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      I DON’T RECOGNIZE THE DAMAGED woman in the mirror staring back at me—platinum-blonde hair, blood-red lips and nails, curves laced up in the finest lingerie. I have transformed into a bombshell to exonerate my brother, United States Navy SEAL Joaquín Cruz. He’s been languishing in a jail cell for the past six months, accused of a murder he didn’t commit, his honorable career as a SEAL ruined, his spirit crushed.

      I’ve gone undercover as a stripper to entertain the men of SEAL Team Seven—I’ve given up my acting career, my dreams, my home—everything to free Joaquín and discover the truth.

      But I didn’t count on having to conceal my identity from my ex-boyfriend, Navy SEAL Grant Carrion. The man I lost my virginity to was caught up in an endless web of sins and temptations, unable to escape from his demons.

      As I strip down to my lingerie and dance for Grant, I know that every humiliating moment will be worth my sacrifice—if only I can give my brother back his life. And just maybe, find a way back to Grant’s heart.
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        SE7EN DEADLY SEALS BOUND TO secrecy about a night that ended in tragedy

      

        

      
        6ix months my brother Joaquín has spent in jail for murder

      

        

      
        5ive hours a day I’ve trained to go undercover to learn the truth

      

        

      
        4our plastic surgeries to transform into a pinup to gain access to their world

      

        

      
        Thre3 shots of tequila I knock back before I strip and dance for the SEALs

      

        

      
        2wo years since I’d left my soul mate, Grant, the only man who can help me now

      

        

      
        1ne dead stripper found strangled and drugged

      

        

      
        Zer0 room for error

      

        

      
        I'm Joaquín's only hope for freedom. No sin is too depraved, no challenge is too great. Even if it means destroying my soul.
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            Mia

          

        

      

    

    
      THE PRISON GUARD LED ME down the hall to the waiting room. A pregnant girl cowered in the corner, an older couple embraced each other, and a pale, skinny woman bit her nails as a young boy fidgeted on her lap. The rancid smell of vomit loosely masked with bleach made me gag. This scene was so pathetic. We were all here to see our loved ones incarcerated in this hellhole.

      “Your boyfriend will be out in ten minutes,” the guard sneered, his eyes undressing me.

      “He’s not my boyfriend; he’s my brother. And he’s innocent.”

      The guard laughed and wiped the beads of sweat from his forehead. “Sure, he is, sweetheart. Never met a guilty one.”

      Jerk. That guard wasn’t fit to polish Joaquín’s boots.

      After an agonizing wait, the prisoners stumbled out into their partitioned section of the room. My brother came last.

      All my girlfriends were in love with Joaquín—who could blame them? Even in this pit of despair, he still looked like the ultimate alpha male. His muscles bulged in his orange prison jumpsuit, the elbow-length sleeves barely covering his tattoos.

      At least I didn’t have to worry about anyone screwing with him in jail; he could kill a man with his bare hands.

      Joaquín had everything going for him. Until he was charged with a crime he didn’t commit. I knew my brother, and he simply couldn’t be guilty of what he was accused of doing.

      Joaquín was an easy target—a poor Mexican American orphan with no trust fund, no senator endorsements, and no college education. But my brother had integrity, loyalty, and honor. He would never disgrace his Teammates, betray his country, or destroy his brotherhood. And he could never hurt a woman.

      He tapped on the glass, and we both reached for the phone. “Thanks for flying down, Mia. Are you okay?”

      I threw my free hand in the air. “Yeah, I’m okay. I’m not the one in jail facing the death penalty for murder. I took the first flight I could get. What the hell happened?”

      The man on the other side of the glass wasn’t the brother I’d grown to respect and adore. He was still strong, still resolute, and seemingly impenetrable. But his eyes…I looked right into his eyes. Though his long dark lashes covered his pain, I knew him too well. To anyone else, he would seem formidable, but to his baby sister, he looked broken, torn.

      “I didn’t kill her. I can’t talk about what happened in here.” His eyebrows motioned toward the cameras in the corner of the room. “But you have to believe me.”

      I swallowed. I’d watched the incessant news coverage. It didn’t look good.

      Two weeks ago, one of Joaquín’s commanding officers, Paul Thompson, had thrown a huge party for his SEAL Teammates at his parents’ oceanfront home in Encinitas. Witnesses interviewed by the police said they heard loud music and saw women coming in and out of the place. Guess the neighbors weren’t exactly going to call the cops on a group of SEALs.

      In the early hours of the morning after the party, Joaquín had discovered a lifeless stripper named Tiffany in his bed. He called 911, and the paramedics determined that she’d been dead for hours. Joaquín told detectives that he’d slept with her the night before, but that she had been fine when he fell asleep. The police didn’t charge him immediately and waited for the autopsy results.

      Two days ago, the coroner ruled that she’d died from asphyxiation and had the date-rape drug Rohypnol in her system. Since Joaquín had admitted to having sex with her, he had been arrested and charged with her murder.

      He already said he didn’t kill her. He would never lie to me, and we kept no secrets from each other. Well…we never used to. I’ve held my own deep secret close, never wanting to add any burden to Joaquín’s intense life.

      “Can anyone clear you? Are the other guys on the Team trying to help, or did they desert you? What about Grant…” My voice trailed off.

      My ex-boyfriend, Grant Carrion, Joaquín’s swim buddy in BUD/S, had been there that night. And I knew the rest of the guys on their Team pretty well. After our parents had died, Joaquín had become my legal guardian, and I’d moved to San Diego to live with him and finish my senior year in high school. I met Grant right before I graduated, and we started dating at the beginning of my freshman year at San Diego State. I’d transferred to San Francisco State as a junior two years ago because it had the best drama department.

      Well, that was the official excuse for me fleeing—I could’ve finished school in San Diego. The reality was much more painful. Too painful for me to think about, let alone deal with.

      Joaquín pursed his lips; his eyes leveled me. “Leave Grant out of this. I will not ruin his career, too. I slept with Tiffany, but I didn’t drug her. None of the guys are talking to me right now, probably under orders from the command. Our Team doesn’t need this publicity, especially with all the rumors going around about Pat saving Annie from that brothel. My brothers don’t have a choice but to obey. My lawyer thinks I should take a plea. If it’s the best for the Team, and you, then I will.”

      I seethed. The public should still be happy that Joaquín’s Team had just saved a group of USO cheerleaders who had been taken as hostages in Afghanistan. I didn’t even know what to say about the Pat and Annie mess, except that I wasn’t buying the Team’s cover story.

      “Take a plea? Have you lost your mind? You’re gonna confess to murder because that’s best for your Team? Who cares about your damn Team! Can’t you be selfish for once in your life?” I knew the bonds of these SEALs ran deep; they’d kill for each other; they’d die for each other. I couldn’t fathom the pain Joaquín had to be going through, but pleading guilty to a murder he didn’t commit was insane.

      He blinked hard, too hard, as if he was trying to stop tears from escaping. “You don’t understand. You never could. I’m not going to ruin the rest of the guys’ lives and tarnish our Team’s reputation further. It’s complicated, and I really can’t talk about it.”

      I didn’t want to hear about his Team loyalty. “Who’s your lawyer? Is he any good?”

      “Daniel Reed. He’s a former Team guy.”

      Sure, he was—the world’s most exclusive fraternity. Even when these guys left the service, they only hired their own. “What did he say about bail? I’ll find a way to raise money.”

      “We won’t know until the arraignment, but he thinks the judge will probably make an example of me. No bail.”

      “But you’re a SEAL.”

      “Exactly. No playing favorites.”

      From his posture, the edge in his voice, I knew I was treading on his patience. I needed to garner any information I could before he cut me off. “What’s the last thing you remember? The girl, did she pass out?”

      His nostrils flared, and he bared his teeth. “Knock it off, Mia.”

      Whoa. He never raised his voice to me. There was no use arguing with him. Joaquín was a stubborn Taurus—I’d never win. I bit my lip and tried another approach. “You can’t tell me anything about that night? Who was the dead girl? Were you dating her?”

      “No. I’d never met her before.” Joaquín shrugged. He wasn’t really a relationship guy. A complete player, he claimed no one could ever be faithful to a SEAL, which was bullshit. I’d never even looked at another man when I was with Grant. I still hadn’t, even though we’d been broken up for what felt like forever.

      “Who invited her?”

      His tone became more agitated. “One of the Team guys invited a bunch of strippers.”

      Yeah, I’ll bet. Strippers and SEALs went together like rum and cola. At least Joaquín wasn’t a cheater. I couldn’t count the number of times wasted SEALs had called Grant to be picked up from Panthers, the local sleazy strip club. Grant would drag me along, and then his buddies would beg him to act as an alibi to give to their wives.

      We used to fight about him covering for the philanderers all the time. I had to make small talk with their wives at Team barbecues, knowing that their husbands had had their dicks sucked by strippers the night before. Grant always told me to stay out of it—it was their marriages and not our place to get involved. I argued that we were involved because covering for them made Grant an accessory to their infidelities.

      At least Grant never went to the strip clubs; he swore it wasn’t his thing.

      I tried to stop myself, but I had to know. “Which guy asked the strippers to the party? Mitch?”

      He let out a growl. “One more word, and I’ll drop this phone and walk back to my cell.”

      My gaze darted around the room. I was grateful that this crime had been committed off the naval base, so at least he wasn’t stuck in the brig. Under a civilian justice system, I could find him the best lawyers. I’d do whatever it took. “I’ll get you out of here. I’ll find out the truth.”

      He laughed, and although it was nice to see him smile, I knew he didn’t have a shred of faith that I could help him. “How are you going to do that, Mia? You’re a theater student. We’re talking about a bunch of Team guys.”

      I preferred the term “highly trained actor,” but I wasn’t about to correct him. Plus, who was he trying to protect anyway? Did he suspect one of his Teammates? Did he know who killed the girl? “I know. I’m just trying to help.”

      But my mind started racing. Why not me? Joaquín was my brother—the same blood ran through our veins, the same dedication, the same stubbornness. Just because I lacked testosterone didn’t mean I was any less capable than he was.

      He studied me. “I know that look. Don’t get involved, Mia. That’s a fucking order. I didn’t drug or kill Tiffany, which means someone else did. I don’t have a clue who, and I can’t protect you from here.”

      I cringed when I noticed that his hands were shaking. This was real, not some fucked-up nightmare. “I can protect myself.”

      He’d always protected me, been my savior. It would kill him if he knew what had happened to me two years ago. But it wasn’t his fault. He and Grant had both been deployed, and there was nothing either of them could’ve done to save me that night. Telling them the truth would accomplish nothing.

      “No, I need you to trust me on this.” His voice firmed. “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me.” He was proud, pigheaded, and I knew he didn’t want me to see him defenseless. Just like Grant. These macho SEALs never allowed themselves to be truly vulnerable, not to their families, and most certainly not to their women. Though I completely understood—I was too proud to admit my own weaknesses.

      He focused on me. “Mia, I can’t take care of you anymore. This is important. I need you to listen to me. You have to be strong for me. Remember that place in Marin we used to hike to?”

      How could I forget? On the top of Mt. Tamalpais, on a ridge overlooking the fog, was a group of rocks. Joaquín and I used to go up there and spend hours playing make-believe.

      “Of course, I do. Why?”

      “If you need to feel my presence, go there.”

      What on earth was Joaquín talking about? He hated what he called my “New Age bullshit” about vortexes and spirit guides. But my spirituality guided everything I did. I didn’t care if he didn’t understand it. “I won’t need to. I’m going to take a leave of absence from school, move down here, and visit you every week until you’re free.”

      “Don’t you dare. You only have one semester left. Don’t ruin your life, too. Listen to me. I don’t want you to visit me again. Promise me you won’t come back to San Diego.”

      I bit my nails, and my stomach clenched. He was the only person I had in my life since I’d ended things with Grant. Without Joaquín, I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t exist. He would never ask me to abandon him.

      It was then that I knew in my heart something was gravely wrong. Not just the murder of Tiffany and the charges against Joaquín, but something else. Something hidden deep in the secret realm of the SEAL brotherhood. “I promise.”

      I nodded and placed my hand on the thick plexiglass. He did the same. Would this be the closest I ever came to touch him again? “I love you, Joaquín.”

      “I love you too, Angelita Mia.”

      My little angel. He hadn’t called me that since we were kids. That name had always meant so much to me. I wanted to be that angel for my brother. No, I needed to be that angel. And I would. I would live up to my birth name and become Joaquín’s angel.

      We only had a few minutes left, so I tried my best to cheer him up. My hands trembled; my body froze. He’d worked so hard to be a SEAL. It was all he’d ever wanted. The possibility of his career being destroyed was almost worse than him being accused of a crime he didn’t commit.

      The bell rang. The guard came and escorted Joaquín out of the room. I stared at him walking away, praying that this nightmare would end soon. This couldn’t be goodbye.

      I walked out of the San Diego County Jail. Determined. Dedicated. Definite.

      I would clear my brother’s name. For my entire life, he had protected me, lifted me up when I had fallen. It was my turn to rescue him.

      I took off in Joaquín’s truck, a brand-new Ford Raptor. The scent of the fresh leather tickled my nostrils.

      For a second, I actually questioned his innocence. How could he afford this new truck? He’d told me he’d saved up during deployment, but I knew he spent most of his money on my tuition and housing. Even though I worked part-time as a makeup artist, living in San Francisco was not cheap.

      Paul was a second-generation Navy SEAL officer and came from old money—was Joaquín involved in something shady that had resulted in him being framed for murder?

      I pushed the thought of his guilt out of my head. My gut wrenched for even questioning his honor.

      Speeding on Harbor Drive, I rolled down the window and allowed the crisp San Diego breeze to blow all doubt away. Though it was January, the sun was still bright in the sky. As Joaquín’s words replayed in my head and the look on his face haunted my thoughts, I choked back tears.

      The Raptor seemed to have a mind of its own, and I found myself driving toward Grant’s place. I had to see him. I had no choice. He was my only hope. I needed to ask for his help. I prayed that he would be able to fix everything like he once had. He’d been with Joaquín at the party that night. He must’ve seen something.

      My insides twisted. The intersection of excitement, desperation, and guilt left me unable to focus. Grant was the one man who rivaled my brother in his steadfast character. He’d been my first love, my only lover…and I’d shoved him away. Like every great thing in my life.

      I pulled up to his tiny apartment in Point Loma, praying he wasn’t off somewhere training. The sight of fresh mud on the door of his lifted truck alleviated that fear.

      My fingers traced the doorbell. His dog, Hero, let out a friendly bark. Maybe he recognized my scent.

      There was no turning back. I pressed the button.

      “Hello?” Grant’s deep, sexy voice sounded groggy through the intercom.

      He must’ve been asleep even though it was three in the afternoon. Probably another balls-to-dawn training rotation. Back when we were together, I’d make sure to have his place clean, his favorite meals cooked, Hero walked and fed when he came home from those all-nighters. It was some of the only times he allowed me to take care of him.

      “Hey, it’s me.”

      His tone turned bitter, dark. “What do you want, Mia?”

      I couldn’t help but smile that he still recognized my voice immediately even though we’d been broken up for two years and hadn’t seen each other in six months. I knew what I had done to him—abandoned him in his hour of need, secretly blaming him for being gone when I’d needed him most. Then I had been unwilling to allow him to see me at my lowest point, and unable to open up to him and confess my secret. My fatal flaw had ruined our love—my conceit.

      Joaquín would never turn his back on someone he loved. He would embrace his anxiety. Shake hands with fear.

      Somehow, I would have to learn to do the same.

      “I need to talk about Joaquín.”

      Grant opened the door, and I gasped at the sight of him standing in front of me wearing only pajama bottoms. I’d forgotten how incredible his body was; his broad shoulders and V-shaped torso displayed no body fat, just a perfect eight-pack of abs. His skin glowed in the afternoon sun, highlighting his sculpted arms, which were covered with ink.

      My eyes focused on his huge hands, remembering how they had explored every inch of my body. He ran his fingers through his golden hair, and I imagined those fingers deep inside me, sending spikes of pleasure to my core. The scruff of his beard hid the mottled scar on his neck. His green eyes seemed to shoot beams of kryptonite at me, exposing my soul.

      Right, I came here for my brother.

      “Let me in, Grant.” I pushed my way inside the door, scanning the place for signs of another woman. All clear.

      Hero, his black lab/pug mix, gave me a lick on my face and lay by my feet.

      The last time I saw Grant was at an awkward run-in at my brother’s apartment last summer before they’d deployed. Grant had ignored me the entire time. No matter how hard I tried, he’d refused to engage with me.

      Today, he had no choice.
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            Grant

          

        

      

    

    
      THE VIXEN STANDING IN FRONT of me barely resembled my beautiful ex-girlfriend Mia. Her waist-length brown hair that had once carried the scent of coconut milk and vanilla beans was now tinted fuchsia and chopped off into a long, angled bob with spiky bangs. Her freckled skin was painted up like a streetwalker’s. Her nails, which had always been kept short and pale, were filed into sharp points and polished black, like daggers.

      I fucking hated her full look. Like some bullshit revenge breakup makeunder meant to ensure that I wasn’t attracted to her anymore.

      It didn’t work—I still wanted her.

      My eyes lingered on her small breasts and fell down to her wide hips. “There’s nothing I can do. No one remembers anything—and if they do, they aren’t talking. I’m sorry. For what it’s worth, I don’t think he’s guilty.”

      “Of course, he’s not guilty. But you can help him, right? You know the men on your Team. You were at the party. We can find out who killed that girl. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

      “Whatever it takes? What the hell are you talking about?”

      She inhaled deeply through her nose and then exhaled through her mouth. “I don’t know. I haven’t figured it out.”

      I laughed. “Well, let me know when you do. Until then, you can get the fuck out of my place.” I urged her toward my door.

      Her eyes darted around, but she held her body firm, refusing to budge. “I know we can figure out something if we put our heads together. We can do this.”

      I sneered at her. “We? There is no ‘we.’ You made sure of that.”

      A flash of guilt must have caused her to avert her gaze as she looked down at her feet and bit her nail.

      “Maybe I could go undercover? I’m a chameleon. An actress…a makeup artist. I’ve reinvented myself so many times, even you wouldn’t be able to recognize me.”

      This bitch was crazy. “You can’t be serious. You’re five-feet-four-inches tall, one hundred thirty pounds. I used to have to open spaghetti jars for you. You think you can defend yourself against a SEAL? No way can you outsmart my Team. Sorry, Mia. It will never work. You’re delusional. I could recognize you no matter how you changed.” I had memorized every inch of her body, the sound of her voice when she whispered my name, the way her lips parted when she was embarrassed, the glint in her hazel eyes when she wanted her way, and the flush on her cheeks when she came.

      I loved you.

      Picturing her smile had gotten me through those long muddy nights freezing my balls off in the frigid water during BUD/S. Her faith, her love, her belief in me had kept me from quitting, from ringing that bell.

      Too bad it was all complete bullshit.

      She touched my face, tracing the beard that hid the scar on my neck. “I just need one of them to talk.”

      I pushed her hand away. My stomach churned. I couldn’t stand the sight of her anymore. Couldn’t she see the hurt in my eyes? I’d once looked at her with warmth, love, devotion. Now only her betrayal lingered in the air. “SEALs don’t talk.”

      She let out a laugh. “You did. You used to tell me everything.”

      Smartass. My fist clenched. “Yeah, I did. Only because you were my girl. What are you going to do—fuck them all?”

      A wicked smile graced her lips. “Why the hell not? I’m single, remember? You made it clear you never wanted anything to do with me again.”

      My chest tightened. She was taunting me. The thought of her, my girl, being screwed senseless by my friends, made my palms sweat. She was mine—only mine. She’d lost her virginity to me, and I’d always found comfort in knowing that no other man had ever touched her.

      Images flashed through my head of another man kissing her, fucking her, making her come, Mia screaming out his name.

      I swallowed hard and steadied my breath. “Stop, Mia. We both know damn well you were the one who fucked things up. Even if you were that much of a bitch and wanted to fuck me over more than you already have, none of them would touch another Team guy’s woman. Especially since you’re also Joaquín’s sister. I only got away with sleeping with you because we started dating before Joaquín and I became SEALs. And no matter what you think, in their eyes, you will always be mine.”

      She cringed, and I noted the look of shame on her face. Had she cheated on me back then? I would never believe that. Like a wild animal, I was confident that I could’ve sensed another man’s scent on my woman. Even so, Mia was hiding something from me. There was more to her leaving me than being too young for a serious relationship.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t have a fucking clue what her secret was. She never even gave me the chance to fix it.

      She leveled her gaze on me. “Yeah? Yet you sure are quick to abandon Joaquín at the first sign of trouble. So much for leaving no man behind. You know if the situation were reversed, Joaquín would do anything possible to set you free.”

      Dammit, I shouldn’t have let her in the door. This was already too intense, too emotional. “It’s not that simple, and you know it. I’m under orders not to talk to him.”

      “Fine. I understand that you’re forbidden to talk to him. But I can. You need to help me help him. This isn’t about us; this is about Joaquín. Can you tell me about the girl who died? Who invited her? Was Joaquín dating her?”

      I clenched my teeth. Some people thought that since I was a SEAL, I’d have a wicked temper, but I had complete control of my emotions at all times. That composure allowed me the mental strength to point a loaded gun at my enemy and still be able to make a conscious decision not to pull the trigger. I’d never raised my voice to Mia, ever. Even so, she knew when I was pissed off.

      “What the fuck? Do you think you can just walk in here like you didn’t rip my heart out, and I’m just going to comfort you and fix this mess? I already fucking told you there’s nothing I can do. And I don’t owe you anything.”

      Her chin dipped to her chest, her shoulders slumping. “I know you don’t believe me, and I don’t expect you to, but I had to leave. I didn’t have a choice.”

      “There’s always a choice.” She had bags around her eyes, which made me remember when I used to watch her sleep. She always curled up in a ball with Hero at her feet. I never told her, but she used to talk in her sleep, sometimes even said my name. “And we aren’t in this together. My world started and stopped with you. All my friends told me that we wouldn’t work that we didn’t have a chance because we were so young and because of my job, but I told them you were different. That you would have my back no matter what.”

      Her voice cracked. “For what it’s worth…I’ve never even looked at another guy. I want you to know that.”

      My gaze bored into her. “That’s supposed to make it better? That I’m the only man you’ve ever been with, but you still don’t want to be with me? Well, I wish I could say it was that easy for me. Since you left, I’ve fucked a bunch of girls, trying to get you out of my head.”

      But she was still fucking there every night when I closed my eyes. I prayed her face would soon fade from my mind.

      Her mouth tightened. She wasn’t stupid—she had to know from her brother that I’d been with other women since her. But she only had herself to blame.

      “Please, Grant, if what we had meant anything to you, please help me exonerate Joaquín.”

      My eyes met hers, and I cupped her face, fighting the urge to kiss her. “You meant everything to me. You know that.”

      She pulled away from me, her bottom lip quivering. “I’m back now.”

      “You left me. Period. You can never come back.” As much as I loved Mia, I could never give her another chance. I refused to let myself rely on any woman after she had abandoned me. I didn’t need that type of stress. My job was consuming—my personal life had to provide me stability and comfort. Or at the very least, pure release.

      “But—I need you.”

      I’d needed her once, also. Now, I needed her to leave. “I can’t help you. I’d do anything I could to clear Joaquín; you know that. But my hands are tied. You need to leave.”

      I pushed her out of the entryway and slammed the door behind her, never looking back. I wished I could say it was easy, shutting her out of my life again, but her scent still lingered in the air, and my heart remained with it.

      I hoped I never had to see her again, which was now a realistic option since her brother was in jail.

      Still, my heart ached for her and for my swim buddy. There was no way Joaquín could’ve intentionally killed that stripper. Maybe he’d just gotten too rough in bed. Regardless, the reputation of our Team was now tarnished.

      The public was supposed to see us as heroes who rescued hostages from ISIS, freed boat captains from pirates, and assassinated leaders of terrorist regimes. Not as a bunch of sex-crazed, hard-partying hooligans with no morals. The average American citizens would be blown away if they learned the truth about our lifestyle. Just last month, we had rescued some kidnapped USO cheerleaders from insurgents, and my boy Pat had saved his wife Annie from a sex ring in Aruba. We worked hard, but we partied harder. And no way would I ever apologize for what any of us had to do to relieve our stress. The intensity of our lives was unfathomable to most.

      Even so, Mia had been it for me. I’d once found enough comfort in her touch to forget my daily burdens. But no more. I would never allow another woman to distract me from being a warrior. Plenty of girls wanted to be fucked by a Navy SEAL, some real-life hero to step off the pages of their favorite romance novel. I was now more than happy to use them the way they used me.

      Mia was the only woman I’d ever loved, and when she left, I’d closed my heart to anyone else.
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      I SPENT TWO DAYS SCOURING every inch of Joaquín’s apartment but came up empty-handed. I found nothing—no shady receipts, no weird email messages. Everything was clean.

      Too clean, as if someone had already scrubbed any evidence from the place.

      I wanted to crash Tiffany’s funeral to search for clues. Still, I definitely didn’t want to accost her family, who would no doubt kick out the sister of the man they thought had murdered their beloved daughter. I skipped the service, uncertain about what to do next.

      Any day now, the remaining men on Joaquín’s Team could be deployed, and after that, who knew when I’d be able to see them again. I’d lost my inside connections, no Grant, no Joaquín. I had only one way to see them all.

      Today, I was going to head to The Pickled Frog. The bar was a dive where all the SEALs went anytime one of their men had passed. The looming death toll never seemed to wane—a training accident, a downed helicopter, an embassy upheaval. I’d been to enough SEAL funerals during the two years I’d dated Grant to know the drill. One by one, each man would pound down his trident, the SEAL insignia, on the deceased man’s coffin. Then they’d get wasted.

      Even though Joaquín was still technically alive, I was pretty sure they’d be there since they usually hit the place immediately after getting off of work.

      The Pickled Frog was more than a watering hole; it was also a safe haven for heroes. Men who needed to drown their sorrows in hard liquor, men who wanted to forget the faces of the terrorists they’d killed, men whose wives had cheated when they’d been deployed, men whose kids didn’t even recognize their own fathers.

      I shuddered, imagining all the times two years ago Grant might have sat in the seedy bar, getting hammered, trying to get over me.

      I needed strength before I saw Grant again. Time to meditate. I sat on a chair in Joaquín’s apartment and straightened my spine, my feet placed firmly on the ground. Resting my hands, I turned my palms upward and prayed. I alternated my breath, from tense inhales to relaxed exhales.

      Focusing my attention on my spiritual eye, I uttered a quick chant and closed my practice. I needed to remain calm and centered, today more than ever.

      I locked up Joaquín’s place, jumped in his truck, drove along the coast, eventually parking in an alley behind the bar. A deep sigh escaped my lips. I was sure I was the last person these men wanted to see.

      When I pushed back the front door, the acidic stench of whiskey and sweat overtook me. It was two in the afternoon on a random Saturday, and the place was mostly empty. Despite being in the heart of Ocean Beach, no college coeds or surfers hung out here. This was a SEAL bar; SEALs and frog hogs were its only customers, though the occasional SEAL wife or girlfriend would make an appearance.

      But on this day, even the frog hogs must’ve taken the day off from their groupie duties. I was the only woman in this dump.

      My feminine scent gave me away. No sooner had my heels touched the Technicolor, puke-stained, carpet than the heads of seven men turned toward me: Grant, Paul, Mitch, Joe, Vic, Pat, and Kyle. The seven other men on Joaquín’s eight-man SEAL squad. Had they all been at the party that night?

      I avoided Grant’s suspicious glance and stared at the walls, studying the pictures of fallen SEALs. So many gorgeous men. Bearded, tatted, ripped.

      Gone. Dead.

      Never to kiss their wives again, never to cradle their babies in their strong arms. I might as well put Joaquín’s picture on the wall.

      Man, this place was depressing, but it was a thousand times better than jail.

      Now I was the one who needed a drink.

      I sat on the barstool closest to the only friendly face, Kyle’s, who was tending bar. The gummy pleather seat clung to my thighs as he gave me a welcoming smile.

      Kyle Lawson was a SEAL and former NFL linebacker; he was also the new owner of The Pickled Frog. He was gorgeous—smooth mahogany-colored skin, trimmed dark beard, warm chocolate eyes. At six foot five, his body seemed sculpted by Michelangelo himself. Kyle was like a celebrity in the Teams. After he’d given up a multimillion-dollar football contract to become a SEAL, the media had hailed him a hero, even before the Team and he rescued the group of cheerleaders who were kidnapped on a USO tour. But he’d refused all interviews to the press and was as humble as any of the Team guys.

      “Hey, beautiful. Sorry to hear about your brother. What can I get you?”

      His buddies, Pat and Vic, both gave me forced nods. Their loyalty must’ve been torn between their hatred of the woman who broke Grant’s heart and their protectiveness of Joaquín’s sister.

      “Malibu and Coke.”

      “Coming right up.”

      I glanced down the bar at the other SEALs. It was like a buffet of rock-hard men. My eyes watered; I was high on the testosterone levels in this place.

      Kyle placed the drink in front of me. “How’s your brother?”

      “I saw him after he was arrested, and he looked horrible. Now he’s refusing my visits.” I took a sip, the spicy rum coating my throat. “Were you at that party?”

      “Look, honey, I wish I could help, but Joe, Pat, Vic, and I left before the strippers arrived. I’m sure you’re trying to help Joaquín, but no one is going to talk to you about that night.” He glanced at Pat and Vic. “We take each other’s secrets to our grave.”

      Kyle wasn’t kidding. Pat was married to Annie Hamilton, a famous missing American who had vanished on spring break in the Caribbean. Initially, the public was fed a story that she’d just run away, become a missionary, had a kid, then decided to return to the States. I never bought that tall tale for a second. I’d interrogated Joaquín about what he knew, but he just played dumb, until a recent news story broke. Apparently, Annie and another missing American girl, Nicole, had both been kidnapped and forced into sex slavery. A Marine who recognized Nicole recently discovered her in Venezuela. She had amnesia and didn’t know who she was or what had happened to her. And a former SEAL named Dave supposedly saved Annie, though I think Pat was involved in her rescue.

      As much as I had a window into these SEALs’ worlds, as both a girlfriend and a sister, I knew that I wasn’t privy to their world of secrets.

      I adored Pat, though; he was such an amazing guy. He adopted Annie’s son, and Annie was now expecting his child. My own womb ached—had I stayed with Grant, I was sure we’d be married, and we’d probably have started a family by now. But instead of celebrating a new life with my soul mate, I was trying to salvage my brother’s future.

      I bit my lower lip and threw back my drink. I didn’t have a plan. I didn’t have a strategy. I didn’t have a clue what I was doing.

      Here goes nothing. I pushed myself off the seat and sat at an empty seat between Paul and Mitch, to at least try to see if I could get them to admit some details about the night of the party.

      Paul resembled a young Tom Cruise—brown hair, blue eyes, dimples. He had even more arrogance than the rest of the men. As one of only a handful of second-generation SEALs, he’d been bred for this life. “Mia, I’m sorry about Joaquín, but the brass has forbidden us to talk about that night.”

      “I know. Grant told me.”

      Grant, who was sitting on the other side of Mitch, didn’t even look at me. “Why are you here exactly?” he demanded, his voice cold. “You should leave. You’re not welcome.”

      “Yeah, well, you don’t own the bar now, do you? Kyle doesn’t seem to have a problem with me being here. It’s a free country.” Grant’s short-sleeved blue T-shirt teased me with glimpses of his tattoos. I gulped when I noticed he’d covered up my name with some sort of vine. At least I hadn’t tattooed his name on my ass, though I’d strongly considered it. My lack of ink didn’t matter; Grant’s name was permanently embedded in my heart.

      He turned toward me, his green eyes digging deep into my soul. “What do you want from us? We aren’t going to talk about that night, none of us are. We’ve all given statements to the police and to our commands. When this goes to trial, we’ll be forced to testify, and it will ruin our careers.”

      He stood up and came over to me, placing his hand on my thigh. An electric shock pulsed up my leg. I was addicted to his touch, longed for him, dreamt of him at night.

      “Why don’t you just go back to your ‘I hate the United States military’ city and leave us the fuck alone?”

      How could he be such an asshole to me? He knew how much I loved Joaquín—our love for my brother was probably one of the only things we still shared. I turned to Mitch, my eyes pleading for some mercy.

      Mitch’s long dark hair skimmed his shoulders; his full sleeves of tattoos decorated huge arms. He put his strong hand on my back and gave me an icy stare. “Sorry, Mia. I was passed out and woke up with some bitch sitting on my face. I don’t remember anything.”

      “Dammit, Mitch. Why do you have to be so disgusting?” I hopped up from my chair. Grant was right; this was pointless.

      But the stakes were too high to just give up. I couldn’t imagine my brother spending the rest of his life caged like an animal.

      As I turned back toward Paul, the doors flew open. Paul’s wife, Dara, and Mitch’s wife, April, came bouncing in, laughing as if they were about to meet their hubbies for date night at a five-star restaurant instead of a drink in this hellhole.

      Dara gave me an insincere hug. “Oh, Mia, honey. So sorry to hear about Joaquín. But who knew he was into fucking strippers?”

      “Fuck you, Dara. Where were you that night? The party was at his parents’ house, right? Maybe it was your husband fucking strippers.”

      I hated her and her perfectly blow-dried hair, her designer purse, her lime skinny jeans, probably size twenty-four. Typical SEAL officer’s wife; thought she was better than anyone else. She was a few years older than me, and never forgot to mention her Ivy League education and her vacation home in Lake Tahoe. I didn’t need her pity.

      Dara shoved the hair out of her eyes and shot a bitter glare toward Paul. Without a word, he clutched her wrist and led her away from me. Paul went to great lengths to hide his other women from her. Dara loved him unconditionally, and I knew no matter what bullshit he pulled, she would never be able to leave him.

      April put her arm around me. “I am sorry, Mia. Joaquín is a good guy. I hope he’s exonerated. Call me if you ever need to talk.”

      I thanked her. April and I had been good friends—once. A long-suffering SEAL wife, she was painfully aware of Mitch’s philandering. I never understood their relationship. Grant’s theory had always been that they got off on making each other jealous, but to me, it just seemed deeply dysfunctional.

      I glanced at Grant, but when he turned his back on me, I decided I couldn’t take any more. My heels touched the gravel outside, and the bar door slammed behind me. I felt the clang inside my heart, as well. He was done with me. I was alone. Again. No Grant. No Joaquín. No parents. Alone.

      That was not the Grant I knew. He was cold, aloof, distant. I understood that he hated me, but he should at least be trying to help Joaquín. Wasn’t he outraged about Joaquín’s false imprisonment? Could he be hiding something? Grant said he didn’t think Joaquín killed Tiffany. Had he witnessed the murder? What in the hell was going on?

      Stop, Mia. Just stop. I was clearly stressed out and not thinking rationally. I’d dated Grant for two years; he was a good guy, a hero. He wouldn’t hesitate to give his own life to protect the ones he loved. Like he’d said, he was under strict orders not to talk about the case.

      I didn’t want him to sacrifice his career. His Team needed him, especially without Joaquín. Hell, our country needed him. Grant was the best of the best.

      Unfortunately, I needed him, too.

      But that ship had sailed.

      He’ll never be mine again.

      I wasn’t going to give up on Joaquín that easily. With or without Grant’s help, I would clear Joaquín’s name. My brother was innocent. He’d sacrificed everything for me since our parents had died, and it was time for me to repay his loyalty.

      There had to be a way to free my brother. And nothing would stop me until I found it.

      Grant had been right. SEALs wouldn’t talk.

      I had only one clue left.

      Time to make strippers sing.
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      PANTHERS, SAN DIEGO’S PREMIER STRIP joint, was located in an industrial area, tucked between used-car dealerships and noodle shops. I never understood the allure of strippers; paying women to pretend that they were interested in you seemed pathetic, not flattering.

      I sat in the parking lot, staring at the entrance. I didn’t want to go into the building. What was my plan? Ask the women if they’d been at the party where Tiffany was murdered? These ladies were her friends. I’d get the door slammed in my face.

      I hugged my shoulders, tucking my chin into my chest. I didn’t have a clue what I was doing.

      My window rattled. I looked up and saw a busty redhead in a tight sweatsuit standing by the window of Joaquín’s truck.

      I opened the door.

      “Honey, you okay? Is your boyfriend inside?”

      I swallowed. Here I was, judging these women, yet this stripper was showing me compassion. “No. I don’t have a boyfriend. My brother used to come here.”

      Her eyes narrowed, her gaze intent. “Hey, wait. You’re Mia, aren’t you? Joaquín’s sister? I knew I recognized this truck. Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. Your brother is the nicest guy. Not like his friends, especially that jackass Mitch. None of us think Joaquín killed Tiffy.”

      I jumped down from the seat, my breath bottled in my chest. “You know my brother? Were you at the party? I know he didn’t do it. Can you help me exonerate him?”

      She gave me a warm smile. “I was at that party. But nothing was out of the ordinary. It was just some Team guys and some girls from here. The police interviewed us all. I’ve racked my brain trying to think of something, anything that stood out. Maybe it was an accident? I’m so sorry, honey. I wish I could help.”

      My mind raced. There had to be something she could tell me. Some clues to give me hope. “Which guy invited you?”

      “Grant. Tall, amazing body, tattoos, blond hair, green eyes.”

      I gasped and almost tripped on the cracked asphalt. “Grant Carrion? You must be mistaken. He hates strip clubs. I know—he’s my ex-boyfriend.”

      She let out a laugh. “So, you’re the girl who fucked him up? Sorry to be the one to tell you, honey, but Grant’s a regular. Comes in here every Tuesday night when he’s in town. He has a thing for bleached blondes with huge tits and fake lips. We call him Ken because he’s always scouting for his newest Barbie. Shows them a good time when he’s around, deploys, then moves on to the latest model when he returns.” She gave me a sad smile. “Look, I have to go to work. My name is Emma, but my stage name is Pepper. If you have any more questions, don’t hesitate to stop in and find me. I’d be happy to help any way I can. Best of luck with your brother.”

      “Thanks, Emma.” I hugged her, and she waved goodbye to me.

      I got back into the truck and drove out of the parking lot.

      Heat rose in my body. Could she be right? Had Grant become addicted to the strip club since I’d left him? Spending his free time here, drinking himself into oblivion, finding comfort with women who had no expectations, women who could never disappoint him the way I had?

      I winced, pushing away the image of Grant getting a lap dance from some troubled woman with ragged extensions and fake tits.

      But Emma had given me what I needed, what I craved.

      Hope.

      I now had a clue. Grant had invited the stripper. That man, who I thought I’d known everything about, was now a stranger to me. Maybe he was hiding something.

      Seven Deadly SEALs—seven Achilles’ heels. I would smoke out their secrets and figure out what happened that night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Mia

          

        

      

    

    
      I’D BEEN BACK IN SAN Francisco for two weeks. I attempted to honor Joaquín’s wish and stay in school, but I couldn’t focus. Even attending guided meditations and kirtan chanting hadn’t helped. My mind raced in class. I hadn’t slept well since I’d returned.

      I glanced around my room in the tiny North Beach apartment I shared with two other San Francisco State students. Scripts lay across my desk, with stacks of books huddled against the wall. Just a little over a month ago, my life had been so simple, so easy. One focus, one goal. To be the best actress possible. How stupid and trivial my dreams seemed now.

      I swiped through my iPhone to the San Diego News app, scanning for headlines about Joaquín. I didn’t even have to scroll down the page. There it was at the top. Bail denied for U.S. Navy SEAL accused of murdering a stripper.

      Fuck.

      My ears pounded, and my vision blurred. I couldn’t even read the article. No hope. This was it—the realization finally sank in that he might get convicted of this crime.

      I called Joaquín’s lawyer, but the secretary told me that my brother had given instructions not to talk to me anymore. The secretary had only one thing to say: Joaquín had transferred the title of his truck to me.

      I knew Joaquín too well—this was his way of ensuring I went on with my life. But what he didn’t realize was that I would never be able to enjoy my life unless I fought for his.

      I needed to clear my head, meditate, try to find some peace. Find a way to connect to Joaquín.

      Despite being desperate for sleep, I climbed into his truck—my truck now—and headed over the Golden Gate Bridge toward Mt. Tamalpais. It was a clear day; San Francisco’s famous fog seemed to have cleared the way for this mission. The winding hills through Mill Valley reminded me of the weekend adventures Joaquín and I had gone on with our parents.

      Mt. Tam was more than a mountain to me—it was a sacred place, a vortex of energy. Grant and Joaquín never missed an opportunity to tease me about my spiritual beliefs. I was raised Catholic, but after my parents died, I’d become deeply spiritual. I practiced yoga, became a vegan, attended kirtan chants, and meditated. My dedication only grew stronger after I’d left Grant. For me, my spirituality was a way to center myself, develop a personal relationship with God, and feel closer to my parents.

      As the Raptor approached our favorite trailhead, my breathing slowed, and a memory took hold of me.

      “Let’s do a time capsule!”

      Joaquín, a skinny boy around age twelve with a devilish grin, led me down the trail. Our parents slowly lagged in the distance. Always the Boy Scout, Joaquín took a Swiss Army Knife from his pocket and notched a hole at the base of a tree.

      “Give me your bracelets.”

      I shoved the candy-colored beaded bracelets off my wrist and handed them to him without a second thought. A big deal, considering at age eleven, those tacky things were my prized possessions.

      Joaquín’s eyes twinkled. He loved going on adventures, and I was always his right-hand girl. Most brothers and sisters fight, but we were truly best friends.

      He took a small leather pouch out of his back pocket. “This was made by the Miwok Indians.” He slipped his Swiss Army Knife inside, wrapped in my bracelets, reached deep between the roots of the tree, and dropped the pouch inside.

      “One day, when we’re older, we’ll come back here and find our treasures.”

      I thought it was stupid, but I would never tell him that. I just hugged him, and we ran off toward the voices of our parents.

      Centering myself back in the present day, I parked the truck. I walked over to the earth and touched the damp soil. I closed my eyes, and I could hear my parents’ voices calling us. “Mia, Joaquín. Where are you two?”

      The voices became quieter in my head, and I found the tree. Eleven years later, the old oak had seen better days, but it still stood, leaves gathered at the base.

      I knelt beside the trunk, my hand wrestling with the soil, which was surprisingly loose like it had been disturbed not long ago. Digging faster, furious. It has to be here.

      I’d all about given up when my fingers touched something smooth. I reached down and grabbed…the pouch!

      I tore it open, now weathered by dirt and rain. My bracelets flew out—but instead of Joaquín’s knife, I found a small wooden box.

      He’s been back here?

      The box was new. When had he come up here? He hadn’t visited me in at least a year.

      I flipped the box open, and inside was a small key and a dog tag. I pulled the dog tag out and squinted at the etched numbers. WF #1459.

      WF—Wells Fargo?

      I examined the plain key. It looked like the safe-deposit box key from our bank. Joaquín and I had opened the box for my mom’s jewelry once I turned eighteen, but I’d forgotten all about it. I had my own key somewhere back at my place, but I would’ve never thought to look in the box.

      My jaw dropped. I knew he hadn’t killed Tiffany. He must’ve known something was going down. Joaquín was so smart, he had planned to send me on this chase. He believed in me and knew I could save him.

      My watch read four-thirteen. The bank was open until six. I stuffed the dirty pouch into my pocket, raced back to the truck, and sped down the hill.

      After stewing for twenty-five minutes in traffic, I reached the bank. I handed the teller the key, she asked for my ID and gave me the signature card.

      Joaquín’s name was signed above mine; the date entered was a week after the murder.

      Holy shit! He’d come up here just the other week and hadn’t told me?

      I scribbled my name on the card, and she led me to the safe-deposit boxes. When she placed the bank key in the lock with mine, it clicked open, and she handed me the box. My heart fluttered.

      I took the box to a private room, anticipating what I would find. A note? Instructions?

      I slowly opened the lid.

      There was a certified check made out to me for seventy-five thousand dollars. Also dated a week after the murder.

      Where did he get this money? Was this money dirty? Related to Tiffany’s death?

      A note was under the check. Mia, here’s the rest of Mom and Dad’s life insurance. Please spend it wisely. I love you.

      Please spend it wisely.

      He knew. He knew he’d be arrested. It was a testament to our close relationship that he knew he could provide the one hint that would send me here. It also showed how much he loved me, that he wanted to provide for me, look after me. Just as he had always done.

      I emptied the safe-deposit box, desperate for
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