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Author's Note


I have never been in the military. Therefore, if you are/have been, you’re definitely going to see situations and thoughts that are utterly wrong.  
I do have a few resources, but I still lack the firsthand knowledge for every single situation.
Please understand that I’m aware this story is questionable when it comes to military life. I did my best to make it authentic but the only true way to do that is to have experienced this life. For this very reason I find writing about military characters stressful, but I still want this to be authentic.
I used the creative license that all authors enjoy to make this work for the story. This is for entertainment purposes only. Because you know I know it’s wrong, I hope you will still enjoy the story.





Men                                                                  
Aleksi de Leos, Prince of Rurikstan - married to Tia Morrison, cousin to the Wellingtons, runs Rurikstan [Bad Nerd Rising – Book 7]
Beau DuBois – cousin to Helena and Karis, musician and famous composer, engaged to Molly Wellington [Nerds in Harmony – Book 14]
Brett Bentwater – former special ops Marine, dating Ainsley Morrison and helping her with her coffee shop [Baking with Nerds – Book 13]
Bryce – bodyguard to Savannah, former Special Ops, the funny one
Clay Morrison – brother to Ainsley, engaged to Sarah, former Army Ranger, works with Cian and Greg in their own security business [The Trouble with Nerds - Book 11]
Cian Hunter – secret operative, dating/engaged to Verity Wellington, works with Greg and Clay in their own security business [The Nerd Who Spied Me – Book 12]
Emerson Rhodes – cousin to Aleksi and the Wellingtons, best friend to Aleksi and Maks, runs the Rurikstani Palace, married to Karis, Helena’s sister
Eric Monnette – retired Navy SEAL, bodyguard to Savannah, and her biological brother, brother to Keith
Greg Gilmore –  brother to KC, married to Dr. Janine Morris, a legendary former secret operative, works with Cian and Clay in their own security business [Shadows and Spice - Book 5 ]  
Keith Monnette – retired from the Army, new brother to Savannah, brother to Eric [Nerds in Force - Book 16]
Maks Wellington – elder brother to Vlad, Molly, and Verity, best friend and cousin to Aleksi, financial genius, manages Rurikstan’s finances
Mike – bodyguard to Savannah, former Special Ops
Tom – bodyguard to Savannah, former Special Ops
Trace Montgomery – Head of Security for Savannah, former Special Ops in the military [Nerds in Danger – Book 15]
Vance – bodyguard to Savannah, brilliant planner, former Special Ops
Vlad Wellington – brother to Maks, Molly, and Verity, cousin to Aleksi – Commander in Chief of Rurikstani Military, super-soldier, married to Helena [Bad Nerd Falling – Book 8]

Women
Ainsley Morrison – sister to Clay, dating Brett Bentwater, opened a coffee shop, chef and pastry chef [Baking with Nerds – Book 13]
Janine Morris Gilmore – sister, to Ben Morrison, married to Greg Gilmore, a surgeon, a former Corpsman, and a part of Greg’s secret operative team  [Shadows and Spice - Book 5 ]
Helena Dubrinsky Wellington – sister to Karis, cousin to Beau, scientist in The Pageant Lab, married to Vlad Wellington [Bad Nerd Falling - Book 8]
Karis Dubrinsky Rhodes – sister to Helena, cousin to Beau, nurse practitioner, married to Emerson
Molly Wellington – sister to Maks, Vlad, and Verity, cousin to Aleksi, musician who plays for Savannah, best friends with Savannah, engaged to Beau DuBois [Nerds in Harmony – Book 14]
Patricia Benson Swanson – Savannah and Eric’s mother, died while working for Horgate Industries
Riley D’Arpino - finishing her commitment to the Army, from Toliliel, friends with Verity
Savannah Swanson – pop star, musician, best friends to Molly Wellington, new sister to Eric and Keith, new daughter to Talia, very interested in Trace Montgomery [Nerds in Danger - Book 15]
Talia Monnette – mother to Keith and Eric, adopts Savannah immediately
Tia Morrison-de Leos, Princess of Rurikstan – married to Aleksi de Leos, PhD in Microbiology, heads The Pageant Lab, one of 800 Morrisons [Bad Nerd Rising - Book 7]
Vanessa “Van” Stevens – bodyguard to Savannah
Verity Wellington – sister to Maks, Vlad, and Molly, cousin to Aleksi, secret operative and computer hacker extraordinaire, dating/engaged to Cian Hunter [The Nerd Who Spied Me – Book 12]




Chapter 1

The flag opened a small, discreet window. A gentle notification that someone had downloaded information. A frantic click on the small window offered more details. 
Alarm sliced through veins that pounded with adrenaline. No, surely not.
Additional study revealed many of the officers on base had had their correspondence breached.
The jab of a button and a man wearing an identical uniform entered the room. His rank showed that of a captain.
“Did you get notified?”
“I just got it.”
“Will this cause trouble?”
“It could. The good news is we should be able to accomplish our goal before they’ve found anything incriminating.”
Not entirely reassuring. “What if they stumble onto our plan?”
He took a deep breath but didn’t frantically look for an escape. He thought things through, viewed them from all angles, looking for the best path.
“A possibility.”
On that note, the best recourse opened wide. “Then we neutralize the threat.”
“Yes. Do you know where it’s located?”
“Near a private island.” The coordinates weren’t hard to find on the map projected to a wall nearby. A discreet tracker on the threat showed where they were at all times. A decisive tap and he nodded. “This should be easy enough.”
“How are you going to make it look like an accident?”
“Boats sink all the time. It’s common. Unfortunately, their hull ran afoul of a rock and sank.” His charming face showed proper grief at such a terrible occurrence. “The tracker will be rendered useless if immersed in sea water.”
“That’s in our favor. Make it happen sooner rather than later.”
“Before they ever arrive on the island. A tragedy of course.”
“Very good. Thank you.”
He left after detailing his plans.
Once that was taken care of they should be in the clear. These plans had been in the making for years. Things were far too close now to hit snags. Measures would be taken to see the culmination of all these years of hard work and effort.
That is why the tracker had been necessary. Thankfully they’d gotten wind of the man being brought in and one never discounted coincidences. It had been anti-climatically easy to plant the tracker in the man’s boot.
There was too much at stake to lose now.
I wonder if my associate—who knows too much—also needs to be neutralized? 
[image: image-placeholder]A fierce wind pummeled the speedboat that Eric Monnette had selected from the limited options at the dock. Rain blew sideways to creep under his collar and slashed across his face and the windshield. Massive waves made this excursion equivalent to an amusement park ride.
It performed wild dips, unexpected aerials, and treacherous crests as the sea fought the wind. As one would expect while in a sea-craft during a hurricane. Or a tropical storm hoping to become that hurricane when it grew up.
An enthusiastic gust of wind splattered rain across his face and the boat windshield. Eric eased off the throttle. He neared a tricky section. On the northeast side of Toliliel, the island of his birth, lay a swath of sunken islands that created shallow water and crags of rock that could prove disastrous to anyone unfamiliar with this section of ocean.
The waves formed gigantic barrels that no surfer could survive. In his fast boat, Eric was confident. He’d grown up here and knew these waters. He’d also received a stellar education from Uncle Sam while in the Navy and came out on the other side as a SEAL. This didn’t daunt him. Much.
He wished he had a few of his teammates with him, but a SEAL got the job done and Eric, while retired, could do no less. Besides, the woman he sought, Riley D’Arpino, was worth his efforts. He’d only met her once but what he’d garnered from their one meeting had intrigued him.
Riley and her commanding officer, whose name he had not been able to learn, had been assigned a leg of research on the same project that he and others in the house he shared needed to know. He didn’t have specifics as to what Riley and her fellow officer were researching but those at the house had concluded they should join forces.
A giant swell tipped the boat but Eric corrected with ease and rode out a few waves so massive that any dry part of him ceased to be. He’d been wet before. Had slogged through conditions like these before. He kept moving forward.
That’s what a SEAL, even a retired one, did. He purposely didn’t think of the shoulder injury that took him right out of the military and his SEAL career. The scars told a story he wasn’t interested in hearing again.
Right now, he needed to locate Riley and her CO and get them off the island he thought they might be on. Whether she and the other officer had actually holed up there remained mere speculation but as it was the only Intel he had, he would check there first.
A few islands scattered this area and the one he thought Riley and her commanding officer inhabited could not boast to being the largest. Several other islands here did contain a building of sorts, but if Riley and her boss were conducting computer research, they needed reliable internet.
That ruled out at least two of the other islands. They were too far from civilization to merit any sort of signal. At least he hoped. Eric had learned early on to not rule something out until all evidence proved that to be the best option.
Thus, he powered forward through waves not fit for an ocean liner. He’d find these two people. Even if he had to navigate a small boat through hurricane conditions.
Don’t try this at home.
The old joke from his SEAL days didn’t cheer him up as much as he’d hoped but it did loosen the largest muscle in his jaw. That should help deter the headache working to crack open his skull.
Through the sideways rain, he detected a landmass. Eric checked his dials and coordinates. A few corrections later and the land mass he wanted showed dark against the moody backdrop. Alert to the rocks that jutted from the water here he eased back even more on the throttle.
The storm’s cacophony made it impossible for him to hear anything else. He did monitor the intensity of the storm. If it got much worse he’d have to hole up. Only a moron would be out in a true hurricane. This tropical storm hadn’t reached that rating yet, but it could.
He ran the boat right up to the dock and brightened at the sight of a sturdy looking boathouse. That meant he could run the boat inside and hopefully it would be protected. Securing the boat was a wrestling match, but he persevered. Then exited onto the dock.
A rogue wave loomed and Eric skipped back in an attempt to avoid it. Not the most graceful attempt as he slammed against the boathouse wall. The ensuing swell blasted across the dock, soaking everything in its path. It threatened to sweep him into the angry sea but his back firmly pressed against the wall kept him on the dock. Not that he didn’t know what to do if swept out to sea, but he’d rather not take a swim this afternoon.
The sun hadn’t gone down, but obviously the light had been diminished by the black storm clouds. It would soon give way to the night so he didn’t have a lot of time. He waited for a lull in the swells before he bolted for the land.
Eric kept low as he sprinted. The cottage facing the sea had large windows. They were not boarded up.
This made him duck down even further. His heart sank. He took a closer look. No, that was definitely the reflection of light off glass.
No one from around here would neglect to board up windows in a storm like this. Debris could cause far too much trouble and if water got inside…wind followed and you could kiss the building goodbye. The destruction potential alone made boarding up windows a priority.
If Riley and her commanding officer hadn’t taken the time to do so it most likely meant they weren’t here.
A familiar whine made Eric’s decision. The heart of the storm slammed into him. He didn’t have long to sprint to the cottage, board the windows and get inside.
The new fury beat at his back as he raced up the beach to the cottage. He found the boards for the windows exactly where Harlow, the island’s owner, said they would be.
His heart hung a little heavy. All indications said Riley and company were not present.
It took way longer than it should have to jam the boards in place and make certain they weren’t going anywhere without his consent. The wind grabbed the hammer and slashed enough water across his face to blind him.
I’m out of practice.
Eric kept on task. Finally, he finished the windows and used the code given to him to gain entrance into the cottage. When his eyes finally adjusted to the dim interior, they landed on the dull handgun pointed with steady ease right at him. 
[image: image-placeholder]Weapon pointed at the door, Riley deliberately breathed through what could be rising panic. She did not allow that to happen. Her only job right now was to defend their hideyhole.
She held her gun steady as the door swept open and the dark shape of a man clambered through the opening. Friend or foe? Her heart pounded steadily in her ears but she remained calm.
He caught sight of her and stilled. A predator’s stillness.
“Don’t move.” Her war voice and face intact, she kept her voice even but firm. Forceful.
The man raised his hands in slow motion as though he knew exactly what to do in just such situations.
“I’m Eric Monnette. Are you Riley D’Arpino?”
All the air in her lungs whooshed out. “Eric Monnette? The former Navy SEAL?”
“Yes. Verity Wellington gave me your phone number, but you haven’t answered. Harlow Horgate told me about this cabin. We all agreed someone should check on you and your commanding officer.” His latter words sharpened as he took in a deep breath.  “Why do I smell blood?”
“My commanding officer, Major Brad Mullins, took a bullet right before we arrived.”
Eric’s cut off statement sounded salty. Fortunately, she didn’t catch what he said. “I brought a first aid kit, but it’s on the boat.” He turned to peer outside. “I didn’t see another boat.”
“Whoever shot at us intended to sink our boat. Mission accomplished.”
“And some of those bullets were intended to send you and Major Mullins into the deep with it.”
Not a question.
“That’s our assumption. The Major is savvy, and he immediately caught on to their plan. He also moves fast, which is why he didn’t die.”
“How did you avoid the bullets?” Eric kept his hands where she could see them.
She appreciated that. Riley could only discern his masculine shape in the shadows of the cottage. Memory recounted his blond hair, blue eyes, and the dreamy contours of his face. A face as gorgeous or more so than his famous singer sister.
I can’t deal with him right now.
She resisted the urge to scream at the unfairness of life.
“The Major ordered me to get down and he took a bullet while doing so. I was able to head overboard and take him with me. Since I’m from these parts I knew the waters well enough to disappear.”
“That means the people who sank the boat believe they accomplished their mission?”
“Correct.” She thought further on that. “I believe they are currently under the assumption that we perished.”
“Didn’t know Army personnel could swim that well.”
Please don’t have a good sense of humor too. “Again, I’m from around here. The Major is not.”
“Right. I don’t have the first aid kit but I can probably take a look at your commander.”
Riley thought about that. He claimed to be a friend. And Verity and Harlow would both take him out personally if his claim proved false.
She tucked her gun away and turned briskly to head to the first bedroom on the right. She had strained every muscle in her body getting Brad onto the bed.
Eric followed. She deliberately didn’t breathe the man in. A distraction she did not need. He probably smelled like the sea, a favorite of her scents. And rain. Another of her favorites.
A lump formed in her throat when she halted beside the bed. Brad lay still and silent on the surface.
“Is he running a fever?”
“Maybe. We have no thermometer.” Riley watched as Eric performed a quick assessment of Brad in the remaining dim light.
“How long have you been here?”
“A day and a half? Two days?” She shoved a hand over her stiff curls. “I’ve lost all track of time.”
“And you couldn’t turn on any of the lights or make it appear as though you were in residence.”
“I’m sure we’re being watched. At least before this storm hit.” Riley glanced at the covered window. A minute amount of weak light crept around the hurricane cover.
“You brought him in during the night?”
“Yes. There’s a small lagoon to the southeast of this island. I knew if I could get him there, I would be able to make a shelter. We rested there until it was safe to head to the cottage in the dark.”
“I’m not familiar with this island. It’s good you are.”
“I’ve been here a few times.”
His forehead creased. “You didn’t find a first aid kit?”
“I’ve searched for one but haven’t located it yet.”
Wind blasted all sides of the cottage. The structure creaked and groaned at the force. Rain pummeled the roof and boarded windows as the wind shrieked fury at the island and sea.
Eric’s frown deepened. “Is there a basement?”
“No. But the cottage is hurricane reinforced.”
He nodded but turned to pace down the short hall. This structure boasted three average-sized bedrooms, a spacious living room, and a kitchen and dining space that opened into the living area. Two bathrooms with a tub-shower combo completed the building.
She had long ago mapped the place in her mind. While Eric explored, she took stock of Brad again. He hadn’t moved since she brought him here.
Eric made her jump when he paced silently back into the room. “Did you get the bullet out?”
“Yes. As soon as we arrived on dry ground. I managed to find him some aspirin.”
“Has he gained consciousness?”
“Only if I make an effort to shake him to take the aspirin and make him eat and drink.”
“He will eat if you offer him food?”
“He’s well trained. He knows he needs to do so.” Riley had not given in to despair the past two days and she certainly did not intend to now. Just because a big strong man showed up to check on her and Brad didn’t mean she had an excuse to fall apart.
Her mama would be so disappointed. Not to mention Riley would be disappointed in herself. She was a Major in the US Army, a computer engineer with extra training under her belt. We do not give in to emotions.
Her spine straightened.
“Good. We’ll have to wait for this tropical storm to subside. Once the eye hits, we need to be ready to move.”
Riley nodded. “If you have a boat I’m all for that plan.”
“Did your computers sink with your boat?”
Her lips tightened. “They did. Everything we brought is at the bottom of the ocean.” She gestured toward the southern end of the island.
“I arrived from the northwestern side. That’s where the boathouse is.”
She raised an eyebrow at him. He didn’t appear to flush, but then in the waning light, she probably wouldn’t see it.
“Right. You noticed you were being followed so you did the unexpected.” He answered his own question.
“I probably played right into their plan. That side of the island is especially deep.”
He shrugged. A slow, easy movement, but still a shrug. Movement drew fire. Although with a near-hurricane raging twenty feet away, she decided not to worry about it.
“It looks like the ocean all around here is deep.” He took another look at Brad. “I didn’t see a first aid kit in either of the bathrooms or the kitchen.”
“Those are where I’ve looked.” She indicated a console table in the foyer. “I’ve also gone through all the furniture.”
“Once this storm subsides, we’ll make a run for the boathouse. I’ll get us to Toliliel. You can use the first aid kit as we go.”
Neither commented on how difficult that would be in the current conditions. It wasn’t worth worrying about. If she had access to a kit, she would make Brad comfortable until they got somewhere safe.
Eric’s head snapped to her. “You lost your phones?”
“Everything. The only thing either of us had were the clothes we were wearing. And our weapons.” She indicated her sea stiffened camo pants and jacket. As well as the t-shirt underneath. And the usual combat boots. The prone man on the bed wore the same.
The last few days had not been what anyone would call comfortable.
“That’s why you couldn’t receive calls then.”
"My phone was IP rated, but a rogue wave took it out of my hand. Brad’s wasn’t IP rated.” She grimaced. “With no phones we’ve been unable to call for help.” The only things she had been able to do this last day and a half or however long they’d been here had been to tend to Brad, search for a kit, and keep them both fed. Riley hadn’t been comfortable igniting a burner. The microwave would ding, so she didn’t use that either. And only opened the fridge during the day when the light shone just right.
Otherwise, the light inside might give them away.
Fortunately, the pantry was well stocked with canned goods. She had eaten plenty of meals from a can before. No big deal.
Dealing with the intense package that was Eric Monnette was a big deal she didn’t want to deal with. Rolling with a tropical storm, a downed CO, and no medical supplies seemed easier somehow.
She glanced at the window again. The storm beat at the house. Who knew when they’d finally be able to leave?




Chapter 2

Everything settled within him once he verified Riley was here and alive. She kept her emotions close. As one would expect of an Army officer. The dying light partially lit up her fiery red and gold natural curls. He reined in his itching inclination to get to know those curls and this woman. Her brown skin looked tan but he guessed was natural from her biracial parents. 
Right now, her chocolate brown eyes indicated she didn’t trust him. 
Reasonable. This woman hadn’t gotten to where she was in life, nearly ready to retire from the military, by making foolish decisions. She hadn’t tucked her military issued weapon out of sight. He recognized the make and model. At one point he had handled a similar version.
The usual acrid taste of regret burst on his tongue. He hadn’t left the military by choice. He’d still be a SEAL if events hadn’t conspired against him…
Eric didn’t delve any further into that cauldron of chaos. Right now he had to make certain Riley and her commander were both safe. He’d assessed the man. Things didn’t look particularly great for him. It would be a mighty uncomfortable ride for him off this island. Riley hadn’t been able to launder her clothes and living in sea water-soaked clothes was not comfortable.
A plan formed in his mind as he kept watch on the storm blasting the cottage from all sides. They had food and shelter, but in light of Riley’s revelations and the bullet hole in her commanding officer, they weren’t safe. And he had placed the hurricane barriers in the windows. A sure sign of occupancy. 
Harlow had expected him to do so. Those measures might keep the building standing.
He tugged out his phone and sent a quick message to Keith. Once the signal worked again the message would inform Keith and company of their status. Unless this storm took them out.
Eric didn’t take time or energy to be concerned about that. He and Riley were both from Toliliel. Anyone who grew up on that particular tropical island received plenty of hurricane and tropical storm experience.
“Do you think this is a hurricane? Or is it still a tropical storm?” Riley asked.
“I thought it might have reached hurricane status, but from the force that’s hitting this cottage, I’d say it’s a tropical storm.”
Riley nodded. “It sounds like a tropical storm that’s dying.”
Eric listened intently, his eyes narrowed as he assessed the conditions. Without actual instruments to measure the wind speeds and an assessment of the damage, he couldn’t say for certain. The earlier whine that had alerted him the storm upgraded to a hurricane was no longer present. So, they were either at the eye stage, or this squall remained a storm.
Either way, they needed to be ready to act as soon as it was safe to get off the island.
“Are you going to try to reach Toliliel this today?” Riley kept watch with him. They hadn’t left Brad’s room. The man remained in an unconscious state.
Eric altered the plans inside his head. “No. We’re going to head in the opposite direction.”
A confirming nod from Riley. “We’d never make it home in this storm.”
“It’s going to be tricky enough getting to the nearby island I’m thinking of.”
“Small fishing village that rents out cabins?”
“That’s the one.” It helped that she knew the area.
Riley’s full lips pursed. “It’s our best shot.” She didn’t sound dubious. Then again, he detected little from her inflections.
She wouldn’t give away her thoughts. That could be utilized against her by a bad guy.
While he wanted her to view him as a good guy, he also understood why she would never do so this soon into their “relationship.” He hoped their association progressed into a relationship but right now was not the time.
Survival had a way of focusing one’s thoughts.
The wind outside changed. The waning power within the howls and shrieks indicated that the storm was dying out.
At least for now.
“This is the eye.” Riley’s firm statement corroborated his own thoughts.
“I believe so.” They both glanced at the sleeping man on the bed.
“Will he be able to help us get him to the boat?”
“Oh yes. He’s well known for conserving his energy. He’s smart, fast, and an excellent leader.”
Music to his ears. That meant Eric would have a free hand for his own weapon.
They waited, listening as the cacophony of the wind decreased. It took way longer than he hoped. Once things stilled he and Riley both rose.
She stepped with authority to the bed and roused her commanding officer. “Brad, we need to pull out.”
The man’s eyes opened. Pain drew intersecting lines on his face, but the man snapped to alertness. “We don’t have a boat.”
Riley gestured to him. “He does.”
Brad’s focus switched to him. The man’s intelligence evident, despite the pain that had to be ratcheting through his body.
“I’m Eric Monnette, born and raised on Toliliel, former Navy SEAL, now in private security. I’m working with Verity Wellington and Harlow Horgate on this.”
The deep lines around Brad’s mouth eased. “Not sure using Verity’s name recommends you.”
That flash of humor made Eric laugh. Softly and with amusement. “Right. But you know I’m a friend.”
“That you know Harlow helps, since she’s trustworthy. Although I’ve not met her in person.”
“I have. She’s a good friend.” Riley stated this with firmness. She also kept her attention on the dying wind outside. “We need to move.”
Eric stepped to the side of the bed and he and Riley assisted Brad. The trick was to use techniques that enabled him to gain his feet, but not rile his injury. An injury that had taken place before a dunking in the sea and little to no medical treatment since.
They made for the door, with Brad mostly on his own two feet. Riley supported one side of him, the left side, the one he’d taken the bullet. A quick inspection of his clothing revealed a bullet hole.
Eric frowned. It looked like there might be another. But the light was so dim now he couldn’t be certain.
Once at the door they all listened, and he cracked the door to assess the near stillness outside. He didn’t want to leave in silence. The continued wind should aid in hiding their presence. He hoped.
When nothing moved and he could detect no other presence, he ushered his companions outside and secured the door. Riley and Brad didn’t waste time in their trek to the boathouse. Both soldiers kept alert and quiet as they made for their only means of escape.
The scent of a rain-washed night greeted them. The sea added her own uniqueness to the smells surrounding them. He’d remember this evening whenever it rained.
Eric took up the rear, watching their backs, weapon ready. Both of his companions carried weapons as well.
They’d lost their computers and phones, but they were armed. Astonishing that their holsters had protected the weapons enough that they hadn’t lost them.
He bet the first thing Riley did once they made land was dry their weapons. It’s what he would have done. Dry weapons first, shelter second. After seeing to her commander’s wounds, of course.
Traversing the expanse between the cottage and the boathouse raised the hairs at the nape of his neck. Wind still whipped their hair and yanked at their clothing. It shrieked at them with less intensity than when he boarded the windows.
They used it for cover as they finally reached the boathouse. The door creaked when he eased it opened. He winced but took long moments to make certain nothing stirred in the dark depths. He heard the boat rocking in the choppy waves and the pull and release of the rope he used to secure the vessel.
Once his companions were on board, Eric put out a plea that the motor had not been damaged in the wild ride to locate Riley and Brad.
Please start first try.
It didn’t.
[image: image-placeholder]While she lacked SEAL training, Riley did have plenty of boat experience. The way the motor tried to turn over indicated it had taken some abuse. This made sense when considering the conditions Eric had pushed it through to arrive here.
He didn’t mutter or swear. Instead, he popped the cover and with tools he produced from somewhere, went to work on the engine. He even had a small light he fastened nearby to shine minimal light on the engine.
Early night came knocking while he worked. It occurred to her then that Eric had stated he had a first aid kit. She rustled around the boat until she located the medical supplies. She brandished the kit at Brad.
He sighed in resignation.
“There are bandages and disinfectant in here.” She removed what she needed and applied them quickly to Brad’s wounds. They felt hot as she tended to them. She applied a generous amount of antibiotic ointment and bandaged them with watertight bandages from the kit.
A consultation with a medical professional would have to wait, but until they located one of those, she’d do what she could. If they kept the wounds free from infection, which might be too late already, that should aid Brad’s recovery time.
Eric replaced the cover and tidied away the tools. This time when he started the motor, it erupted into life.
She allowed an internal cheer at the sound and wasn’t surprised when Eric expertly backed out of the boathouse and piloted the vessel to the south. Then he opened the throttle, and the front of the boat lifted, before they were airborne for a second, then racing across the unhappy waves.
Sea water splattered her face. Wind tugged at her clothes and curls.
The attempt to remove the sea water from her curls had involved washing but she hadn’t had the products she needed. She had contemplated braiding her hair, but promptly forgot. Now she wished she had taken the time to do so.
The wind howled around them, the sea water stung, but Riley didn’t care. An enemy would have trouble hearing them through the wind. Provided anyone else was crazy enough to be out on the sea in such miserable conditions.
Nothing short of survival would have spurred her to be where she was. She and Brad had gone along with Eric’s plan because they didn’t have a better one. Her only consolation was the man was a former Navy SEAL. He knew boats and the sea, and this one in particular.
If truth be told, she would have piloted this sea vessel as well if need be. And she probably could have gotten them to safety. She knew these waters and right along with Eric, knew where to avoid obstacles along the way. While not terribly familiar with this fishing island, she knew enough.
The good news of the night—Eric was here and more capable.
She kept watch as they bounced along waves too dangerous for a boat their size. Brad clung to the side, a decided green cast to his skin. At least she suspected waves of sea sickness washed over him right now. The man was an impressive soldier and leader, but a seaman he was not.
The trip should take about thirty minutes in these conditions. It felt interminable, but she spotted landmarks and noted the markers as they passed. 
Landmass showed on the horizon, and she released the taut breath she’d been holding. Lights shone like the beacons of hope they were across the rain-soaked horizon.
The motor roared until Eric eased back on the throttle.
“The dock is to the right.” She offered a few more directions as he chugged the boat forward. When they bumped, she leaped to the dock and wasted no time securing the power boat. This was a public dock and there were several available spaces. Eric had selected one between two larger vessels. A good move.
No boathouse here, so they’d have to take their chances if the storm moved in this direction. Without a phone and an internet connection she had no way of knowing.
Right now, she craved a hot shower and a hot meal.
It took both to help Brad out of the vessel. He reeled. “Brad’s a terrible sailor.”
Eric’s lips twitched. “Right. Let’s see if we can get him into a warm, dry place that’s not moving.”
He left Brad with her while he left to secure them a cabin for the night, or however long it took for conditions to improve so they could head back to Toliliel.
The ramifications of returning ran through her brain, but she couldn’t muster the strength to worry right now.
A warm hand steadied her.
“How long have you been awake?”
“Since we were shot. Someone had to keep watch.”
Eric didn’t question this. Nor did he lecture her or anything ridiculous like that. He knew the drill. She guessed he’d offer to take the night watch.
She hadn’t been able to utilize combat naps because Brad slipped in and out of consciousness.
In the manner of another highly trained professional, Eric must have picked up on all of this. He didn’t pester her with a bunch of questions. No, the man steered them toward the cabin he’d secured and placed them in the shadows while he performed a thorough walk through.
The cabin boasted a small kitchen, living room, bedroom, and a tiny dining nook. The furniture looked comfortable in a shabby, well used way. The couch probably wouldn’t fit either man, but Eric mentioned it pulled out into a bed, so she converted it and made up the new resting space. The less they moved Brad, the better.
Once on the clean makeshift bed they inspected Brad’s wounds. Eric’s exclamation was enough to raise the hairs on her arms.
“Why didn’t you tell me he was shot twice?”
[image: image-placeholder]Eric gaped at the extent of Brad Mullin’s wounds. The man had taken two bullets and only one of them had an exit hole. In the light his wounds looked far worse.
“I removed the bullet.” Spoken through a tight jaw. 
That took some of the wind out of his sail. “Oh, right. Once you entered the house you would have had access to a knife.”
“The bullet is out, and I cleaned the wounds with the soap and hot water we had. I also found an old tube of antibiotic ointment in the medicine cabinet.” She didn’t shrug but he caught the impression.
“You did what you could.”
“Yes. I did use your first aid kit and brought it along with us.” She indicated the kit she left on the table.
“That’s good. I’ll help him undress and check him over.” Although Eric had no idea what else he could do that Riley hadn’t already. “You take the shower first and then get some shut eye. I’ll wash the salt water off him and make him comfortable.”
The man needed a hospital.
Riley hesitated. “Do you need help?”
“No. I’ll see to him. You can relieve me once you wake up.”
“I’ll grab a combat nap and then keep watch.”
His head reared up. “No combat naps. You need to make up for the sleep you’ve lost. A combat nap won’t be enough to keep you alert.”
She studied his face for a heart stopping amount of time. “Okay. I’ll sleep.”
“If you throw your clothes out the door, I’ll launder them once I see to Brad.” He handed her a clean t-shirt from his pack. Brad would have to take one for the team and go in the buff.
Eric found a blanket for him.
“Okay.” She turned on her heel and made her way into the tight bathroom. The shower stall risked inducing a panic attack for someone with claustrophobia but she didn’t seem fazed.
A moment later she left a pile of clothing on the floor. She did not include underthings. He guessed she intended to wash those in the sink.
That prompted him to quickly build a fire in the fireplace and set up the drying rack stored by the couch. Then he helped Brad undress and filled a basin with water and soap. The man was covered in blood, as he expected. The wounds didn’t look much better when he finished.
He bandaged Brad’s wounds again after a thorough cleaning and a generous amount of antibiotic ointment. In true leadership fashion, Brad conserved energy but helped as much as possible. His stomach growled.
“When did you last eat?”
“I don’t remember.” Brad’s voice was a whisper. 
Eric paced to the cupboards and made a quick inventory. Riley might be hungry as well. He set about cooking something fast and simple. By the time she finished in the bathroom and entered the living area again, wearing only his t-shirt, and perhaps her undergarments, toweling her hair, he thought he could serve.
“Brad needs to eat, so I wondered if you needed something as well?”
“I do. It’s been a while since we last enjoyed the cold fare from a can.”
She checked on Brad before seating herself at the tiny table and methodically ate what he placed in front of her. He took a steaming plate to Brad who allowed Eric to help him sit but took the plate and fork and fed himself. This allowed Eric to make a plate for himself and he sat with Riley.
They concentrated on the task of eating before he sent Riley to bed. The bedroom offered a space large enough for a quaint nightstand and a sagging double bed. A quilt covered the surface.
He hoped the sheets were clean. At this point, he doubted Riley cared. She popped back into the bathroom clutching the tube of toothpaste he fished out of his bag and a paper towel. If she could make that combo work, good for her.
Eric exchanged a full glass of water for Brad’s empty plate and watched as the man drank the water then rinsed out his mouth.
“Do you need to use the bathroom?”
Brad eyed the bathroom door. “Yes. I think I could.”
They waited until Riley ducked into the bedroom and shut the door before he helped his patient into the bathroom where Brad waved him away. Eric returned to the kitchen. He quickly washed the dishes. They had eaten everything he cooked so a good sign.
The bathroom door opened with a squeak and Eric assisted Brad back to the bed. The man appeared far more content. He settled onto the lumpy couch mattress with the blanket and soon slipped into sleep.
Eric watched him to make certain he didn’t develop a fever.
With both of his companions asleep he finally checked his phone to see if his message had gone through. Then remembered he had laundry to do. A quick glance showed no bars so the message likely hadn’t transmitted.
Washing the salt out of Brad and Riley’s clothes kept him occupied for a few minutes. He hadn’t found laundry detergent in the kitchen or the bathroom. He made do with what was available. The dried material wouldn’t be soft and sweet smelling, but it would be clean.
Sometimes you had to be satisfied with what you had.
As he placed Riley’s jacket on the drying rack fierce wind buffeted the cabin. It rocked the foundation in a similar manner to what they’d experienced at the cottage.
He finished hanging the damp clothes before he headed to the window. The only light in the cabin was from the fireplace right now. Peering outside didn’t do him much good as it remained dark but he could hear just fine and it appeared the eye of the storm had passed. 
Either this island lay in the direct path or the storm had turned.
Maybe it had always been here. Maybe not. What this indicated is they might need to spend another day on this island. Another day Brad failed to receive the medical attention he desperately needed.
Eric also noted that the windows had not been boarded. That meant no protection if this tropical storm upgraded to a hurricane.




Chapter 3

When Riley awoke all was dark. She expected that. Her watch indicated the wee hours of the morning. She pushed the covers aside and the bed creaked when she rolled off it. A yawn and stretch helped and she contemplated a snack. 
Then remembered where they were. Probably didn’t have those in a rented fishing cabin.
A neat stack of camouflage clothes caught her attention. They sat on the end of the bed. She stepped closer to check the tags.
These are mine.
Eric must have washed and dried them while she slept. He said he would but she had doubted her clothes would dry by the time she awoke. Her undergarments had dried on her body. Something she expected. The lacy bits of fabric had been wet but she’d been certain they would dry.
She’d been so tired that wearing damp underwear hadn’t prevented her from sleeping.
Riley tugged off Eric’s t-shirt, which she’d grown fond of in the few hours she’d worn it and replaced it with her uniform.  Once presentable, she padded on socked feet to the main area. Eric’s blue eyes missed nothing. He remained alert and ready for action on the chair near the couch.
“I’m awake. You should get sleep now.” Of course, the only other place to do so was in the bed she had just vacated. A little awkward. Eric didn’t seem to mind. He stood and stretched ever so gently so as not to draw fire but the activity would keep him from getting sore.
“I won’t need long.”
She listened to the wind shrieking on the other side of the cabin walls. “Take as long as you need. We’re clearly not going anywhere.”
“True. Brad has been sleeping soundly. He might need some water when he awakens, and I gave him a pain killer from my kit when we ate.”
“Good. The stuff I found at the cottage had definitely worn off by then.” She had been dubious about the efficacy of the bottle after she read the date. Still, it was better than nothing.
Eric handed her his in-date bottle. “I’ll give him more if he wakes up.” Brad appeared to be sleeping soundly and she intended to keep him in that state if possible.
The trauma to his body had been undeniable. She gazed at him before venturing the plan half-forming in her mind.
“We can’t take Brad to the hospital on Toliliel.”
His eyebrows snapped upwards. “No. I hadn’t thought about that, but you’re right, it’s not wise.”
“I know of a hospital in Venezuela.” She frowned.
“There’s a Navy hospital not so far from this island. It’s small but if we can get him there, they’ll fly him to a bigger hospital.”
“We’re Army.” Where that inane comment had come from she didn’t know. Then again, everyone knew Army and Navy were competitors.
His
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