldn’t.

“How did you manage not to
hate me when I joined the class, Magic?”

“That’s easy.” He sat back
and gave her his sexy smile. “You pulled your weight and then some,
and you never bitched or whined like some of them boys did. I liked
you a whole lot better than them for it.”

His smile is
not sexy. Nor is
Retro’s.

Chris had plenty of time to think, to
wish, to dream about Lt. Jim “Retro” Waters and Chief Warrant
Officer Todd “Magic” Hunter. Both men had become closer to her than
brothers. They’d held her hands and secured her safety before she
blacked out. Both made her heart ache every time they walked into a
room and her body ache when they wore no shirts.

You gotta let those
thoughts go, Brickman.

She’d fantasized hundreds of times
what it would feel like to make love to either of them, but she’d
never wanted to destroy their close friendship by suggesting
it.

“Whoa, now, what are you
thinkin’ on? You look like someone’s just stole your
cookie.”

Chris blinked and jerked back to the
present. “What?”

“Somethin’ ridin’ that
mind of yours, Ghost?” Todd grasped her hand and she tried to
ignore the flare of yearning with his touch.

In the last year or so
she’d become hypersensitive to them, aware of moves Magic and Retro
made. Their touches seemed more than just platonic. Something
lurked in the back of their eyes. Magic appeared relaxed about it
most of the time, but his passion burned hot when he let it. She’d
seen it for the few weeks he went out with an America’s Best Model
contestant two years earlier. The affair had burned hot and fast,
then flamed out in a fiery crash. But it had burned.

“Whatever happened to that
model you went out with, Magic? She was pretty hot.”

Todd raised his eyebrows. “Yeah, she
was hot, but the thing about fire is it brings nothin’ but heat and
pain. Didn’t need more of that. Why?”

Now was her chance to tell him what
she’d been thinking about, the fantasies she’d entertained. But old
habits died hard and the words died in her throat. “Just wondered.
I don’t remember you dating anyone since Ms. ABM.”

Todd raised an eyebrow. “You been
checkin’ up on me, Ghost?”

“Nah. You know, you’re not
exactly a hound-dog, screwing anything with boobs, but I’ve seen
the chicks who troll for SEALs at the Surf and Turf.”
Maybe he’s met someone and hasn’t told
me.

Her heart hitched and she shivered,
shaking the IV line until it pulled at her arm. She stopped
immediately, detesting the sensation of the artificial attachment
to her body. What if Magic had found the woman who set his world on
fire and kept it steadily burning? “You haven’t found anyone, have
you?”

Magic tipped his head and scanned her
face for a long, agonizing moment. Had he? Chris’s heart screamed
in bitter agony, but her mind screamed in confusion. Why would it
matter if Magic found a woman who claimed his soul?

Because that should be
me.

“Well, now, that’s a
complicated answer.” Todd dropped his gaze to their clasped
hands.

Discomfort made her shift in the bed.
“What do you mean?”

“You and I have been
friends and swim buddies for four years now, and I count myself
pretty lucky to work with you.” He met her gaze and his gray eyes
filled with something unfamiliar. “But lately, things have changed
and when you got hit, it all crystallized into stark relief. So
yeah, I’ve found someone I’m interested in.”

“Who?” Why was she so
breathless? Damn, it had to be the drugs.

“You, Chris.”

Emotions cascaded through
her, alternately tightening her chest and making her body tingle.
Half of her wanted to jump up and run around the room like a Derby
winner, the other half stood spooked in the corner.
There’s no fraternization between officers and
enlisted.

Except warrant officers
weren’t really officers or enlisted, but a gray area in
between. And I’m not really part of his
squad anymore. But did she love him? She
respected, admired, and liked Hunter. When had she started seeing
him more as a man and possible lover than as a friend?
When you thought you’d die on the dirty warehouse
floor.

“Cat got your tongue,
Ghost?”

Todd’s expression looked mildly
curious, but tension tightened the muscles in his forearms and
shoulders as he waited for her response. Chris tried to find her
voice, buried beneath the surprise and unrelenting excitement of
his confession.

“I don’t know what to
say.” Chris squeezed his hand. “I suck at heart stuff. I was so
much better at breaking down weaponry or scaling brick walls.” She
bit her lip and tried to find something to ease his discomfort.
“I’ve been in the military so long it’s hard to break the habit of
seeing my squadmates as nothing more than partners.” She screwed up
her courage and took the plunge. “But I admit if you’d told me you
found someone else, I’d have to find her, hogtie her, and toss her
off a battleship into the middle of the Pacific.”

Magic threw back his head and laughed,
the tension bleeding from his body with his humor. Chris grinned
with him, enjoying the sound and the look of him. She’d been so
damn sensitive around him for the last year, always aware of
everything Magic did. Including how his body looked when in repose.
She’d shut the ideas down when in the squad, but now she let
herself sift through them.

“It’s a good thing I
picked you, then, huh?”

“Why?”

“Beg pardon?”

“Why did you ever think to
pick me, Magic? We’re teammates and swim buddies, not lovers. Why
now?”

He flashed a thoughtful half-smile.
“When I saw you lyin’ there bleedin’ out, I got the feelin’ I was
losin’ something really important, and I couldn’t let it go. I did
my damnedest to save you, Ghost, and I ended up killin’ your career
in the Teams.” Sorrow killed his smile. “I’m real sorry about that.
I know how important the SEALs are to you.”

His chagrin made her throat close and
tears threaten. She swallowed hard and shifted her body again to
diffuse the emotions.

“You saved my life and
that’s good enough.” She tried to smile, but it felt more like a
grimace. “Besides, the only easy day was yesterday, and I wouldn’t
have had a today without your help.”

Magic leaned forward, his grip
tightening on her hand. “I’m glad you have a today, and I’m hopin’
it means we can have a lot more tomorrows.”

“Even if I’m not supposed
to think of tomorrow?” She winked at him and he grinned.

“Yeah, well, that kind of
tomorrow everyone should have. Even SEALs.” Todd’s gaze turned
intense and scorched her until sweat broke out all over her body.
“I really want more tomorrows with you, Chris.”

“Yeah, me too.” She wanted
more tomorrows with Magic, but something didn’t feel right, as if
she missed a large piece of the overall picture.
What am I missing?

Magic’s phone chirped,
breaking the mood, and he turned to check it, giving Chris a moment
to disguise her unease. I want Todd, don’t
I? Or she wanted to give whatever this was
with Todd a chance. But something felt off about it.
What the hell’s wrong?

“Damn. I gotta go.
Whistler’s callin’.” Todd squeezed her hand again and stood, giving
her his back. “I’ll see you in a few, okay?”

As he paused at the door, it dawned on
her what she missed. “Where’s Retro again?”

“He’ll be at the meetin’,
I expect. Why?”

“Why didn’t he come to
visit with you?”

Something like chagrin crossed Magic’s
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