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DARWIN’S
EVOLUTION




Sometimes retirement is a helluva
lot of work…

 


Retired Marine Master Sergeant Sadie
Hawkins is ready for a quiet life with her mother in northern
Arizona. No more recon, no more shots fired. Hell, she might even
give romance a try if she finds the right guy. Like the one asleep
on her shoulder on the train.

 


Cyrus “Darwin” Finch retired from the Navy
SEALs and now runs his own security, surveillance, and rescue
company employing retired members of the four branches of the U.S.
military. He’s on “forced” vacation and is supposed to be relaxing,
dammit. Until he meets Sadie.

 


When they discover a foreign enemy setting up
a domestic retreat in Sadie’s backyard, romance and vacations take
a backseat. There are no calm seas or clear skies with bullets
flying, and no time for a Happy Ever After. But SEALs never give up
and marines never surrender.
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PROLOGUE

 


 


Master Chief Petty Officer Cyrus “Darwin”
Finch cracked his neck and eyed his buddy Jon Rudnick with
surprise.

“You’re really getting out?”

“Yeah. It’s time. Besides, I got something
I’m working on to keep me busy. It’s not like I’m gonna be golfing
or sitting on a beach somewhere.” Jon snorted.

“Oh yeah? What is this thing you’re working
on?”

Jon rubbed his chin and eyed Cyrus with
speculation. “I could tell you…”

“Yeah, yeah, but then you’d have to kill me.
I know.”

“No, but you have to promise not to
laugh.”

Cyrus raised his eyebrows. He’d never known
Jon to be insecure about anything. “Scout’s honor.”

Jon still shot a look around the taproom
where they’d met for supper and drinks, his SEAL training showing.
Cyrus smothered his smile in his beer.

“Guardian Angel Protection Services.”

Cyrus almost spit beer across the bar.
“What?”

“Guardian Angel Protection Services,
precision security to fill in the GAPs in yours. We cover your six
when God’s too busy.”

Cyrus blinked, the possibilities echoing
through his mind. “What do you do?”

“Do you want the full spiel or just the
bullet points?”

“Just the bullet points for now.”

By the time Jon finished talking, Cyrus had
consumed his beer and two more glasses of water. His own retirement
plan lay in an amorphous blob in the back of his mind, but this had
given him inspiration. Maybe after this PCS, I can start
something like that when my time is up.

“When your enlistment is up, you’re welcome
to join GAPS, Darwin. I could always use another DEVGRU SEAL on the
GAPS team.”

Yeah, everyone loves the Naval Special
Warfare Development Group guys ’cause we think outside the box.

“Thanks, Jon. I’ll give it some thought. It
sure would be nice to have the usual toys, but get shit done when
it needs to rather than wait on Command.”

“Hooyah to that.” Jon raised his beer bottle
and clinked it to Cyrus’s glass.


 


Chapter
One

 


 


Master Sergeant Sadie Hawkins came awake
with a jolt, her heart pounding. She froze, listening and feeling
the environment around her. The transport she rode rocked back and
forth in a regular rhythm with a low rumble of wheels on rails. The
air around her smelled vaguely like upholstery cleaner and body
odor, but every few moments the scent of pines in summer sunshine
wafted through. Someone breathed evenly close by and a warm, heavy
weight pressed against her left shoulder.

Despite the plethora of data, she still
didn’t remember where she was. After a few more breaths of the same
information, she opened her eyes. She leaned against the window of
an Amtrak passenger train and the ponderosa forest sped past in a
dark green blur. She tried to shift to an upright position when her
back complained, but the warm weight leaning on her left shoulder
wouldn’t be budged.

She turned her head and scanned what lay
against her.

A pair of black cowboy boots rested crossed
over each other under faded blue jeans stretched across thick
thighs. A broad torso wrapped in a green plaid short-sleeved
button-down shirt leaned against her side, breathing steadily. She
couldn’t see the man’s face, but his hair lay silver at his temples
and his biceps strained the sleeves of the shirt.

Usually, she didn’t like to be touched,
particularly by unknown men who appeared to be strong enough to
give her a run for her money. But something about this man
suggested he needed his rest and found her as a safe harbor. She
tilted her head just enough to catch the sight of dog tags resting
on his chest beneath the shirt’s collar and nodded with
understanding.

Another soldier.

She didn’t always feel kinship with members
of the armed forces. Many of the young punks were still jackasses
despite the general camaraderie of the military. She’d had enough
men, young, dumb, and full of cum, try to assert their strength,
misogyny, and stupidity on her because she had a pair of obvious
tits and a pretty face. But she was as much a Marine as she was a
woman, and they learned the hard way that she could hold her
own.

But this man smelled like leather, cedar,
and a hint of cinnamon, and his weight against her was surprisingly
comforting. She snorted softly. My inner romantic is getting out
of line. Or her nostalgia over her time in the military. She’d
been in the Marines since just after her eighteenth birthday and
now, after twenty years, she’d stepped away into her new life.

The problem is, I don’t know what that
entails.

As a marine she was used to uncertainty—in
where she’d go, in what she’d be asked to do—but the one constant
was the order and protocols. Now she’d retired from it, with no
certainty in anything. She’d packed up her shit, loaded it into
actual trunks and crates, and headed for her mother’s place in
Williams, Arizona on the train, like a World War II vet.

She glanced out the window at the pine trees
sliding past and tried to let go of the concern over her precarious
position. No use in borrowing trouble. Won’t know what I’ll face
until I get there. The pep talk helped, but the uncertainty
still grabbed her gut. Usually she had men and women behind her,
watching her back. Now she faced the unknown alone.

I haven’t been alone for twenty years.

Technically, she wasn’t alone now. The
soldier napping on her shoulder both amused and comforted her, and
a line from an old 80s song about a soldier sleeping on a train
drifted through her head.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we are now
approaching the Flagstaff Train Station. We will be stopping for a
brief turnover of passengers. If you choose to get off the train,
please be sure to keep your ticket and take all your belongings
with you. If this is your final destination, please check your
surroundings for all your carryon items. The stewards will have
your baggage unloaded on the platform. Thank you so much for
traveling with us today and have a lovely stay in Flagstaff.”

The announcement from the PA startled the
man sleeping on Sadie’s shoulder and he froze, taking a moment to
assess his surroundings. She understood this form of waking up, and
remained still to give him time.

Eventually he turned his head and looked up
at her with the most glorious hazel eyes she’d ever seen in a man.
Or ever noticed, Hawkins. Most men were just men to her.
Big, small, skinny, stout, clean-cut, shaggy, lumbering or
graceful, they were merely the male of the species. She didn’t
notice them unless they didn’t do the job required of them,
whatever it was.

But the hazel eyes staring at her from no
more than eight inches away held intelligence, amusement, chagrin,
and unconscious beauty. And she fell into them before she could
stop herself.

“Beg your pardon, ma’am.” The voice
belonging to the man held warmth and depth as he righted himself.
“I hope I didn’t drool on your shoulder.”

She shook her head, struck dumb with the
intensity of his focus and the beauty in his face. She rarely
looked at men as anything other than people she worked with, but
somehow this man had stepped inside her circle of awareness and she
appreciated him as a heterosexual woman.

When he raised his eyebrows at her silence,
she cleared her throat and brought her wandering libido to
heel.

“No, sir, I think my shoulder has remained
dry and you looked like you could use the rest. I didn’t mind
giving a fellow serviceman a safe harbor.”

His attention on her sharpened and it stole
her breath as he scanned her scoop-necked t-shirt and denim capris.
Yeah, she hadn’t dressed like a marine, but she still wore her hair
in the tight bun at the base of her neck and her dogtags on a
titanium herringbone chain around her neck. The chain was her one
concession to vanity.

“You’re in the service, ma’am?” His mild
drawl did things to her heart and pussy she’d rarely experienced,
and she allowed the feelings to bounce around inside a little.

“Yes, sir. United States Marine
Corps...retired.” It seemed wrong to say that, but she’d served her
twenty and elected to move on.

“I thought marines never really retired.” He
gave her a warm smile, mellowing some of his intensity.

“Oh, we don’t. But we have to say we do to
keep the administrative types happy.”

He laughed and her toes curled in boots.
They weren’t standard issue, but they were strong, sturdy, and had
Vibram soles, and gave plenty of space for curling toes.

“Good to know. I’m U.S. Navy, retired. Cyrus
Finch.” He held out his hand and she took it, feeling the weapons
calluses on his palm. “Pleased to meet you...”

“Master—uh, Sadie Hawkins, once a marine,
always a marine.” She’d been introducing herself with her rank for
so long it came without thinking. Time to start thinking of
myself as more than just a Marine. “Good to meet you too, Mr.
Finch.”

“Well hell, I’ve already slept with you, you
might as well call me Cyrus.” He shot her an amused grin that
caused the whole toe-curling thing again.

Sadie laughed. “Was it good for you?”

“Yes, ma’am. Best sleeping I’ve done in a
while, truth be told.”

The low rumble of the train slowed as they
came around a bend in the tracks. Sadie and Cyrus turned their
gazes toward the window. They’d been following the freeway, but now
houses and other buildings showed up outside. The forest gave way
to the town of Flagstaff and they rattled across the bridge over
Route 66 before slowing to a hissing stop in front of the cute
single building station.

“Well, this is my stop. It was nice talking
to you, Cyrus.”

Sadie rose and gathered up her gear. She
hadn’t gotten used to carrying a purse yet, but a sleek and stylish
nylon pack worked pretty well for her personal items, including the
K-Bar knife she kept from her time in the Marines.

“My stop, too. You stayin’ in town?”

She raised her eyebrows as he handed her the
pack and gathered his own gear. “No, I’m headed out of town, but
this was the nearest train stop.”

“Aw, damn, that’s too bad.” He gave her a
rueful smile as he accompanied her down the aisle and out the door
to the platform. “I would’ve liked to take you out for coffee and
talk to you more since we’ve slept
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