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            Prologue

          

          Elliot

        

      

    

    
       I line my lower lip in red on memory alone, my focus fixed on my partner’s reflection in the motel room’s full-length mirror instead of my own. With quick, fluid movements, he secures varying weapons along his tall, lean frame. Most are concealed for “in case of emergency” situations, but the few out for all to see are for a show of force rather than true necessity. Though if on the off-chance shit goes sideways during tonight’s exchange, he and I are deadly enough on our own, the weapons convenient but unnecessary.

      A knowing smile pulls the edge of his lips upward, no doubt sensing me monitoring his every move. There’s just something about a good-looking man strapped with enough weapons to take out a small nation that does it for me. Knowing full well I’m watching, he picks up the shoulder harness, my favorite—don’t ask me why, because I can’t even answer that question even though I’ve asked myself many times—and threads his arms through the straps. The snug leather stretches across the sculpted chest I know hides beneath his fitted black dress shirt.

      Kurt checks the clip of one nine-millimeter before slipping it into the holster. “If you keep looking at me like that, we’ll end up back in bed and miss the meeting we’ve worked eighteen months for.”

      I give him a dramatic eye roll as a response before shooting him a wink. He isn’t wrong, however; we don’t have time for another distraction. I’m the reason we’re pressed for time as it is. Earlier, I needed a quickie to relieve the suffocating stress this final meeting with the most dangerous arms dealer in Central America has amassed. An illicit shiver races down my spine at the memory of him just minutes before pinned beneath me, taking everything I gave him.

      Sleeping with your partner is a big no-no in the agency, but I bet the prude asses who created that rule never ran an eighteen-month stint in the shittiest shitholes of Colombia with only their partner as a viable option to scratch the sex-deprived itch. Adding a personal layer to the mix meant complications. Like the bomb I still have yet to drop on Kurt.

      I’m pregnant.

      Yep. CIA Officer Elliot Smith, the rising star in the agency with over a dozen completed missions and high marks from all her superiors, is fucking pregnant.

      Sure, I’m considered a badass by most people’s standards, but tonight I’m just another woman afraid of what will happen next. This won’t affect only my career but his too, and I’m not sure how he’ll take the news. Especially since we’re not in love. Well, I’m not. He’s mentioned deeper feelings, but I always shift the conversation away from anything dealing with feelings when it comes up.

      Convenient fuck buddies? For sure.

      Love? Nope.

      He’s good-looking, with his dirty-blond hair and Ken Doll look-alike features, but there’s no spark. Hell, there isn’t even passion when we have sex. Call me crazy—most do, though never to my face if they want to keep breathing—but a man who allows me to dominate him isn’t a guy I want slotted as my forever.

      No fight.

      No spark.

      No fire.

      And pregnant.

      Fuck me sideways, I’m in deep shit.

      Long dark brown strands of hair cascade over my bare shoulder with a soft head shake. I can’t think about the whole baby thing now. Tonight my mind must be sharp, my focus solely on the operation we’ve been working toward for eighteen months. If we want to survive the night’s events, then I need to get my shit together.

      “You ready for tonight?” I ask, swiveling on my four-inch black heels. Even with the added height, I’m not at eye level with his six-foot frame. Sure, I’m vertically challenged, but I make up for it in relentless spunk and focused determination.

      Though some classify it as mental instability.

      I prefer spunk.

      “Hell yes,” Kurt groans and sits on the edge of the bed, making it creak. “I’m done with this shithole.” He eyes the cheap motel room with disdain. “Everything is a go?”

      I dip my chin in a curt nod. “I met with the handler early this morning.” His lips purse into a thin line, clearly pissed I went out alone—again. “Don’t give me that look. I can take care of myself, you know that. As far as tonight goes, the blueprints and basic software to operate the drone are on this.” Stretching to the bedside table, I tug on the handle, pulling the drawer open and withdrawing a solid brick of white powder wrapped in clear cellophane.

      Kurt shoots to his feet. “What the hell, Silvia?”

      I fight the urge to snarl at his use of the dumbass mission name I’ve hated since day one. I swear I’m getting twitchy about it. Thank goodness this will all be over tonight and I can ditch this identity.  

      “Calm your tits,” I say in obvious exasperation to his overreaction. “It’s not coke.” My hair glides along my shoulder with the tilt of my head. Raising the white brick to my nose, I take a sharp inhale. “At least I don’t think it is.” Shrugging a shoulder, I use the edge of the cheap wooden side table to rip through the thin plastic wrap.

      A cloud of powder rises from the package and grows as the contents spill onto the threadbare rug. Halfway through the brick, a silver flash drive slips from the opening. I catch it before it falls to the floor.

      “That,” Kurt questions, narrowed eyes glaring at the thin metal balanced on my outstretched palm, “contains the blueprints and software to the most advanced military-grade drones ever created?”

      I grin, plucking the little device from my palm to wipe the remaining powder from the metal cover. Once it’s clean enough, I tug my canary-yellow silk cami away from my chest and slip the flash drive into my black lace bra.

      “It’s password protected. I’ve memorized it, don’t worry, which is also the signal to the handler to activate the SEAL team.” I tap the tip of a finger against my temple.

      I fail to mention that there are two passwords needed to access the information. Not because I don’t trust him but because I don’t trust anyone. Old habits die hard, and after being on my own for so long, not being forthcoming with information is just that.

      The first password opens the flash drive, which lets our handler know we have eyes on Rico, and leads to another login portal where the next password will need to be entered to access any of the drone information. The plan is to input password one to activate the SEALs, then use the second password as a last resort to keep Rico at the location until the SEALs arrive.

      “What we have on the flash drive provides enough detail to prove what we have to sell is legit, except missing a few key details. If Rico has an issue, I’ll tell him I’m not a damn idiot who brings everything to a shady-ass meeting. He thinks I’m former CIA. An officer wouldn’t make the mistake of putting all their grenades in one handbasket.”

      Kurt groans and smiles up to the ceiling. “Only you would have a handbasket for your grenades.”

      “Focus. I’ll input the password for the flash drive, activating the SEALs—”

      “You get to have all the fun,” Kurt grumbles, crossing his arms across his chest like a sulking teenager.

      “I’m the lead on this mission, understood?” With my stern “get your shit together” glance, he ends the pouting with a respectful nod. “As I was saying, I’ll give the signal to the SEAL team waiting to storm the compound.” Inspecting my nails, I scowl at the flour caked beneath several of them. Withdrawing my knife from my pocket, I use the razor-sharp tip to scrape out the remaining powder.

      “Fucking SEALs. Think they’re God’s gift to men and women alike. I hate those flashy bastards.”

      I roll my eyes and move on to the next nail. My snarky side wants to inform Kurt that it’s his obvious inferiority complex that causes him to detest our military’s finest, but that’s not the fight I need to start right before tonight’s events. I respect and honor any man or woman who fights for our country. Plus, the SEALs—hell, any special forces division—are fucking sexy as hell. They’re walking killing machines, which shouldn’t turn me on as much as it does. Most assume they’re just a bunch of big-ass fuckers who only do what they’re told. Sure, they follow orders, but most hold multiple degrees, meaning they’re smart as hell along with being badass.

      So damn hot.

      Weighted silence settles over the motel room, both of us lost in our own thoughts. I focus mine on surviving the next twenty-four hours and how to inform Kurt of the surprise baby news.

      “What about after tonight?” he asks, apprehension in his tight tone.

      “What do you mean, after tonight?”

      He gestures between me, then himself.

      Oh. Right.

      Well, this is awkward.

      I could use this moment as a segue into the pregnancy news, but I go with avoidance, my tried-and-true way to deflect from too-personal conversations.

      “Well, after we’re home, I’ll tell the higher-ups you did a phenomenal job playing the role of my personal bodyguard on this operation. It’s the truth too, even though half of this country is too scared of me to try anything nefarious. I assume they’ll put you on a new—”

      “That’s not what I mean and you know it.” There’s an undercurrent of anger in his voice that worries me.

      Yeah, no shit. It doesn’t take someone with my training to know what he’s getting at. I just don’t want to answer him, even though him having deeper feelings than just a fling would make the pregnancy news easier to deliver. Except I don’t feel more, and the last thing I need is a rift between us before the mission is complete.

      “We should go,” I say instead of responding to the question that now lingers in the space between us like a cancerous fog.

      Grabbing the black suit jacket off the chair back, I slip it over my shoulders and tug the cuff of each sleeve to avoid Kurt’s penetrating stare like the coward I certainly am not. I don’t want to hurt him by telling him the truth. The moment those two lines formed on the pregnancy test, I dreaded telling Kurt, not because I thought he would reject me but because I instantly knew I didn’t want to do the parenting thing with him.

      Emotions are not my strong suit. I’ll run into any gunfire with a smile on my face, but try to talk about feelings and I bolt. This is why I should’ve been a nun. They don’t have to deal with relationship shit.

      Then again, they don’t play with grenades, so clearly that career path was a no-go. Making bad people, and sometimes random abandoned warehouses, go boom is really cathartic. And unlike sex, there aren’t strings attached when you’re done.

      “Right. We’ll talk about us after.”

      The detachment in his dull tone makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. Why did that sound like a threat? I sure as hell hope he’s controlled enough to keep his emotions in check tonight or he’ll get us killed.

      His heavy, angry stomps echo around the room while I place an extra knife inside the small black clutch. He pauses at my back. “Come on, let’s get this over with.”

      Hot anger burns through my veins at his childlike attitude. Gritting my teeth, I snap the clutch closed and spin, ready to rip into him for allowing his emotions to show. We’re CIA officers, not fucking high school sweethearts. But the threat of death and dismemberment stalls in my throat. All traces of emotion are gone, his handsome face cold and posture stiff, not an ounce of his internal anger toward my indifference visible.

      Perfect.

      A final once-over in the full-length mirror shows my pristine sleek black trouser pants, the low-cut yellow cami highlighting my golden tan skin, my honey-brown eyes sharp, and long chocolate-brown hair straightened to perfection.

      Picture-perfect image of the bitter, defunct CIA officer eager to sell top-secret military weaponry to the highest bidder. In this case, that’s Rico Suarez, South America’s most notorious and vicious arms dealer. And tonight, eighteen months of hard work will all be worth it when his reign of terror ends.  

      The night’s thick damp air coats my throat with each inhale. On the small landing outside our room, I take a moment to scan the surrounding area for threats before descending the rickety steps. Each click of my heels against the warped wooden planks increases the vibrating tension already coiled tight in my gut. Something feels off, ominous almost, but nothing specific stands out as the reason.

      A soft warm breeze moves through the parking lot, catching several locks of my hair and brushing them across my sticky cheeks. Pausing alongside the SUV, I survey the various dark corners, searching for what set off my internal warning. Hand wrapped around the passenger door’s handle I turn to ask Kurt if he feels uneasy too, but his head disappears behind the roof. The following slam of a car door stops the question from ever leaving my mouth.

      Swallowing down the building apprehension, I climb into the Mercedes.

      Final night jitters. That’s all this is.
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      Another crack of knuckles echoes in the small space as a fist slams against my bloody, swollen face, snapping my head to the side from the force. Rivers of blood and saliva pour over my split lower lip, dribbling down my chin and dripping to my bare shoulder. I struggle to stay conscious, trying to focus on the blurry objects moving around the room, but my right eye is completely swollen shut, the orbital bone no doubt fractured from the bastard who used brass knuckles, and the left eye isn’t much better, though I can at least still see through a slim opening.

      Not that I want to see how they’ve now switched the torture to something worse than the physical beating. Dread swims in my foggy thoughts as the blurry figure fumbles with the top of his blood-splattered jeans in front of the chair I’m restrained to, forced to take every punch and insult.

      “Not so tough now, are you?” one of Rico’s guards snarls from somewhere in the room. I swallow a scream of pain as the rough yank on a section of sweat-damp hair snaps my face to the ceiling. I bite my tongue until it bleeds to remain silent. “We’ll have our fun—”

      Before he can continue spouting the depraved plans he and his buddies have planned, a door somewhere to my left swings open. Shouts, hurried footsteps, and the clang of weapons leak into my torture chamber from the commotion going on around other areas of the house. Focusing on those sounds, I strain to catch any hint of where they’re keeping Kurt, but the insistent high-pitched ringing in my battered ears and the chaos ensuing outside make it impossible.

      The hectic noise fades. In the quiet, the unhurried click of boot heels drawing closer indicates the bastard who ordered my torture has finally joined the super fun “beat the drone software password out of Elliot” party.

      As I fight to remain conscious, I attempt to focus on where the hell this night went sideways. One second Rico and I were discussing the basics of the drone specs I had memorized, the next we were fighting over the need for another password to access the information, and then there were seven assault rifle barrels trained at my head and Kurt’s. That’s all I remember before waking up in this damn torture room, the walls covered in what looks to be sound absorbing padding, meaning this room is used for one purpose often, with a killer headache secured to an uneven-legged wooden chair.

      At least I have that going for me in this shit scenario. A wooden chair is easier to escape from than a metal one. This way, when the perfect moment comes, I won’t need to break a wrist to slip free of the ties connecting me to the chair’s legs. Hopefully that perfect moment arrives before Rico puts a bullet between my brows. Deep in my gut, I know they won’t kill me until I give him what he wants.

      The password.

      If he gets that and escapes with the flash drive….

      No, he won’t. I won’t allow him access to highly classified information. What our enemies could do with that information would be detrimental to our men and women fighting around the world. I’ll gladly give up my life to ensure the drone’s specs are never in this asshole’s hands.

      “Look at what they’ve done to your beautiful face.” Rico’s small hand cups my swollen cheek.

      A sinister flash behind his black eyes is the only warning before he squeezes, cracking my already fractured cheekbone. This time there’s no stopping the agonizing scream from erupting from my raw throat. When he drops his hand, I slump forward, panting through the overwhelming pain. A satisfied hum of approval rumbles from his chest, intensifying the hate I have for the bastard.

      “Now that I have your attention. The password.”

      Darkness clouds my thoughts, but I push it back. I can’t escape if I’m unconscious.

      Keeping with my cover is my best chance of survival. That’s rule number one as an officer.

      Never break cover.

      “Now, Rico, do you order your minions to beat the shit out of all your business partners, or is there something special about me?” My words slur from the numbness creeping across my face and swollen lips.

      His responding humorless chuckle invokes a new swell of unease in my chest. “Business partner, you say.” He shifts to stand in my diminished line of sight and leans closer. If it weren’t for the gun aimed at my temple, I would gladly smash my forehead into his nose to wipe off his condescending grin.

      That damn toothpick he always has stuck between his teeth swipes from one side of his mouth to the other as he considers me for several long seconds. “Give me what I want, and you and your partner live.”

      I shove the rush of relief at hearing Kurt’s alive down deep.

      “You think I’m a fool?” My raspy laugh scratches my dry throat. “The moment I tell you, he and I are dead.”

      The longer I can hold on to that second password, the more of a chance Kurt and I both have of surviving until the SEAL team arrives. It was a fail-safe I insisted the agency install as an extra level of leverage if we got in a pickle. Thank fuck I did, or we’d already be dead.

      “You’re dead if you don’t.”

      “There is nothing you can do to make me give you the password.”

      “Is that right?” Standing tall, Rico looks to someone over my shoulder and then hitches his chin toward the closed door. “Kill him.”

      He’s bluffing.

      But even if he’s not, I can’t—I won’t give it up.

      The noises swell into the room when the man leaves to follow his orders. Seconds later, I understand why Rico also instructed one of his men to hold it open when the unmistakable, deafening boom of a single gunshot reverberates through the entire structure.

      I stop breathing. Numbness slowly seeps through, voiding the throbbing pain.

      No. Rico is bluffing. It’s just a show of force to make me give up the password. Kurt is alive, and we’ll make it out of this.

      Guilt eats at me from the inside out at how I treated him earlier in the night, at the multiple missed opportunities to tell him about the baby.

      I swallow down the panic threatening to get me fucking killed.

      “Now, give me the second password, and I’ll make it quick for you.” Reaching out, he runs a finger along the inside of my thigh. “After you give me what you’ve flaunted and denied me these several months.”

      I have to keep him talking, to give the SEAL team a chance to storm the compound and capture his evil ass and save mine. But when that will happen, I’m not sure. With the hit to my head knocking me out, I have no idea how long I was unconscious before waking up in this room.

      “I’ll get what I want in the end, I assure you of that. It’s up to you if we put that extensive pain tolerance training to the test before you die.”

      Dread threatens to seize the air in my lungs, but I reel it back and focus on the all-consuming pain radiating from every part of my body. Adjusting on the hard seat, I ease against the chair to discreetly assess the strength and stability of the back. Darting my eyes from Rico, I take in every detail I can with my limited vision.

      Four armed guards, one with his AR pointed at my head, and the smug asshole in front of me. But since the moment Rico entered the room, his men have relaxed, like their boss’s evil presence alone boosts their certainty of containing me.

      Their gross miscalculation will be my gain.

      Hopefully.

      Now the agony of waiting until the best moment for the escape attempt.

      “How about this?” I offer. Patches of darkness swim across my vision, but I force them away with several slow blinks. “You let me go, and then I’ll take the flash drive that you stole from me and sell it to someone more hospitable than this shit.”

      Rico chewed on his toothpick for a moment. “And why would I do that?” he asks.

      For just a moment, I unleash all my pent-up rage, allowing it to bubble to the surface. Rico’s eyes widen a fraction. He stands a little taller, no doubt catching a hint of the crazy I hide inside me.

      “Because,” I say like a curse, “if you don’t let me go right now, I promise you I’ll slaughter every fucker in the room and then come after you and everyone you love.”

      Reaching behind his back, Rico withdraws a silver pistol and levels the long barrel at my head. “Not if you're dead like your partner.”

      I steel my features to keep the guilt and anguish from showing.

      “I will kill you for this,” I state, meaning every damn word. Even if I’m not 100 percent sure how I’ll follow through, considering I’m secured to the fucking chair and surrounded by guards.

      With a knowing smirk, Rico cocks the hammer of the revolver. “The password to the software. Now.”

      “Go to hell, you rat bastard. I hope you get fucked in the—”

      A boom vibrates throughout the room, followed quickly by blinding pain.

      “Fuck,” I scream as blood erupts from the gunshot wound to my thigh. Sucking down gulps of air, I do my best to glare at Rico. “You’re so fucking dead,” I hiss through my dry sobs.

      “The password.”

      “You shot me,” I say with a maniacal laugh. “Holy fuck, you really think I double-crossed you.”

      Rico steps close and leans into my space. The hot tip of the barrel burns the skin beneath my chin as he uses it to tip my face up to meet his.

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Officer Smith.” If they could, my eyes would widen with shock. How in the hell does he know my real name? Shit, that means only one thing—a motherfucking leak. “I know who you are, who you still work for. And I also know we have little time.”

      For the first time since this shit show started, I doubt I’ll make it out of this alive. Clearly someone sold me and Kurt out, but who?

      “Get her up and ready for transport,” he barks in Spanish at the four guards. “We’re taking her with us.”

      Without another word to me, Rico storms out, tucking that damn gun into the back of his slacks before he slams the door shut behind him.

      The sense of the guards shifting about hits me just before a bruising grip wraps around one ankle. A sharp sting registers where the plastic digs into my bare flesh before vanishing.

      Hope sparks.

      Transport means I’ll be moved unrestrained.

      Seems the best moment for escape has arrived.

      While the guard works on the other restraint, I carefully slip the stiletto off one freed foot. When he shifts to release my hands, I fake passing out, slumping all the way forward while using the moment to double-check that the other guards are immersed in their hushed argument.

      They’re idiots thinking the beating and a single bullet wound will stop someone like me.

      The instant the final restraint slips from my wrist, I coil my remaining energy and snap into action. In one fluid motion, I leap from the chair, whipping it around to smash against the head of the guard who freed me.

      Splinters spray everywhere when it connects with his shocked face. He sails across the small room, collapsing in the corner. One down, three to go. Twisting around, I race toward the guard who’s raising his gun and dive, slamming my shoulder into his soft gut. He stumbles backward, the wall catching him before we collapse to the floor. With a quick twirl, I move to his back, yank the AR from his grip, and sweep the barrel toward the other two and the one I stunned, who’s staggering to his feet.

      Pop.

      Pop.

      Pop.

      Three bodies slump to floor, crimson puddles growing beneath them. The final guard leans forward, writhing in my arms to escape my hold. The air forcefully escapes my lungs when he slams backward. Keeping hold of the rifle, I yank it all the way back and twist the strap until it’s tightly tangled around his throat.

      Dropping my weight to the floor, I hold tight to the strap, cutting off his air supply. The man shifts from side to side, turning desperately, trying to dislodge my hold, but I grit my teeth, straining to keep my grip secure. He stumbles forward, falling to his knees, fingers clawing at my forearms and leaving bloody tracks in their wake.

      My muscles quiver, but I hold tight until his fight lessens before stopping completely as his hands fall to the floor. I count to five before easing back and unwinding the shoulder strap from the dead man’s neck. Gun freed, I shove my knee between his shoulder blades, sending him falling face-first to the floor, joining his buddies in the body pile. To ensure he’s dead dead, I fire a single round into the back of his head.

      Breaths ragged, I stumble forward, landing on my knees. Warm, sticky liquid oozes around my fingers when I press them against the weeping bullet wound.

      Two breaths. I give myself two deep breaths to shove the debilitating pain and rising panic into the very back of my mind, where it won’t hinder my escape and get me killed. Only when Kurt, who I have to believe is still alive to maintain my sanity, and I are out of this mess can I allow the pain to distract me.

      If I pass out now among the pile of dead bodies I’m obviously responsible for, I’m dead. So that means no passing out coupled with getting the fuck out of here.

      My lungs burn, each breath like shards of glass slicing down my throat. Pressing the butt of the AR to the floor, I clench my teeth and slowly rise from the blood-coated floor.

      Using the gun as a makeshift cane, I limp toward the door, dragging my wounded leg uselessly behind me. Ear pressed to the metal, I attempt to listen but can’t hear a damn thing. Guess whatever soundproofing or sound absorbing shit works both ways. Hopefully the area beyond the door is empty, Rico’s men getting ready for whatever departure he mentioned.

      The room sways, my eyes rolling to the back of my head. My shoulder collides with the door, and I roll to my back to stay upright. Closing both eyes, I inhale several rapid breaths and shove back unconsciousness by sheer will alone. Thankfully, I’ve been trained by the best on how to deal with pain and continue on to complete the mission.

      A blessing and a curse to be owned by the CIA.

      Tonight, it feels like more of a curse.

      Time to turn this operation back in our favor.

      First I need to locate Kurt, then get the hell out of this compound before the SEALs show up and start raining bullets down on Rico and his men. Unless the rat who leaked our true identity didn’t push the “go” signal through, or worse, sent men to ambush the SEALs before they even reached the compound grounds.

      I swipe at the liquid dripping over my brows with my forearm. Biting my split lower lip, I use the sharp sting to refocus my wandering, slightly panicked thoughts. Now is not the time for questions. Now is the time to fight, find my alive partnerplease let him be aliveand get us the hell home.

      With three quick confidence-building pants, I twist the metal knob and ease the door open an inch.

      Peering through the small fissure, I survey the living room where our meeting was initially held. Empty. Daring to open the door an inch more, I hover a finger over the trigger, ready for anything.

      Shuffling over the threshold, I use the wall as leverage to keep me upright and position the butt of the gun to my shoulder. Another sweep around the expansive area, and something in the room across from where I stand makes me do a double take.

      No.

      My heart stalls, and time stops. All the fight and anger drains from my veins, leaving soul-crushing emptiness in its wake.

      A pathetic whimper crawls up my throat as I take in the slumped body, still secured to a chair with the head angled back unnaturally. Even with the distance and my partial vision, the gaping hole and blood that trickles from the wound are clear. The body wears a familiar black dress shirt, shoulder holster, and black slacks—Kurt’s standard uniform during this operation as my personal bodyguard.

      I stare at the gruesome scene, my guilt growing, slowly strangling me from the inside out.

      I killed my partner.

      I mentally slap myself.

      No. Rico killed Kurt. He didn’t pull the trigger, but he issued the direct order. Rico killed Kurt. The rat who leaked our operation details killed Kurt.  

      That reassuring statement repeats over and over in my mind, suppressing the debilitating guilt and replacing it with hate and rage. That’s what I have to hold on to. That rage instead of grief. Anger will be the fuel to get me home so I can figure out exactly what happened tonight and execute my vengeance.

      Stepping deeper into the living area, I sweep the gun toward a sound on instinct alone, firing one shot. Rico’s man collapses, revealing another right behind him, gun raised and ready.

      Our guns fire in unison. Pain slices along my neck like a branding iron pressing to my skin. Collapsing, I drop the gun, which clatters beside me on the tile floor. With what little strength I can muster, I press a clammy palm to the deep cut and hold tight to slow the leaking blood.

      Beneath my limp body, the floor trembles. Seconds later, chaos erupts everywhere. The explosion of many automatic guns firing at once vibrates through the room. Thankfully, with the dullness of my hearing as I slowly slip into shock, I barely hear the war going on all around me.

      Everything feels light as I float upward toward the ceiling. Jostled, my limp body sways as I’m secured against something solid. Darkness engulfs my vision. Even with my eyes open, I can’t make out the face of the person racing down a set of stairs with me in his arms. On the edge of unconsciousness, I feel my arms and legs flop around with each quick step of my savior.

      Or captor.

      The sticky, warm air that settles along my bare, clammy skin is my only sign that we breached the house and have moved outside. Two, maybe three steps after leaving the house in our wake, the air vibrates. The hold keeping me to a solid chest loosens, and I float through the air, falling fast, the moist earth doing nothing to cushion my impact as I’m thrown like a rag doll. Body twisted on the ground, unable to move, I watch bright flames cutting through the darkness. Somewhere close, a man screams name after name. Heat warms my cold cheeks, soothing me with a false sense of security.

      Unable to keep fighting the pull, I give in to the extreme pain and massive blood loss and slip into the beckoning darkness.
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       I curse the morning light that streaks through the living room’s cheap metal blinds, shooting through my closed eyelids. Not ready for another boring-ass day stuck behind a cramped desk, I roll over to my stomach and toss the pillow over my head, dousing me in darkness. Particles of dust float up from the secondhand couch’s cushion, and a loose spring stabs into my lower ribs, reminding me I passed out in the living room instead of in the comfortable bed only a few feet down the hall.

      Mouth dry and throat parched, I attempt to swallow down the sour taste coating my mouth only for my tongue to stick to the roof. A steady throb pounds against my skull, making me groan and squeeze my lids tighter. Waking up each morning hungover and then being hungover until I get off work and make it to the bar to start the nightly ritual over again is the new norm. It’s not that great—fucking sucks monkey dick, actually—but at least it helps the memories fade and numb the pain.

      I shift to a more comfortable position, my back muscles flexing, sending tiny pinpricks flaring along the scars and skin grafts. Because of the severity of several burns, the doctors believe these random tingling sensations are permanent. I should be thankful they could repair what they did; at least now I have a chance to return to active duty in the future.

      A SEAL stuck behind a desk, forced to sort through mission reports instead of being out on said mission, is no SEAL at all. CO Williams hasn’t stated exactly what he needs from me to prove I’m ready to join what’s left of my team, but hopefully it’s soon. I can’t take much more waiting around to take my revenge on the fucker who killed half my men.

      Who almost killed me.
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      I must have dozed off, because a thundering assault against the front door jerks me awake. The pillow tumbles to the floor, allowing the streams of light to blind me as I squint across the room. Heart hammering from the spike in adrenaline, I command it to slow as I lie waiting. Another bang rattles the cheap wooden door. Blinking to clear the haze, I stare at the door. Who the fuck is here so damn early? No one comes by anymore, not even my best friend and fellow SEAL, Gabe Wilcox. Everyone says I’m fucking miserable to be around, no longer the life of the party like I was before. The pain and memories have dragged me too deep into rage and desperation since being released from the hospital.

      When the knocking persists, I press against the cushions and swing both legs around. Not in any hurry, unlike the person still attacking my apartment door, I stretch both arms high overhead, wincing slightly at the tug and burning sensation from the movement.

      My rock-hard cock bobs up from my lap like it’s fucking laughing at me, reminding me how long it’s been since I’ve gotten laid. Waking up with morning wood at my age is a sad, sad state.

      “Fuck.” I groan and rub the sleep from my eyes with the heels of both palms. The throbbing in my head intensifies as the person set on breaking down my door doesn’t relent. “I’m fucking coming,” I shout, only to have my voice break.

      I don’t even deserve to be labeled a SEAL at this point.

      Snagging a pair of dirty gym shorts off the floor, I tug them up as I make my way toward the door. Thankfully, the massive hard-on got the memo that I’m in no state to rectify the horny issue and calmed the fuck down. Though the person with the balls to knock on my door this early in the morning might deserve to be greeted with me tenting out the front of my shorts.

      Not bothering with checking the peephole, I snap the deadbolt free and yank the door open. G’s still-knocking fist nearly clocks me between the eyes.

      “The fuck?” I snap as I stumble back to keep from having my nose broken.

      “I’ve been knocking for fifteen damn minutes, Flakes. What the hell? I thought you were dead in there.”

      “I feel like I am,” I grumble. “Though my morning wood says otherwise.”

      “Um” comes a familiar feminine voice from behind G. Lucia moves around my best friend’s bulky frame and offers a small wave. “Please don’t talk about your dick in front of me. Been there, done that. Didn’t—”

      “Why are you two here?” This morning is already shitty enough. I don’t need the reminder that the one woman I thought I could love back in college blew me off and is now married to my best friend.

      Instead of answering, Lucia steps around her asshole husband, her round pregnant belly brushing against his side as she walks into the apartment uninvited.

      “Come on in, I guess,” I grumble while running a hand over my short hair. Leaning against the still-open door, I eye Lucia as she inspects the apartment. It’s a shithole. It was the day I moved in after the divorce, but it’s slightly worse for wear nowadays. I was a trained killer, not a housekeeper.

      Her small nose scrunches in clear disgust. “Your place is filthy,” Lucia remarks from where she stands in the middle of the dismal living room, turning in a slow circle, eyeing the empty bottles and take-out containers scattered along the coffee table and kitchen counter.

      “Sorry, wasn’t expecting company.”

      “Clearly,” G mumbles as he passes, slamming a shoulder to the center of my chest.

      “The fuck, Wilcox?” I snap, and shove him between the shoulder blades.

      G turns with a feral gleam in his eye as he advances a step, his hands curled into tight fists.

      “Stop acting like damn kids.” Lucia’s exasperated tone doesn’t match the smile she’s attempting to hide as she watches us be our normal jackass selves.

      “He started it,” I say, pointing to G.

      “Just keeping you on your toes,” he responds with a haughty look.

      The moment his words register, the joy that sparked to life from the friendly sparring snuffs out.

      “Why?” I grumble. “It’s not like my reflexes matter behind a damn desk.” Turning away from their shared worried look, I start for the kitchen area. “Either of you want a beer?”

      “That’s a hard no for Luce, and, fuck dude, it’s not even seven yet.” I shrug, deflecting the concern in his voice. “Flakes….”

      “Suit yourself.” Moving around Lucia for the kitchen, I give her belly an awkward pat. “Hi, baby.”

      Her responding carefree laugh and snort make the corners of my lips twitch in an almost smile. Something I haven’t done in a long, long time.

      “You idiotic water mammal. That’s not how you greet a pregnant woman. “

      I do it again just to make her laugh again and piss G off.

      “Stop touching my wife,” he warns. Arms crossed, focused gaze zeroed in on my hand still resting on her belly, he’s clearly annoyed, but there’s something else.  

      Moving my hand, I study his stiff posture. He was tense the moment he walked into the apartment. Hell, he was itching for a fight. Was that for my sake or his because he’s worked up about something?

      “What’s up your G-string?” I ask over my shoulder as I tug open the yellow eighties fridge and pull out two bottles of water. Shoulder pressed to a cabinet, I toss one bottle to Lucia, who catches it midair.

      “Don’t mind him,” she says with an eye roll. “He’s officially entered the overly obsessed protecting stage.”

      I raise both brows at my brooding friend as I take a long gulp, nearly groaning with relief as the cool liquid soothes my tacky mouth and dry throat. “Surely he remembers you’re a CIA officer and can protect yourself?”

      That could be classified as the understatement of the year. Officer Lucia Rizzo, now Wilcox, can kick anyone’s ass, man or woman, and almost cut off a guy’s nuts—I know that one from personal experience—without breaking a sweat. Hell, some SEALs in G’s platoon are terrified of her.

      Thinking about his platoon immediately brings mine—what’s left of mine—back to the forefront of my mind, a wave of grief tagging along with it.

      Where my thoughts drifted must show on my face, because the next thing I know, a half-full water bottle collides with the center of my chest. I narrow my eyes at the smirking brunette.

      “I’m discovering through this pregnancy that all the normal dad-to-be scenarios are next-level intense with this guy,” she says, hooking a thumb toward the clearly unamused G.

      “I’m a SEAL. Next-level intense is in our blood, sweetheart.” Falling to the couch, he coughs when dust and who knows what else billows into the air. “Fucking hell. You need a maid.”

      “And I need you two to tell me why you’re here.” Draining the bottle, I toss it into the overflowing recycle bin. I wince at the growing pile on the floor. Okay, maybe they have a point on this place being disgusting.

      “We’re here because, for one, we’re worried about you.” I follow Lucia as she steps closer. She turns a pleading look from me to the water bottle at my feet. I huff a laugh and do what she can’t—bend down and get it for her. I gently place it into her waiting hand. “We haven’t seen you, the asshole Flakes we all know and love, in forever.” Her softer tone bleeds with concern.

      I grunt an acknowledgment. “We can always go grab a drink, just you and me.” I shoot her my tried-and-true cocky smirk that I don’t even remotely feel.  

      “Don’t you try that shit with me.” A long red nail digs into the center of my chest. “He’s your best friend. Best. Friend.” That finger swings toward G. “And he fucking needs your sorry ass right now. I’m pregnant, Tony.”

      “Obviously.”

      G growls. “Shut your damn mouth, fucker. Don’t talk to my wife like that.”

      Lucia groans and tips her face to the ceiling. Gabe and I glare at each other while she mumbles something about infuriating water mammals.

      “Listen. I’m going to leave, and you two are going to talk your shit out.” When I open my mouth, she shuts it with a “I will kill you slowly” glare. “And once you two are besties once more, we’ll talk about why I made my overprotective ass of a husband bring me here at the ass crack of dawn. And let me tell you this, Anthony”—oh hell, she’s serious if I’m getting the full first name—“it wasn’t to witness this pigsty.” Chastised in the way only Lucia can make a trained killer feel smaller than an ant, I lower my gaze to the carpet, mumbling my apologies. “Until then, I’ll go pick up my package while you two work through your motherfucking feelings.”

      The picture frames that literally came with the apartment rattle against the yellowed drywall when the door slams in her wake.

      “Hormones?” I ask Gabe, who’s busy staring at the door his feisty-ass wife just stormed through. “You want to go after her, don’t you?”

      “I don’t fucking get it,” he says, sounding lost. My attention perks. Gabe is the best damn SEAL I know. If he feels lost, something must be really wrong. “I know she can take care of herself but, I can’t relax when she’s not around.”

      “That’s normal though, right? For most dudes to want to protect their pregnant wife? Like Lucia said, we’re intense protectors in normal situations. Toss in the pregnancy and that urge is just riding you harder now. You’re just being you.”

      “She says I’m an overbearing asshole.”

      “Well, I say that every day, so that shouldn’t be fresh news.”

      Finally looking away from the door, he smirks. “True. Just haven’t had you around lately to hear my daily affirmations, I guess.”

      So we’re going there. We haven’t had this conversation in a while, so I shouldn’t be surprised.

      Keeping my ruined back angled to the wall, I move to sit at the two-person round table just off the kitchen in what is considered a dining room. Weight pressed back, I balance on the two rear legs and rock back and forth while debating a response.

      “You might have to find someone new to bolster your confidence at the base, G. Not sure when I’ll be back to help.”

      I keep my attention fixed on the chipping tabletop, feeling more than seeing him move across the room. Across from me, a wide hand grasps the back of the other chair at the table and tugs, the legs rasping along the worn beige carpet.

      Forearms pressed to the table, he clasps his hands. “You know the CO is only waiting for your final psych evaluation to come back before approving you for active duty. Which is on you. Not him, not me. You, Flakes.”

      “I don’t know shit.” Okay, maybe I know what he’s talking about, but denial feels like the best route in this moment. Denial is my go-to these days for most things.

      “You need to move on, Tony.”

      My rapping fingers pause, curling into a tight fist. “Move on,” I state with cold detachment. “If it were that fucking easy, don’t you think I would have by now? But I can’t move on, like you said, from the constant damn pain that wakes me up in the middle of the night unless I’m too drunk to feel, or the vivid flashbacks and nightmares of being blown up, of my men not responding when I called their names.” Heavy labored breaths send my chest heaving up and down. Heat blisters beneath my skin from my growing rage. “You think I should forget it all, just wake up and act like nothing happened, like my life wasn’t fucking ruined that night. How can I forget that I’m a fucking scarred mess when every stretch or move reminds me of how parts of tactical gear were melted into my body? And how will I ever, ever,” I say, hissing the word, “stop thinking, stop knowing I should’ve died with my men?”

      G doesn’t utter a word or shrink away when I lean closer and fist the front of his T-shirt.

      “Get the hell
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