

    
        
          Enemies to Lovers Box Set Books #1-3

        

        
        
          Enemies to Lovers Series, Volume 7

        

        
        
          Lexy Timms

        

        
          Published by Dark Shadow Publishing, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      ENEMIES TO LOVERS BOX SET BOOKS #1-3

    

    
      First edition. February 3, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Lexy Timms.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8224151950

    

    
    
      Written by Lexy Timms.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


[image: A black background with a black square

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

BY LEXY TIMMS

@Copyright 2025 By Lexy Timms

[image: A person with tattoos on his chest

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: A case with a book cover

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to an actual person, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.

All rights reserved.

Enemies to Lovers Series Box Set 

Books #1-3

Copyright 2025

By Lexy Timms 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​Enemies to Lovers Series

[image: ]


[image: A group of books with a person with tattoos

Description automatically generated]

Book 1 – Respecting the Outcast

Book 2 – Concerning the Sinner

Book 3 – Relating to the Beast

Book 4 – Referring to the Devil

Book 5 – Touching the Rebel

Book 6 – Stunning the Traitor
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Find Lexy Timms:

[image: ]


[image: Lexy Timms Logo black aqua]

Lexy Timms Newsletter:

http://www.lexytimms.com/newsletter

Lexy Timms Facebook Page:

https://www.facebook.com/LexyTimmsAuthor

Lexy Timms Website:

http://www.lexytimms.com

Lexy Timms YouTube:

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCTr3Qw4JKDg_aHtkXkw3MYw

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: The Boss Box Set BOOKBUB Small1]

Want to read more...

For FREE?

Sign up for Lexy Timms’ newsletter

And she’ll send you updates on new releases, ARC copies of books and a whole lotta fun!

Sign up for news and updates!
http://www.lexytimms.com/newsletter
[image: A case with a book cover

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Contents

Enemies to Lovers Series

Find Lexy Timms:

Book 1

Respecting the Outcast Blurb

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Book 2

Concerning the Sinner Blurb

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Book 3

Relating to the Beast Blurb

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Enemies to Lovers Series

Find Lexy Timms:

FREE READS?

More by Lexy Timms:

Dead Ahead FREE COPY

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Book 1

[image: ]


[image: A black background with a black square

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

@Copyright 2024 By Lexy Timms

[image: A person with tattoos on his chest

Description automatically generated]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​Respecting the Outcast Blurb 

[image: ]


[image: A person with no shirt

Description automatically generated]

ANGER IS BETTER THAN tears, better than grief, and better than guilt...

Katrina Hoert knows grief and anger intimately. After her brother dies in combat, she is left with questions, no answers, and generic condolences and the insinuation that she needs to let it go.

What’s done is done.

But Katrina isn’t that kind of sister.

Determined to get justice, Katrina seeks out some of her late brother’s fellow military brothers. A gala for fallen soldiers feels like her last chance to find answers. Unsurprisingly, she’s blown off again, and her concerns are dismissed. 

Everyone wants her to be quiet. Why? What is being hidden? The truth?

She’s about to crumble under the pressure and pain when she meets a Marine veteran. Not only is he dangerously handsome, mysterious, and intimidating, but Orion is also the only one who will listen to her—after she makes him listen. What starts as one hot night together, turns into something else entirely. 

Something Katrina never saw coming. 
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​Katrina
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GINGER: Don’t do anything stupid. 

I replied with a winking emoji. 

Ginger, my best friend, knew what I was about to do. 

Ginger: I have bail money. 

It was funny, but not funny. There was a chance I might actually need it. I put my phone in the little black purse that matched my dress as the cab pulled to a stop. 

I stepped onto the sidewalk outside of the EDITION building. The city’s massive skyline glittered against the darkening sky, drowning out any chance of seeing stars. The city held a magical quality, but my mind was far from the picturesque beauty of New York City. Tonight, I had a mission. 

I tugged at my dress, smoothing my hand down the front, not wanting to look wrinkled. I had agonized over what to wear tonight. I wanted to look strong and professional. The clothes we wore were important. Showing up looking demure and pretty would distract from my mission. I wanted these people to take me seriously. I didn’t want to be dismissed. It wasn’t vain to say I was an attractive woman. I’d been hearing it all my life. My looks were part of me, but they did not define me. No, I wasn’t a model. No, I wasn’t an actress. I was a third-grade teacher who just happened to be blessed with good genes. People often looked at me and assumed I was vapid and unfocused, that my mind was filled with nothing more than fashion trends and movie stars. But that couldn’t be further from the truth.

I glanced at my reflection in the windows. The black cocktail dress hugged my figure in all the right places, accentuating my curves and making me look sophisticated and elegant without looking like I was trying to show off. The high neckline was modest, keeping the attention away from my boobs. The knee-length hemline showed off my toned legs, which were the result of my love of jogging. It was simple, but exuded confidence and power. 

I hoped.

As I reached the entrance, I took a deep breath. A doorman held the door open for me as I stepped into the grand lobby of the EDITION building. Inside, it was a world of glass and stainless steel, stark yet opulent. It was a glaring contrast to my classroom back in Spooner, Wisconsin. This whole world was so far out of my comfort zone it wasn’t funny. But I was going to pretend I owned this world. I belonged here. At least for tonight. I couldn’t wait to get back home to the lake house I shared with my father. 

My heels clicked loudly against the black marble floor as I made my way down the sleek corridor lined with tall potted plants that added a touch of life to the otherwise cold space. A few heads turned as I passed by, heading for the elevator that would take me to the ninth floor. 

The military fundraiser at the Terrance and Outdoor Gardens was my best chance to finally uncover the truth about my brother’s death. Or at least get a few questions answered. No one would take my calls. If the mountain wouldn’t come to me, I would go to the mountain—or something like that. 

I stepped out of the elevator, shoulders back, chin high and prepared for battle. Inside, the event was in full swing. The ninth floor was just as opulent as the lobby. This was where the movers and shakers of the world rubbed elbows and plotted company takeovers and put together marriages that benefited families, strengthening alliances. 

Soft music played in the background, and the chatter of elegantly-dressed guests filled the air. I took a deep breath, steeling myself as I scanned the room for familiar faces. A waiter approached, carrying glasses of champagne on a silver tray. He was young, dressed in black pants and a pristine white shirt. 

“Thank you,” I smiled, pulling a flute from his tray. 

He drifted away, leaving me alone in a sea of strangers. This was akin to walking into the lion’s den. I was not going to be welcomed here. Well, initially, they’d welcome me, but once I said what I had to say, they were going to toss me out on my ass. 

I walked into the crowd, offering smiles to those who looked my way. I blended in, moving toward a large table set up on one side of the room. My heart squeezed as I approached. I already knew what I was going to see, but it still took my breath away when I saw my little brother’s face. 

The picture was the standard boot camp photo. I remembered him writing to me and telling me about the day he got the picture taken. The picture made it look like he was wearing his dress blues. In reality, it was just an apron of sorts. The pictures were taken before they graduated. They weren’t technically Marines when the pictures were taken. But Blake loved it. He was so proud of that uniform. Before he died, he was on the verge of being made corporal. That was his goal. He wanted the infamous blood stripe on his uniform. The fact he was posthumously promoted to corporal did little to make his death easier to tolerate.

“How are you, Katrina?” 

I looked up and saw Blake’s Sergeant, Gabe, standing next to me. “I’d be better if my brother was alive.” 

He didn’t acknowledge the dig. “The guys are over here, come say hello. I know they were all hoping you would be here tonight.”

“I’m sure they were.” I smiled tightly. 

Huddled in a group near the bar—members of my brother’s squad were talking and laughing while drinking. Seeing them again brought a wave of memories crashing down, but I pushed them aside. I couldn’t afford to get emotional now. I couldn’t dwell on the fact they were all here carrying on with their lives and he wasn’t. My brother didn’t get the chance to live. 

I smoothed down the front of my dress, straightened my posture, and made my way toward them.

“Hi, everyone,” I said, my voice steady despite the storm of emotions inside me.

They turned, expressions shifting from surprise to forced smiles. Kevin Matthews, my brother’s friend, stepped forward first. “Katrina, it’s good to see you,” he said, his tone polite but distant.

“Thanks, Kevin,” I replied, forcing a smile. “I wanted to come and honor my brother. It’s important to me.”

“Of course,” he said, glancing around at the others. “We all miss him.”

There was a murmur of agreement, but it felt hollow.

Tony, another member of his squad, looked nervous. He gave me an awkward hug. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“Are any of the other guys here?” I asked casually. 

The three here were still serving. I knew it was unlikely they would tell me anything. They were still loyal to the Marines. The others, the ones I might be able to get to talk, didn’t seem to be around. 

“No,” Gabe answered. He was the sergeant at the time. I didn’t know what rank he was now and I didn’t care. I didn’t want to know how successful he was. How his career had continued to thrive while my brother lay in a cemetery. 

I decided to cut to the chase. We all knew I wasn’t here to honor anyone. The invitation I got to the stupid fundraiser wasn’t sent by any of them. We were on a list. A list that some paper pusher managed. As if I would ever give them a dime. 

“I was hoping to talk to you all about what happened that day,” I said. “The Pentagon’s report was... lacking, to say the least. I’ve been writing and calling every week for the last five years. I’ve been forwarded to this person and that person. I’m in the red tape circle of hell. It would be so much easier if the people who were there when my brother died could just tell me. I’d like to hear it from the horse’s mouth.”

An uncomfortable silence fell over the group. Kevin shifted on his feet, avoiding my gaze. “It’s complicated, Katrina. There are things we can’t discuss.”

I clenched my fists, trying to keep my frustration in check. “I deserve to know the truth. He was my brother.”

“We understand,” Tony said. “But our hands are tied. We really can’t remember much, and what we do is classified.”

“Classified,” I repeated, the word bitter on my tongue. “That’s all anyone ever says.”

They exchanged uneasy glances. “Gabe, you were in charge that day. I won’t put his death at your feet, but you were the one responsible for your men that day. Wouldn’t your men want you to tell their families what happened?”

“You have the report,” Gabe said, his jaw tight. “I’ve told you before, I don’t write the reports. Talk to the Pentagon.”

“I have!” I snapped, my anger bubbling over. “And they’ve given me the runaround. They tell me to talk to you. You are telling me it’s classified information and to go back to them. It’s been a game of ping pong for five years, Gabe! How would you feel if it were your brother?” 

Some of the other men shifted uncomfortably at my words, but Gabe stood firm, his face impassive. There was no emotion in his eyes, just a blank stare that seemed trained to give nothing away. 

“Katrina,” he began slowly, “I understand your frustration. I really do. But there’s nothing more I can say on the matter.”

His words felt like a brick wall I had run into full speed. The frustration and helplessness consumed me. I realized I wasn’t going to get any answers here. I was on the verge of losing my cool. 

“Are you stonewalling me because you’ve been told to or are you purposely being obstinate because you don’t want me to know?” I asked. 

“I don’t have the luxury of choice,” he responded flatly, his steely gaze meeting mine. “I have orders, and I’m following them.”

My heart pounded in my chest like a wild drum, frustration mounting. I fought to keep my voice steady. “So be it, Sergeant,” I spat out his rank with a hint of contempt. His impassivity was infuriating. He was hiding something; I could feel it.

I couldn’t understand why no one would tell us what happened. It wasn’t like we didn’t know there was a chance he wouldn’t come home. But to know there was a secret surrounding his death—it hurt. The realization was like a punch to the gut. No one here was going to tell me anything about how Blake died. No one here cared enough about my brother or me to breach protocol or risk their careers.

Feeling the burn of tears in my eyes, I downed the rest of my champagne in one swift gulp, setting the empty glass onto a passing waiter’s tray with more force than necessary. The clink sounded loud in the silence that had fallen over our small group.

With a tight nod, I excused myself and headed for the terrace. The cool breeze was a welcome relief. I leaned against the railing, trying to calm the anger simmering inside me. I looked out at the city, the line of taillights like little ants marching in a perfect row. The air was a little muggy. It was a warm September and New York seemed to be holding onto summer. Back home in Wisconsin, things were already turning cooler. Soon, we’d be wrapped up in fall colors. 

A few minutes later, I heard footsteps behind me. I glanced over to see a tall, built man with blond hair leaning on the railing next to me. He looked like he belonged here—confident, composed. He turned to me with a slight smile. “I don’t know about you, but I need a break from all of that.”
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​Orion
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THE MUSIC PLAYED SOFTLY in the background as I sipped my cocktail, making my way through the party. I recognized most of the faces here—billionaire donors, high-ranking military officials, and a smattering of celebrities looking to boost their image by supporting the troops. It was the usual crowd, and frankly, I was bored out of my mind. 

My tie felt too tight. My expensive shoes pinched my feet. I wanted to make my appearance, write a check, and go home. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to donate the money—I did. I just didn’t care for the song and dance. It seemed like it would be a lot easier to just write a check. But that wasn’t the way this worked. I had to show up. I was a magnet for other big donors. If Orion Allworth was attending, it had to be a worthy cause. That used to bother me, but not so much anymore. 

“Orion!” 

I turned when I heard my name. My brain searched the memory banks to place the face and match it to a name. I remembered him from my MCT, combat training at Camp Pendleton. “Aiden.” I smiled, shaking his hand.

Aiden looked good, his face weathered but his eyes were still bright and full of joy, just like I remembered. He was always the guy good for a pep talk. He liked to laugh, even when we were down in the muck or humping twenty miles with our rucks threatening to topple us over. When we were pushing ourselves to the point of breaking, Aiden was the guy who would crack a joke. 

He was never going to be career military. He got his ass busted more than anyone else because he couldn’t keep a straight face. Like so many other young men and women, he was there because he had few other options. The military was a stepping stone. It was a good way to get some training and the GI Bill that would get us some free education.

“So, what’s new with you, Aiden?” I asked, taking another sip of my drink.

“Life’s good, man,” Aiden replied with a grin. “I got married a few years back. We’ve got two kids now—a boy and a girl.”

“Wow, that’s great to hear. How old are they?”

“Connor is five, and little Emma just turned three,” he said, pride evident in his voice. “They’re a handful, but they’re my world.”

I smiled, genuinely happy for him. “That’s amazing, Aiden. I’m glad things are going well for you. Are you still working at the furniture store?” I tried to remember at least one detail about everyone I encountered. It not only helped me keep names straight, but people liked that I knew who they were. I was a businessman. I knew how to make money. Getting rich was a lot about networking. 

He grinned. I could see a hint of pride in his eyes. “I own the furniture store now.”

“No kidding! Congratulations.”

“Thanks. It was a huge risk, but so far, it’s paying off. I finished my MBA and worked out a deal with the owner who was ready to retire. My wife helps manage it. We’re hoping to buy another store in a few months. We’ll officially be a chain. The goal is to pass it on to the kids one day.” 

As he continued to talk about his family, I found my attention wandering. Over Aiden’s shoulder, I spotted a woman talking with three men. Her body language was stiff, her expression tight as she talked to them. There was an undercurrent of anger and frustration in the way she held herself. The men looking at her were Marines. A Marine could always spot another Marine. It was the way they stood. The way they were standing as a unite front. It was a brotherhood. 

Beyond the anger, I saw a beautiful woman. Her black hair was as straight as an arrow, thick and glossy and reaching to the small of her back. Her skin was an olive tone. I could only see her profile, but I liked what I saw. High cheekbones, an aristocratic nose, and red lips set in a firm line. Her eyes were obscured by her hair, but I could see thick, long lashes. She wore an elegant black dress, simple yet striking.

Finished talking with Aiden, I slowly made my way toward the woman. I watched as she abruptly ended her conversation with the group of men. Her words seemed like bullets from the way the men flinched. She spun on her heel and marched away, leaving the men dumbstruck in her wake.

“Must be some party,” I murmured to myself, sipping my drink as I continued to watch her.

She moved toward the terrace with a determined walk that said she would run over anyone who got in her way. I watched her push open the glass doors and disappear from view. I hung back for a moment, finishing my drink before deciding to follow her out. 

I weaved through the crowd, excusing myself from a few half-hearted attempts at conversation, and stepped out onto the terrace. The cool night air was a welcome change from the stuffy ballroom. The woman who captivated my attention stood by the railing, staring out at the city lights with a troubled expression. I debated approaching her. It was clear she wasn’t having a good night. I could either make it better or a hell of a lot worse.

“Mind if I join you?” I asked, walking up to her.

She glanced over, her eyes narrowing slightly before she nodded. “I don’t own the terrace.”

I bit back a smile at her snappy retort. Clearly, she wasn’t in the mood. I leaned on the railing next to her, taking in the view. “Beautiful night, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” she replied, but her tone was distracted.

We stood in silence for a moment, the noise from inside a distant hum. I noticed the soft lavender scent she wore, finding it unexpectedly alluring.

“So, how’s your night going?” I asked, trying to ease into a conversation.

The woman sighed. “It’s been... frustrating.”

“Want to talk about it?” I offered.

She shook her head, giving me a once-over like she was wondering what rock I crawled out from under. “Not really.”

“Fair enough,” I said, giving her space. “How about we talk about something lighter? Like how you ended up at this glamorous event?”

She glanced at me, a small smile tugging at her lips. “I’m here to honor my brother.”

“Your brother?” I asked with surprise. “Is he one of the fallen?”

She nodded, looking away again. “Yes. Fallen Marine. In Afghanistan five years ago.”

“I see,” I said, nodding. “I’m sorry.”

“Thanks,” she said softly.

We chatted for a bit about inconsequential things. It was clear her brother’s death was still very raw. I talked about the weather, asking her prediction for winter. 

She laughed lightly, a sound that seemed to radiate warmth in the cool September air. “I couldn’t possibly know. Neither do the weather experts, do they?”

I grinned. “You’re right. It’s kind of a crap shoot.”

“But it does feel warm,” she commented. 

I could see her starting to relax, her posture loosening up as we talked. Eventually, I circled back to the topic of her brother. I was curious.

“You mentioned your brother was in the Marines,” I said gently. “Is his team here tonight?”

Her expression darkened. “Yeah, they are. Not that it’s done me any good. Or him.”

“Why do you say that?”

“They won’t tell me anything about what happened to him. It’s all classified this, classified that. It’s infuriating. They were there when he died. How can they not know anything? That’s a rhetorical question because I know they know exactly what happened. We could have accepted his death if they could have just told us the truth.”

“You don’t believe they are?”

She snorted. “If you’re being honest, you talk. You answer questions. They are obviously hiding something. We didn’t get the whole story. At first, they said it was too much for us to hear. Then, it was they couldn’t remember or we should talk to the higher-ups.”

I nodded, understanding her frustration. “I’m sorry to hear that. It must be incredibly difficult.”

“It is,” she admitted, her voice cracking slightly. “He never should have joined the military. He was young and stupid, thinking he was going to be some hero. I tried to talk him out of it, but that kid was stubborn. He thought he was going to be a hero attracting all the ladies. It was the biggest mistake of his life. All of our lives.”

I turned to look at her, studying her closer. “Why do you say that?”

She shrugged, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “He had this idealistic view of the world. Thought he could make a difference. But all it did was get him killed.”

“I’m really sorry. I can’t imagine how hard that must be.”

“Thanks,” she said, carefully wiping her eyes. “It’s just... hard. I miss him every day. He was a kid. He never got the chance to live and no one will tell me why. What did he die for? Was he shielding a kid or protecting one of his brothers? I know nothing.”

We stood in silence for a few moments, the weight of her grief hanging between us. I wanted to help, to do something to ease her pain, but I knew there were no easy answers. I had lost plenty of brothers. I had come home and visited family and reminisced with them while they cried. 

“If there’s anything I can do...” I began, but she shook her head.

“Just listening helps,” she said, giving me a weak smile. “So, thank you for that.”

“Sure.” I shrugged. “Better out here than in there.”

“With all those lying jerks,” she hissed. “When my brother signed on the dotted line, he signed his own death warrant. They tout they’re a brotherhood. What’s that saying, no man left behind? Yeah, well, they left my brother behind.”

That caught my attention. “He, I mean, his body was never returned?” 

She looked pissed. Anger flashing in her eyes. “They had the decency to bring his body home, but none of them told us what happened. None of them were injured. Not a scratch on them. Tell me how that happens?”

“It happens,” I reply delicately. 

She pressed her lips into a thin line. “Does it? Really? I’m going to call bullshit. I’m not going to let them get away with this. I’m going to keep calling them out on their lies. I will scream it from the rooftops. I’m going to make sure I burn it all down. The Marines—the military in general are liars! I will blame them forever. I hate them.”

Her vitriol took me by surprise. I had never heard anyone talk so openly bad about the military. I certainly didn’t like it. It was an institution I loved and respected. Most people I met and encountered had a healthy respect for the military. To find her here, at this event that was meant to raise money and honor some of the men and women who had given their lives for the military, didn’t sit right with me. I found myself taking a step back, like her toxicity could be contagious. I wasn’t entirely sure how to deal with her. The beautiful woman had a sharp tongue and a lot of anger. 
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I COULD TELL I’D STRUCK a nerve in the handsome stranger. His jaw tightened, and a flicker of something—anger, maybe—crossed his eyes. I felt a surge of satisfaction mixed with guilt. “I’m sorry,” I said, not really meaning it, and turned to leave. I knew where I was and the people who were here were all about cheerleading for the military. 

That was not going to be me.

Before I could take a step, his hand gently grabbed my arm. “Wait,” he said, his voice firm. “Do you support the military at all?”

I looked back at him, my irritation flaring. “No, I don’t. I’m angry with them. Furious, actually. I wouldn’t give them two cents. I don’t want to wear one of those stupid pins they’re handing out or pretend I’m going to send toothpaste to those deployed.”

He released my arm but didn’t step back. “Do you realize what a privilege it is to serve one’s country?” he asked, his tone heated. “Your brother probably would have wanted you to support the troops.”

I felt a cold fury rise within me. “I support the troops,” I said, my voice sharp. “Just not the military in general. The brass can kiss my ass. The brass and all those sitting in the Pentagon lying to the families are deplorable. I will never support them.”

“The ‘brass’ are all servicemen and women,” he replied. “They all did their time and worked their way up. That’s the difference between the military and some corporate boardroom.” 

I scoffed, crossing my arms over my chest. “Yeah, they worked their way up, all right. They got there by stepping on the little guys, by sending them off to die while they sit comfortably in their offices.” 

His eyes had a steely glint to them as he stared at me. “You have every right to be angry about your brother’s death,” he replied tersely. “But don’t mistake that anger for understanding. You’re painting everyone with a broad brush based on your personal grievances.” 

“I have every right to feel the way I do,” I retorted, taking a step closer to him. 

“Those men and women who go through hell are doing it for people like you,” he replied. 

“Like I said, I’m not mad at them. I think they are being used. I don’t like the rest of them.”

“What’s the difference?” he shot back, his frustration matching mine.

“I support the people, not the institution,” I snapped. “The individuals who serve, who risk their lives—they deserve our respect. But the system that takes them, uses them, and spits them out? No. I don’t support that. They hide behind all their rules and red tape. They don’t have to answer to anyone, least of all the families who give them their loved ones. Kids like my brother are pawns in their game.”

His eyes held a depth of resentment I hadn’t seen before. His pretty-boy charm had dissipated, replaced with an infuriated scowl. “You think they all just signed up to be pawns? That they didn’t know what they were getting into?” 

I met his glare with my own. “I think they signed up thinking they could make a difference, that they could protect their country only to find out that it’s all politics in the end. They have to follow orders whether they like it or not.”

“You don’t think they’re proud to follow orders?” he asked. 

I snorted again. “Why would they be? They don’t know what they are doing. They’re just doing what they’re told. Where is the pride in that?”

“The pride is taking orders and carrying them out because you’re told to do it and you want to do it right,” he shot back. 

“Handing your life to someone else, as if it’s theirs to own, is nothing to be proud of,” I countered, my voice quivering with anger. “Carrying out orders that get you dead is not honorable.”

He shook his head. I could tell he wasn’t accustomed to having his beliefs challenged. “You’re wrong,” he said, his voice icy. “It’s about trust. Trust in your superiors, trust in your unit and your brothers. It’s about believing that everyone is doing their best for the greater good.”

“But what if they’re not?” I countered, my voice lowered to a deadly whisper. “What if the ‘greater good’ is just a façade, a lie fed to us by those on top? And what if their best isn’t enough to keep our brothers and sisters alive?”

“I won’t deny there are flaws in the system,” he admitted grudgingly, “but the military is more than just orders and strategies. It’s about sacrifice, about honor. It’s about standing up for what you believe in.” 

I shook my head, finding it harder than I’d expected to maintain my anger under his hard gaze. “Belief... My brother believed in all that, too.”

He looked at me for a moment, his gaze softening slightly. “Then don’t let his sacrifice be in vain,” he said quietly. “He believed in something greater than himself, enough to risk his life. That’s something to respect.”

“I do respect it,” I replied, my voice choked. “More than you could ever know. But I can’t help but feel that he was betrayed by the very institution he trusted. I remember the day he signed up. I was at the recruitment office. They sold me a bill of goods. At his graduation, I’m sure you know this, but they have a little meeting for the families. They talked about all this amazing stuff and how awesome the loved ones were and they were a part of the military family. Bullshit. I would never do what they did and continue to do to a relative of someone who died.”

“Your anger is understandable,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “The loss of a loved one is hard to bear. But blaming the entire system won’t bring him back. It will only make it worse for you.”

I could feel the tension between us growing, an electric charge that made it impossible for me to walk away. Despite the anger boiling inside me, I couldn’t ignore the fact that the man was tall, hot, and built. The spark of attraction I felt was infuriating. I wanted to hate the guy. I was pissed that he was defending the military. Pissed that he was trying to make me feel guilty for being angry at them. Just pissed.

The terrace door opened, and a couple of guests stepped out, probably to smoke a cigarette or vape. I shot them a dirty look. It wasn’t my terrace, but in that moment, I didn’t want company. They glanced at each other, then back at us, clearly deciding that now wasn’t the best time to intrude. They retreated back inside, leaving me alone with the stranger.

“You have no idea what it’s like,” I said, my voice trembling with emotion. “To lose someone and have no answers, no closure. The military hides behind their classified reports and red tape while I’m left in the dark. He’s dead. Nothing brings him back, and maybe it’s just me, but I need to know. I want to know what happened in the last minutes of my brother’s life. Killed in Action is vague. I just need to understand. If no one did anything wrong, why won’t they just tell us what really happened?”

His expression softened slightly. “I know more than you think,” he said quietly. “I’ve lost friends. I’ve seen the worst of it. But that doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate the honor and duty of serving.”

“Honor and duty,” I scoffed, my anger spilling over. “Those are just words. They mean nothing when you’re the one left picking up the pieces.”

He stepped closer, his presence overwhelming. “I’m not saying it’s perfect. Far from it. But your brother believed in something. He wanted to make a difference. Isn’t that worth supporting?”

I clenched my fists, trying to keep my emotions in check. “He was young and stupid,” I said, my voice breaking. “He thought he was going to be some kind of hero. But all it did was get him killed. And for what? I need to know his death mattered. What did it change? Was he a hero?”

He reached out, his hand hovering near my shoulder before he seemed to think better of it. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said softly. “I really am. But don’t let your anger consume you. It won’t bring him back.”

I looked away, blinking back tears. “You don’t understand. I need answers. I need to know what happened to him.”

“I get that,” he said, his voice gentle now. “And I’ll help you if I can. But lashing out at everyone who tries to talk to you won’t solve anything.”

I turned back to him, my anger giving way to a deep, aching sadness. No matter how much time had passed, it felt like yesterday. Worse than yesterday. It felt like groundhog day. Opening the door and seeing the Marines standing on the porch. My father’s low moan of pain before the words were ever spoken. 

“I just... I don’t know what to do anymore. I’ve been hitting this wall for five years. I’m over it. I’m sick of waiting for this person or that person to call me back. I’m tired of waiting for someone to decide what we can and can’t know about his death.”

He took a step closer, closing the distance between us. “Let’s start over,” he said. “My name is Orion.”

I cocked an eyebrow, not sure if he was joking. “Like the constellation?”

He grinned. “Yes.”

“The Great Hunter.”

“You know your Greek Mythology.” He smiled. 

“Not really.”

“Can I ask your name?”

I wasn’t really feeling all that friendly. “Katrina.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Katrina.”

He flashed another smile, reminding me a bit of a Hollywood celebrity on the red carpet trying to dazzle the masses. Typically, I was immune to such antics, but there was something about him that was disarming. 

“I don’t think either of us believes that.” I sighed. 

“Tell me about your brother. What was he like?”

I hesitated, then took a deep breath. “He was amazing. Funny, kind, always seeing the best in people. He had this laugh that could light up a room. He was always the guy who would get up in the middle of the night to help out a friend. We were very close.”

“You’re older?”

I nodded. “Yes. I’m... I was two years older. He will be twenty-one forever.”

Orion listened, his eyes never leaving mine. “He sounds like he was a great guy.”

“He was,” I said, a tear slipping down my cheek. “And now he’s gone.”

“I’m really sorry,” he said again, and this time I could hear the sincerity in his voice.

We stood there in silence for a moment, the city lights twinkling around us. Other guests occasionally peeked out onto the balcony but quickly retreated when they saw the intensity of our conversation.

“I didn’t mean to unload on you,” I said after a while, wiping my eyes. “It’s just... tonight’s been a trigger. All these people, all these reminders...”

“I get it,” Orion said. “Really, I do. And I’m here if you need to talk. Or yell. Or whatever.”

Someone stepped onto the terrace, clearly not interested in giving us privacy. I didn’t blame them. It was hot and stuffy inside. 

“I have no intention of yelling at you,” I said with a sigh. “I’m going to keep yelling at them. Especially Sergeant Asshole. He’s the worst of the worst. He is the one putting up roadblocks. He fucked up and my brother died and he’s a coward. He’s too worried about losing one of those pretty stripes on his uniform.”

My anger was rising once again. 

Orion nodded, understanding the surge of my emotions. “Sergeant Asshole, huh?” he said with a slight smirk. “Well, I can’t promise anything, but maybe I can help.”

I let out a bitter laugh. “Do you work at the Pentagon? DOD? Are you a general? Trust me, I’ve tried them all. They are all covering their own asses.”
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I LOOKED AT KATRINA, my heart swelling with sympathy. I could see the depth of her pain. Grief was a crazy thing. The moods were wild. Angry one second and then heartbroken the next. I got it. She seemed to be stuck in the anger phase. 

“I’m not a general, no,” I confessed. “But I may know someone who could help.”

Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Who?”

“I’ll ask around.”

She rolled her eyes. “Thanks, but no thanks. If you’re trying to get in my pants by acting like you understand anything I’m going through, you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

I laughed. “I have zero intentions of trying to get in your pants or up your dress or anything else.”

“Why did you follow me out here?” She sighed. “I came out here to be alone. I’m in zero mood to be harassed.”

“I don’t feel like I’m harassing you.” 

“Don’t you have better things to do? Like flashing your Hollywood celebrity smile at all the pretty girls inside?”

I shrugged. “They’re not you.”

“Flattering.”

“I didn’t mean it as a flirt. I meant that none of those ‘pretty girls’ inside are going through what you’re going through right now. I happened to see you in a heated discussion with those men and thought I might be able to help.”

She rolled her eyes, clearly not believing me. She turned away and went back to leaning on the railing. I observed her. Now that I had the chance to talk to her, I saw her in a whole new light. She was beautiful and passionate. Her black hair hung down her back. Her long legs were accentuated by her fitted dress. Her green eyes shimmered with a mix of bitterness and strength. I was drawn to her intensity, to the raw emotion that seeped from her every pore.

A gust of wind blew her hair, causing it to blow across her face. She made no move to push it back, instead keeping her gaze firmly on the cityscape around us.

“Really, Orion,” she said suddenly, her voice carrying a weary edge. “You’re wasting your time.”

“Maybe,” I responded. “Or maybe not.” I took a step closer to her, noting the way she tensed but didn’t move away. 

I leaned my elbows on the railing and looked out at the city below. It was a landscape of skyscrapers and neon lights, stretching as far as the eye could see. From this height, I could see the cars and people, but not details. It was a good way to be detached and yet still get to watch. I loved the city. It was my home. For some it was chaotic, but for me, it was just part of the excitement. 

I could smell her lavender perfume but it was getting overpowered by the sweet scent of someone vaping. It wasn’t a smell I appreciated. It was like cotton candy mixed with a hint of fruity flavors, creating a sugary and almost cloying smell. It lingered in the air like a fog. 

I saw the moment Katrina picked up on the smell. Her face contorted in disgust and she turned to find the source. I grimaced, thinking I better stop her before she picked another fight. “Who in the world brings a vape pen to a formal event?” she muttered under her breath. 

I couldn’t help but laugh at her indignation. “Someone who likes their nicotine served with a side of sugar, I guess.”

The wind tousled her hair again and this time she reached up to brush it out of her face. She twisted it around her like she was going to put it up. As she did so, the sleeve of her dress slipped down her shoulder.

I found my gaze lingering on the exposed skin. Her shoulder was delicate, the same olive tone and flawless. Twisting the strands of her hair into a casual bun atop her head, she pushed the sleeve back into place with a sigh, breaking the moment. 

“Are you warm?” I asked. 

“No. Yes. Frustrated.”

“I understand,” I said. “Can I get you a drink?”

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” she replied. “I’m already close to losing my temper.”

“I see that.” I smiled. 

“I’m going to talk to them again,” she said. “I came here to get answers. They can try and blow me off, but I’m just going to get louder.”

“I don’t think that’s going to make them want to talk to you.”

She turned to look at me, one hand on her hip. “I don’t care. I’m not going to tiptoe around. Those assholes think they can bully me. They think if they keep ignoring me, I’ll go away. They’re wrong. I’m worse than a dog with a bone. I’m going to keep fighting. I will sit outside their homes. I will hire a private detective and find out where they live and work. They will never get peace. If I don’t have peace, they don’t get it.”

Katrina was unlike anyone I’d ever met. Fiery, passionate, and unapologetically raw in her grief and anger. Her raised voice had drawn the attention of those around us. I noticed several dark looks being shot her way from members of the military and their supporters. This wasn’t going to end well if we stayed here. I didn’t blame either side for their anger. That was one thing about the military members. They were fiercely loyal. Or on the other side of the coin, you had Katrina and people in her shoes who’d lost a loved one and blamed the military. I could totally understand the anger. 

“We should go before someone comes to kick you out, or worse,” I said, trying to keep my tone even.

“Are you telling me I have to leave?”

“Not at all,” I said. “I’m saying there are some people that might not appreciate your opinions.”

“I don’t appreciate their fealty to an institution that ignores the pain and suffering it causes, either,” she retorted, her sharp eyes gleaming with defiance. 

“Then let’s find a place where you can freely express your opinions without risking a mob jumping you,” I suggested. “Somewhere where you won’t have to face the hostility of those who don’t understand. You’re at their party—literally.”

Katrina’s eyes blazed with defiance. “I was planning to leave anyway.” 

She walked past the women vaping in the corner and back into the party. She ignored the murmurs of disapproval that followed her. I followed her inside. One of the men she had been talking to earlier stepped in front of her. I cringed, knowing the guy made a big mistake. She was fired up. I didn’t know her, but even I knew better than to get in the way of a woman as pissed off as Katrina was. 

The man was tall, with short, cropped hair and a uniform sprinkled with medals. His broad chest pushed against the fabric of his military attire, clearly a man who took pride in his physical strength. His eyebrows furrowed as he stood in Katrina’s path, a clear challenge in his stance.

“Katrina, I’d like to arrange a time to speak to you in a more appropriate setting,” he said. “This is not the right time or place.”

“I think I’ve said plenty,” Katrina retorted, holding her ground as she glared up at him. “But if you’re hard of hearing, I’ll gladly repeat myself. You people are hiding the truth. Are you a coward? I think you’re a coward hiding behind your badges, knowing your superiors are going to protect you. All of you hide behind that stupid word—confidential. Classified. Need to know. I need to know!”

“Enough!” he boomed, causing several people nearby to turn and look at them. “This is not the time or place for this kind of discussion.”

Katrina, undeterred by his outburst, stood her ground, her jaw clenched tightly. “And when, exactly,” she spat, “would be a good time? When you’re ready to tell me the truth about what happened to my brother?”

The crowd around us had grown quiet now, a hushed silence enveloping the room as they watched the confrontation unfold. 

“Let’s go,” I said quietly, putting my hand on her arm. 

The man who I didn’t know gave me a look before quietly nodding. Katrina looked like she was going to say more. I stopped her, gently pushing her away. 

“Let go of me,” she hissed, jerking her arm away from me. 

As we made our way through the crowd, a woman stepped into Katrina’s path, her face contorted with anger. “How dare you!” she shouted. “You’re disloyal, unpatriotic, and you’re sullying the memory of your brother and the sacrifices of the other troops who died in combat! My husband was in your brother’s squad. You’re making a lot of trouble for them and they’ve done nothing wrong!”

Katrina tried to brush past her, but the woman grabbed her arm, her voice rising in pitch and fury. It was clear she had a little too much to drink. I could see the situation escalating quickly. 

“Excuse us,” I said. 

“Why?” she hissed. “Don’t defend this woman. She’s a traitor.”

“I am no such thing,” Katrina spat. “I’m seeking the truth. Or is that a crime now?” 

“Enough!” I interjected, stepping between them. “We’re leaving.”

“You’re a disgrace!” the woman hissed. 

I put myself between her and Katrina. “Let’s everyone take it down a notch,” I said calmly. 

Katrina pushed me out of the way to go face to face with the woman. Everyone was watching now. I truly didn’t believe it was Katrina’s intention to make a scene. She wouldn’t have gotten dressed up and gone through the trouble of putting on makeup if she planned on kicking ass. She was a woman who wanted answers. I understood it was a heated topic. Emotions always ran high when it came to loyalties. Katrina felt betrayed by the people she trusted. 

“I understand how you feel,” Katrina said, her voice barely above a whisper. “But I’ve lost someone too. I’ve been deceived, lied to. Don’t you see? My aim isn’t to tarnish the image of our troops or your husband’s squad, but to seek the truth that has been denied to me for far too long.”

The woman looked taken aback, her anger dimming slightly but her grip on Katrina’s arm didn’t loosen. 

“My brother was a patriot and all of you here, all of you defending the people that are lying are the ones who are disloyal. He died serving his country and all he asked in return was for his family to be told the truth about what really happened to him.”

“Don’t you dare call me disloyal,” the woman shouted back. 

“I am here searching for answers. Answers that are my right as his sister.”

“You have no right to question the integrity of the military!” the woman spat back. “My husband has spent the last nine years busting his ass. Don’t you dare insult him.”

Katrina rolled her eyes. 

“That’s enough,” I said. “Katrina, go.”

She looked like she was going to argue but thought better of it. 

“One day, it might be you,” Katrina said, her voice low. “Let’s hope you never have to wonder how your husband died or what his last minutes were like.”

Katrina walked away but the woman lunged after her. I moved quickly, stepping between them just as the woman tossed her wine. It hit me square in the chest, staining my shirt. The cold liquid seeped through the fabric, but I ignored it, focusing on the confrontation at hand.

“That’s enough,” I said firmly, looking the woman in the eye. “She’s grieving. Leave her alone.”

The woman huffed, her face flushed with anger and embarrassment. “She’s disrespecting all of us,” she spat. 
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GASPS RIPPLED THROUGH the room, and I turned to see what the commotion was about. If I was about to get pummeled, I was going to make the woman do it to my face. She wasn’t going to get the chance to sneak attack me. 

But when I turned around, it wasn’t to find the woman rushing at me. Everyone was looking at Orion with shocked expressions. Some had their hands over their mouth to hide their apparent horror. 

I looked at Orion and saw his pale blue shirt stained with the purplish-red of wine. The woman I had been arguing with was hastily dabbing at the stain with a cloth napkin. 

“What is going on?” I asked, walking back toward them.

The woman glared at me as if I had personally offended her. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what happened. The woman tried to throw the wine at the back of my head and Orion must have been in the way. 

“I’m so sorry,” she said to Orion. 

“Stop,” Orion said firmly, gently pushing her hand away. “It’s fine.” 

“I’m so embarrassed,” the woman said. 

I was about to say something when Orion looked at me, his expression unreadable. He grabbed my elbow. “We need to get out of here.”

“I never should have come,” I muttered, letting him lead me through the crowd. We made our way to the bathrooms, ignoring the curious stares and hushed whispers that followed us. I walked right into the men’s room, too pissed to care if a man was standing at a urinal. 

“Katrina, we’re in the men’s room,” he said. 

“Very observant.”

I grabbed a plush white hand towel and wet it, determined to clean the mess I had inadvertently caused.

“Hold still,” I instructed, pressing the damp towel against his chest. As I worked, I couldn’t help but notice the hard planes of his muscles beneath the fabric. His scent—a mix of cologne and something distinctly masculine—filled the small space between us, making my heart race.

Orion muttered something under his breath. I looked up, meeting his intense gaze. “What did you say?”

“I said this is pointless,” he repeated, his voice low and strained. “The stain isn’t going to come out. It’s wine. The shirt is toast. All of the wiping and water in the world isn’t going to change that fact.”

Our faces were inches apart, the tension between us thick enough to cut with a knife. “Well, I have to try,” I shot back, refusing to back down. “It’s my fault.”

“You’re right about that,” he snapped. “You’ve done nothing but cause trouble tonight.”

“Excuse me?” I bristled, my anger flaring. “You don’t know anything about me or what I’ve been through.”

“I know enough,” he countered, his eyes blazing. “You’re so wrapped up in your own pain that you don’t care who you hurt along the way.”

My breath caught, his words hitting too close to home. “And you’re just like everyone else here,” I spat, stepping closer until our noses almost touched. “Telling me to be quiet, to stop making a scene. Well, I’m sick of it! I don’t have to do what all of you keep telling me. Like you made so very clear, all of you joined the military to make sure I could say whatever I want.”

“Lower your voice,” he hissed, glancing around the empty restroom. “You’re going to get us both kicked out.”

“I don’t care!” I nearly shouted, my frustration boiling over. “I’m not going to be silenced anymore.”

The door swung open. A man stepped inside, only to turn on his heel and leave when he saw us. I took a deep breath, trying to calm down, but the proximity of Orion, the heat of his body, and the intensity of our argument made it impossible. My emotions were at a ten. Between the anger and sadness, it felt like I was being pulled in every direction. 

I stopped trying to wipe his shirt and let my shoulders hang. “I’m sorry about your shirt.”

“You didn’t toss the wine.”

“No, but it was supposed to hit me.”

“Yes, it was,” he replied. “I stepped in her way. I think this would have been a lot worse if it was you wearing this wine.”

“Why?”

He grinned. “Because I think under this fancy dress there is a hellcat waiting to get out. I think there would have been a brawl and undoubtedly someone would have gone to jail. That doesn’t seem like a very pleasant end to an evening.”

“What? Me?” I scoffed, mock offended. “I’m the picture of grace and elegance.”

Orion laughed, a deep rumble that bounced off the stark bathroom tiles and softened his harsh words from a moment ago. “Grace and elegance... right. I’d love to see how you define those words.”

“I could show you,” I challenged, my heart pounding. Why was I flirting with him? Is that what I was doing? The man who pissed me off, arguing with me one second and saving me the next.

Before Orion could reply, the bathroom door creaked open again. This time it was one of the waitstaff—his white tux bright under the harsh bathroom lights. His eyes darted between Orion and me, a slight flush on his cheeks. 

“I’m sorry, miss, but you’ll need to leave the men’s room,” he said. 

“I am, I am,” I muttered. I turned back to Orion, the ugly stain staring back at me. “I’m sorry about the shirt. It was nice to meet you. Maybe. I’m sure you’re probably thinking you wish you’d never met me.”

Before he could say anything, one of the men from the party stepped into the bathroom. The look of disgust on his face made me feel like I was two inches tall. 

“You need to leave,” he said, looking directly at me. 

“Relax, Soldier,” I spat. 

“I’m a United States Marine,” he corrected. 

I rolled my eyes. “Oh yes, I forgot, Soldier, Marine, blah, blah, blah. Have your party. But do me a favor, I don’t want my brother’s picture on your little table. You don’t get to use his face to raise money. In fact, I’ll go get the picture myself.”

“The hell you will,” he growled. 

I held his gaze, refusing to back down. “Watch me,” I retorted, turning on my heel. My heart slammed against my ribcage as I pushed past the man and out of the restroom. Orion didn’t follow me out, not that I expected him to.

The party was in full swing when I reentered the room. People were back to partying, but as soon as they saw me, everyone stopped talking.

I walked to the table and snatched the framed photo of my brother. It killed me to think of them using his sweet, innocent and stupidly naïve face to get money for their cause. I didn’t even know what the cause was. I didn’t pay any attention when I got the invitation. I just saw my chance to confront the men denying me the information I so desperately needed. 

I turned to look at the faces of all those staring at me. Some looked surprised, others curious, but most of them were judging me. There were plenty of raised brows and open mouths, others with narrowed eyes and frowns. A few showed sympathy and understanding. Very few. Each seemed to be waiting for my next move. I could feel the weight of their stares on me. Normally, I was a very nonconfrontational person. I never made waves. I was friendly. It was unnerving to have everyone staring at me, but I refused to back down.

“He’s my little brother,” I said quietly to the room. “You can think what you want, but they are hiding the truth. One day, it might be you standing my shoes.”

Orion appeared out of nowhere. He grabbed my arm, his grip firm but not painful. “Let’s get out of here,” he said, his voice softer but still commanding. “Before we draw any more attention.”

I clutched the picture to my chest and allowed him to lead me through the room. People looked but no one said anything. 

We made our way to the elevator, neither of us saying a word. He let go of my arm and pushed the button for the lobby. Soon, we stepped inside, the elevator doors sliding closed. 

“Can I see?” he asked. 

I hesitated, but ultimately handed him the photo. His fingers brushed against my own as I passed it to him, sending an involuntary shiver down my spine. He didn’t seem to notice. His focus was on my brother’s picture, scrutinizing every detail with a careful eye.

“This is your brother?” he asked, holding the picture up so that the light from the elevator’s ceiling hit it at just the right angle.

“His name is Blake,” I answered, not taking my eyes off his face as he studied the photo. “And yes, that’s him.”

“I remember that day,” he said. “Not this day, but the day I sat for my picture. The cover is huge.”

I had to laugh. “I asked him why his hat was so big.”

“Thankfully, everyone pretty much had shaved heads, so we didn’t have to worry about cooties.”

I couldn’t help but giggle. Hearing a grown man say cooties was too cute. He finally looked up from the picture, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. 

“Cooties, huh?” I smiled. 

“He looks happy,” Orion observed, handing me back the photo. His eyes met mine. “Trust me, there were a lot of guys who didn’t get such good pictures. You can tell he was a happy guy.”

“He was happy,” I replied, my voice barely above a whisper. “He loved serving his country. But whatever happened to him over there...”

Orion was silent, studying me, waiting for me to continue. I blinked back the tears. He said nothing, giving me a chance to collect my thoughts. 

The elevator stopped, the doors opening to the lobby. We exited, the lobby was plush; opulent even, but I
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