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      Finally! I was thinking I was going to have to go back to Caleb and beat some sense into him. I knew I had him when he saw me sitting in my truck across the street from Gwen’s place. The way I saw it, he was going to lose his mind when I got out of my vehicle, because he knew I was going to follow through with my threat and had decided that Gwen was worth fighting for.

      Normally, I mind my own business, but Caleb and Gwendolyn are meant to be together. Caleb’s a solid guy who, unfortunately, has convinced himself that he needs to protect the world, even if it means giving up the woman he loves. Being a detective means that you see things that cannot be unseen, and the ugliness of the world is front and center every day.

      Damian, being a close buddy from our days in the army, brought me to town to help out. That’s where I met his friends, Zeke, Alex, and Caleb. These four men are as close as me, Falcon, and my other buddies from our unit. Where Damian decided that home was with these men, my future belongs in Nevada with Falcon.

      Much as I like Gwen, we’re never going to be more than friends. Her heart belongs to Caleb. Maybe it’s my destiny to meet women who fall for the other guy. At this point, I’ve resigned myself to the fact that I’m better off alone.

      Sure, I’ll enjoy the company of a woman when it suits me, but it’s with the straight-up talk from the start. We both get what we need for as long as it suits either one of us, and then we move on. Granted, I’m normally the one to move on first.

      It’s been easy to do that since I get restless and move on to the next spot and the next job.

      I grab my phone and hit Damian’s number. “Yo.”

      “What’s up, bro?” he replies. His voice is full of concern.

      “Caleb’s with Gwen,” I tell him, and immediately sense his relief.

      “For real?”

      “Yeah. And based on how she jumped into his arms, I’m thinking they’re working their shit out.”

      “That’s good news, man. What’d you say to him?”

      “Doesn’t matter, does it?” I reply. “Gwen’s happy, he’s happy. In the end, that’s all that matters.”

      “What about you? Are you happy?” Damian asks.

      “I’m good. Heading out to see my brothers. We’re starting fresh in Nevada. It’ll be good to see Falcon, Wire, and the other guys. They got some work lined up, and they’ve been waiting for me.” It’s time to move on.

      “Call when you get there.”

      “Will do.”

      I start the truck, take one last look at the house where Caleb and Gwen are probably going to be barricading themselves in for the next few days, then pull out and head for the highway. I’m on the road for a good couple of hours before I make my next call.

      “Hey, man. I was getting worried. Where are you?” It’s good to hear Falcon’s voice. This man is more than a friend, he’s the brother I wish I had.

      “On the road. Got a ways to go. I’m going to stop midway and get some sleep. I’ll be there by noon tomorrow,” I tell him.

      “I gotta tell you something, and I need you to keep your shit together,” he says.

      I sigh a heavy breath. “What is it?”

      “Kailyn needs a job. The place she was working at downsized, and she was let go. She’s been looking for a month and no bites. She was reluctant to tell me, but I knew something was off.”

      At the mere mention of Kailyn, my fingers tense on the wheel. “We’ve got the money, and we take care of our own. Give her what she needs.”

      “She won’t take charity. It was hard enough to convince her that Cory had money invested with us and she should take a monthly draw. She outright refused,” Falcon says, and I know there’s more to come.

      “And…”

      “I gave her a job. Eventually, we’re going to need someone to do the paperwork anyway.”

      “Jesus Christ!”

      “You said it yourself, we take care of our own. Cory was one of us, and we swore we would take care of Kailyn.” He throws my words back at me.

      Falcon is the only one who knows my feelings for Kailyn. I made sure to keep my feelings a secret, even from Kailyn. After all, how do you tell a man you admire that you’re in love with his wife? It doesn’t matter that Cory’s gone.

      “Maybe we should rethink this whole thing. I can work remote…”

      “No fucking way!” Falcon bellows. “We have a plan, and we all have a lot riding on the team being together.”

      “Fine,” I relent. I just need to find a way to avoid Kailyn, for her benefit and for my sanity.
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        * * *

      

      The next day…

      The signage outside the warehouse gates reads Storm Enterprises. A new chapter begins, for all of us. We’ve been planning and saving for our new venture to take off, and the day has come.

      The start of something new lies just ahead.
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      The gates open wide. Wire is the lead man on security. He’s in charge of surveillance and cybersecurity, as well as the protection of our building. It’s a big responsibility, but he’s the best man for the job. He’s a tech guru and a great hacker. Fortunately, Wire connected with Falcon and me in the army. We became more than pals; we became brothers. Together with the others from our unit, Storm Enterprises was born.

      Wire’s real name is Colton Reid. He’s a burly man, a couple of inches shorter than my six feet, and agile for a man his size. In the army, being clean-cut was the rule. However, after Wire got out, he adopted the beard-and-longish-hair style. Wire was tired of rules, and this was his rebellion stage. Then, finally, even he got sick of looking like a bushman and became a tailored lumberjack. He still has a beard and mustache, but now he looks formidable and not like a hobo.

      As I approach the parking lot, Wire’s waiting for me at the main entrance. I barely make it out of my truck before I’m enveloped by his manly embrace, with a slap on my back.

      “So good to see you, man. It’s been way too long,” he greets me in his deep, low voice.

      “Nice to be here. Finally.” It’s been a long time coming. Years of saving and planning, with Falcon at the helm all the way, driving us.

      Speak of the devil. I notice Falcon walking toward us with a smile beaming from ear to ear. “Christ, brother. Took you long enough,” he teases. Wire and I look at one another, then begin to laugh. Patience has never been Falcon’s strong point. Well, to clarify, he has plenty of patience to wait for the perfect moment to strike at the enemy or to train the men in our unit. Where he lacks patience seems to be in the next stage of his life, mainly Storm Enterprises.

      “I’m here now. Are you going to show me around or what?” I ask.

      Falcon clasps a hand on my shoulder. “I guess it’s time to get you caught up.” He turns to Wire. “You’d better tell the others Phoenix is home.”

      Shit! I haven’t been called Phoenix since the army. Most of the guys have chosen to keep their adopted names. I needed normalcy and reverted back to Mason. Mason Kincaid, son of a single Puerto Rican immigrant mother. My father took off two weeks after I was born. Having a family wasn’t his gig. Mom says he’s a musician who needed to play to feel alive. Their love was passionate and short-lived. But my mother says she’ll always be grateful because I came from that love.

      I look a lot like my father. I have his coloring, not quite as dark skinned, but otherwise, I have the same dark brown eyes, high cheekbones, short-cropped black hair, and muscular build.

      “Been a while since I’ve been called that,” I comment.

      Falcon furrows his brows. “Are you okay with that?”

      “Yeah, man.” I laugh. “I’m Phoenix with my team.”

      Falcon relaxes and leads the way into the building. The building is a converted two-story warehouse. There’s the main reception area in grays and deep blues, with a massive desk with no one sitting behind it. “We haven’t hired a receptionist yet. I figure it can wait until we have a few more jobs under our belt. I want to keep the cash flow moving where we need it for now. Kailyn’s been a big help. She’s got the place organized and running smooth as silk.”

      The sound of her name is like a punch in the gut, but I hide my reaction, giving him a nod. “What’s the first order of business?”

      “Shouldn’t you settle in first?” He quirks a brow. We walk through the building, along the hallway, then veer off to the left into what I assume is his office. Falcon is a minimalist. I think that comes from years in the military. You learn to pack what you need and be ready for anything in an instant. It seems that he’s adopted the same idea for his office. A desk, a chair, a small table with a couple more chairs, and a wall unit that’s basically empty except for one framed photo of our unit.

      Others have come and gone in our unit. Some men were transferred to other units, while others didn’t make it home at all. Those are the ones we remember and mourn. Good men and women, never to enjoy the freedom they fought for. It still stings, and I expect that I’ll carry it with me always.

      I move toward the picture of Wire, Rebel, Bull, Archer, and, of course, Cory, Falcon, and me. The desert was hot and dry, but we were all together, and that made it bearable. Together, we survived. We spent our nights talking about our futures. Hence, the dream of Storm Enterprises was born. We talked about how we could all contribute to life after we finished our last tour of duty. Archer is still out there, serving his country. Eight more months and he’ll be joining us at Storm. I pray every day that he stays safe. He’s the guy that takes the toughest missions because he’s compelled to do it right and do it all.

      I focus on Cory. We couldn’t have been any more different. He was the all-American boy next door, complete with blond hair, blue eyes, and a dimple for good measure. He was a good man through and through. He loved his parents and family, and especially his wife. Kailyn had been his high school sweetheart, and they got married right before Cory was deployed to Afghanistan. We all got to know Kailyn through the letters she wrote to him and the care packages she sent. Eventually, she would add a little extra stuff for the rest of us.

      We never met in person until Cory’s funeral. Up to that point, I’d only seen photos of Kailyn. The image of a beautiful, smiling girl blowing kisses into the camera was a far cry from the woman dressed in a somber black dress, standing by Cory’s casket. Her face was stained with tears, and her hands trembled when Falcon and I handed her the folded flag and Cory’s medals.

      We gave Kailyn some time before meeting with her to tell her about the money we all pooled together to invest in our venture. Falcon gave her the option to either take back Cory’s portion of the money or be a silent investor. Kailyn wanted Cory’s dream to come true and insisted we keep it.

      “Hey, man. Where did you go?” Falcon says, pulling me back to the here and now.

      “Sorry,” I reply.

      Falcon follows my gaze to the photo and clasps a hand on my shoulder. “We’ve got a few apartments lined up for you to see. Why don’t you go check them out, and meet me back at my place?”

      “You live here,” I remind him with a chuckle. Although we all wanted Storm Enterprises, Falcon spearheaded the entire plan. It was his baby initially, and he’s bound and determined to make this a success. So far, he hasn’t let us down, and from what he’s said, we’ve got some pretty big jobs coming our way. Some from the government and others from some very high-powered business magnates. This means that Falcon created a living space for himself at Storm. On the top floor, at the far end of the building, he designed and refurbished his own private apartment, complete with a separate entrance and elevator.

      “Yeah, and I have an extra room set up for you.” He smiles. “Can’t have you sleeping in that truck,” he kids.

      With the list of apartments in hand, I walk out to my truck. I’ll meet Falcon back at his place for dinner, and with any luck, I’ll crash early and get a good night’s sleep. Motel beds suck, and I haven’t had a good night’s rest for the last couple of weeks.

      As I drive off the premises, I’m both relieved and annoyed that I didn’t see Kailyn. It’s ridiculous, I know. I’ve been avoiding seeing her for fear that she’ll figure out my feelings for her, and yet, not seeing her leaves an emptiness inside me.

      I’m here to do my part. This is the dream we’ve all been chasing and the start of a new beginning for me and the guys. I need to find a way to deal with Kailyn working with us. Maybe it won’t be a problem. I mean, she’ll be busy doing her thing and I can go about doing mine.

      Our paths don’t have to cross often, and if they do, I can handle it. After all, my new beginning doesn’t need to include Kailyn.
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      He’s as handsome as ever. Everything from his smooth caramel skin, his purposeful swagger, I knew it was him stepping out of the truck. Mason “Phoenix” Kincaid is back and this time for good. Mason was the last to finish his tour of duty. He did six months more than the others, and that’s when he was injured.

      During a surprise attack, he was shot in the leg, and then he was sent home to recuperate. I wanted to rush to his side, to see for myself that he was all right, but I couldn’t. What reason would I have? After all, I’m the widow of a man they called a brother. It wouldn’t be right for me to be there. I’ve heard all about the unwritten rule. Apparently, it’s taboo to get involved with a widow. I will forever be Cory’s wife, who they need to take care of. It’s perfectly fine to support me financially, which I refused, other than to accept the portion of Cory’s investment, and they will always look upon me as their sister, but never more than that.

      When I lost Cory, I thought I would die right along with him. Having two officers show up at my door to tell me that Cory was gone forever was my lowest moment. My husband, lover, friend, the sweetest man who ever lived, was gone. I cried for a week straight. Cory’s parents stayed with me. Together, we mourned and planned Cory’s funeral.

      Before I even met Falcon, Mason, and the others, I felt like I knew them. They arrived at the funeral in full uniform, never breaking the military procession, and yet I knew they were grieving the same loss. They were upset, but Mason stood out among them. His pain matched my own.

      A few days later, Falcon and Mason came to visit and told me about their plan for Storm Enterprises and Cory’s part in it all. Cory and I had talked about this before his untimely death, and I knew that he was convinced that this was our future. Falcon wanted to make sure I knew that the money the company earned would be split evenly among them all, including me.

      When they were leaving the funeral, Falcon waited for Mason to walk back to their vehicle, then said, “Mason blames himself. He thinks he should have been out there with him that day, but he was coming off an eighteen-hour mission and it would have been suicide to continue. Even if he were there, it would have meant that I would have lost two brothers that day instead of one.”

      “It’s not his fault,” I replied, looking over his shoulder to the man slumped in the vehicle, staring back at me.

      “I know,” Falcon said. “Cory was important to all of us, but there was a special bond between him and Mason. Like all of us, he needs time to adjust to life without Cory in it. He’ll never be forgotten, but hopefully, the good memories will take hold and see us through the rough times.”

      I’ve seen Mason every now and again since that day. He’s always been sweet, kind, friendly, and caring, and yet distant. He was there to help me move into my own apartment. When he found out I was sick with the flu while he was on leave, he chose to come look after me instead of doing his own thing. I know he cares about me…like a sister.

      I don’t know how or when it happened, but I started developing feelings for Mason. Feelings I knew he didn’t return. I went through the gamut of emotions when I finally admitted to myself that I cared for him. Guilt is at the top of my list.

      Cory was my best friend. I knew everything there was to know about him. How he liked his cereal to sit for thirty seconds before eating it because it tasted better to him that way. How he liked to be surrounded by people when he was home. He said he wanted to memorize their faces so he could carry them with him when he was away. The way he loved me, gentle and tender.

      He was my first everything. The thought of anyone else coming to take his place seemed ridiculous, until Mason.

      Here we are, years later, and all I can do is watch as he walks into the building and then watch as he leaves once more.

      A rap on the door pulls my attention from the view of Mason driving out the gates.

      “Hey, Falcon,” I say with a small smile. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’m looking for those contracts you were drawing up. I want to go over them tonight with Phoenix.”

      I pick up the folders from my desk and pass them to him. “All done.” Mason’s coming back, and I’d very much like to not be here. “Do you mind if I take off for the day? I’ve got some errands I haven’t been able to get to and everything seems quiet for the moment.”

      Falcon’s already glancing through the documents. He waves me off. “Yeah. Get out of here. You haven’t taken a moment for yourself in weeks.”
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t lying when I told Falcon I had plenty of chores to get to, the first being grocery shopping. I was looking at a stale piece of bread and peanut butter for dinner for the second night in a row.

      There was also a ton of unpacking to do. When Falcon hired me at Storm, I decided to move closer to work. Falcon and Bull were all for it and even helped me with the move, but I insisted on unpacking on my own. The last time they helped unpack, I couldn’t find anything I needed without making it a scavenger hunt.

      My hands are fully loaded, but I manage to punch in the code, releasing the door lock at the entrance of my apartment building. I’m on the fifth floor, and by the time the elevator dings on my floor, I’m grateful. These bags are heavier than I thought. It serves me right for not wanting to make two trips. I’m wrestling with my keys when my neighbor, Gertie, meets me in the hallway.

      “For goodness’ sake, girl. Give me those keys.” Her voice is a little shaky, which means she hasn’t rested enough today. Gertie is an adorable older woman in her late seventies who is recovering from cancer. She’s gotten the all clear from the doctors, but she pushes herself too hard.

      The first day I met Gertie, she was sitting in the courtyard soaking in the sun. I was out exploring my new digs, and we became fast friends. Despite our age difference, we get along amazingly well. I love hearing her life stories and could listen to them endlessly.

      Gertie was married young to a not-so-nice man who took his hand to her more than once. Gertie divorced him, but she became a pariah to her family. Divorce wasn’t an option, according to her parents. I don’t understand how any parent would want their child smacked around every day by the man who is supposed to love her. Yet, she managed to get back on her feet and took a secretarial job, where she met her second husband, Don. It took him years to convince Gertie that she was safe with him, but he finally won his bride. They had two children together. Both her son and daughter are living wonderful lives with their respective partners but they both come home whenever possible to dote on their mother. Don’s sudden death was a blow to them all, but Gertie is a survivor, and here she stands, taking my keys and opening my door.

      “Thanks, Gertie,” I mumble as I follow her through to my apartment and set the bags on the counter.

      “You shouldn’t be carrying all that in on your own,” she scolds. “It’s a good thing I was walking by when I was.”

      “As a reward for saving my groceries from falling all over the hallway, let me make us some tea. Your favorite chair is waiting for you,” I tease. The only new purchase I made when I came here was a big, plush, cozy armchair, and it’s Gertie’s chair whenever she visits. She looks so tiny in such a big chair, but she loves it, and I love her in it.

      “I can sit a spell,” she says wearily. Once she settles in, she states, “You’re home early.”

      “The office is finally caught up, and Falcon was nice enough to let me leave so I can get this place sorted out. I’ve been here nearly three months, and I still have a stack of boxes to get to. And it was time to eat something green, so a trip to the grocery store was imperative.” I laugh.

      “Did you get cookies?” she asks with a grin. Gertie loves a simple brown sugar cookie, and since I know she does, I always have some in the house.

      “Don’t I always?” I tease. I put on the kettle and put away the rest of the groceries while Gertie gabs about the goings-on of the day.

      “I saw the most handsome man today. I think he’s moving into the empty apartment down the hall. The manager showed him around and then took him down to the office. Here’s hoping we have some good eye candy.” She giggles, then lifts the teacup to her lips and takes a cookie.

      “Is that right?” I drawl. “Are you looking for a man, Gertie?”

      “I’m too old to break in a young buck. But you, well, that’s a different story.”

      Gertie knows all about my losing Cory. We’ve had many heart-to-hearts since I moved in. We’ve talked about the men we lost. We’ve cried together and we’ve laughed together over some of the memories we’ve shared.

      “I’m not looking for a man,” I tell her.

      “You’re a beautiful, vibrant woman with a lot of love to give. Why wouldn’t you want to meet a nice man and have gorgeous babies?”

      “I didn’t say I wouldn’t. But I’m not going out to hunt for a man. If it’s meant to happen, it will,” I tell her, to which she replies with a “Hmph.”

      Our visit lasts for a while longer, then I walk Gertie back to her place. That’s when I hear his voice.

      “I’ll move in tomorrow, if that works,” the deep, sexy voice says. I know it all too well. It’s the voice that belongs to the man who covered me with a blanket when I was sick and sat with me, stroking his cool hand over my fevered forehead and whispering that everything was going to be okay. I fell asleep, and when I woke the next morning, he was gone. I thought I’d dreamed Mason, but the kitchen had the takeout container from the soup in the trash and convinced me otherwise.

      My heart beats erratically. I glance down the hall, and in the doorway of the vacant apartment, I see the building manager talking to none other than Mason. He’s the handsome man Gertie’s been talking about, and our new tenant.

      It was going to be hard enough to see him every day at Storm. How do I avoid him when he’s living in my building?
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        Mason

      

      

      I must be losing my mind. I can smell her perfume. The soft, sweet floral scent wafts through the hall, the very scent that I have imprinted in my senses. The scent of Kailyn.

      The lease is signed and I’m just finishing up with the building manager when I feel her presence. Either I’m losing my mind or Kailyn’s in this building. I look around the hallway and catch a glimpse of a shadow moving around the corner, and then it’s gone.

      My pulse is beating wildly. It’s not possible that I just signed a year’s lease in the same apartment building where Kailyn lives, is it?
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