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        There’s no need to thank us because we don’t exist.  
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      I’LL BE HONEST WITH YOU—I’m no hero. Sure, the media tries to brand every Navy SEAL as some kind of Batman dressed in cammies. There’s even a line in one of our cadences: Superman is the man of steel, he ain’t no match for Navy SEAL. You’ve seen the movies—we’re infallible, invaluable, invincible. But that night, the one you read about in the papers … all I really wanted to do was get laid.

      One harmless fuck with an Aruban whore, no strings attached. I picked her out of a lineup—wild, dark hair, long legs and a crooked smile. After she sucked me off, I relaxed back onto the creaky, cum-stained cot, thankful for the blissful moments she gave me when I actually forgot for a second the faces of my buddies who died because I made the wrong call, the tears of the children I couldn’t save, and the eyes of the enemies I slaughtered during their last seconds of life.

      But before I left, her hazel eyes peered into my soul. She whispered in a distinct Californian accent, “My name is Annie Hamilton. I’m an American citizen. I was kidnapped on spring break five years ago. You’re my last hope. Please save me.”

      One desperate plea. This wasn’t a Hollywood blockbuster or a New York Times best-selling thriller. I knew this time there was no room for excuses, no margin for errors. I had one chance to put on the cape and be her hero.
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      LIBERTY. FINALLY, A NIGHT OFF. Fuck yeah!

      My Teammate Vic slicked some gel into his wavy brown hair and slathered on some aftershave. “Hey, Walsh—you wanna go to a club tonight? Near the plaza?”

      A tourist hotspot in picturesque Aruba—drunken college girls on spring break, wayward daughters escaping their parents on family vacations, and cheating wives spending their husbands’ money. I had no desire to waste my first night on land in six months making small talk, pretending to be interested in some girl’s life when I could hire a professional who could cater to my needs.

      “No thanks, man. I’m just going to head on into town and get a bite to eat.”

      My swim buddy, Kyle, trimmed his beard and nodded toward me. “You sure? You’re my wingman, bro. Vic over here never closes the deal.”

      Vic threw the bottle of hair gel at Kyle. “Fuck you, Kyle. I have standards—I don’t fuck every girl who says ‘hi’ to me.”

      Yeah, I definitely needed to go solo tonight, even though the three of us always made our mark when we hit the town. Three United States Navy SEALs didn’t exactly blend in with the local tourists. We were all ripped, especially since we spent our free time in the ship’s gym while we were deployed. Vic’s huge arms were decorated with tattoos. Stupid motherfucker—identifying markers weren’t a plus in the Teams. He’d never make SEAL Team Six. And as a six-foot-five former pro linebacker, Kyle towered Vic and me, though we could hardly be considered short since we both measured in at over six feet. Back in the states, people stopped Kyle all the time to ask him for an autograph, still recognizing him from his baller days. The two of them looked like a walking Navy SEAL diversity outreach recruitment poster, with me standing out as the blond-haired, blue-eyed white boy.

      “I’ll meet up with you two fools later,” I said.

      For the past six months, I’d spent every waking minute with the men of SEAL Team Seven. We’d been circling the Caribbean Islands, working our asses off, patrolling and hunting the “go-fast” boats run by South American drug cartels. We had definitely earned our seventy-two hours of liberty. Tomorrow, I planned to snorkel and relax on the beach. And later tonight I’d meet up with Kyle and Vic and get hammered.

      But first things’ first—I needed some pussy.

      The soft fabric of my civilian clothes was a welcome relief from my scratchy uniform. I glanced in the mirror and debated whether to shave off my full beard. Nah, no point. One benefit of being a SEAL was our relaxed grooming standards. The Marines on our carrier still had to shave daily and cut their hair within regulation. We SEALs could grow full beards and keep our hair longer to blend in undercover. I certainly wasn’t trying to impress anyone tonight so I grabbed my wallet and headed out.

      Where the fuck was that brothel again? I’d visited it last time we were here. Some of the Team guys refused to pay for sex—they would rather cheat on their wives or girlfriends with unsuspecting co-eds or stay on the ship all night reading the Bible. Fuck that. I didn’t need some woman back home to screw around on me while I was off training or deployed nine months out of the year. No thanks. I’d tried that once. My ship hadn’t even left the dock before she had another guy’s cock in her mouth. Never again.

      At least I wasn’t one of those guys slipping in and out of women’s lives, filling them with empty promises. I’d seen enough of those men growing up—assholes taking me to baseball games, vowing to be my new dad, fucking my mom, and then vanishing. I never made any commitments except to my country and my men. Sleeping with a prostitute was the definition of safe sex to me.

      Neon-colored buildings lined the streets, some marked with graffiti. A dark-skinned man with an AK-47 slung across his body approached me. “Hey, Sailor, you looking for a date tonight? I can hook you up with the sexiest women on the island.”

      Damn straight. I hadn’t gotten laid in six months. I said no words, just nodded and followed him into an alley, where he frisked me for a weapon. The sun beat down on the broken pavement. I was a fucking dumbass for going to a brothel in broad daylight, but I didn’t give a fuck.

      I stepped through a multi-colored beaded curtain and the man rang a bell, interrupting the relaxing sound of the wind chimes. At least a dozen women dressed in cheap heels and trashy nighties ran from the back of the ramshackle house. This wasn’t some high-class joint, but that was fine with me.

      One brunette instantly caught my eye. Her black thong was hiked high on her hips like she was stuck in some eighties music video. Light-skinned, long legs, small breasts. She looked to be in her early twenties and seemed more withdrawn than the others, and she was the only one who didn’t make eye contact with me. But something about her crooked smile drew me to her.

      I pointed. “Her.”

      The pimp let out a deep laugh. “Star? Good choice.”

      The other girls dispersed, probably grateful to get a small break from fucking a stranger.

      But I didn’t want to think about their pathetic lives. There was nothing I could do to improve their existences. My conscience was already filled with guilt from the lives I’d taken—I didn’t need to add their sob stories to my burden.

      The whore led me down a hallway into a tiny room. The place reeked of cum and sweat, covered by some sort of coconut spritz. What did I expect for twenty dollars?

      A tiny cot was pushed to the wall on the left side of the room, and a plastic end table filled the other corner, with a tattered teddy bear on the floor next to it. Was this where she lived? A few needles were lying haphazardly in the trash can. Of course, she was a junkie—how else could she live this life? I was a SEAL—I knew that these women had probably once been little girls playing make-believe and dreaming of princes and castles. But I was no prince. I’d done enough life-saving in my time, and I’d learned the hard way that I couldn’t save them all.

      “Star? What’s your real name?” I didn’t really care, but since she’d be sucking my cock, I thought I should at least know her name.

      She pursed her lips as if she was trying to say something but couldn’t get the words out. Her shoulders slumped, and her eyes seemed vacant. Her face looked vaguely familiar, but I was certain I hadn’t fucked her before. My last whore was Dominican, dark and curvy, with black eyes. This chick seemed different, more tragic.

      “Fine, we don’t have to talk. Blow me.” I took twenty dollars out of my pocket. If she did a good job, I’d give her a tip.

      Over the years, I’d learned blowjobs were the best way to go with a whore. They always gave amazing ones, and I never felt guilty like I did when I took extra-long to come as I had with my ex-fiancée. I couldn’t risk knocking up some nameless hooker. Plus, there was less chance of a disease, especially since I always wore a condom. The Navy tested me every month, so I figured there was minimal risk.

      “Take off your panties.”

      Her panties dropped to the floor, revealing a nicely trimmed triangle. Fuck, that was hot. Why did all those American princesses wax everything off? I was a man. I didn’t want a little girl.

      I sat on the edge of the cot and she knelt in front of me, unbuckled my belt, and glanced up at me. She stared deeply at me, which struck me as odd because up until this point she had refused to make eye contact with me. I noticed that she wore a rusty necklace with a small key charm and there were drug tracks on her forearms and a deep scar on her right shoulder. Her eyes were hazel, hostile, and haunted. I closed mine; I couldn’t deal with her pain.

      She rolled on the condom I’d handed her and took my cock slowly into her mouth. Her warm tongue danced around me, flicking, teasing, sucking. Damn, she was good. I opened my eyes and placed my hand on the back of the woman’s head, her dark, wiry hair bobbing up and down. She stopped for a second, looked me dead in the eyes, and shifted from kneeling to sitting on her left side, exposing her right ankle. It had a tattoo of a surfboard painted with the American flag. Why would a whore in the Caribbean have an American tattoo? Weird.

      She got back down to business.

      I didn’t want to come, didn’t want this moment to be over. But fuck, it had been so damn long. I mean, I barely even jerked off in my rack because my buddies were in the ones right next to mine.

      She gripped my thighs and the tight ring her mouth made around my cock felt like heaven. Another glance at her beautiful, dark pussy and I almost came. I wanted to fuck her so badly, but I had promised myself that was one line I wouldn’t cross.

      So I focused on her filthy little mouth. She sucked on me hard, pulling and pushing, her hand working the base of my cock. The pleasure pulsated through me and euphoria flooded my body. I couldn’t hold back any longer, and I exploded into the condom.

      A moment of bliss followed by a lifetime of guilt. I was raised Catholic—maybe one day I would go confess my sins.

      The whore handed me a towel. I took off the condom, threw it in the trash, cleaned myself up, and then pulled on my shorts. This part was always awkward. At least she hadn’t spoken so her voice wouldn’t haunt my dreams or my conscience.

      Her lashes fluttered twice as if she was deep in thought and wanted to tell me something. But I didn’t want to know her problems. I just wanted to get the fuck out of there.

      I threw down five twenties and pushed myself off the cot. She stood up on her tiptoes and took my hand. Her lips grazed my ear, making sure to shield her hair over her mouth.

      “My name is Annie Hamilton. I’m an American citizen. I was kidnapped on spring break five years ago. You’re my last hope. Please save me.”

      What the fuck? This bitch wanted me to believe she was a sex-trafficked American? What kind of con was this heroin-addicted whore trying to pull on me?

      “I gotta go.” I shoved her off me. This was not my problem. She was not my problem.

      But she knelt in front of me, this time not to give me head, but to plead with me. She clasped her hands in a prayer position.

      “Please, sir. I’m begging you. I’m not lying. You can ask me anything. I’m an American! My name is Annie Hamilton. I’m from San Diego, California. I was a student at San Diego University. My parents’ names are Bob and Linda Hamilton. You have to believe me!”

      I grabbed her wrist. “What kind of bullshit game are you playing, you crazy bitch? Are you trying to get more money out of me? You’re a whore. A heroin addicted prostitute.”

      I released her, and she curled up into a ball and wept. Deep cries that chilled me. “No, I’m not,” she sobbed. “I’m an American . . . just like you.”

      Fuck my life. I walked out of that smelly room and didn’t look back.

      The streets of Aruba were bustling now in the early evening; tourists were strolling through this idyllic Caribbean island, unaware that around the corner from where they were buying shot glasses and sundries, women were turning tricks for less than the price of their margaritas. The view of the beach was blocked by the endless taxicabs, and the cobblestone streets were littered with cigarette butts.

      Dammit. Of all the brothels, all the whores, why did I go there? Why did I choose her? I didn’t need this shit—this was supposed to be my one selfish moment of pleasure. And dammit, I deserved it.

      I headed to the closest bar to get drunk. Not one of those pretty tourist joints which served up fruity drinks. A seedy local dive, which offered nothing but hard liquor. The walls were barren—no pictures of palm trees and beaches to hide the ugliness of this place. The air was thick with tobacco, and the bar stools had been cut with blades.

      I should’ve listened to Kyle and fucked some college girl, not some dark eyed beauty with haunting eyes and a tall tale.

      “Tequila, straight.”

      The bartender poured me a drink, then another. Smooth, sweet, salty, tart.

      The more the liquor flowed, the more I tried to push the girl out of my mind. I thought about my dog back home, my mother, my ex-fiancée, and my truck. I made small talk with the bartender; lied about my job, told him I was a tourist on a business retreat.

      By the end of the night, I was blazed senseless. I stumbled back to the USS Ronald Reagan, our huge, naval nuclear-powered super carrier, and collapsed onto my rack.

      But there was one problem. Her voice. She had spoken with a perfect American accent; sounded like she was from California, just like she’d said. And her vaguely familiar face now made me think I had seen her picture once in a magazine.

      Christ. One fucking blowjob and now the whore was a constant presence in my brain. Maybe Kyle was right—I did need to get laid more often.

      I closed my eyes and tried to sleep, praying to erase her from my memory.
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      ANNIE HAMILTON.

      IN MY DRUG-FUELED HAZE, I took a chance. The words that I thought, that I knew, I wouldn’t have the strength to say overpowered my lips as if they had a mind of their own. I hadn’t uttered my name in years. He’d given me a new one—Star—and a new identity—whore. Analía “Annie” Rose Hamilton—San Diego University’s soccer star, Kappa Kappa Gamma sorority girl, and Bob and Linda’s “perfect” daughter—was dead. Star—heroin addict and prostitute—was barely hanging on to life.

      I hobbled over to the sink and brushed my teeth, scrubbing the bitter latex taste out of my mouth. My panties remained scrunched up on the floor, so I pulled them on and slumped back onto the cot. The bell would ring any second, and I would have to line back up and greet the next group of men or face a beating. I reached into my stash to get a quick fix.

      What the fuck had I been thinking? For five years, I had lived this life, accepted my fate, and fought the urge to escape. I focused on survival, one day at a time, one man after the next. I knew my family was most certainly still looking for me, desperate to find answers as to what had happened to their princess the morning I had disappeared from the resort. I couldn’t face them knowing what I had done to stay alive, who I had become. They wouldn’t accept me, couldn’t accept me. My parents were devout, and would be disgusted by me. I didn’t even know if I could I accept myself. It wasn’t just the prostitution, even if it was forced. It was my high. My new savior. I wouldn’t be able to live without the friend who had been there for me over the years. And that friend would never fit in at my parents’ country club or with my sorority sisters. The friend that had held my hand through the beatings, the rapes. My only friend: heroin.

      Even so, I held a secret. A secret I would die for. The one light left in my life. The only reason I hadn’t given up and ended this hell years ago. And the truth behind my secret was yet another reason I doubted I would ever be accepted back into my former life.

      The man who had just been in my room, in my mouth, he had been different. Different than the other men who’d haunted my doors, stuck their dicks inside me, penetrated my body and mind.

      He’d asked my name—my real name. No one had ever done that.

      That man was gorgeous—looked like he had just walked off an action movie set. He wasn’t just another American—no, that man had to be Special Forces. What if he was a Navy SEAL? Would he save me? I grew up in San Diego and would always see them training on the beach, running through the surf carrying logs and boats over their heads while I was having brunch at the Hotel Del Coronado. The SEALs were a cult of masculinity: chiseled, wet and sandy. I was almost certain he was a SEAL by his big powerful physique, his shaggy dark, blond hair, his scruffy beard, and his badass attitude. He didn’t try to make small talk or make me feel better about myself. He approached me like a job. A job he needed to accomplish. He had to be a Navy SEAL. And if he was, and he believed me when I told him who I was, he would feel compelled to save me because of his job, even if he was a jerk.

      It almost seemed destined. He had picked me—I usually got chosen by old European businessmen and crooked Caribbean cops. My first thought when I saw him was maybe my parents had finally located me and had sent someone to extract me. So, I took a chance, knowing if my pimp found out I had opened my mouth for anything other than sucking cock, he’d kill me. I’d always thought that by age twenty-three, I’d be married to my college sweetheart, living in Encinitas with my dog, and starting my career as a teacher. Maybe I’d be on my honeymoon in paradise, instead of turning tricks for tourists in hell.

      I’d risked my life by revealing my identity. And he barely listened to me before he bolted. What an asshole.

      I tied the rubber tube around my arm then shoved the needle in my least-bruised vein. The warm, smooth fluid spiked through my body, soothing my soul. My pain stopped, and I pretended I wasn’t cowering on this filthy cot. Ten, twenty, thirty seconds of the most intense pleasure, warmth, and joy—the only release I had left in my life. I wrapped my arms around my body to contain my euphoria.

      The bell rang. I leaped from the cot. Maybe he had returned? His eyes had given me a glimmer of hope, a glint of warmth. I’d broken my own rules—I looked him in the eyes, I showed him my tattoo and my scar. I did my best to please him, imagined when I was servicing him that he was my boyfriend.

      I’d given him the “girlfriend experience.”

      I’d never done that—I don’t even remember what it’s like to be turned on by a man. And I highly doubted I would ever enjoy sex again—even if I somehow managed to escape from this nightmare.

      I returned to the line. Two Middle Eastern men stood there, picking out their victims. One pointed at me. Fuck.

      Why me? I’d already pretty much aged out. Men always went for the barely legal girls. My face was now weathered; my eyes were hollow. How could any man get turned on by fucking a corpse? I was a shadow of who I once was. My family wouldn’t even recognize me now. I’m sure I’d be an embarrassment to them—what if they didn’t even want me back?

      He followed me back to my tiny room, but I could still sense that handsome man’s presence. At least he had asked my name.

      This guy said something to me, but I didn’t understand him. My mom was Mexican-American, so I grew up speaking Spanish, a skill that definitely helped me blend in with the other girls. Over the years, I’d learned the nasty words in most languages. As my high school French teacher said, you never knew when you’d have an opportunity to practice your foreign language skills. Ha—if she only knew.

      The jerk took off my clothes and threw me on the bed. I shoved a condom in his face and luckily for me, he didn’t fight it. He pointed to his pencil thin dick with a smile, as if he expected me to be turned on by it. Newsflash, I wasn’t.

      I lay back on the cot and closed my eyes, praying it would be over soon.

      Each pump, each thrust, each moan, made my skin crawl. His rum-spiked breath blew hot on my neck. Finally, he collapsed on top of me, and I didn’t even have the strength to push him off. After a few torturous minutes, he rolled off me, threw the money on the floor and walked out of the room.

      This was my life. How many more men could I take? Once my pimp decided he no longer had a use for me, I would be history. He would trade me to another brothel, another island. Or kill me.

      No hero was going to sweep in and save me. I had to find a way out of here, back to my life, back to the United States. I was running out of time before Star wiped every piece of Annie away forever.

      I knelt by the side of my bed and clasped my hands in prayer. I was Catholic but stopped praying years ago, after all my prayers went unanswered. But this time I wasn’t praying to Mary, the Saints, God, or the Holy Spirit, the Trinity. I was praying to the man with the deep blue eyes and shaggy blond hair. I prayed he was a SEAL like I had convinced myself he was. I prayed he was capable of what I thought he was. I prayed he would believe me. I prayed he would return and bust me out of this hellhole so I could discover if life were worth living again.
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      I ROLLED OUT OF MY rack the next morning and hit the head to take a piss. A hot shower would’ve been nice, but I had something more important to do.

      I poured myself a cup of coffee, black, and went over to our computer and typed in the name she had given me. Annie Hamilton.

      The screen lit up—articles, news clips, videos, websites. “American Analía ‘Annie’ Rose Hamilton Vanishes on Spring Break.” There was even a wiki: “The Disappearance of Analía Rose Hamilton.”

      Fuck. My heart raced and my blood ran cold. Had I been wrong about her? I’d called her a crazy bitch, refused to listen to her pleas.

      Used her and discarded her like yesterday’s trash.

      Could the drug-addicted prostitute from last night really be America’s missing sweetheart? Maybe she was part of some elaborate con job? A light-skinned prostitute could’ve faked the American accent, learned the story, and used it to bilk johns like me out of cash.

      I clicked on the first image—the cover of People Magazine. “Vanished without a Trace: Annie Hamilton.” Those deep hazel eyes from last night stared back at me.

      Fuck.

      Those eyes were about the only part of her which resembled the girl from last night. She was now hardened, despondent, and scared. Those pretty eyes were now encased by dark circles, and had only given a dead stare.

      I skimmed the first line; five years ago, just as she’d said. And by all accounts, she was still missing.

      After five years, surely she was dead. Yet no trace of her body had ever been found. I remembered hearing about her disappearance, but I was deployed in Iraq at the time so I never knew all the details.

      I read the first article.

      
        
        Annie Hamilton and her boyfriend, Chris Porter, had taken a spring break vacation to the Caribbean. They’d partied until around two a.m. in the nightclub at their resort and multiple guests saw them dancing together. By all accounts, they’d both been extremely intoxicated and a few guests recalled that Chris seemed to be jealous when Annie climbed up on stage to dance with a professional ballroom dancer from the resort. At two thirty a.m., her boyfriend’s key card was used to enter their hotel room, and he swore she was with him. Chris stated the last time he saw her was around five a.m. sitting on the balcony of their suite the morning she went missing. He figured she wanted to get fresh air and watch the sunrise, so he went back to sleep. A few other guests claimed they saw her around six a.m. in the elevator with the dancer. Chris passed a lie detector test and repeatedly insisted on his innocence. The dancer was also questioned but there wasn’t any evidence to hold him. Authorities believed she’d committed suicide, or was killed by her boyfriend after a fight. Despite a FBI search The FBI had conducted a thorough search of the resort and the nearby ocean but no trace of her had ever been found.

      

      

      Suicide? Doubtful. She was young, hot, in college, and in love. Came from money. I guess she could’ve been depressed, but I figured it was a long shot.

      As for the boyfriend? I felt bad for the guy. He was a pretty-boy, wealthy surfer from La Jolla who had probably never worked a day in his life. Tan and blond, he looked like one of those guys who sat on the beach smoking weed, laughing at the SEAL candidates in BUD/S while we were running around carrying logs over our heads during Hell Week. He came from a good family, and played water polo at San Diego University. He seemed normal enough, but how did anyone really know how he treated Annie behind closed doors? Maybe he abused her. If he killed her, then he got away with the perfect crime. If he was innocent, his life was ruined from the suspicion and the guilt he must’ve felt not knowing what had happened to her.

      I gazed across the ocean from my porthole. That resort was only a mile away. If she had been killed, surely there would’ve been some evidence—blood, clothes, a body. It didn’t add up.

      I continued reading. In the weeks, months, and years, which had followed, there’d been a few sightings of Annie on Aruba and on other neighboring Caribbean islands, but nothing ever panned out. Her family had even reportedly hired a former SEAL to find her, but he turned out to be a fraud.

      I fucking hated any motherfucker who lied about being a SEAL. It was easy to figure these assholes out—just ask them their SEAL training class number. Not knowing your SEAL training class number is like not knowing your last name.

      I still wasn’t convinced yet that the prostitute was who she said she was. I didn’t want to stake my career on a maybe. If I rescued her, there would be an investigation into how I met her. If the Navy found out I went to a brothel, I could be kicked out. But if she was really Annie, I’d risk my career to save her. Her freedom was worth more than my job.

      I studied a few more websites. Her parents had created a website for her.

      There were childhood photos, lists of sightings, news articles, and links to television programs. A letter begging for her return written by Chris with pictures of the happy couple.

      Then a photo caught my eye.

      The tattoo on her ankle.

      That surfboard with an American flag. So that’s why she made sure I saw it. Just in case I was the man she thought I was.

      The words of the Navy SEAL Code, our warrior creed, echoed in my head.
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