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Author’s Note


I always dedicate my SEAL Brotherhood books to the brave men and women who defend our shores and keep us safe. Without their sacrifice, and that of their families—because a warrior’s fight always includes his or her family—I wouldn’t have the freedom and opportunity to make a living writing these stories. They sometimes pay the ultimate price so we can debate, argue, go have coffee with friends, raise our children and see them have children of their own.

One of my favorite homages to warriors resides on many memorials, including one I saw honoring the fallen of WWII on an island in the Pacific:

“When you go home

Tell them of us, and say

For your tomorrow,

We gave our today.”

These are my stories created out of my own imagination. Anything that is inaccurately portrayed is either my mistake, or done intentionally to disguise something I might have overheard over a beer or in the corner of one of the hangouts along the Coronado Strand.

Wounded Warriors is the one charity I give to on a regular basis. I encourage you to get involved and tell them thank you:

https://support.woundedwarriorproject.org.
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Chapter 1
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He didn’t have to be a Navy SEAL to understand Megan had a look about her that told him she’d not yet had her world rocked sufficiently. Special Operator Rory Kennedy figured once he got those big glasses off her and let her hair down, she’d be a beauty. She seemed to try especially hard to look plain and homely. He could see through all of that. Best of all, she liked to read and didn’t like to prattle on like so many of the San Diego crowd. He liked quiet girls who were not full of themselves.

He and his friends had commented often that women who were somewhat bookish and liked to read were the best lays. It was music to his ears when she told him she worked in the big bookstore downtown. That was where their first meet for coffee was arranged. And their second. And their third. She declined all his invitations to do something like lunch or dinner, and he decided he had the patience perhaps others wouldn’t have. He saw a prize under that plain brown paper wrapping and wasn’t going to stop until he got it.

He fantasized getting it on with her in her Santa suit, kissing her with the white moustache, getting her black velvet britches unzipped and pulled down so he could see what color panties she wore.

Does that mean I’m gay?

He answered himself by nearly choking on the latte.

No fuckin’ way I’m gay. He decided it was the velvet material and the anticipation of running his hand against her smooth thigh and then moving up to her midriff so he could feel her warm cleavage and get lost there.

He never admitted it to his fellow Team guys, but he loved those first encounters with a woman, especially a woman who hadn’t been awakened. Experienced women were a turn-off, as were those who wore lots of makeup and always had to be primping in front of a mirror. He liked it awkward for her. He planned to be careful, take it slow. He thought about what it would be like with her, everything fresh, new, and unspoiled. No baggage or track record. Just pure clean simple fun. Surprises under every bit of lace, under every moan she’d make. He loved gentling women, reassuring them they were beautiful, letting them know how much he enjoyed their company. He liked it when they developed the confidence to let the reins out a bit and see how far they’d fly and take him with them. If the truth were known. he wanted to see her desire for him more than he actually wanted to feel it.

It amused him she was dressed this way tonight. It brought back memories of his years growing up. He didn’t believe in Santa Claus when he was a child because there were no pictures of the benevolent St. Nick in the orphanage. He felt like Christmas was something other kids got to experience. Those were the kids who knew what a brother or sister was or what it felt like to be part of a family with real parents.

He recalled that one year the nuns put up a scrawny Christmas tree. Unlike pictures he’d seen in magazines, there were no presents under it. The Sisters removed the sad-looking spruce when Rory and a number of the boys took the glass ball ornaments outside and played catch until they exploded like snowballs.

They’d missed their dinner that night, but it had been worth it, he recalled. Their quiet giggles continued all through the evening. Instead of Christmas carols, they told ghost stories in the corner of the room they shared, secured at night with a sleepy nun sitting guard outside the door until morning. He took pride in the fact that he was part of the incorrigible boys, and though the oldest was seven, they had earned a reputation they liked: impossible to live with. They figured if they continued screwing up, they could stay together until their teens and then be a pack of friends “on the outside” as they referred to it. Despite the best efforts of the nuns, the cold, dark structure still felt like a children’s prison. In the five remaining years he lived there, he would never see another decoration reminding them of the holiday.

He angled his head and watched her until she looked up at him across the room, with her pale blue eyes, the dimple at the right of her light pink lips hidden by the glued-on facial hair. He could see the squint of a conspiratorial smile, and suddenly he was as hot for her as anyone he’d ever been with.

She finished the story to the clapping of small exuberant hands and the titters of several mothers who had gathered behind the semicircle of the rapt little audience. She signed some books as Santa, and then stood and straightened up her suit with the fake belly. Her black stretchy pants revealed just enough about her thighs and ass to drive him wild. Her boobs were enormous and having difficulty staying put behind the tight suit obviously made for a small male. He didn’t want to do her in the men’s bathroom, but damn, he sure felt like it. He couldn’t look in her eyes as she came up to him—his mind was so filled with dirty thoughts. Instead, he lowered his gaze to her chest, letting her get a glimpse of his lust for her. He figured it was way past time and she deserved to know his intentions even if he couldn’t tell her yet.

Her girlfriend, Brady’s wife, told Rory just yesterday that Megan was seriously interested in having a good time. Lindsay also whispered the magic words that Megan was very inexperienced and kind of intimidated by Rory, that he’d have to be careful. He knew Lindsay and her little breach of confidence were setting him up, but he didn’t mind one bit. He decided it was time to whisk Megan away to some place dark and dangerous, to help her with whatever fantasies she had about spending time with a SEAL. Whatever they were, he was happy to oblige.

“You want to go somewhere?” she asked. When he stared back into her pale blue eyes he saw fear residing there. He saw that she blushed a glowing shade of rose that made his groin react so fast he almost gasped.

“I’d like that, Megan.” He leaned in closer and kissed her on the ear. “Was hoping you’d be up for something other than coffee.”

She tilted her head and gave him a frown.

He wasn’t sure she’d understood him. “N-n-nothing wrong with coffee, sweetheart. Just thought a little change of scenery would be good.”

She blushed again, and he hoped she was having half the lush red thoughts he was having. Behind a shy smile, she continued softly, “I’ll go change.” Hoisting her backpack over one shoulder, she turned to head to the staff area. He grabbed her arm and pulled her back dangerously close to him.

His voice was raspy, and he was short of breath. “I always wanted to have a date with Santa. Sure as hell never had one when I was growing up,” he whispered. This last part was true. He’d never sat on Santa’s lap or had the luxury of being able to tell anyone what he wanted for Christmas as a child. Like he had a label affixed to his forehead that read, “Doesn’t deserve.”

“This material is scratchy though, Rory.”

“I can help you with that, sweetheart. No worries. I’m very easy to please, especially tonight.” He chased his comment with a smile.

Instantly, Megan’s cheeks flamed and her eyes skittered away from his. Rory did a quick location check around the store to make sure no youngsters had noticed them before he turned back to face her, stepped close enough to feel her body barely touch the entire length of his, and kissed her.

He felt how nervous she was, but also how needy. Her minted breath was punctuated by little catches and faint squeaking as if she tasted forbidden fruit. It sent waves of arousal down his spine. When they parted, he licked his lips to taste what she’d left behind. “Mmmmm. Nice, Megan.” He meant it.

She hesitated, then carefully placed her fingertips just below his shoulders, as if it was the first time she’d put her hands on a real man, and then allowed them to travel lazily across his pecs. He inhaled and let his chest cavity go huge which caused a flutter in her eyelids. No longer a skinny orphaned boy, he let her see how proud he was of his physique, how hard he had trained, how disciplined he was as a powerful killing machine. He could feel her heart thumping in a dull cadence. He let his right hand slip around her waist, barely touching the top of her ass with his fingers, which got the tiny reaction he was hoping for, the little inhale that told him she was afraid of him, but couldn’t stop herself. He pressed her thigh into his groin, maneuvering around the large Santa belly he wanted to get his hand under, loving the way they fit already, even with the costume. But mostly loving how she let him lead her.

He saw realization spread across her face that his body was hard and lean and he wasn’t afraid to show her what he intended to do. He smiled and said with his eyes on her lips, “You ready?”

She gave a nervous shrug, but allowed him to pull her backpack from her, sling it over his own shoulder, and tuck his other arm around her waist. She fit well next to him like the missing piece of a puzzle.

“Where’s your car?” he asked.

She pointed to her small red VW convertible partially obscured by a large white van. “You want to follow?” She was all pink and timid again as she removed her Santa hat and started to remove her beard.

“Hold on, sweetheart. I’ve been watching you read to those kids for the past hour, and I definitely have some plans for that outfit.”

She tented her eyebrows and shot him a questioning look. “Seriously?” She took a step backward and he followed, meeting her, not letting her get away, and whispering in her ear.

“You have no idea.” He kissed the side of her neck just under her ear and he heard her purr like a kitten.

So far so good.

As he followed behind Megan’s little VW, Rory recalled their first awkward meeting on a bright Saturday morning about three weeks ago. It had been a beautiful warm and cloudless winter day, so the chirping little birds had gotten an early start in the bright San Diego sunlight at 6:30 AM. The night before, he’d been at the Scupper, their local Team hangout and site for operations of the female kind, the pre-planning for something local or for discussing something happening overseas in the theater. But mostly it was to get shit-faced, talk smack and let off steam with several of his team buddies. Tyler and T.J. told him the early Saturday morning yoga class almost never had men in it. But it was loaded with frustrated, nubile young women who twisted themselves into some pretty suggestive poses, and who sometimes went out for coffee afterwards.

As he continued to follow her car down the narrow streets lined with old palm trees and modest stucco and red tiled homes, he smiled and a warm glow traveled all over his body as he thought about how it had gone.

He hadn’t been prepared for the tight yoga pants hugging their little asses, the colored toes and scrunchies holding up their hair with the special fluffed “come fuck me” look he loved. Coop’s father-in-law, the renowned psychiatrist Dr. Austin Brownlee, had diagnosed his itch to catch someone as being due to a lack of intimacy. Rory called it a failure to fuck. He was going to fix this before the weekend was up.

The nut-brown yoga instructor the girls all called Baba Omar, hid behind a salt and pepper beard, his large almond shaped eyes scanning every one of the lovelies. Rory was sure he too was surveying for his next sexual partner. He and the instructor were the only two males in the class.

Rory didn’t understand the terms, but soon understood by watching others what he was supposed to make his body do. This was sometimes difficult because he was looking right into the back of Megan’s ass, and God, did he wish the thin black seam that held her two butt cheeks together would fail. Her ass and thighs were encased in thin yoga pants with bright flowers down the leggings. He was praying for a major clothing malfunction. Something of epic proportions, and him right there to benefit from it. But God wouldn’t grant him that wish. Not yet.

With arms entwined in bent elbows, barely hooking thumbs together, backside of palms touching, he did the breathing exercises the little Indian man had shown them, but he felt like he was tied in a knot. Occasionally someone’s shirt would ride up and he’d get a view of the creamy midriff of one of the lovelies. Megan’s peachy complexion and her rose-colored lips were shockingly intimate on this Saturday morning as she closed her eyes, married her palms together and inhaled, her moist lips in a puckered “O,” sending her chest out toward the front of the room. He knew her nipples would be the same delicate shade of rose as her full lips, and that she would blotch on her chest when she got embarrassed or overly heated.

Rory noticed one of the ladies at the end of his row was using line of sight to get his attention and he pretended not to notice. The woman was very beautiful, and judging from her enhancements and careful efforts to hide her advanced age, she was obviously well off. He was not in the least bit interested in being a rich older woman’s date for coffee, no matter how much fun it would be and how well put together she was. He admired her for her efforts, but Megan’s naïve aura had snagged him completely. She simply enchanted him.

The instructor ended all his classes with a cow-cat breathing exercise, the class in a circle. The little brown yogi took the center, moving to face each student briefly while the warm-up breathing began. Once the powerful poses from rounded back of the cat to the swaying back of a cow intensified and the breathing became deeper and sucked the air out of the hot room, he began to get a boner. Instead of next to him on all fours, in Rory’s mind Megan was beneath him, begging to be penetrated. Each thrust of his hips got him harder and harder as he imagined plunging into her soft moist pussy and then out, only to plunge in again. This went on for nearly five minutes.

The teacher asked them to hold their breath and he gulped in air like it would be his last on earth, hoping his lungs would explode so he wouldn’t have to embarrass himself with what he knew was coming next. As he exhaled, his cock erupted and would not stop. He collapsed on himself, thinking that would abruptly end it.

But he was wrong.

She had leaned forward, palms to the ground, her third eye pressing deliciously on the rubber mat of the studio, her breathing quieting down as in his mind he filled her cavity with everything he had. He grabbed the large green towel he’d brought to freshen up afterwards and pulled it to his pulsating groin area, rolled his neck to the side and looked at her. Her repose was sweet. The natural rhythm of her chest rising and falling, her knotted nipples daring to softly fall, barely grazing the mat. It was a thing of pure Michelangelo beauty.

At last, her blue eyes opened and, with a smoldering look, she viewed him, a question there he was sure.

“I just made love to you,” he whispered before he could stop himself, his voice cracking like a schoolboy. He watched her frown lines develop as she pretended not to hear. But he knew she had due to the blush streaking her cheeks. Her reddish-brown hair was piled high, nearly escaping the tightness of the scrunchie. At last, a trace of a smile started coming on, but she turned her long neck to the side and faced the other direction while her shoulders revealed a giggle she was trying to mask from him.

Perfect.

They headed for the co-ed lockers. The showers were occupied but he was able to get inside the men’s restroom in time to get a stall and wipe himself clean. He had not brought a replacement pair of pants, only a clean shirt, which he donned afterwards.

He thought perhaps he’d taken too long. The hallway was bustling with people, but Megan had already exited the studio, headed toward the parking lot, and he watched her drive away in her cherry red VW convertible. He hoped she was a regular and he would see her again soon.

That had been one heck of a way to meet a lady. Now, he watched her little VW pull into a shared driveway between two single story bungalows. She veered off to the left into a garage. Rory parked at the curb, stiffly got out of the car, and tried to walk casually toward the woman in red velvet, suppressing every dirty thought he didn’t have a right to think. He was thanking his lucky stars he’d managed to stay patient. The night was just coming on, the brilliant colors of dusk adding a peachy glow to everything, including her cheeks. He was on a mission after all. The plan had worked. He’d executed it about as well as he could, giving her time to decide to choose him.

Because he knew, the woman always chooses. He just had to wait until she did.


Chapter 2
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Moustafa could not believe his eyes. The sandy-haired military man was in the bookstore, and he was looking at a woman. Perhaps his woman. What luck! Allah had indeed granted him his wish. This soldier was one of the bearded ones he wanted to stay behind to help kill. Now the man was here, feeling safe at home, standing practically in front of him and had no idea that his enemy stalked him. This dirty golden-haired man was responsible for killing three of their top commanders with a well-placed bomb.

He recalled that day several months ago when he nearly lost his bowels as he saw his wife’s face amid the pile of rubble that was her body. Her guts and brains splayed across the hot dusty street. Perhaps this Infidel would like to experience the same. Moustafa would watch this soldier’s face while he peeled this woman’s flesh from her body, watched her soil herself and scream to the uncaring ears of his fellow Afghan brothers.

Today, he considered himself Warrior for the Prophet, in a suicide pact. His mission had been to find people to kill in the United States. This woman, and certainly the soldier, needed killing to avenge his wife and family. He believed what the mullah told him; that the more blood he seeped his hands in the cleaner his soul would be.

Chosen because he had a student visa, he was sent to San Diego through a multi-faith ecumenical humanitarian group that wanted to help aid his country and the growing refugee problem. It was designed to give him a fresh start in the U.S.

He recalled how he didn’t want to do it at first, wished he could stay back in Afghanistan to fight in the war. Finally, reluctantly, he accepted his role. Now he could see the wisdom of this decision. He’d been destined to achieve a higher purpose.

He knew something of the California town where he was headed because he’d been an exchange student in Stockton, a large village in Northern California, back in the day when his father had a thriving medical practice. But all that was gone now. Because of this, however, the choice to send him was an easy one.

He’d played the card right. Complained the same enemies of the U.S. and coalition forces had destroyed his family, which was partially true. Half of them were killed by the Americans and half by the tribal leaders who used the war as an opportunity to gain more power and wealth. Impatient violators he called them. The Christian group believed him. Sponsored him and gave him an apartment.

He reconnected with his first American teacher in Stockton who said he was pleased to see him, but seemed reserved, asking questions of his intent. Moustafa decided he did not trust this man any longer. His years of living in California had made the man soft. One of his sons had even married an American girl, but though she converted, she didn’t wear the traditional headdress to show proper respect to her husband or the Prophet.

Americans were so gullible, so trusting in the face of superior strength. They couldn’t believe the worst in people, and sent those who did off to prison or the institutions for people not right in the head. California would be a perfect breeding ground for younger trainees, and they would be welcomed with open arms.

So here was the Mustard captain, he called him that because of his sandy hair. He stood out because in the sunlight on those days back in Kabul, his hair almost looked like a red flame poking out from his shemagh. It reminded Moustafa that all infidels needed to be burned to purge the world of their evil and their debauched soft god.

He hid behind one of the large square pillars in the old building and could tell this man lusted after this woman and would take her soon. He crossed and uncrossed his arms and legs, relieving himself of the tent in his groin. Moustafa was careful to take pictures without anyone eyeing him.

He photographed the woman, dressed as some red child-devil with a beard, reading to little children, filling their minds with fanciful stories of lightness and goodness while their fathers went off to war on Moustafa’s people. They would all come to understand. Actually, it wasn’t understanding he sought. They would submit and be forced to give up their way of life at the point of a sword. Fat, sloppy with their logic and loose with their morals, they had forgotten what pain and hard work was all about.

It warmed his loins to think of this woman submitting to him. He could have someone else behead her afterwards.

The session was over soon enough, and although he needed to pee, he decided to watch, perhaps follow them home. He’d record this in his computer as a great day, that the Prophet had blessed him with the gift of coincidence. His knowledge of the secret place the Mustard captain chose to take her to fuck would be the infidel’s undoing, as it should be. He’d chronicle it with a photograph he could look at afterwards and know what pain he would reap.

God is great indeed.


Chapter 3
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What’s gotten into you? Megan was somewhat upset with herself for having revealed where she lived, allowing him to kiss her, taking liberties he had no right to take. Though he was a Team guy and her friend had told her he was “crusty but trustworthy,” she still knew this was unwise and too soon. Yet she couldn’t help herself. The world of men was something she knew little about.

She’d had only one sexual encounter, which ended badly. Megan met an older newspaper reporter last summer, with whom she had a brief, heated affair. In the end, she was just a conquest on his road to ruination, a man with a wife and children at home. Megan wasn’t his love interest. She was an addiction and something which should never have happened.

He’d taken her virginity, making a big deal about how much he loved her and respected her, how their meeting was fortuitous and fated. It was all drivel, every single word he’d told her. Thinking about it now just made her sick to her stomach. She’d ended it when she saw him out with his wife and children. She smiled at the kids, and then whispered to his wife, “Ask him how many times he’s screwed me.” Then she walked away.

Of course he never called after that. She was grateful she didn’t have to put any effort into ending things. She needed all the energy she could muster just to repair her heart. Being alone was, after all, what she was used to. Her parents and her little brother were killed on 9-11 during her freshman year, and the tiny inheritance she received paid for the remainder of her college with a little left to spare, enabling her to work at the bookstore. Her needs were simple. She lived for the adventures she experienced reading a book or sometimes two a day. And until today, it was the only place she wanted to be. How quickly things were changing now.

As she opened the front door to her little bungalow, feeling the closeness of this man, observing how her body reacted to the smell of him and the heat he emitted, she knew she was crossing a threshold that was ill-planned and not carefully thought out. If he said one nice thing to her, one thing that smacked of a line or a practiced salesman’s pitch, she’d ask him to leave. Oddly enough, she didn’t want anything but the sex. The promises and words were what were damaging. The sex, she thought would be good for her.

What’s up with that?

Her nerves were frazzled. She dropped her keys and kept her back to the stranger, who was now standing in her darkened living room, who now deftly descended upon her like those dark vamps she liked to read about. She felt the vibration in the room when he breathed. Her ears buzzed. Her chest heaved as he touched her neck with the back of his fingers. She held her breath, waiting.

“You’re nervous,” he whispered.

It made her eyes water. She nodded. It was a little reveal, like peeling back one thin layer of an onion. One step closer to intimacy to let him know how she felt.

“I won’t hurt you,” he said.

It did cheer her slightly as she realized he was waiting for her to react, give him a sign she was willing.

Am I? Is this the right time and place?

But was there ever any perfect time or place? She knew someday she’d have to get over the fear her heartache would eclipse her future and make it difficult to feel anything for any man again.

“Come here, Megan,” he said, even though she could feel his hard body pressed against her backside. Again, he waited. Damn he was slow. From what her girlfriend had said, these guys liked to get it on and get it on a lot. And they liked rough sex, or at least her friend’s husband did. Was it wrong that Megan was hoping for something other than ropes and handcuffs? Something soft and slow to build? Her insides had the potential to warm, but that cold fear still remained, made her skin tingle.

“Please?” he continued.

Relentless. Confident. He’ll never give up, will he? At least not until he gets what he came for.

Against the alarms screaming out of control in her head, she turned and focused on his lips. He inhaled and carefully removed her dark-rimmed glasses, setting them down on the table by her keys. He removed the clip holding her hair and let it fall, running his fingers through it. She felt his muscled arm drawing her in, the musky scent of his chest, the roughness of the stubble he’d not shaved off today. From deep within him came the sound of a wounded animal just before he said her name.

“Megan.”

He grasped her ass over her Santa pants, pulling her close so she could feel his arousal. She realized then that the white-glued-on moustache was still affixed to her upper lip, but at some point, he’d pulled her beard away. When he kissed her, she drank in his inhales, accepted his tongue by parting her lips and giving him full possession. Her arms went up and over his shoulders as he cupped her ass. He lifted her off the ground and carried her toward the hallway and her bedroom.

She felt like a child being led to a new adventure. Ripe with anticipation, the ghosts of fear still stood with their pitchforks at the edges of her psyche, ready to do damage if permitted to act. She was holding them at bay for the now. Telling them perhaps they could come back later. Right now she was okay.

In fact, she was damned fine.

He sat her on the bed, kneeled in front of her and gave her a grin she’d never forget. He was like a child who had been let in on a wicked secret. He slowly unzipped the front of the ridiculous red velvet waistcoat. With the two halves peeled to the sides, he leaned back on his haunches and examined her chest. She held her breath, hoping he approved of what he saw, thinking he’d say something.

His admiring gaze said it all. She felt her flesh swell above the new red bra she’d bought yesterday.

Did I plan this?

He placed one of his hands on her left breast and squeezed, then tore his concentration from her chest to her face and smiled. She felt her panties go wet. She was mentally telling him to “touch me,” and as if he could hear it, he did. He walked forward on his knees and placed his other hand over her other breast, then pulled the coat off her shoulders and tossed it aside. He removed the belted belly pillow, slipping a hand under the black stretchy pants in front and barely touched her nude sex, causing her to gasp. He hesitated, smiling, inching his fingers down further, touching her nub and giving it a little press. Her sharp inhale was impossible to mask. His eyes were dark, watching her bite her lower lip. She arched backward and closed her eyes feeling his forefinger’s desire to penetrate as it continued moving back and forth across her little sensitive bud. The he pulled back, and stopped.

In her black stretchy pants and red satin bra she sat on the edge of the bed, waiting for him, so vacant with need she was on fire. She wanted to be completely naked for him.

She began to take off her moustache but he stopped her hand.

“Not yet.”

“Why?” She felt her heart warm to him further. “Tell me why.” Her smile came just before he closed his eyes and licked his lips. When he opened them his look was pure molten.

He shrugged, then leaned forward and peeled it off her face, following with a deep penetrating kiss. “Thank you. I wanted to do it. Thought about it all afternoon.” He kissed her again.

She answered his tongue with hers as their lips softly caressed, as she tasted and allowed her head to fill with the aroma of his maleness. It caused her to shake a little. His gentling hand came up under her jaw, his thumb rubbing against her cheek as they kissed.

She expected his hard body to be rough and commanding, but instead he moved with cat-like grace, picking her up with one arm, pulling her back onto the bed, crawling over her body at the same time. There was no effort to it. His fluid movements relaxed her, though the anticipation of their nakedness was hot on her mind. She found the strength to place her palms on his butt and pull him hard against her as she arched her pelvis and spread her knees to accept him.

He made fast work of the bra, tossing it to the side, then came the long deliberate unpeeling of her pants. He left her red panties on, which surprised her.

He played with the lace front, which barely covered her sex. Slipping a finger under the elastic, he found her opening and lazily traveled the length of her, watching her eyes as she arched to receive the pleasure of his intimate touch.

It was on her lips before she could rein it in. “Yes,” she murmured. Her fingers were splayed to the sides of her hair on the pillow. With a slight tilt to her pelvis, she realized she wanted him to taste her, if he was willing.

His finger continued to move in and out of her opening until he slipped off her lace and placed her left knee over his shoulder. He could have said, ‘Are you sure?’ because that was how she interpreted his look, until he dipped his head between her thighs and kissed her slit, clutched the back of her left thigh with his callused fingers, holding her leg up, and then penetrated with his tongue. The deep moan came back. He adjusted his knees, leaving her knee bent over his shoulder and pulling her into his face, lapping her juices and making slurping noises. His deliberate ministrations sent her into outer space.

She had never had oral sex before. Her lips became swollen as he sucked and took tiny bites, pulling her labia and then kissing and sucking her puckered flesh back to submission.

With his head raised, her juices still glistening on his lips, he watched her eyes need him, need him even more as he slipped two fingers inside her. Her shoulders and back pressed into the mattress as she presented herself to him. First his fingers penetrated, and then his tongue. He took her nub in his teeth and pulled it, then pressed it back against her with his tongue, curling it to extend deep inside her.

Her rising passion made her squeeze her own breasts, pressing them together as she undulated beneath him, pleading with him to climb to her and fill her with his cock. His eyes sparkled but he was slow to react, and she knew it was on purpose. Again she begged with her eyes, and again he smiled and didn’t pay attention.

“Say it, Megan. Say you want me to fuck you.” His deep rolling voice made her vibrate. Everything in her body craved the sound of his demand. There was only one answer for him.

“Please.”

“Please what?”

“Please make love to me.”

“No, sweetheart. That’s not what I said.” He dipped his head between her legs again, and whispered, “I want to hear you say the word fuck.”

She could see he was suppressing a smile.

“Fuck,” she whispered. Searching her brain, she didn’t ever remember saying this to a man before.

“No, honey.” He grinned, wet lips, his piercing eyes, hair messed like a bird’s nest, his scruffy beard also wet around his lips. “It’s fuck me.” He climbed on top of her, pressing her lips together with his right hand, in a circular pucker gently, kissing them, and whispering, “Fuck me. Say it, Megan.” He’d drawn a condom from somewhere, arched back and sheathed himself, letting her see the intention in his eyes. He crawled forward.

His face was two inches from hers, his eyes searching everywhere, his lopsided smile creating the sexy dimple on his right. One hand sifted through her hair. The other squeezed her breast. He held her head up slightly as their lips met again. “I want to hear you say it, Megan.”

“Fuck me, Rory.”

“And again,” he said, crawling further to crouching position, knees lifting her thighs and raising her legs high and wide.

“Fuck me.”

“And again?” he whispered, his cock at her opening.

“Fuck—”

He filled her with a lurch deep inside her. He stroked her insides, angling his hips, setting up a long rhythm accentuated by his kisses. Under her ear he sucked her flesh, probably leaving a mark. He pulled her arms up over her head and held her wrists together with one hand as he slowly pumped her.

As the minutes slipped away she whispered to the side of his face and into his ear, repeating the words he wanted her to say, because she wanted him to know she was completely his. He groaned to each command, rammed deeper, slipped his arms underneath her back and pulled her shoulders down, forcing him deep inside her.

She was floating on a cloud as she matched his hips, meeting him halfway and pushing back against his chest, wrapping her legs around his waist. She knew she could orgasm at any second. She knew Rory could make her come just from the way his tongue had earlier played with her sex. But now, she began to lose control. The slow burn he’d started began to roar as his girth filled her, as his kisses became more urgent, as he explored her body, biting and kissing. He rooted even deeper. Her muscles seized him as she gasped, feeling the delicious long rolling orgasm overtake her just as he shuddered and plunged in deep and held.

Her eyes had been closed, and she realized tears streamed down the sides of her face as the feel of him filled all the vacant and empty spaces of her soul. He paused, brushing thumbs across her cheeks, nibbling under her ear and then whispering, “You okay?”

She opened her eyes and didn’t hold back. She didn’t mask the need she had for him, how desperately she wanted him to play her body like an instrument. The barriers of fear and doubt were shattered. She knew it wouldn’t last, but it made the surrender to his body all the sweeter. She could worry about everything tomorrow, sort it all out, pick up the pieces, if need be. Right now, everything she’d ever wanted to feel, had hoped to feel with a man, was happening in her bed.

As he continued his rhythmic hip pattern, she could feel him come. Megan hoped her smile told him what she could not voice. She fed him mewling noises she could not hold back, accepting him deep. Her lips were feeding from his, telling him not to stop, hopefully telling him she never wanted it to end.

He quieted slightly, his belly pressing into hers, her orgasm blooming in every cell of her body, as the spasms overtaking his groin slowed. Her body melted beneath him, her breathing returned to normal. He pushed inside her one more time, as she met and accepted the full plant of his cock with a dull ache. And then he whispered something she hoped she’d never forget.

“Gawd, Megan.”

And that was enough.


Chapter 4
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He wore Megan draped across his body, her perfumed hair with the red streaks spread out in the twilight sky, looking as though she was on fire.

So much for being absolutely fuckin’ right.

Whatever she’d bottled up had come loose. Her appetite met her need, which should have scared him. But for the first time, he wanted a woman to need him. He could fill her up. She was starving for it.

And so was he.

She was sleeping, and he fell into her rhythm, inhaling and exhaling in tandem, feeling her soft sex crowning his thigh. He thought of all the lovely things he wanted to say to her, but knew he shouldn’t. He knew speaking would mess up what he now felt, something he rarely felt.

Happiness.

It was more than he thought he was entitled to feel. He wondered what it would have been like if his parents had returned, if he’d grown up with a family.

He tried to breathe without waking her, unable to take his eyes off her, already knowing he’d feel a twinge of regret when he had to leave her, which was curious. She was fire and ice. Salt and caramel. She was tucked inside the hard exterior of his soul and rested there under his protection.

He must have twitched or done something, because she jolted and rose up quickly, rolling to the side and covering herself. He could sense her heavy thoughts tossing about the room as she sat on the edge of the bed away from him. The alabaster surface of her skin was flawless and made her look like a statue.

He inhaled without a sound, and let his index finger trace down the middle of her back, traveling over the ridges of her vertebra. She tensed at first, then rolled her head to the side and speared him her hungry blue gaze.

“Come here, Megan,” he said, worried he’d been a little too loud.

She touched her shoulder with her ear in a shy move that hinted at some deeper feelings. Was this possible?

You ready for this? You’re gonna mess it up, Rory. You know this.

He could see heat in the coral shaded corners of her lips, how they quirked up at the ends.

He removed his hand from her backside and placed them underneath his head, looking up at the ceiling his chest swelling at the mere thought of what they’d done, how good it felt, and what he wanted to do again soon, like he was king of the whole fuckin’ world. She watched him without saying a word. He was going nuts wondering if she was having the same fantasies he was. Maybe she didn’t notice he was getting hard again.

He heard the sheets rustle and felt her cool hand on his cock. Her hair swept across his chest as she rose up on top of him, holding his package with one and squeezing her breasts together with the other. The sheets formed a warm tent around her, capturing her scent and warming his insides like a blast furnace.

Whatever she had in mind, he’d let her do it. His only job was to make it last as long as it fuckin’ could.

By now, ordinarily, he would be thinking up ways to exit quickly. His pattern was always the same; let them down slowly. It never really was their fault. After all, he didn’t want to be attached except for the occasional hookup. He was good at saying goodbye, and he was good at not shaming the girl into thinking he wasn’t coming back. He left the door open so they wouldn’t feel rejected. He didn’t know why it was important, but it was.

Those thoughts swirled around in his head as he was toweling himself off. The soft sound of music floated in from the other room where Megan had disappeared to when she got dressed ahead of him. He slipped on his cargos and tee shirt, which now smelled of their combined sweat from the embrace in the bookstore. Barefoot, he traveled without a sound and found her sitting at her dining table, ankles crossed, hands clasped together. She’d put on some comfortable jeans and a sweatshirt. She’d left her hair down and he pictured what her nude form would look like perched on the bed waiting for him. Wet strands coiled around the back of her neck. Their shower had gone on so long the water was used up and Rory had to finish in the cold.

Megan sat like a little girl, waiting. She was dazzling with no makeup. A beauty with skin like Venus. Hair combed just enough, but mostly messed up, like he loved it. Suddenly, he realized the situation he’d created, as well as the enormity of the problem ahead of him. Was he just getting rusty at doing this? Or was he tired of it all?

He took a seat across from her as she watched him. He placed his palms over her folded fingers and saw her jump. She was prepared for what he usually told girls at this point.

“I don’t really want to go, but I have to, Megan.” His nervousness matched her actions.

“I understand.” Her brave smile broke his heart. He really didn’t want to do this, but he knew he had to. He had no right stringing her along.

“I enjoyed this—”

“Please, Rory. Don’t tell me things that are not true. Just go. You don’t have to do anything but thank me. I had a wonderful time.”

He suddenly liked her better when she needed him. Tilting his head, he was about to ask her a question when she interrupted his thoughts.

“I’m fine. Really. Don’t ruin the evening by saying something stupid, something you don’t mean.”

But this was stupid. Really stupid. The charm of the late afternoon and evening was wearing off. He’d wanted to linger in her arms, but now he was awake. What the hell was he thinking? She was rejecting him. She wanted to be rid of him.

He stood, expecting her to stand and walk him to the door, perhaps hint at some future reconnection, but she did none of those. Megan walked back to her bedroom, slipping past him without touching, without looking, and slammed the door.

The Scupper was filled with lovelies from the beaches and regular Navy guys who wanted to be mistaken for SEALs. They were too loud and too interested in the ladies to be Team Guys. He scanned the back and found a table for six with Tyler, T.J., Fredo and their newbie corpsman, Derek. The young kid from Oregon would be deploying with them in three months.

On his way over to the table, one of the regular Navy guys bumped into him and spilled beer down his chest. He stepped back and examined the wet stain going down his front, onto his pants, and swore under his breath.

“You fuckin’ swear at me, son?” the Navy guy asked. He was a nasty drunk, and was easily forty pounds heavier and about three inches taller. Rory sized him up right away as a bully. His entourage looked to be no older than eighteen and probably easily distracted with a little alcohol and frog hogs. They smirked back at Rory and suddenly he didn’t like it. He didn’t like that he had to leave Megan’s bed to go experience this. He didn’t like that he had to wear beer which would smell like piss the rest of the evening. He didn’t like that this guy had the wits of a flea and wanted to pick a fight with someone he knew nothing about.

He heard Fredo’s chair move and knew he’d have to be quick about it. Rory punched the guy right under his nose and swung up, which instantly sent blood spurting up and over him, covering his colleagues behind him. Fredo was behind Rory in a flash and restrained his arms while T.J. and Tyler were between the crowd and the now immobilized Rory to make sure there was no further bloodshed.

“You fuckin’ hotheaded pussy, Rory,” Fredo spewed as he yanked his arms back so hard it popped his shoulder and hurt.

Now Rory whirled around and faced Fredo.

Fredo was ready for him, but retreating a safe distance. “Really? You want a piece of me, you fuckin’ asshole? What happened, Miss Hot Pants make you soft?”

Rory bolted toward Fredo, his hands out in front of him to reach for his neck, but Fredo was quicker, running backward and egging him on until they were outside in the courtyard filled with low glowing fire pits populated with couples having a romantic evening out in the San Diego air. T.J. and Tyler formed an effective shield from the Navy regulars, who accordioned at the doorway, swearing and trying to look dangerous.

Fredo flew over the low stucco wall of the patio and onto the sidewalk of the Strand. He stood with his hands on his hips and shouted back at Rory before he could follow him there. “You fuckin’ lay a hand on me and you’re done. Completely done, asshole.”

Given the thirty seconds of fresh air and a slight distance from the angry faces in the bar, Rory found himself calming down.

T.J. put his arm around Rory’s shoulder. “First, we get you drunk and then we get you laid.”

“Already laid.”

T.J.’s low rumble kind of cheered him up. “So that’s your problem, you frog.”

“Fuck’s not my problem.”

“If you say so.” T.J. sighed and punched Rory in the upper arm. “Well then, let’s get you drunk. You’re coming home with me.”

From across the patio, Fredo glared back at him, and then turned, shaking his head from side to side and headed down the sidewalk, disappearing into the night.

The new guy hung back with Tyler.

“You’re a hothead, Rory. That can cost you. Big time.” T.J. yanked on his shoulder, rattling his brain. Rory tried to get away, but T.J. wasn’t having any of it. He wrapped his massive arms around Rory, almost getting him in a neck lock. “What’s so damned important it’s worth giving up your career?”

“I’m not thinking of giving up my career.”

“You pop Fredo, he’ll make sure you do. You don’t mess with him.”

“Tell him he should watch his fuckin’ mouth then.”

T.J. whipped around and faced Rory. Cocking his head, his best friend clicked his tongue and squinted. “I’ll let you tell him when you apologize tomorrow.”

Rory stepped back so he was out of T.J.’s extensive arm reach. He felt like he was shitty company, getting shittier by the moment. He knew a lot about black moods from some of the guys who came back just a little too much on the edge. He wondered if perhaps he wasn’t having some kind of delayed reaction. Maybe this wasn’t about Megan after all. Hell yes, this isn’t about Megan at all.

He’d set out to do one thing: hook up with her. He’d planned it, carried out the mission in his mind, followed the steps he’d devised and executed flawlessly. He’d even enjoyed it. So what the fuck was happening to him?


Chapter 5
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Megan used her yoga class as a distraction the next morning. She didn’t look around the room to see if Rory managed to brave seeing her again, and she accepted it as the first step to moving on. Last night had seemed so real, so perfect, and not anything she should be craving now as she twisted her body into difficult positions, stretching out the kinks in her neck, elongating the muscles of her thighs and calves.

It was a Bikram, or heated class, and she was drenched from forehead to toes in a matter of minutes. Her breathing was labored. She used the anonymity of her own perspiration to allow the hot tears to flow down her cheeks. The cathartic purging of something deep inside her felt like a painful birth. It left her weak afterwards, yet grateful it might help her toughen up quicker.

Time would heal everything, she knew. Day one was the worst. Then day two, and then day three. After that, she could relax and let in those random thoughts of the feel of his mouth on hers, on her sex, the deep guttural moans he made when his body was loving hers. But she was forcing them out into the cold today.

She hadn’t noticed Lindsay in the class, so when her friend came up to her with her bright face and expectant smile. Megan didn’t know what to say at first.

“Tell me you had a fabulous time last night,” Lindsay said, stabbing her with a sly half smile.

The yoga class had drained her of emotion, and she didn’t feel like pretending or playing nice. “We did.” She retied her shoes one by one, hunching over the bench while Lindsay blotted her wet body with a towel.

“Megan, what are you hiding from me?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Come on,” Lindsay pressed while they walked out together. “Over coffee. You gotta tell me.”

Megan started to protest but Lindsay would have none of it and interrupted, “I couldn’t sleep last night. I was tossing so badly, Brady finally made me sleep in the living room.” She dipped her face down low and tried to make eye contact. “Megan, what’s wrong?”

Megan touched Lindsay’s upper arm. “Nothing. Look, why don’t I meet you at Starbuck’s?”

On the way to the rendezvous, Megan wondered what exactly she was going to tell Lindsay. Anything she would say would get right back to Rory, in all likelihood. She drove to the strip mall, stopping first at the convenience store next to the coffee shop to get some milk.

The Middle Eastern attendant was new and didn’t smile. He was wearing a wrinkled shirt and his hair was uncombed. He sported a light dusting of the beginnings of a beard. She smelled alcohol on his breath, which surprised her. His eyes wandered to her chest and Megan suddenly felt undressed.

She took her milk, declining a bag, and hating the feel of his eyes on her backside as she headed to the exit of the store through the gauntlet of liquor bottles, nearly colliding with a young dark-haired man who could have been his brother.

She retrieved a cooler bag from her trunk and placed the milk inside it, zipping it shut. Just before locking her car, she eyed the dark cave of the little store and mentally decided she’d not shop there any longer. Something was caught in her radar, but she couldn’t figure out what it was.

Lindsay, who had already ordered them two lattes, was seated in an overstuffed green velvet chair across a tiny rounded table from another one. Megan collapsed into the generous reading chair, resting her arms and crossing her thighs. With her eyes closed, it felt good to relax and allow the chair to comfort her.

When she leaned forward and grabbed her coffee cup, the warm liquid tasted delicious and settled Megan’s nerves. From the corner of her eye, she saw Lindsay studying her. She raised her drink. “Thanks. Can I pay you for this?”

“No, silly. My treat.” Lindsay bent over the table, the zipper of her hoodie clanging on the plastic tabletop. “So I want to know all about it. Every detail.”

Megan knew Lindsay’d be asking questions until she got what she wanted. She thought she was ready, but her resolve evaporated as soon as she opened her mouth to speak. She rolled her shoulder and pursed her lips. “We had a good time, but Lindsay, it just—,” she was searching for the words, “—It just went up in smoke. Something happened. All of a sudden, he couldn’t get out of there fast enough.”

Lindsay nodded to her paper cup. Without looking at her friend, she asked, “So, how was it?”

“The sex?”

“Um hum.”

It was a good question. Up until the end, she would have said twelve on a scale of one to ten. He was responsive, attentive, appeared into her, and could barely leave her alone, even when she slipped into the shower. He’d followed her. And then it all vanished.

“It was nice. Real nice.”

Lindsay frowned into her cup and hesitated before she asked her question. “He hurt you?”

“No! Nothing like that.”

“So what do you mean it all vanished?”

“Well, he was there one minute and then gone the next. Like that.” Megan snapped her fingers. “I’ve thought about what I said or did, and I just don’t get it. But there was no question that he needed to get out of Dodge.”

“You must be interpreting it wrong, Megan. Why the sudden change?”

“Beats me. I have no idea.”

“Must be some misunderstanding. I’m sure he’ll explain himself. Team guys are private. They don’t tell you much. Either I have to be okay with it, or sometimes I just insist he talk to me, and then he does.”

“Not sure I want him to be honest.”

Lindsay stared out the window as a couple walked in front of them on the outside, hand in hand. “Give him a chance, Megan. They’re worth it. You’ll regret it if you don’t give him a shot, maybe more than one.”


Chapter 6
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Moustafa thought he’d catch the military man slinking off early from her little love cave, but instead he found her leaving alone, dressed in the spandex women should never wear if they were decent. Seeing her alone, he was glad he’d snapped the pictures yesterday with the bearded one.

He watched her enter a yoga studio, with her mat rolled under one arm. He didn’t have to meet the two new recruits for another hour at least, so he sat back and decided to take a nap, checking his phone for messages first.

The tinkle of women’s voices and the roar of car motors and slamming of doors awakened him. He knew her red car was gone when he saw the vacant curb, so he traveled toward the little shopping center to see if perhaps she decided to run an errand before going home to shower. He was in luck. He found her going into a liquor store, so he parked and followed, urgently needing to be close to her flesh, spread some of his sweat on her.

They nearly collided as he entered the store. She brushed past him and he allowed himself to become aroused with this slight touch. He turned, watching her deposit the bag of items she’d bought into her trunk. She closed the lid and then approached the coffee shop next door.

The clerk looked Indian or perhaps Pakistani, and it was plain he didn’t care much for Moustafa, but there wasn’t anything he wanted to say to the man anyway.

The Prophet’s Warrior returned to his vehicle and watched as the woman sat with a friend. He toyed with the notion she might recognize him but told himself she wouldn’t. He couldn’t resist the thrill of getting close to her again, so tried making eye contact with her as he approached. She paid him no attention at all as he walked past the American women to order his double espresso.

He took one of the tables outside, where he could watch through the glass as the two of them spoke, heads close together. She looked worried, but the other woman was smiling.

He weighed back and forth whether he should call off the meeting with the new recruits and instead take the time to follow this new woman to her home. Then he would have a second prospect, but he resisted, deciding he’d follow her around another day. No doubt this young lady would be a good source of young innocent female flesh. There was plenty of time for that. Weeks or months even. Something big and coordinated would be coming, and he became hard thinking about the death and destruction which would rain down on such an unsuspecting population.

He did love America for its abundance. Abundance of people who would die for his teacher. It mattered little that they hadn’t chosen it. It mattered that they’d pay the ultimate price in blood.


Chapter 7


[image: ‡]‡

Rory was slammed in the face with a pillow and, for a second, he didn’t know where he was. Before bed, he’d been watching TV accounts of hostages being murdered overseas. He and T.J. had viewed the reports without saying a word. He realized Shannon had been making comments for several minutes before she gave the baby to T.J. for a goodnight kiss and retired for the night. Rory was left staring at the black screen after T.J. followed her.

He’d been thinking about how it was for those overseas, especially the women, innocent ones, and children, dealing with the carnage and death and the sheer insanity of the situation. He would have to call it mass hysteria. His thoughts came back home as he realized what they’d all been told by command. It was coming to their shores. There would be innocents here in the U.S. who would be victims of terrorism. He hoped the country had the stomach for it. It was going to be brutal, but always more brutal for the ones who weren’t trained to deal with it like he was. Not that you could ever become acclimated to the senseless killing.

He also felt for the vets who had paid their price, and perhaps had come home less than whole, hoping to put all that behind them. How would it feel to them to experience the evil he knew was going to rain down on everyone within the U.S. borders? Americans were big talkers, especially in the government. Let’s see how they organize and take care of the population. Unfortunately, Rory knew they’d been raised with silver spoons, living off the ample teat of the money from special interests. Not sure he’d take many of them into a firefight. But there were a few. Sadly, only a few.

Time to step up, America, and see how much you value your freedom.

His brain had been ruminating on all these thoughts, vivid dreams putting him in an ice-water chill of sleep until the pillow hit him.

He was up and in T.J.’s face.

“Wow. Hold on there, cowboy!” T.J. hollered as he backed up and pushed his palms out toward him. “Now I know you weren’t dreaming of Megan.”

“Shut the fuck up. When I dream of the ladies, I don’t go hugging your ass in the morning, do I? How can you fuckin’ tell me what the fuck I was dreamin’? And besides, it’s none of your goddamned business.” He was irritated at himself for being irritated at T.J. He knew the frog prince was only trying to help.

“Boy, she really picked a scab.”

“Look, asshole, you can try to make me believe otherwise, but you and I both know this shit on T.V. affects us.” Rory was hoping T.J. would fall for the ruse and get off his case. He’d much rather discuss working in the arena than in the bedroom, even if T.J. was one of his best friends, a man who would die for him in a heartbeat.

“No, you was as sore as could be before all this happened. Point of fact is the T.V. mellowed you somewhat. That and the beers.”

Rory picked up the pillow and hurled it back at T.J., almost overturning a lamp.

And that got to T.J. “Asshole,” he said as he slammed the pillow to the ground, “So you’re having a bad day, a bad evening. I don’t care if you have a bad fuckin’ life, but don’t you fuckin’ mess up my wife’s house, understand?”

Rory backed up, scowled and couldn’t believe himself. His emotions were all over the lot. T.J. was too perceptive. Something had gotten under his skin, had started to breed and had little ones with little pointy heads and a death wish like when he was an orphan kid. He knew he was skirting on the outsides of acceptable behavior. Had already crossed the line, in fact.

“I’m going to get out of your face now, T.J. I owe you an apology,” he finally said and headed for the door.

T.J. stopped him. “Nope. Not that simple. We’re taking you up to the snow.”

“Who? You and your fairy godmother? No. I don’t want to go to the snow.”

“A bunch of us. It was arranged this morning. And you’re going, too.”

“I hate the fuckin’ snow.”

“Kyle says to get used to it.”

Oh fuck. That meant our next deployment in three months was going to be someplace cold. Merry Christmas. They usually trained in Alaska.

“So we doing a training soon?”

“We thought we’d get a warm-up this weekend. Then when we do leave, we won’t be so rusty. We don’t get the tough winters here.”

No kidding.

Rory watched Shannon, T.J.’s wife, bring little Courtney down the hallway to her father. Shannon lifted the baby to T.J.’s huge arms and once she was settled in, gave her legendary feisty-sexy look to Rory.

“You’ve been a bad boy, Rory. Careful you don’t get Fredo too worked up. Not good for your health.” The last part she said glancing casually over her shoulder, her tight jeans hugging all the right parts, which Rory knew T.J. enjoyed thoroughly on a regular basis. Suddenly married life wasn’t looking so bad.

Courtney was clutching T.J.’s little finger and could hardly get a full grip. The big SEAL was completely engrossed in his diminutive daughter.

“The frog prince and the pink princess,” Rory said before he could stop himself.

“Yeah, well you better hope the affliction catches hold of you, Rory. Only one thing better than a woman in your life.”

“Two women,” they both said in tandem.

“Damn straight.” He gently rocked his daughter and glanced up at Rory, the inquiry on his face all too obvious.

“No, man. I don’t do babies.”

“Try it.”

“No, I’m not going there.”

“You afraid of this little one?” He held Courtney up to near-sitting position so she could look over at Rory, and before her eyes could find him, she threw up all over her belly.

“See, she can’t stand the sight of me,” Rory said.

“Well then, I have no worries, do I?” T.J. started heading back toward the bedroom. “Be right back.”

In just under three hours, their caravan of Hummers and four-door pickups carried six SEALs and their gear to the ski resort. Rory’s mood had warmed considerably as they concentrated on tasks to get them ready for the trip. Quietly, all the bags had been stowed in racks on the two Hummers, or secured in the truck beds. Everything was tied, double-tied, and double-checked as a community effort. Doing this required little talking, and joking around might make it so something wasn’t properly fastened down. That meant equipment would be needlessly lost. That was a no-go. The normal smack-talk was gone, useless as a flat tire.

But on the trip, it was another story.

Fredo was least tolerant of the snow, yet he was one of the fastest snowboarders of the team, with his powerful bullet-shaped body. On the slopes, he paid attention to lesser-experienced boarders, but Team Guys had to find ways to scramble away from him if he was coming down the slope behind them. Then it was every man for himself. He’d run his share of guys off into the woods upside down. Rory knew Fredo would be gunning for him to make up for his big mouth the night before.

He got in line to ride the lift with T.J. and feathered in with a group who had come from the lodge.

“How’s your head?” T.J. asked. “Want something for it?”

“Nah, I’m good. Just freezing my nuts off. My first run and I’ll be warmed up.”

They caught the lift, and both of them zipped up their suits, knowing it would get colder the higher they got. They followed kids in skis bobbing in front of them, their tips sometimes crashing into each other. Far below, the snow was already well traveled. A hat and a pole lay where they’d been dropped due to someone’s inattention.

They smoothly exited at the top and collected their boards, stomping out the fresh snow and pressing down into their straps, allowing them to click into place. Almost in tandem Rory and T.J. cleaned their dark glasses, cinched up their gloves and wiggled their hips to position their boards to the slope. T.J. motioned for Rory to go first, so he leaned to the side and began to take off down the hill. His buddy was right behind him.

Rory’s heart was racing with his first run of the day. It was also the first run of the season. It had been over a year since he’d been on his board, because last year at this time they were overseas on an out-of-rotation assignment. His joints were strong, but he was lacking practice so his balance and wasn’t as smooth and fluid as he would be once he had a few more runs under his belt. The bottom of the slope was a minefield peppered with kids, beginning skiers and boarders of all levels crisscrossing each other’s tracks. They were going inside, turning to go back up the lift, or heading to stand in line by one of the other lifts.

Rory had been so careful not to take a fall that T.J. had actually beat him to the bottom, which irked him a little. T.J. thumbed toward the other side. “Saw Coop, Ollie and Brady over there.” He pointed. Rory eyed the lift with a long line attached to it like an umbilical cord.

“They’ll wait for us at the top,” T.J. said.

Rory nodded and took up his position. They were coming under some heavy scrutiny from two young college-aged girls who giggled and whispered, stealing glances Rory tried to ignore. When their chair arrived and whisked them away, he was grateful for the distance the lift gave them.

T.J. was trying to stuff down a grin, but failing. “I would have switched with one of them, or better yet, I could’ve taken their seat and you could have had them both to yourself.”

“Nice one, T.J. Better behave or I’ll weave a story when I get home that Shannon won’t like one bit.”

“I’m clean.”

“Hell you are. I can fuckin’ read your mind.” He pointed to the girls with the end of his glove. The girls had begun the steep ascent and were hanging nearly thirty feet above them. “That’s trouble. Not anything I want anything to do with.”

“Focused on the mission, are we?” T.J.’s actor good looks were always disarming. His clear blue eyes and blindingly white teeth made it so Rory had to look away to avoid being teased for gawking. Everyone knew he wasn’t, of course, but T.J. was that good looking. And totally comfortable with it, too, needling everyone with the effect it had on the rest of his team.

Rory, on the other hand, felt like a piece of roughed up sandpaper, crumpled and well used for his age. He also sported more wounds on him, especially from errant projectiles, which sometimes got away from him. He and Fredo were always the ones closest to any explosive devices they set or tried to defuse.

He drew in the cold crisp air, blew out white vapor, and spoke to the big SEAL beside him. “I’m just trying to get loose. Been a couple of funny days. I’m tight, and I don’t like that.”

T.J. shared a common background with Rory, having been tossed around the system without ever knowing his parents. Rory knew T.J. had demons he carried from childhood. It didn’t take much for him to feel bad about himself, though he would never say it.

“I feel you. Doesn’t happen to me so much anymore. Kind of found myself with Shannon and Courtney, you know?”

Rory looked away. “I fuckin’ know. Would you stop with all the baby talk, T.J.? I told you, I’m not doing that.”

“I’ll remind you some day when you’re dashing off to labor and delivery, you asshole. Boy, do I pity the little girl who has to have a mug like yours. She’ll probably have a beard, too!”

Rory punched his buddy in the arm, then scrubbed his hat right off his head and let it fall to the ground below as they continued their climb. T.J. had his hands on Rory’s hat, and then one of his gloves and tossed them over into the snow as well. There was a lull and then the fight was on. They began punching each other, tearing at each other’s jackets, glasses, gloves, and finally the boards. By the time they made it to the top, they stood in their turtlenecks and snowboard pants without gloves or any equipment besides shoes. Subsequent seats of skiers and boarders were laughing as they watched the two muscular guys continue the shoving and name calling until it disintegrated into rolling in the snow.

Rory began to chuckle as he felt the pain in his chest lighten, realizing how stupid they’d been. It was going to be a long walk under the chairlift to gather all their things. He realized T.J. was busting a gut too. They both fell backwards in the snow, laughing so hard Rory nearly peed his pants.

“On second thought,” Rory said through his tears, trying to catch his breath, “I think you should have let me have the girls. At least I’d not be fuckin’ having to walk down the hill like some scared skier.”

T.J.’s laughter peeled away in another round. “Yeah, but in that case, they’d be nekked by the time they got to the top, and I don’t think these people—,” he pointed to the small crowd that had begun to gather, “—would be too amused.”

Rory got to his feet, dusted the snow from his hair and his neck, pants and butt. “Show’s over,” he said as his arms went wide to the side.

A well-placed snowball landed on Rory’s neck so hard it nearly knocked him over. He whirled around, seeing Fredo rush by and down the hill. Over the top of his head Rory saw Fredo raise a glove in the three-finger salute. He swore he’d exact revenge on Fredo, or he’d go to the hospital trying.


Chapter 8
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Megan got to the bookstore early to tend to the tables and chairs she left behind when they’d left so suddenly last night. Her boss wasn’t due in for at least an hour, but she wanted to make sure the room was completely ready for customers. She got a cappuccino from the coffee staff and hid it on one of the shelves behind the sales terminal. She wasn’t used to having two strong coffees in one morning, especially since taking her hot yoga class, but she found the coffee soothing.

Lindsay told her the boys were up at the snow and asked her if she wanted to go. She would have had to take off a day at work, so she declined. As the morning wore on, she began to reconsider her decision. If Lindsay’s husband, Brady, were going to be there then Rory wouldn’t be far away since they served in the same platoon. She also didn’t want to give the appearance of chasing him. Or did she?

Am I chasing him?

Well yes, she knew she was. Might as well be honest and admit it.

All morning she helped people find books and then rang up their purchases. She could still hear him, feel the touch of his callused fingers as he stroked over her skin and followed up with wet kisses.

Her pleasant daydreams came to an abrupt end when Grant walked into the bookstore and headed straight for her. She hadn’t heard from him in the three months since their breakup. He looked angry. She shielded herself quickly behind the counter.

Grant had long hair he wore over the side in what would some day be a comb-over. But right now, he had plenty of sandy straight hair that was always getting into his eyes. He worked as a reporter for the local paper. With his tweed jacket and horn-rimmed glasses, he easily could have passed for a college professor.

She could see his look soften, the closer he got to her. His wedding ring was missing like the first time they had gone out.

“Grant.”

“How are you, Megan? I’ve been thinking a lot about you.”

“You shouldn’t have. You’re married.”

He held up his ring finger, exposing the white flesh of a recently unencumbered digit.

“Which you could have slipped into your pocket, just like the first time we met.”

“I wouldn’t do that.”

She stiffened, the hackles standing up on the back of her neck, her stomach doing flip-flops. “You’ve done worse,” she said through her teeth.

The hot sex was one thing, but the telling her that he loved her and wanted to marry her when he already had a wife and two children at home who were blissfully ignorant of his serial adulterous nature—this was what had hurt the most. She’d believed him and hated the fact that the only man she’d trusted one hundred percent, perhaps the only man she ever would trust like that, didn’t deserve the honor bestowed on him.

“I’m free now, Megan. I did it for you.” He tried to let his smile soften his face, little laugh lines appearing at the corners of his eyes, but his overall appearance came off like a bored clerk saying, “Have a nice day.”

“Oh, please, Grant. Spare me the syrupy sweet voice. It just turns my stomach. I’m not slightly interested in another go-around with you. Find someone else.”

“But I don’t want anyone else. I came to you right away.”

Was he that much of an idiot? Megan knew the part of the sentence he’d left out was, “before I looked up one of my other girlfriends.” How could he not know?

He started to say something else, and she held her palm in front of his face. “Grant, I don’t care where you go, as long as you get out of my face. There’s nothing here for you, and if you don’t get away from me, I’ll have Security usher you out. Don’t call me. Don’t try to visit me here or at my place. Just stay away.” She delivered the message loud enough so that the bulky guard by the front door was alerted.

“Sorry. I just thought you should know, in case—”

His boyish good looks and that little shrug of the shoulders and crooked smile used to get to her. How could she have let that happen?

You believed his lies and heard what you wanted to hear, Megan. It was the awful, shameful truth. “In case I wanted to debase myself again with you? Is that what you’re saying?”

The security guard had picked up the vibes and was making his way over with long fluid strides. She had just enough time to make one more comment to Grant before the guard would overhear,

“I checked that one off my bucket list already and buried it deep. Not something I’ll ever need to try again, I’m proud to say.”

Grant took a couple of quick glances toward the guard, and then turned on his heel and retreated.

Megan assured the guard she was fine, and no, she didn’t want an escort later on. Ever since there had been a small fire in the men’s upstairs restroom a month ago, they were on the lookout for oddballs, and the store would pay for security to follow her home if she requested it.

When she took a break she looked into the bathroom mirror and studied her own eyes carefully. She knew what she had to do, and the decision was made right then and there. Even if it pushed him away further, she didn’t do the waiting thing very well. The sooner she could go on with her life, the better.

“Are you on your way?” she asked Lindsay by phone.

“No. Just picking up the dry-cleaning and then I’ll go home to get my things. Are you having a change of heart, Megan?”

“Sort of. But I have to ask you something first.”

“Shoot.”

“Does he know that you’ve invited me?”

“Brady knows. I mean, he knows I was going to ask you. He might tell Rory.”

Megan considered her options again, and decided to take a chance. “Don’t tell him I’m coming, okay?”

“No problem. And hey, if it comes to that, you can bunk with Brady and me. All the rooms have suites. That is, unless there are girls going.”

“Girls?”

“Sometimes they bring girls. You know, play dates.”

Megan flinched. She hadn’t considered this. “Do you…”

“Stop it. I have no idea, but since most of the guys are married, I’m guessing no.”

The sun was beginning to set on the resort when Lindsay and Megan arrived. She was introduced to two of the other SEAL wives who came together in a red Jeep.

“Where’s your gear, doll?” Gina asked Lindsay. Gina’s gruff voice and commanding presence, all five-foot-three of her, had Megan thinking that perhaps she was military as well.

“Oh, we’re just staying the night, going home tomorrow. We’re not skiing, unless—” Lindsay shrugged her shoulders. “God, Megan, I forgot to ask you if you wanted to stay any longer to maybe ski, or do you snowboard?”

“No. I ski, but not this time. Maybe another.” Megan could barely stay on her feet, and definitely didn’t want to reveal her lack of coordination. The wives hoisted up their large black nylon bags and took to the wooden plank steps. Megan and Lindsay followed them.

The lobby was constructed of whole pine timbers with light almond colored wood plank flooring. A massive fireplace at one end of the lobby was entertaining a group of men sitting around drinking beer. When one of them, a handsome dark-haired gentleman who could have easily been a runway model, scooped Gina up in his arms, Megan looked the crowd over carefully. Rory’s sandy pelt was sticking out from his head in all directions like a wet Husky dog. He had sunk back into a dark brown leather couch and was staring at the fireplace, mesmerized.

Brady came over and gave his wife a kiss. “Hey, Rory. We got someone who wants to see you.” He finished his sentence in a singsong manner, which earned him a glare from Megan.

“Brady!” Lindsay admonished him. “You behave.”

Megan could see Brady was well on his way to being drunk. She watched as Rory turned slowly and looked in her direction. He said something she knew was some sort of swear word before he stood up and ran his fingers through his hair. His eyes were squinting, eyebrows tented, revealing deep forehead creases. She could see he wasn’t unhappy with her. But she could tell he was annoyed with Brady, and especially annoyed with Lindsay.

“Hey Megan.” He pulled his hands from his front pockets and held them up as if he was surrendering. “I’m kinda wasted here, and…and…and I didn’t know you were…they were going to bring you. Sorry. I’m just not prepared.”

“Sure you are, Rory. Never stopped you from being very sociable at the Scupper, as I recall. On a fairly regular basis, too,” Brady barked.

“I’m warning the little lady that I’m not going to be very good company is all.”

Megan had to say something or lose her self-respect. This wasn’t the reception she’d wanted, but there was no sense showing any sign of weakness or disappointment. She’d given Grant the boot and that felt pretty damned good. She might as well go for a two-fer.

“I’m sorry. There appears to be a misunderstanding.” Megan worked to make her tone offhand. “Rory, I didn’t come to see you. I came to spend an evening visiting a friend.”

There was an awkward silence.

She continued. “No worries, see? Now go on back to your beer.” She delivered a smile she knew would cut him in half. And he deserved it.

A Hispanic male, probably a SEAL, about five inches shorter than Rory, showed up next to him in a flash. “There you go again, Rory. Thinking the whole fuckin’ world revolves around you. See, she’s got some red meat already planned. You’re not part of the meal, my friend,” he said in a clipped Spanish accent. He pounded Rory’s back, which almost sent him into her arms. At the last minute, the SEAL pulled him back by the shirt collar. “Now I’m going to show you how you greet a lady. I’ll give you a pass since you had a handicapped childhood and all—”

Before the SEAL could get anything else out, Rory was at his throat, and the two of them wrestled on the ground until one of their feet knocked over a table and sent a couple of beers crashing to the floor.

It took three guys to pull Rory off his opponent, who wasn’t resisting. Megan saw Rory had a small cut on his upper lip. The Hispanic SEAL straightened himself and his clothes, righted an upturned chair, and came over to where Megan was patiently standing.

“Hi, young lady. Name’s Fredo.” He extended his hand to shake hers, plastering a smile on his face at the last minute. “I think you met my Mia here, right?”

The other gorgeous wife nodded.

“We apologize for Rory’s behavior. You see, part of why we’re here is to get him out of the foul mood he’s been in ever since he had a misunderstanding with a certain lady friend of his last night.” Rory was getting ready to make another run on Fredo, but was restrained.

The news made Megan smile.


Chapter 9
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The community was feeling small and cramped. Far from being a refuge, Rory didn’t like his dirty laundry aired in front of the rest of the team. Some part of him knew they only wanted what was best for him, but his pride and his anger at having been left vulnerable and exposed to this near stranger smarted just as if he’d been beaten with a cane like the nuns used to do when he misbehaved.

And he hadn’t misbehaved. He just wanted his feelings to remain private. What was fucking wrong with that? Being laughed at was cruel, but they were telling him to toughen up. If he decided to do it through getting into another fight, they’d shut him down like a schoolboy, and that pissed him off even more.

“God dammit,” he said to no one in particular. His eyes darted from Fredo’s cheese-eating grin to Armando’s scowl, the giggle hidden behind Gina and Mia’s hands to their lips, the way Cooper whispered to Ollie, and Brady kissing the side of Lindsay’s ear, mumbling something to her. It was all at his expense.

And then, he looked at Megan standing alone with a sultry smile he could feel all the way down to his toes. Her arms crossed, pushing up her ample bosom. He remembered those smooth arms, the way her chest heaved as she moaned his name. It wasn’t really the sex he was thinking about, although it was hard to isolate it from his memories of last night, it was the deep emotional connection they’d had.

He wanted to experience it again. He wanted to sink into her and forget everything else.

Certain the beer was doing some of the talking, Rory shook his head and examined the wooden floor. He rubbed the back of his neck and stepped aside, turning his back on the whole room. He inhaled, carefully calming his breathing to a steady rhythm, and willed his anger to go fuck itself. As satisfying as it would be to continue to blow off steam, he’d be pummeled and humiliated. And if he attempted to do that, that’s exactly what he would deserve.

He slowly turned around and looked at his audience. Like the edges of a ragged label, his anger began to loosen and peel away. He could see they believed in him. They knew he had to walk the path alone, but they were there. And they loved him like a brother. He gave them the second hardest words for him to say.

“I’m sorry.”

Just like that, it was all over. People began focusing on other things. Then, there was Megan.

“So I guess you’ll be off to see your friend,” he tried to say casually. Looking into her eyes might reveal too much, so he stared at her chest, which was a worse decision. Another deep inhale and his second thoughts vanished. Her eyes welcomed him.

“Actually my friend has just arrived. He was missing for a while.”

Christ! Okay, breathe, breathe, and breathe.

He opened his mouth to say something and had the words float right out of his brain. He was glad Megan could figure out something to say. He didn’t think anyone was watching them, but he didn’t care.

“First couple of times we were alone together it was over a cup of coffee. How about we repeat that?”

She was watching to see how her words affected him. He nodded.

“Perhaps we should have stuck to that. Maybe we went a little bit too far too fast,” she said.

He couldn’t help it but his gaze covered her body from the top of her head down to her shoes, not missing a detail. He wanted to take off her glasses and let her hair down. He wanted his fingers to—

“Is there some place open right now?” She angled her head and her shy smile returned. Her moist pink lips would melt against his like the butter on popcorn. Her nostrils flared just slightly. Chest blotchy. Pheromones present, no doubt about it. He examined how easy it would be to remove her top, fantasized what color bra she wore underneath, whether or not she wore panties. He remembered her musky sex smell and the sound of the beat of her heart. It was happening to him all over again.

“Come on,” he said as he reached for her hand. She laced her fingers through his, and they left the reception hall.

Halfway to his truck, he stopped her.

“Sorry. Gotta do this.” His voice broke like a teenager, but she understood and upturned her face so he could take her in his arms and he could properly kiss her. The way she fit against him was perfect. The sigh he heard afterwards as he held her until she stopped shaking, thrilled him.

Over the squealing sounds of the espresso machines, over the warm lattes between them on the tiny table, he watched her. His right hand still held her left. He cleared his throat and began filling the space between them.

“I think you’re right. We were a little carried away. Too much too fast.” He watched her open and close her eyes as she sipped her latte. When her eyes were fixed on his, he delivered what he’d really wanted to say. “But damn, that was some night.”

He caught her blush before she could lower her head. When her head rose, she was watching his lips. “It was that. It was incredible.”

Good. He knew she’d enjoyed herself. He knew he could make her body sing, had all the ideas how that was going to happen, in fucking living color. He began to strategize where he’d kiss her first, where he would taste her, which wasn’t anything like what he’d just told her. He suddenly did not want to play it safe any longer. He wanted to be alone with her, but he didn’t want to scare her away. He was sharing a room with two other guys.

She squeezed his hand. “Tell me about you. Tell me where you come from? Your family—”

“Nothing to tell.”

“I want to hear it.”

He scanned his memories for something PG enough to tell her. Early childhood was safest, at the orphanage. “My parents abandoned me. Never met my mother, and I have no idea who my dad is.”

She frowned.

“Orphanage life wasn’t that bad. We were provided for. My folks were said to be still alive, but I never saw them. The nuns had two classifications of children: orphans and true orphans. This made a difference since the center was given only one allotment of new clothes every year, along with hand-me-downs given by the community. The true orphans got the new clothes, and the orphans, like me, got the hand-me-downs.”

“That’s terrible, Rory.”

Rory shrugged. He didn’t mind this arrangement, because he didn’t like the look and feel of stiff pants that made the other skinny underweight kids like himself resemble cardboard stick figures as they strutted around in their new finery.

“I met my mother’s sister once. She came by the place, and I thought perhaps she’d come to bring me back home. I’m kind of glad she didn’t. Those people seemed crazy.” This part that was difficult to talk about. “I mean,” he said as he rimmed the coffee cup with his forefinger. “What kind of parents abandon their child? Who could do that?”

“Maybe it was to give you a better life.”

“Could be. I’m glad I didn’t go live with my aunt. Didn’t like her boyfriend. Shifty, reminded me of some of the guys we embed with who get military service instead of a jail sentence.”

“So it worked out.”

“In a way. I would have never found the Navy otherwise.”

“Makes you strong. Good at what you do.”

He’d thought the same thing. But a good SEAL didn’t have to have a rough upbringing like he and T.J. had. He knew plenty of guys with loving families who sent care packages and visited them all the time. He didn’t hold it against them.

He envied them.

“I became the Enforcer, protecting the boys on my floor from some of the other kids who were borderline juvenile delinquents-in-training who liked to pick on the younger ones.” His wiry frame made him agile and he wasn’t afraid to throw a real punch at someone twice his size.

“I discovered I detest bullies. I never quit a fight, often had to be separated by the supervising nuns. My reputation allowed me to stand up for those who were weak, and often just the mere threat of me getting involved was enough to protect my buddies.”

He’d thought he would live there until adulthood, but fate had a way of messing up his community, and a couple of years later the boys were sent off to foster care as the aging nuns began to close down the orphanage.

“The Diocese was in need of money and so this enterprise was considered expendable, especially since there were other agencies which could handle children who needed homes.”

He’d hated that place, but he sorely missed the fellowship of the other boys and mourned the fact that their little team was disbanded. It wouldn’t be until he joined the Navy and the SEAL Qualification program that he’d feel that sense of brotherhood again or learn to trust anyone other than himself.

“What attracted me to the Teams was the brotherhood. The family of men who would do anything for each other. The guy on either side of you who would die for you without hesitation. You can count on it. Unlike real families, you can count on these guys to get you through it. Bring you home if you can’t walk on your own. These guys are my real family.”

She didn’t flinch at that, which was a good sign.

“When I heard the motto of the Navy SEALs, “The Only Easy Day Was Yesterday,” I knew this band of brothers was tailor-made for me. I was probably the only one in my BUD/S class who understood just what it meant and welcomed it.”

Her smile told him he hadn’t bored her, which made him glad. He wanted to kiss her in the worst way, but he was going to let her set the pace. “What about you, Megan?”

“I came from one of those families most people envy. I don’t know what’s worse, never having experienced it or having it and then losing it.”

She unhinged her fingers from his, sat up straight, adjusted the clip in her beautiful hair, and stared out the window at the snowy scene outside. “My little brother, my mom, and my dad were killed in New York during 9-11. I was a freshman in college. All three of them had taken a trip to New York, and Dad’s attorney was in the World Trade Center. Everything changed for me. I was robbed of my family and have had to live with that memory ever since.”

“Your grandparents were there for you, then?”

“Yup. Wonderful people. I was lucky, I guess. I lived in books. Books were my sanctuary.”

“And that makes you good at what you do. Made you strong,” he whispered.

Back at the lodge, T.J. privately let Rory know he could have the room, “Not that you’re thinking about that or anything,” the big SEAL said as they both watched the wives encircle Megan. Lindsay was telling a story that had them all laughing.

Eventually, Megan’s eyes found him and there was that spark again, the unspoken question, the request for alone time, for intimacy. Something in her past had made her cautious with men, and he’d known she was inexperienced but had chosen to take a big gamble with him. Normally he’d be cautious too, but this was something different.

The room was on the fourth floor of the lodge with a view of the slopes lit up at night. On a normal night, he’d have to unfold the blackout shades in order to sleep, but tonight he didn’t mind the filtered blue lights coming from the outside. Large snowflakes floated past the window silently.

He began executing his plan, removing her glasses and her hair clip. Then he pulled off her cotton top, unfastening the silky beige bra underneath and kneeling to help her off with her jeans. She wore red, white and blue starred panties, which made him chuckle. The girl had obviously had a mission of her own in mind, and thank God, it involved him.

She crawled up on the bed naked, and then slipped under the covers. She watched him remove his clothes.

The cool cotton sheets were delicious as she wrapped her legs around his waist and they kissed lying sideways, her soft breasts pressed against his upper chest. From nowhere she produced a foil packet.

“I want you to do it,” he said.

She opened the packet and gently slid the pink condom over his junk, squeezing his balls. Her fingers worked to smooth the latex and then she pressed her breasts around him, allowing him to root there.

His fingers found her opening and he dipped his head between her legs and feasted. Her arms flailed at her sides as he lapped her nude little sex. Then he slowly advanced on her and pressed against the length of her warm lithe body as they lay on their sides. She undulated her hips, wrapping her legs around him again, and pressing against his erection. He kissed her, found delicious little places to lick, nibble, and suck. Her faint female scent was driving him wild. Her little sighs and faint groans making him need her urgently.

Then he was in. Pushing slowly against and through her opening, he rotated their bodies so she was beneath him. He pressed his palms to the sides of her face, spread her hair to the side and angled his hips to fill her deeply. She arched her body, presenting her nipples to his hungry mouth. Back and forth he worked his way in and then out, slowly at first.

When their speed increased she was covered in a fine layer of sweat that glowed in the light from outside. Her flawless porcelain skin looked like marble. He felt the vibration coming from her core, the way her muscles clamped down on him, telling him she was spinning out of control. As she gave herself up to her body’s orgasm, he angled slightly, pulled her left leg over his right shoulder, and rammed deep. Holding still while she dug her nails into his back, he filled her with everything he had.

In the aftermath of their lovemaking he watched her face as she drifted off to sleep. He’d lived for his country, for his brothers. And now he had someone soft and female, someone of his very own, whom he could live for, protect, and defend with everything in his soul, making him a better man, if he didn’t fuck it up like he did everything else in his life.

He was grateful. Barring something unforeseen or the world exploding in all Holy Hell, he’d do anything to make this succeed.


Chapter 10
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Megan woke up feeling sore all over and suffering from lack of sleep, but the feeling in her belly, that nervous-butterflies-new-love-feeling, was there. Rory had once again spoken to her heart in the way he made love to her. He was patient, watching her arousal build, adding to the flame and keeping her spinning. She was deliciously exhausted, yet the feel of the muscled body spooning her backside, his possessive arm over her hip and belly, gave her new energy.

She hadn’t been sure he’d react so favorably to her visit. She’d prepared her heart for a letdown in case it came to that, but she considered this to be a good strategy for self-care. If it was bad news, get it over with. If it was good news, well the day would be magic so no need to prepare or plan.

Was it her imagination, or was the sun especially bright this morning? Could she hear the snowflakes fall outside? Everything seemed like it was in slow motion without anything urgent to get up and do. Her whole world was secure in this man’s arms and in the knowledge that he was real and not hiding a past, let alone another wife. Either that, or they all were lying. The likelihood of that?

Nil.

She heard his crisp whisper in her ear, sending a vibration all over her body, traveling down her spine at the speed of light. “I still want you. Can’t seem to get enough.” He pressed her into the mattress and let her hear his ragged breathing, the aching moan of a little boy, now a man, with strong needs and a heart as big as the ocean.

Megan picked over her eggs. She’d never sat so close to someone who watched her eat, fascinated by her every movement. He’d slipped into the booth at the diner, scooting beside her and pushing her all the way to the wall. Her arms barely had room to move. He wanted to feed her, asked her constantly if she wanted something else, and helped her hold her coffee cup. One muscled arm came over the top of the red tuck and roll design, his hand resting on her shoulder. She’d been kissed at least fifty times during the meal, and she was beginning to get self-conscious.

Their waitress was an older lady who had probably seen young lovers thousands of times. Her appreciative smile widened as she presented them with the bill.

Outside, Rory had arranged to meet up with T.J., Brady and even Fredo so they could get a few good runs in before heading back to San Diego. The idea was to ski or board until noon and then call it a day.

The slope wasn’t well populated yet so Megan watched Rory wave and return up the hill several times. She was reading one of her romance novels when Lindsay and the beautiful Mia joined her.

“You want something?” Mia asked through the tangle of her long dark hair.

“Ice water! Love some water.” She watched Mia strut to the vending machines, the eyes of every unattached male and half the attached ones following her every move.

“Looks like that’s a pretty good book,” Lindsay said.

Megan showed off the cover of the dark vampire male with the nude muscled chest. “They always do that. It does sell books.”

“Hubba hubba,” Lindsay said flashing her glasses up and down on her nose. “Wonder if Brady’ll mind me reading one of those.”

“Have him read it to you. He won’t mind at all. Trust me.” Megan had a roommate in college who was a third generation romance reader, and she’d caught the bug from her.

“Are you riding home with Rory, then?” Lindsay asked. She wiggled her sultry dark eyebrows for effect. Her sequined frames glittered in tandem.

“He asked me. He has to reposition T.J. and Ollie. But it shouldn’t be a problem.

“I think Brady and I can take them.”

A siren sounded as the two Ski Patrol snowmobiles took off up the slope, pulling a stretcher packed with equipment. People in the lodge were drawn to the large windows, watching the slopes for loved ones. Megan placed her fingers over her mouth and stood with them.

One by one, the SEALs arrived at the bottom. All except Rory. Brady crashed through the front door and grabbed Megan’s upper arms.

“Rory’s had an accident. They’re getting him stabilized, but he’ll be airlifted to a trauma center.”

Lindsay spoke up. “Why don’t they just take him to the Naval base?”

“Can’t. He’s really bad.”

“What happened?” Megan asked, her lower lip quivering and her eyes beginning to tear up.

“He crashed into some guy. Or the guy crashed into him. No one saw the collision really. They’re both in pretty bad shape, and they’re worried the older guy might have a heart attack.”

They turned to watch the two litters descend. Two ambulances were ready to transport them off-site.

“Where? Where are they going?” Megan asked.

“T.J.’s going to go with them. He’ll let us know.”

“Can I go see him?” Megan stood on tiptoes to see over the tops of several other guests of the lodge. She watched the tall SEAL standing behind the paramedics, watching everything they did.

Brady put his still-gloved paw on the backside of Megan’s neck, drawing her forehead to his as he whispered, “He’s unconscious, sweetheart. He doesn’t know any of us are around.”


Chapter 11
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Rory heard someone screaming, and he knew they were in a firefight. His throat was irritated and he couldn’t breathe. Golden flames flickered in front of his eyes which he could not get to focus. Someone was pulling him by the left leg, making his body jerk. He was freezing cold. They had captured him. Someone tried to strangle him, restraining him by a firm grip at his shoulders with thumbs pressed against his windpipe. He heard the crack of his palm against someone’s face. He gripped the soldier’s glasses and sent them flying.

“Get me out of here,” he screamed, but his voice sounded distant. They were fiddling with something on his face, perhaps giving him a gag to stop him from calling for help. “I’m going to burn alive, get me out.”

The flickering continued, but he could not see anything clearly. A mask was placed over his mouth and nose even though he’d batted it away several times. He smelled the chemical-laced air as they hooked tubes over his ears to keep the mask in place. He tried to hold his breath against the poison he knew was coming his way, but his will collapsed and he was forced to inhale, expecting his lungs to explode. Spots began to form at the edges of his vision. Just before it turned black, he saw a team of blue-smocked doctors with masks bending over him. One had on a pair of glasses with the distinctive star-shaped pattern of a shattered lens on one side.

As he lost consciousness the screaming returned, and he realized it was the sound of his own voice.

When Rory awoke, he felt like he’d been in a rugby match with a team of three-hundred-pound Samoans. His ribs hurt. His mouth hurt and the split lip he’d gotten the night before had worsened. Someone had stitched it up. His arms felt heavy and he had a splitting headache.

He vaguely remembered being wheeled down hallways with bright fluorescent lighting which nearly blinded him and bumping into the doorway with the gurney on which they were transporting him. When they tried to lift him in the sling they’d devised, the pain caused him to pass out.

He was nearly flat on his back, with his left leg in a small traction device. Suddenly he realized he couldn’t feel his other leg. He wiggled the toes of his right foot, trying to arch up to look for movement under the thin sheet and blanket that covered him. They were there all right. He could just barely see movement under the covers.

Thank God! He let his head plop back into the pillow as he inhaled and thanked his lucky stars he was not a paraplegic. He stretched his arms and wiggled his fingers.

That’s when he realized he wasn’t the only patient in the room. The beds on either side of him were separated by white hospital curtains hanging from a track fastened to the ceiling. The guy to his right had the window side and was out cold, snoring like a frog pond.

The patient to his left was watching TV and had a smoker’s cough.

A wave of nausea hit Rory, and he tried to move to the side to throw up on the floor, but he missed and the vomit trailed down the crisp white sheets and snaked its way down his backside and between his butt cheeks.

“Fuck!” he yelled out.

Immediately, the guy to his left adjusted his TV monitor down. “Hang on there, son. I’ll buzz the nurses for you. Everything okay?”

“No, I’m not fuckin’ okay. I got something nasty and bright orange down my back and my ass.”

The patient in the bed on his right began to stir. He was mumbling something.

Great. They have me stuck in a funny farm. “Nurse!”

“Hold on. I already called them. You just quit your complaining and lay back there. Nothing you can do about it until they come.” The door burst open and two uniformed attendants appeared, a small Indian-looking man and a very large black woman.

“You in any pain, Mr. Kennedy?” She was adjusting an I.V. drip he hadn’t noticed was stuck in his arm.

“Where the fuck am I?”

“You’re at Mercy Emergency Trauma Center in Big Bear. You’ve just had a long surgery after your accident.”

Accident? “What about the fire?” he yelled at her. Did they think he wouldn’t remember that fire?”

“No fire, Mr. Kennedy. I think maybe you had a vivid dream with all that anesthetic. But I assure you, there is and was no fire.”

“Nurse!” The man in the bed to his right woke up and was trying to climb out.

The big nurse with hands the size of basketballs swore under her breath. She left Rory’s side and caught the man as he fell backwards and would have landed on the floor. The small Indian attendant stood idly by, wringing his hands.

“I don’t know what kind of stuff they gave you guys in surgery today, but it’s been a long time—” She hoisted Rory’s roommate in a backwards bear hug under his armpits, setting him back down on the bed without being very gentle. The patient howled in pain. She grunted, satisfied the man wouldn’t be a danger to himself or others. “Been a long time since I got this level of ornery on my floor, and here they goes and put you two together in my room on my shift.” She straightened her uniform and glared at the Indian orderly.

“You go tell Dr. Thomas they’s both awake and I need instructions in a hurry.”

The orderly hesitated. In his singsong accent he told her, “I think Dr. Thomas went home.”

“No, dummy. He went downstairs for dinner. You’re gonna interrupt his dinner whilst I babysit these two.”

The orderly quickly departed.

The nurse addressed the attempted escapee. “What kind of dumbass thinks he can get up and walk after surgery? Mr. Corrigan, you got pins and rods and so much metal in you, you gonna set off alarms wherever you go.”

He started to say something, but coughing overtook him.

“You warm enough?” she asked, addressing Mr. Corrigan.

“No. I’m freezing my butt off in here. Can you bring me a warm blanket and some slippers?” he returned hoarsely, peevishly.

Rory couldn’t see much of the patient except for stiff greying hair that stood up like cornhusks on an aging scarecrow. The nurse’s rear end was easily the full width of the bed. Just before she turned, she admonished the patient. “You hold tight there, Mr. Corrigan. We got no slippers, but we got some nice scratchy brand new blankets and I’ll go unwrap one for you.”

The man grunted.

“Now you don’t try anything foolish, or I’ll chain you to the bed. Don’t think I won’t.”

When she left the room, Rory could finally breathe. He examined the profile of the tanned face to his right. The man suddenly gripped his wrist and touched his left ring finger. “Goddammit. Thieves. This place is crawling with thieves.”

Rory was feeling the effects of the drip the nurse had adjusted and was jumbled up inside, trying to piece together the facts, but unable to think clearly or do anything about any of it.

“You miss something, gramps?”

“They took my watch and my ring. It was my great-grandfather’s ring and I want it back.”

Rory turned his head horizontally as if to consider whether the man was out of his mind. It was an odd sensation. The drugs made him curious.

Again, the door burst open and Rory recognized the face of the doctor who had treated him in surgery. In addition to the shattered lens, the doctor had taped the bridge of the glasses with white surgical tape. Nurse Ratchett was right behind the doctor.

“Mr. Corrigan, we understand you are to be transferred to another facility in a couple of days after you stabilize a bit. In the meantime, I suggest you lay back, just relax, and let us pamper your every whim. Of course, if you do anything foolish, I have already given the approval to secure you to the bed and gag you, if necessary.”

He nodded to the nurse who spread the blanket out over the lower body of Mr. Corrigan. Dust and fuzz blew all over the room. She was sporting a wide grin.

“Do we understand each other?” He delivered it in his best Jack Nicholson accent.

“Crystal,” Mr. Corrigan answered in a mock Tom Cruise imitation.

“Sir,” the doctor nodded as he walked right past the end of Rory’s bed.

“Hey!” Rory shouted. “What am I? Did I just get the nosebleed seats in this game?”

The doctor gave Rory a smirk and sat down on the edge of the bed. “No, sir. I’m not done torturing you. You have more surgeries in your future. Places I can still stick pins that will make you scream and wish you’d never set foot here.”

“More surgeries?”

“I’ll be making my rounds later, explain it all in detail. You got some friends who want to see you outside and I’m gonna keep them out until you behave.”

“I’m behaving. This is me—”

Sharp pain seared down his left leg for the first time.

“Why do I get all the special treatment?”

“You’re the one who customized my reading equipment, and if you weren’t a goddamned Navy SEAL, I’d be major sore about that.” He pushed the glasses back on his nose and stood.

Rory put his forefinger to his lips to indicate he didn’t need the publicity, but it was too late. The patients on either side of him erupted, suddenly becoming more talkative and asking him questions.

Rory tossed his head back into his pillow, rubbing his eyes. “I threw up on myself,” he mumbled.

“What’s that?” the doctor leaned in and raised his eyebrows.

Rory took a deep gulp of air and let him have it. “My ass is sitting in my own vomit and where I come from that means I get new bed sheets and a goddamned new nightie, or do I have to wait until he gets his slippers?” Rory directed a thumb over his shoulder at Corrigan.

“You two have some kind of karma going on, no question about it. First, you collide with each other at Bear Mountain, and then you manage to take the last two beds on the surgery ward, right next to each other.”

Rory turned and looked at Corrigan, who appeared just as shocked as he was.

“That’s right. I guess fate wants you two to continue to duke it out, for some reason. Now, excuse me while I write up some orders that will make you more comfortable. And you’ll get that sponge bath, Mr. Kennedy. You want the lavender or lemon gel?”


Chapter 12
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Rory was still in surgery when it was time for part of the group to return home to San Diego so they could report for work the next day. Gina, married to the handsome Puerto Rican SEAL, Armando, was a detective for the San Diego Police Department.

T.J. and Brady said they would stay behind with Rory.

“I’m staying too,” said Megan. There was no way she was going to leave Rory’s side.

“No, Megan. Doesn’t work that way. We got his six. That’s the way it works.”

“But I’m—” What exactly was she, anyway? She didn’t know Rory long enough to be considered his girlfriend, but their special connection made it feel wrong for her to leave him all the same.

Lindsay tried to intervene, putting an arm around her shoulder, but Megan shook her off.

“I’m staying,” she insisted.

T.J. walked up to her, towering over her small frame. In his low confident voice said, “We can’t have you do that. We’ll make sure you get updated, and when he can have visitors, we’ll let you know. Go home, Megan. Rory would want that.”

Reluctantly it was arranged that Megan would go back with Lindsay, carting Rory’s things and some items they couldn’t fit in the other vehicles. T.J. and Brady told the girls they weren’t going to leave until they could meet with Rory’s doctors face to face. All the other SEALs would drive back with either Mia and Fredo or Armando and Gina.

Everyone’s biggest concern was whether Rory had a spinal cord injury. The two girls had driven for over an hour without speaking. The call finally came when they were about an hour away from home.

Lindsay played Brady’s voice on her car speakerphone.

“How is he?” Megan asked. She was sitting on the edge of her seat.

“It’s bad, Megan. His left leg is broken in several places, and that’s what they were doing, cleaning up all that today. But the biggest thing is he broke his hip, fracture to the femur, so we’re basically looking at a total hip replacement.”

They heard something in the background.

Brady chuckled. “Ah, T.J. says he’ll be better than new, man of steel. Actually, man of titanium.”

“How long before he can come back home?”

“He’s being transferred. He got lucky. His doc is a world-class hip specialist who just happened to be up at Bear Lake with his family, doing rounds at the local trauma center and helping with skiing accidents in exchange for his stay. Rory’s going to be airlifted to LA tomorrow afternoon so the doc can do his surgery probably the day after.”

“So he’ll be there awhile then, Brady?” Lindsay asked.

“Yes, baby. He’s going to miss the next rotation for sure. Might mean he’ll be medically discharged from the Teams.”

“How’s he taking that information?” Megan asked.

“Nobody’s told him yet.”

She knew this was going to be a blow to Rory. Listening to the rest of Brady’s message only made things worse. He might have a permanent limp, and have to walk with the use of a cane. They were going to tell their liaison and hope for the best but prepare for the worst.

It didn’t take long for her sadness to deepen, as if she was already mourning the death of their relationship. He’d have a lot to deal with. He wouldn’t need the extra baggage he might think she brought to his life. Besides, he had everything he needed in his Team buddies. Megan was going to be that someday girl. A third wheel.

“Brady,” she began, not sure what message she should impart. “Please tell him I’m sending prayers and warm, healing thoughts, and that I wanted to stay.”

“Thanks, Megan. I’ll tell him.”

Loudest in his communication was what he didn’t say. ‘He says to say hi,’ for starters would have been great. But she knew she had no claim on him, and of course, he had much bigger issues to face.

She wanted to ask Brady if it was okay for him to receive calls or visitors when he came to L.A., but she decided all would be revealed in the coming days. She resigned herself to the fact that her most important job was to stay calm and wait for him to make the next move. Her lack of patience, though the outcome was lovely, had complicated things between them now.

Brady hung up, reassuring the girls that he and T.J. would be meeting the chopper in Los Angeles and would stay until after Rory’s hip surgery, and then they’d come home.

“I’m guessing three days max. Unless something happens, sweetheart.”

“I’ll tell the others. You call Fredo and Kyle?”

“Next call, darlin’.”

Megan listened to their happy banter, the reassurances between them, and the signoff they always did.

“Love you.”

“Love you more.”

“Impossible.”

After Brady disconnected, Lindsay reached over for Megan’s hand. “It’ll be okay, Meg. You’ll see.”

“I can’t imagine what Rory will do if he—”

“We don’t talk that way on the Teams. The wives don’t ever talk about a future bad result. Our men are solid, Megan. It’s the worry that is the evil destroyer of marriages in our community. When they’re gone, every time they leave, you never know if it’s the last time you’ll see them.”

Megan squeezed her friend’s hand.

“We just love them. They do what they do, and we have to wait. And that’s the worst of it.”

Megan withdrew her hand to wipe her cheeks, which were stained with tears. She watched Lindsay’s profile, noting she was just as strong as Brady on the inside. She’d totally missed this attribute of her friend. She could see Lindsay’s marriage would work if they each were the center of their respective universes. Megan could see there was no halfway. Either you were in or out.

“And the best of it—” Lindsay began after she inhaled deeply and blew it all out. “The best of it is pretty damned good. I’ve never felt so loved. Never been so abandoned. Never needed anyone so much.”

Lindsay’s tears had returned, and now Megan felt them too. She looked over the landscape, now changing to palm trees and bright bougainvillea blossoms on salmon-colored houses with tiled rooftops.

“It’s scary perfect, Megan. Scary perfect.”

Of course, Rory’s things remained in Lindsay’s car. She hugged her friend goodbye and slung her overnight bag over her shoulder, ready to tackle the rest of her life.

Once inside, she threw her bag on the bed and remembered their night together here. Was that only two days ago? How her world had changed in just that small space of time. Sitting on the edge of the mattress, in the shadows of the mild San Diego evening, her tears came in earnest.

For while the time spent with Rory was beautiful and so satisfying on so many levels, meaning much more than sex to her, she wasn’t quite sure it was the same for him. She’d extended herself. She’d opened up and let a man in again.

God, she hoped she didn’t have to learn to live with her old lonely friend, rejection, in a karmic do-over.


Chapter 13
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Rory felt like a new man once he’d taken his sit-down shower with help from one huge orderly. He’d had to keep his left leg outside the enclosure. His hip was killing him and he was required to use a walker and not put much weight on the left leg, which sucked big time and hurt his ego more. Even though he’d had surgery late that morning, he felt pretty good, mood-wise. He attributed it to the good “juice” he was being given which seemed to elevate his spirits.

He was nearly at the edge of his now-cleaned bed when T.J. and Brady poked their heads around the corner of the open doorway. Both men made a quick assessment of him, the walker, and the look on his face. Rory could see the wheels churning. They were trained to observe without showing emotion, and that both men did. The pain in his pride was worse than the pain in his leg.

T.J. was right there, helping him into bed as the orderly took the brunt of Rory’s solid two-hundred-pound weight, placing him squarely in the center of the mattress and adjusting the back to a sitting position. Rory’s pain soared when T.J. lifted his legs to slip them into the covers.

“Juice me up, Scotty,” Rory said to the orderly. “Tell her I gotta have something for the pain.”

The large helper left the room.

“You look great, Rory,” Brady lied.

“You’re full of shit, Brady. Hurts like a son of a bitch.”

“You talk to the doctor yet?” T.J. asked.

“Just briefly about a half hour ago. He’s supposed to be here any minute.” He could see they knew something he didn’t. “Okay, T.J. spill it,” Rory demanded.

“I’m going to let him tell you all the variables, Rory. There is no cut-and-dry here. You have a serious break. All the smaller ones are cleaned up, but you’re still at great risk of infection, and then you need another surgery to fix the hip joint itself.”

“Yeah, he told me.” Rory searched between the two faces of his friends. “So what is it you’re not telling me?”

“I’m not telling you anything, Rory, because we don’t know everything yet. So don’t get your panties into a wad. Dry your flippers and chill.”

Rory knew that was the worst part, the waiting. He had faith his doctor knew what he was doing. He just hated the waiting.

Doctor Thomas was cheerful, still sporting the same glasses with the taped bridge and cracked windshield, reminding him of the character Patch Adams. He whistled, sauntered to the bed like an athlete. The man looked like he was comfortable to hang with the rich and infamous in the L.A. scene and could run with the best of them.

“Evening, boys. You can’t take him home just yet.”

“So you said, sir,” T.J. answered.

This confirmed what Rory felt. The doctor himself had given them a briefing, and there were details he was going to learn now that his Team Guys were here. If it had been anyone else, he’d have been livid.

“So, here’s where we be, Rory.” He remained standing.

Rory noted the doc’s dropping the perfect English was an attempt to get on his level. He wasn’t sure he liked it.

“We cleaned up as best we could. I’m going to be following your progress very carefully with the pins and plates on your tibia and fibula, those—”

“I know what bones those are, sir.”

“Okay.” Thomas sucked in air and exhaled. “Now for the tricky part.”

Great. Here. It. Comes.

“That femur of yours is fractured just below the femoral neck, and it’s not clear whether or not there is much damage to the femur itself. We’ll have to remove the ball, the head, if you will.” He demonstrated by using his fist and encircling his wrist with his opposing hand fingers. “Here. Then we fit you with a new one and screw it into your femur.” He motioned like he was opening a Mason jar top. “We do these every day. Your femur is the largest bone in your body, as you know.”

“Yup,” Rory answered.

“Get you a nice new titanium one, one that will be stronger than your regular hip, as long as your body doesn’t reject the device.”

“Reject? How will I know?”

“In your line of work, Rory, I’ve got to say you better plan on five years of use. You might need another one then, when you’re at a place where you won’t be so active. Luckily, you won’t have to do another stint at BUD/S, but all the HALO jumps are going to be tough on that hip. I’m just going to be completely honest with you, you should get five years, but no guarantees. For most people I’d say they never have to worry about it. Not for you guys.”

Rory’s mouth was parched.

“As far as knowing, well, it’ll hurt like a son of a gun. You’ll start to limp. One leg might become slightly shorter than the other. If you’re in too much pain, or the differential is too great and you’re unstable, you might need to walk with a cane.”

“No fuckin’ way.”

“Rory, listen to him. If it will give you more years of mobility, why not?” T.J.’s ample forehead wrinkled and his dark thick brows bunched. “Who cares?”

“Who cares? The Navy cares, asshole.”

“What’s done is done. You decided to go boarding, man,” Brady inserted. Doc Thomas bowed his head with his hands on his hips, nodding, taking it all in.

“Yeah, before I knew this dickwad over here was going to go berserk and try to do something only his grandkids should be trying.” Rory was pointing to the silver-haired roommate who was reading a book, his curtain pulled back slightly so he could overhear them.

“Oh sure, blame your mistake on someone else,” Corrigan retorted. “Real sporting of you, son.” He gave Rory the finger.

He thought about shoving the old man out of the bed onto the window ledge, maybe even send him out the window, but T.J.’s long powerful arms pinned him at the shoulders before he could move.

“Don’t even think about it, Rory.” T.J.’s quiet demeanor and firm grip told him it was useless to struggle, unless he wanted to get hurt.

“Honestly, you two are going to kill each other.” The doctor motioned to Rory and Corrigan. “You’ve only got a few hours left. You both ship out, and to my,” he placed his palm right over his heart, “my hospital. But not to worry, I’m putting you on opposite ends of the hall from each other.”

Rory and Corrigan glared at each other. He wondered if it was far enough.

“Play the hand you’re dealt, Rory,” T.J. added. “You know Kyle always says that. You could have done it in a jump training. You could have had it like Tyler in the middle of the desert riding a freakin’ bus and running from a patrol.”

The nurse came in and injected clear liquid into the I.V. tube on the crook of his elbow. “That should make you feel better soon, son.” She patted his arm showing a slight thaw in her demeanor. “Gentlemen.” She nodded to the room stuffed with testosterone. Her white lace-up shoes squeaked as she exited the room.

“Doc, a question for you. Rory’s got a rare blood type, you know that, don’t you?” With medic training, T.J. had noticed Rory’s patch on his uniform when they were overseas.

“I do,” Dr. Thomas said.

“Fuckin’ got all the vampires after me, sucking for my blood,” cursed Rory.

“That’s because you’re universal, Rory. One would have to say special.”

“See? There you go.” Rory’s mood was beginning to shift.

“You need any of us to give blood for the operation. Except for a little alcohol, all of us, any of us would be clean.”

“Thanks, but I don’t think he’ll need it. But we’ll let you know. He can give or receive blood from anyone, which is a good thing. Rare. But a good thing.”

“Hey, I got an idea, Rory. You can always tell them you injured it training in Alaska,” Brady tried to be helpful, but the look Rory shot him made him raise his eyebrows. “Rory, what everyone’s saying is that it could have been worse.”

The doc stared down at him. “In earlier times, this was a slow, painful death or meant years of pain and disfigurement. This isn’t a minor operation. But my job is to see to it you don’t suffer any but minimal ill effects. You’re healthy and strong.” Thomas looked over at Corrigan as he delivered his final comment. “And you’re young.”

Corrigan wasn’t going to lose an opportunity like that. “Which is why he should have been going slower or been able to control himself. The faster skier is required to be in the most control.”

“Didn’t plan on finding a two-hundred-pound tortoise crossing my path just past the turn.”

T.J. and Brady swore simultaneously.

“Okay, we’re making plans for the airlift in the morning, if you’re still agreeable. You can stay here, but I guarantee you—” He leaned over Rory and said just loud enough for everyone in the room to hear, “the nurses are way hotter in L.A.”

Rory smiled in spite of himself. The drip was working again. When he closed his eyes, he realized he didn’t see hot nurses in skimpy white uniforms in danger of clothing malfunctions.

He saw Megan.


Chapter 14
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Rory awoke when he thought he’d heard a strange sound. He turned his face toward the window and saw Corrigan watching something in the night sky. His cheeks were glistening. He knew that long faraway look, the private war some men had to face. He was going to say something bitter, but thought better of it and closed his eyes quickly. Corrigan had turned and was starting to look in his direction.

He waited for a little while before he opened his eyes again. Corrigan was still looking at him.

“Where were you born, son?” the silver-haired man asked.

“Portland.”

“Maine?”

“Oregon.”

“Oregon,” Corrigan whispered. “Your family still there?”

“I got no family. Never did. The Navy owns my sorry ass.”

“You remember your folks?”

“Nope.”

“Ever see a picture of them?”

“Nope. They’re the invisible family to me.”

“What did they tell you?”

“The nuns? That my father fucked my mother and made me. Other than that, everything was sort of fuzzy, depending on how they felt. Even the same people told me so many fucking stories. You’d think they could just get it right. Write something down and stick to it. Nah.” Rory looked up to the ceiling. “They didn’t even care enough to get that right. So I made them up. The invisible family. You heard the doc say I’m special. I guess I am.”

“But you always wondered. It never left your mind. I mean, if it happened to me, I’d want to know—”

“Look, sir, it’s like two or three in the morning. We should be sleeping. We gotta rest up for Round Two.”

“Round Two?”

“You know, how we go at each other. That kind of Round Two.”

Rory was cautious about the sudden interest in his invisible family. A radar ping had severed the quiet of the night. He closed his eyes and thought about the time many years ago when he told another boy in the orphanage it was much better not to know anything about parents. It was a complete lie, but it stopped the kid from crying that night.

Something made him open his eyes. Corrigan was still staring at him. He couldn’t make out his face, but a soft reflection was putting a glint in his eyes.

“You have a problem with something, sir?” Rory asked.

“How old are you, son?”

“I’m twenty-six. How the fuck old are you, asshole?”

“I used to swear like that when I was younger. My wife hated it. Still does.”

“There are worse things than swearing.”

“Name one.”

“Lying. Gambling. Cheating on your wife. Stealing from a friend. Stealing period.”

Corrigan chuckled, nodding, then went into one of his coughing spells.

“You think that shit is funny old man?”

Corrigan was wiping his eyes with a Kleenex, still chuckling. “Son, I’m a hedge fund trader. I’ve been accused of doing all those things and worse.”

“Name one.”

Corrigan took a long time to answer. Rory began to feel like a big old black widow was crawling up his spine, ready to take a bite.

“Abandoning a child.”

Rory couldn’t take his eyes off the old man. It felt like the world, the parallel world that was make-believe, just clicked off and the real one, which looked identical to it, suddenly appeared. Just the flash of an eye and he felt something shift.

Rory tore himself away and stared up at the ceiling. The little dots could look like faces if he concentrated real hard. It could also be a draw-by-the-numbers maze. He thought he saw all kinds of images outlined in the dots.

“Ask me what my blood type is,” Corrigan whispered.

Rory tried to roll over but the small traction rigged to his left leg didn’t permit him to turn fully. Hoisting his right shoulder up and burying the weight of his left side into the mattress and pillows, he managed to give Corrigan a view of his backside. He didn’t give a flying fuck if the old man saw his butt in all its glory. He cleared his throat, stared at the snoring form of their roommate on Rory’s left, and tried to forget the comment.

He heard Corrigan rustling and knew the guy was probably also trying to get comfortable.

Rory wanted him to rot in hell.


Chapter 15
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No eye contact was made between the two men as the activity of the next morning began to pick up. Corrigan had people stopping by to assist with the transfer to Los Angeles. They’d hired a private luxury ambulance, something big enough for an aging rocker on drugs and his entourage. Corrigan didn’t have any family that stopped by. He had staff, Rory noted.

Derek, a sort of major-domo who was very effeminate, doted all over him, and Rory came to the conclusion Corrigan was gay. On one of the passes by the foot of Rory’s bed, Derek gave a subtle wink. Rory was quick to shut it down with a three-finger salute.

Corrigan’ legendary slippers were brought. He had a personal valet shave and give him a slight hair trim, applying cologne. After Corrigan whispered in his ear, the valet asked Rory if he wanted a shave and cut as well.

“Not if you value your life. Keep your fuckin’ hands to yourself.”

Corrigan was granted a sponge bath, but the hospital rules dictated an orderly had to perform the service. During the shower, Corrigan complained about the rough treatment and left no doubt he was still in pain. His swearing could be heard all the way down the hall, Rory figured.

Good.

Their roommate on the left whispered across the tiny expanse between their beds, “He someone famous or something?”

“No. Just rich. Just an asshole who’s rich.” This was another reason why Rory couldn’t stand the guy, since he was convinced money killed the soul of any good man. Tyler’s sister wrote romance novels and made more money than any of their Team Guys did, and she wrote about SEALs too. It wasn’t fair, but it was the way it was. Besides, no fucking way he’d become a writer anyway. Good for her. It wasn’t about how much they made, it was about what kind of job they did. It was his job to be ever vigilant.

Derek hustled over to Rory’s bed and presented him with a white card with gold foil script lettering on it.

“What is it?” Rory asked before he lifted a hand to take it.

Derek rolled his eyes and nearly put his hand on his hip. “It’s a card. His card.”

“Keep it. I don’t need a hedge fund trader. I need a miracle.”

“Well, you should keep it.”

“You keep it for me, Derek. Now get out of my face.” He tried to turn over again as he had tried last night, but something pulled in his right hip. Bruises that hadn’t been apparent the day before were suddenly all over. He felt the tight hot bright purple flesh covering his left hip and upper thigh, which hurt more than the bones did when he tried to walk.

Not that he would let them know. He pulled himself up with the bar overhead and then slammed down into the pillows and exhaled, hoping the pain searing up both sides would go away quick. He began a series of breathing exercises he’d learned in the yoga class. Each ten inhales he’d hold his breath to the count of ten and then release it, and each time he did this, the pain lessened.

They were both waiting for Doc Thomas to arrive. He was to check on Rory and make sure he was well enough to catch the helicopter transport. For Corrigan, the doctor visit was to release him to the custody of his team of paramedics who would take him to the same hospital Rory was going to in L.A. The doctor finally arrived and gave his blessing to both the moves.

Corrigan was holding a large bottle wrapped in golden cellophane with a yellow bow as he sat in the wheelchair for the trip outside. His attendant wheeled him between the two remaining beds so Rory couldn’t avoid seeing Corrigan as he handed him the bottle.

“Peace offering. The finest Kentucky Bourbon I could find on short notice.”

Rory just looked at him without saying a word.

“You get well. Then we’ll talk.”

“I have nothing to say, sir.”

“So now it’s sir, not asshole or old man?”

“Don’t push your luck, asshole.”

“Funny. You’re a funny guy.” Corrigan ducked his head and gave Rory a crisp salute with the wrong hand, the attendant pulling him backward. As if he’d changed his mind, he stopped the attendant. “Where’s your girl?”

“What girl?”

“You don’t have a wife? A girl?”

“I told you, the Navy’s my family. But I don’t expect you’d understand that.” Rory hesitated, but decided to go with what was naturally coming from his tongue. “Asshole.”

Corrigan smiled tightly and then nodded.

Rory wasn’t going to waste a chance to dig in further. “So where’s your fuckin’ family, sir? Asshole, sir.”

“Right on the mark. You got me pegged pretty good. They didn’t accompany me on this vacation.”

“So you do vacations alone? You have a family and you go alone?”

“No, it just turned out this way. I was actually meeting with a client while skiing.”

“I’ll bet.”

After Corrigan left, Rory worked very hard not to consider anything the man had said. He’d learned this technique in a book. Visualize the problem, the thing that bothers you, sitting on the table in front of you. Minimize it. Make it smaller than the size of your little finger. Now pick it up and place it behind your back. It’s not really gone, but you aren’t conscious of it.

He needed a drink of water. The new pretty nurse came in the room and it gladdened his soul. “Yes?”

“I’d like some water, please.”

“Certainly. Where’s your cup?”

“Probably under the bed. Can I have some ice with it?”

“I think so. I’ll check with the doctor.” Her fresh face was such a welcome sight. “You want to sleep, or you want me to pull back the drapes so you can enjoy the sunshine?”

“Sunshine sounds nice.”

She blushed and showed her pretty smile with perfect rows of bright white teeth. Pink, totally kissable lips.

Like Megan’s.

He shook himself as he watched her behind, the dress already short but getting shorter as she reached up to fix the drapes, reaching a little too high. He was getting a look at some intimate lace and he felt himself begin to get aroused.

Like he did with Megan. Hell, she could have been Megan.

“All done. Now I’ll go get your cup of ice. Looks like your water is still good. Be right back,” she said as she held her palm up and wiggled her index finger and the two next to it. Before she left the doorway, she winked.

God, that felt good!

T.J. and Brady came bounding in like a couple of big cats, ready to play.

“It’s L.A. time, baby!” Brady said.

“What the fuck is that?” T.J. pointed to the gold cellophane encrusted bottle Rory found he was cradling.

“Peace offering. Mr. Richie Rich over there got his slaves to get him out of Dodge pronto. I guess he felt sorry for me.”

“Sure you didn’t give him a blow job to get that?” T.J. quipped.

“Don’t start with me. I’m not in the mood. Here.” He handed the bottle to T.J. “Get this fuckin’ thing out of my sight.”

“With pleasure.” T.J. smoothed over the crinkly cellophane. “This is old stuff. I’m guessing it cost him a couple hundred.”

“Whatever.”

“Something go on while I wasn’t looking? You guys know each other and just figure it out?”

“Nah, he was saying he was sorry for the accident.”

“Really?” Brady acted impressed. “They release him?”

“Just my fuckin’ luck. He’s going to the same hospital I’m being taken to in L.A.”

They heard the noise from a helicopter landing one floor above them. “Think that’s my ride,” Rory said. “You bring any of my clothes?”

“We screwed up, man. Sent it all home with the girls.”

“Speaking of girls,” Brady began. “Your lady sends her prayers and healing thoughts. Wanted you to know she would have stayed. T.J. and I had a heck of a time convincing her otherwise.”

Rory shrugged. He’d been thinking about her, but he wasn’t sure it was right to reach out to her. Things had gotten suddenly complicated. “Thanks. Appreciate it.”

“You should call her, man,” T.J. added.

“She’s totally digging on you.” Brady added.

“Let’s get through all this first. I’ll call her when I get situated in L.A.”

Rory knew he needed some alone time first, just to figure out what to say. What would he say to her? He felt like it could be dangerous. He didn’t want to screw up any chance. Right now, leaving her alone was going to help his odds, regardless of whether or not it was considerate.

Paramedics arrived at the doorway. Rory heard sounds of staff and a gurney being unpacked. He glanced over at his remaining roommate, spreading his arms and hands out to the side. “Showtime, my man.”

The man grinned. “Everyone’s abandoning me. Gonna get kind of lonely without all the high drama.”

Rory had to chuckle at that one. “I’m sorry. But every time I looked over at you, you were sawing logs.”

“My wife says I fake it real nice.”

All four of them laughed. “Well, when I see something happening on TV, some place is blown up, and someone is rescued or a bunch of bad guys are taken out, I’ll think of you guys. I’ll tell my friends I met one once.” The man’s lower lip quivered.

“Thanks, man,” T.J. said, shaking the guy’s hand. “We appreciate that.”

“Good luck with your rehab. Hope you get to running after that pretty wife you’ve been talking about real soon,” Rory added.

“Been an honor, sir. Good luck with your surgery. But especially good luck with your dad.”

T.J. and Brady’s heads whipped around as they stared at Rory. T.J. looked down at the wrapped bottle. “That asshole is your dad?”

Rory rolled his shoulder. “So he seems to think. Between you and me, T.J. I think it’s another one of those stories. Remember? My parents are invisible.”
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Megan was used to losing herself in books, especially when she was hurting. She could throw herself into great novels and be transported to lands in faraway time zones. Her life never matched the excitement of the heroines in the romance novels she read. She was used to reading a book a day. Some days she would read two.

She’d had a taste of the excitement with Rory, and, unlike before, she found herself drifting off while reading, remembering being with him. She was usually so glued to her stories that her days went by fast. She would read on her breaks. She’d listen to audio books on her way into work and on the way to the store and on the way home. Some of her friends joked with her that she spent most of her waking life in a fantasy. And it was nearly true. Heroes could be counted on, the end always turned out the way she wanted it. What was wrong with that, compared to the reality of unending tragedy in the news and on TV?

But today, she couldn’t get into the stories. She’d tried three different books on her To Be Read pile, books she was dying to read, and she couldn’t get past the first chapter in any of them. This had never happened before.

By now, Rory had been transported to the hospital where the surgery would be done to repair his hip. Lindsay called her midafternoon to ask if she’d heard from Rory, and she had to tell her sadly, no.

“And don’t go telling him I’m waiting for a call, either. He has a lot to take care of and deal with. Speaking with me is not a priority right now, nor should it be,” she said and hoped Lindsay would believe her lie. She was hoping for the best, but she was building that shield around her heart just in case.

On the way home, she decided to skip her dinner and attend the Bikram yoga class, since she had her gym bag with her containing her clothing, mat, and stainless steel water bottle.

Midway through the class she was grateful for the peace it gave her. Worries of the day shed off her as she sweated in the tiny room, following the instructions from the “little brown man” as Lindsay had called him, Baba Omar. He had laughed when he teased them one day that after going to a month worth of classes with him, “You won’t be able to get my voice out of your head.” But as the minutes ticked by, the man whose voice Megan was hearing now, despite how hard she tried to push it to the side, didn’t sound anything like her instructor.

She tried concentrating on the heat and how much her body was sweating. That worked better.

Lindsay wasn’t there, so after class, Megan walked outside to her car alone. She stopped at a health food store on the way home and picked up some fresh carrot and ginger juice and had them add a shot of wheat grass. Her nerves were calm. She felt serene.

A hot shower was next. Stripping off her yoga pants and other clothes, she enjoyed a long shower, washing off everything from the day. Her intention was to curl up with a book, grab a big glass of ice water, and read until she fell asleep.

Catching herself in the mirror, she noticed the rosy glow to her complexion, partly from the heat, but partly from the flame that burned in her chest. New love felt like this. The dull ache for him, missing him, was painful. But it was evidence that she was alive and the emotions growing inside her were exciting and new and would grow regardless of anything she could logically reason with herself or explain away.

The neighbor’s dog was barking again like it had last night. Megan hoped she’d be able to sleep through it.

When she set her alarm, she noticed she’d missed a call. She quickly retrieved the message, her heart pounding in her chest.

Hi there, Megan. It’s Rory. I’ve just settled in at the medical center in LA. Got me poked and hooked up and ready for surgery tomorrow, so I’m signing off early for bed. Fingers crossed I’ll not wind up in a walker. I’ll make sure Lindsay lets you know how it went. Glad you got home safe. Some day, when I’m done with the surgeries and the healing, I’ll give you a call. Until then, be safe!


Chapter 17


[image: ‡]‡

In his private room at the hospital in L.A. Raymond Corrigan met the man in the blue suit with the alligator briefcase. Only a few places in California you could get away with showing a case like that. He made a point of being obvious about noticing it since that’s why the man had brought it.

His name was Tariq, which wasn’t his real name, but something that was considerably shorter than his real name, or so the man told him. Corrigan knew enough to understand that although his henchman was from the Middle East, he was a naturalized U.S. citizen. His knowledge of Middle Eastern politics was invaluable in dealing with foreign companies and kingdoms.

The competitive nature of Corrigan’s business meant that he was at war with someone or some Board of Directors or ruling family every day. It paid to know as much as possible about either the enemy or the prey, and the man with the alligator briefcase was very good at digging up details that could be exploited for Oakwood Partners’ advantage.

He’d found Tariq several years ago when one of his wealthy clients, an Iranian relative of the old Shah, suspected her husband was having an affair and had hired Tariq to find out. And he did. The job was done professionally, without the torrid photographs but with just enough detail and surveillance to make the case. She was able to excise her cheating spouse before he could organize a takeover of her family’s fortune, doing it all without any scandal hitting the papers or affecting the value of her portfolio.

Corrigan considered the handling of his client’s case a thing of beauty, so ever afterwards Tariq became Oakwood’s inside henchman, an important element in his recipe for success. Tariq told him he was divorced and had no children. However, one day when they were chatting he’d let slip that he had family inside Syria.

Raymond had decided he personally wasn’t the marrying kind because he never trusted anyone he couldn’t pay. Love was expensive and very messy, often foolish. He’d seen lives and fortunes ruined because of it.

The heart is the most vulnerable, the weakest part of a man’s soul. Tariq had told him he was a wise man.

Corrigan had a gift when it came to making good decisions, sometimes very tough ones, but he never did things on an emotional hunch that he couldn’t back up with evidence. Tariq brought certainty to his world.

Therefore, today’s job was different. He wasn’t asking Tariq to check on the dirty little secrets of a competitor or client. He needed to identify or rule out paternity. He trusted Tariq with this information because he paid him. And paid him very well.

Corrigan had a plastic baggie with a water cup inside. He handed it to Tariq.

“The person I need tested drank out of this cup. I believe he’s the only person to do so.”

“And what are we going to match it with?” Tariq’s cool demeanor, the way his accented words cut to the meat of the matter in an instant, told Corrigan he didn’t leave anything to chance or possible misunderstanding. Tariq did not guess.

“Mine. I want to know if he is my son.”

Tariq didn’t flinch. He never flinched. “We’ll need a swab. I don’t have the testing kit here. You should have told me. I would have been better prepared.”

“Not over the phone. Never over the phone.”

“Why is this so important to you?” Tariq asked. He dished out a clipped smile, the first one Raymond had seen in many months.

“Wouldn’t you want to know your own son?”

Tariq examined his fingernails. “No.”

“Why not?”

“You don’t pay me for that information. I am not your client. I am your employee.”

The steely answer left Raymond in shivers.

Tariq tried to smile again, perhaps reconsidering his answer. “I apologize. I should not have asked you.”

“I don’t have a problem telling you, my friend, if I may call you that after all these years.”

Tariq bowed humbly.

“I tried to find him some twenty-five years ago. She was not my wife at the time.”

“Nor subsequently.”

“Correct. She simply vanished. After years of searching, I gave up, thinking that perhaps they both perished somehow. There was no trace of them. Not like today. It would be easier today. But then, all I knew was that she had a son.”

“Who told you this?”

“Someone sent me a note. All it said was that I had a son.”

“You still have this note?”

“Somewhere in my things at home. Yes. I think I can find it.”

“If you do, I shall have it analyzed. It could be an important part of the puzzle.”

Tariq searched around the room and found another water pitcher, with two plastic glasses encased in sterile bags next to it. He grabbed one water glass unpeeled the bag, handing it carefully to Corrigan without touching the cup. “Spit in it and I’ll use that.”

“Don’t you need blood work?”

“We can follow up that way, but this is 99.999% accurate.”

Corrigan did as he was told and handed the cup back to Tariq, who double-wrapped it in the second bag, setting it in front of him on the table.

“Now, anything else I need to know? You have a rare disease or familial trait?”

“Our blood type, both of us have AB positive. I think less than 3% of the population has that type. I have not verified that, just something I overheard.”

“Where did you hear this?”

“At the hospital. We were in the same room together.”

“Okay. Fate then, is that correct?”

“I don’t believe in fate. I make my own.”

“Indeed you do, but not this one, Mr. Corrigan.”

“So no one needs to know about this. As you can imagine, this could cause a stir.”

“Part of my fee is the guarantee my of silence. What you do with the information is your business. I don’t ask if there is permission granted. I take the items and have the analysis done.”

Corrigan passed Tariq an envelope from the tray table next to him. “This is your usual. Let me know if you need more.”

Tariq examined the cash without expression, put it back in the envelope, and slipped it inside the briefcase along with the two cups. “It’s adequate. I should be able to get the results in two days. You’ll still be here or are you going back to New York?”

“I’m due to stay here about a week, they say. I want to wait until I know for sure before I talk to him again.”

“He lives here in Los Angeles?”

“San Diego. Kid’s in the Navy.” Corrigan decided not to tell Tariq what Rory did for a living except on general terms.

“Understood.” Tariq rose, bending over to shake Corrigan’s hand. That’s when he noticed the man wore cowboy boots.

“Well, I never pegged you for a cowboy.”

“I’m not.”

“Never seen you wear boots before, Tariq. Don’t see much of that in California, either.”

“Oh, you’d be surprised. Depends on where you look.”

After the man left, Corrigan thought about the woman he knew to be Rory’s mother. Though he’d spent a lot of money trying to find her, she’d vanished without a trace. But she did go to college in Portland. He’d never been to Oregon. He wondered if she was still there.

Derek visited with him later and told him Rory was admitted and was scheduled for surgery in the morning. Corrigan decided not to add any more burden to the one the young man was carrying. He turned on his hot spot and checked his computer until he found messages that snagged him. He buried himself in work. It was going to be a long two days.
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Megan and Lindsay agreed to meet for coffee before Megan opened the store. She’d not slept much the night before, remembering Rory’s call. Megan had been too tired to read, and just as she’d drop off the dog would start up again and startle her. She woke up this morning groggy.

“Hey there,” Lindsay said. Megan handed her the latte she’d already ordered. “Thanks,” she said as she raised her cup to her.

“So like I told you, I got a message from Rory last night.”

“You call him back?”

She shook her head. She’d thought about it. “He said he was turning in early. This morning is the surgery. He indicated he’d call me. Was very clear on that.”

Lindsay frowned again, deep in thought. “Brady’s supposed to let me know.” Lindsay angled her head until Megan made eye contact. “You okay?”

She shrugged. “Sure.”

“This doesn’t change anything.”

“I just hope the surgery goes well. Maybe it’s nerves I’m feeling. I know what being in good physical condition means to him.”

“And we don’t talk about that. Remember?”

“That’s right.” Megan watched Lindsay look over the top of the panel to the empty bookstore. “How do you do it, Lindsay? I mean, what do you do when he’s gone?”

“Get together with girlfriends. I work out more. Try to eat less. Try to get more rest.”

“I guess I’d pretty much turn into a bookworm,” Megan laughed.

“Turn into one? You are one now. I can’t imagine how you get anything done as it is.”

“I pretty much live for books, I guess. Except last night it didn’t help much.”

Lindsay reached over and took Megan’s hand. “The waiting is the hard part. Always is. But it passes, and when it does, it makes all the waiting worth it.”

On her lunch break, Megan went to the bank. The news was reporting a San Francisco humanitarian worker and a banker, a friend of the family, were captured and being held prisoner in Syria.

‘Pentagon sources say a Special Operations unit had been on standby, but no reported movements were currently underway.’

“Why don’t you tell them everything?” she whispered. Every day a kidnapping or killing was broadcast. She felt for the women and children caught up in the conflict, the millions of refugees whose lives were forever altered by the fighting that had now gone on for nearly a whole generation. The reports were more desperate. Younger and younger men and now women and children were being used.

She knew these types of reports meant that Rory and his Teammates were going to be in harm’s way soon, and, as usual, were in high demand. Now that she’d met him, everything about world affairs bothered her. Lindsay had told her the same thing this morning.

“You read or hear something about downed forces and you wonder. Or an accident on a mission, or a hostage rescue gone bad, and your mind goes there. You sort of hold your breath until you hear those wonderful words, even if it’s on your cell as a recording in the middle of the night. I’m stateside. Those are the most wonderful words in the English language!”

The rest of the afternoon the store was busy, which was a godsend.

Just before she got ready to leave, she got the call she’d been hoping for. This time it was Brady.

“How did it go?”

“It went well. The doc was pleased. He’s resting now, in a little pain, but his femur wasn’t as damaged as they feared, and they think he’ll be quick to recover.”

“That’s great news. I’ve wanted to call him, but didn’t, you know, want to interfere.”

“Probably wouldn’t have gotten through anyway. He’s got a lot on his plate.”

She felt her pulse quicken with that remark.

“I’d be surprised if he calls anyone over the next few days. He’s pretty preoccupied. Just letting you know.”

Thanks for caring about how I feel, Brady, but I knew this was coming.

Megan took a deep breath in and bucked up for a chipper response. “You guys coming home soon?”

“Yup. T.J. can’t leave Shannon and the baby alone too long. We’re leaving in a few days for training. This is eating up our together time, before we—you know.”

“Yes.” Lindsay had said they never talked specifics over the phone. “So I guess he’ll not be going on your training, then.”

“Nope. He gets to sit this one out. Not that he’s happy about it.”

“I can only imagine. Well, thanks for letting me know. Give my best to him if you see him again before you leave, and thank him for the message.”

“Will do.”

She arranged to meet Lindsay at yoga, and they decided to go out for Chinese afterwards.

“How did you guys meet?” she asked her friend.

“My friend had this crush on another Team Guy so we showed up at the Scupper, hoping to find him.”

“Did you?”

“Oh yes. That was some night. Brady looked at me across the room, and I just knew. I mean, I just felt like I knew him. And then he was all shy, didn’t come up to me, but I caught him looking.” She smiled and sipped her tea, closing her eyes and savoring it.

“What did you do?”

“I sort of ran into him on purpose. He touched me and that was it. I laid a kiss on him before he could get away. I’m still kissing him.”

“That’s a nice story.”

“You’ll have one too, some day.”

“Do you ever worry about what would happen if he ever got off the teams?”

“You mean like retirement?”

“Um hum.”

“We’d have to move completely away. I think hanging around, being with the guys who were going back and forth overseas would be difficult. He’d want to get in the middle of the mix. If he can’t, then I think he should stay away completely. Some guys do that.”

“Lots of divorces on the Teams.”

“Unfortunately, yes. Lots of stress. I’ve learned to handle more than I ever thought I would. Hard part will be when we have kids.”

“When he’s gone for such a long time.”

“Always hard on the wife and kids. Don’t have to be a SEAL. Most of our military wives have a tough life. Moving all the time, raising a family without Dad around, learning to make decisions on their own, and then giving up all that control when he comes home. When they go overseas, everyone is deployed.”

“At least you guys have the community,” Megan said.

“We do. We’re always there to help out.”

They finished their tea. Lindsay grabbed Megan’s arm. “Why don’t you come with me? I have to stop by my friend’s house and give them a belated baby gift. Her older sister is visiting from up North to help out. I’d like you to meet them all.”

“That’s okay. I’ve got things to do, Lindsay.”

“Oh come on, it will be fun. Give you a chance to meet other SEAL wives. You’ll like them.”

Megan reluctantly agreed.

Kate and Tyler lived in a modest neighborhood close to several other team families. While they couldn’t afford anything with a view of the water, it was within walking distance of good beach access.

“So this is my friend, Megan. And Megan this is Kate’s sister, Gretchen.”

Within seconds they were introduced to Gretchen’s three girls, bunched around Kate, vying for the opportunity to hold Kate’s baby. They tossed Megan a wave but were more interested in the baby.

Kate sat them down and the youngest one, Angie, spoke up immediately. “I never get to hold the baby, Auntie Kate.” After she was rewarded with the little package, she sat dangling her feet, sporting a huge smile on her face while she gently rocked the child and began to sing a nursery rhyme.

Megan whispered to Lindsay, “They’re precious. Is Kate’s sister married to a Team Guy too?”

“Hardly. Professional basketball player, professional skirt-chaser, if you ask me.”

When Kate had heard them, she gave Lindsay a wide-eyed stare.

“They’re divorced, but that’s a good thing. I’ll tell you about it later,” Lindsay said even softer.

Gretchen seemed not to notice and was leaning over her daughter’s shoulder picking up the nursery rhyme and singing along with little Angie.

Megan was struck by the family scene, how the women carried on while the men did their thing. She could see herself in this little community.

She hoped it was in her future.
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Moustafa could not believe the luck he’d had following the little bookstore clerk around. Although he’d not seen the Warrior Infidel in several days, he suspected he wasn’t far away. He’d taken pictures of the woman sleeping, and he pinned them up in his apartment on the wall next to his bed. In one photograph, her nightgown had ridden up over her smooth white rump, and he found himself fingering that picture more than the others. She was going to be a pleasure to defile.

Now he had three more houses with women in them, all friends. And there were children, too. He would make the proper notations in his computer for the dates they got together, like at the Indian exercise studio, the coffee shops they frequented, and the parties they attended as a group.

Westerners were so lax with their women. Anyone could break in and take them, have their way with them, hurt them and the children. They allowed their women to walk around in skimpy clothing, practically naked. The men were off doing things without leaving a guard behind. It showed a lack of respect for their safety, something the Muslim man wasn’t guilty of. He had never left Sharma alone. Even in the company of her mother and sisters, there was always an armed guard left with them. Toward the end, she would accompany him on the meetings, since their son had taken the martyrdom. If she were with him she would not cry. She would become hardened in that way, like a man. Like he was.

There was no safe place but beside him or one of his warrior brothers. He knew if something happened to him, one of them would take Sharma as a second or third wife, and she would be cared for. She demonstrated her usefulness by learning how to clean his equipment, cook him light meals, foraging and stealing food where she could. She was resourceful and a true partner. Their sex was urgent and not as private as he’d liked, but he figured it was for her own welfare the other men knew what pleasure he took in her bed. She would be coveted and well cared for.

Her fear made her a stronger partner, clinging to him, seeking him to transport them both to a land of fields of lilies and warm beaches. The death and destruction around him made those visions even sweeter, just as their lovemaking was.

Then came the day when his teacher’s mother came to him and said she’d been selected. Because she was a woman, pretending to look for a child she’d lost in the war, she could walk into the little missionary school without being searched as closely as the others. They’d take pity on her.

She was good at her job. He watched her straight back, dressed in her black robes tossed by the wind. Her long perfect legs and small backside, the straight spine and her long neck made her look almost willowy. He halfway wished the wind would blow her away and send her to another land where she could perform another task, but it wasn’t what The Prophet wanted of him. He had to sacrifice his woman so that he would be properly cleansed of all softness, so that he would hate the infidel. She did not turn around. Other eyes were on his face so he could not cry.

He whispered, “God is great,” over and over again until she entered the little office just off to the side of the playground where the children were lined up. Three more “God is greats” and then boom.

He was allowed to sit and watch the aftermath. The brothers who had been witness to his sacrifice took his guns and they let him watch as the rescue workers arrived. As the parents arrived and cried over the loss of their children’s lives, he knew how that felt. Unarmed and with worry written on his face, he looked for Sharma in the rubble of the office and found her. Part of her face was still recognizable, in peaceful repose. He knew then she did not feel the pain of the blast.

One of the men from the group pulled his shoulder and he turned away, walking with his spine straight, head high, toward their sanctuary in the foothills, away from the village, and up into the campfires and caves with his brothers. He turned his back on that part of his life, hatred boiling in his stomach, knowing full well he was welcomed at the gates of hell.

His new home.
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Corrigan got the call from Tariq and waited impatiently for him to arrive with the results of his inquiry.

“How are you doing, sir?” Tariq said with his usual controlled demeanor.

“I’m doing so well they’re letting me go home tomorrow.”

“Very well, sir. That is indeed good news.” He sat, opened up his briefcase, took out a letter and handed it to Raymond. The envelope had a blue and green logo in the upper left corner from a testing facility in Los Angeles.

Raymond spread the letter over his lap and retrieved his glasses.

Results of Paternity Testing he read. There were two line items identified by a number as Sample 1 and Sample 2.

For purposes of the DNA testing, there was inadequate material to determine paternity. He continued reading a few lines of values, several of them circled. At the bottom of the small paragraph he saw the following number:

99.999% subject A cannot be excluded.

Raymond took off his glasses and stared down at the piece of paper that was the evidence of something he’d been thinking about every day for twenty-six years. He looked up at Tariq, whose cold eyes held neither compassion nor joy.

“So we still don’t know if Rory is my son.”

“I’m sorry it isn’t better news. You were hoping?”

“I still think he is. Too many coincidences.”

“Sir, I’ve paid an extra fee to have the samples stored cryogenically for ten years. At the bottom of the letter, you can access a reference number, should you need it. They are upgrading their testing all the time, requiring smaller and smaller amounts of DNA. Perhaps in the future they will—”

“No, we’ll have to get the blood test. If he’ll agree.”

“You want I should get this, perhaps a sample from the lab here?”

“That would be theft.”

Tariq returned a smirk. “We’ve done worse.”

“Not to a member of my own family.”

“True.”

Corrigan shook his head to clear his brain. His disappointment was coloring his judgment. “Thank you, Tariq. As usual, you’ve been very thorough. And I thank you for your discretion.”

“Just doing what I was hired to do, sir.” He stood to go.

“I’ll make sure to wire over a little bonus,” Corrigan said.

“I’ve made some changes in my banking arrangements. You could just mail me a check. I no longer am doing wire transfers.”

“What prompted this?”

“Security. Just a precaution. It’s a strange world out there, Mr. Corrigan. I’m just making sure I’m protected.”

His saccharine smile was not right. Raymond saw a small vein in the top of his forehead pop out and his left eye appeared to have a slight tic. The granite that was Tariq’s face almost seemed brittle.

Raymond decided he’d give Tariq some time off.

“Anything else, sir?”

“I thank you. I’ll have Derek mail that check to your office tomorrow. Have a safe flight back to New York.”

“Thank you, sir.” At the doorway, Tariq turned and asked another question. “Sir, does this news—if he is your son, does this change anything for you?”

Corrigan felt his voice break as he tried to whisper, “It changes everything.”

After Tariq left, Raymond stared at the spot his tall messenger had been standing in. He wondered why he had revealed so much to him. He knew what he had to do next.

He rang for his nurse. “I’d like to take a walk, please, before lunch. May I have someone who can help me, and I think I’d like another something for the pain.”

“Right away, Mr. Corrigan.”

The orderly was patient, helping him carefully into a thick monogrammed robe. He slipped the letter into his pocket.

“You just take it easy there. Go as fast as you can. And you tell me if you are in any pain. Not supposed to be any sharp pain.” The orderly held the walker for him while he put his slippers on and gripped the rolling device.

Corrigan shuffled down the hall to the end and turned. The orderly expected he’d go back the way he’d traveled, but Raymond was on a mission. One room from the corner, just like the doc said, he found Rory’s room.

He’d gotten some nice flowers, several bottles of booze, and a huge green stuffed frog that was easily bigger than a five-year-old. Rory saw him and looked away.

“I’m going in there,” Raymond pointed.

“No, sir, I cannot allow that. Only family is allowed.”

“I am family.” Raymond stared at Rory until the SEAL slowly rolled back and met his gaze.

“It’s okay,” Rory said. “Let him come in for a little while.”

“I can’t do that, sir.”

“Go ask your supervisor and give me just five minutes with him,” Raymond said. “Then I’ll go quietly back to my room.”

Raymond sat down with the attendant’s help. “Don’t you go anywhere until I get back,” the attendant said.

Raymond thought Rory looked pretty damned good for one-day post-op. “You look well.”

“I’m okay. So you tell me what all this horseshit is all about.”

Corrigan took out the letter and presented it to his son. “It’s all there.”

Rory read the contents. “Doesn’t make a lick of sense to me.”

“It says there’s not enough DNA to prove you’re my son.”

“How’d you get my records?”

“Water glass. I had it analyzed and compared to my sample. They cannot exclude we are a match, Rory.”

“You asshole. I didn’t give you permission.”

“Would you have?”

“Hell, no.”

“That’s why I did it. Don’t you want to know? After all these years, wouldn’t you want to know you had a father?”

“So where’s my mother, then?”

“Gone. I think she’s gone, son. I looked for the two of you for over five years. I never knew she was pregnant until after you were born. I think she sent me the note telling me I had a son. Could never find her.

“I met a woman once at the orphanage who said she was my aunt. I was about five I think. Not a nice person.”

Raymond explained what he knew. He told Rory what she looked like, what she was like, and how much he’d loved her, and that she’d just vanished from his life. He found it difficult to keep his eyes from watering. He apologized.

“I have some photographs back at my home in New York. I’ll have them sent out to you.”

“Thank you, but let’s wait and get verification first before we start drawing family trees, if you don’t mind.”

“Agreed.”

“I want to ease into this kind of slow. Hope you forgive me if I don’t do the group hug thing. You weren’t a part of my life growing up. Not sure you are now, except you say you are.”

“Fair enough. I understand.” He was grateful Rory was even considering his words.

“This doesn’t change a thing.”

“I say we get some blood testing. I’ll ask the doc. You’d trust the results if they come from him?”

“The answer is still no.”

“Rory, for my sake.”

“I don’t care a shit about your sake. Sort of makes us even—if it’s true.”

“Well, I’m checking out tomorrow. Seems as though they’re less concerned about my ticker now. My bones are starting to heal already, so I’m going home. I’ll have a sample drawn, and have them compare it to yours, when you agree.”

“What part of no don’t you understand?”

“Oh, I understand the word. I just don’t hear it very often.”

“Now you’re threatening me?”

Corrigan knew he was losing the battle. He’d have to regroup and try another time. As he looked at the young SEAL, he just knew the young man was his son. He felt it in his bones. “I’d like to invite you out, show you where I live, get to know you, if you’re agreeable. We can take it slow. As slow as you want.”

“I’m not sure that’s necessary.”

“Think about it, Rory. Humor me. I have a lot I can do for you.”

“If I pretend to be your son.”

“Get the blood test. If it says no, you’ll be rid of me.”

“The answer is still no.”

Just as he had promised, the conversation was over in five minutes. They exchanged information, and despite Rory’s reluctance, they agreed to contact each other early the following week.

As Raymond left he realized that Rory didn’t say the one thing he wanted to hear most in the world. Though he called Rory son several times during the conversation, Rory never once referred to him as Dad.

He hoped he had the time to earn his son’s trust. Then perhaps his love.
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Brady arrived to help with Rory’s move in the late morning. Rory thought perhaps he’d stop by to see Corrigan, telling himself perhaps he’d been too harsh on the man, but the room was already cleared out, cleaned, and efficiently ready for the next patient. The lab had come to take blood earlier, but he still refused. He’d gone this far without family. No reason to complicate things now.

Brady took custody of the post-op instructions, and he was referred to a good orthopedic doctor at the Naval Medical Center in San Diego. The doctor also asked about the blood testing.

“I’ve turned him down more than three times. Don’t you start on me, Doc.”

The drive to San Diego was uneventful. The big green stuffed frog sat on the center console. They listened to country rock music the whole way. Life was beginning to feel like normal again.

Lindsay was there when he arrived. He was careful, exiting the truck, and walking the short distance to his front door, where she stood. She put her arms around him and together she and Brady helped him into the house.

He was surprisingly on very little pain medication, but his upper leg felt like a huge thick log from lack of exercise. The area around his incision was still swollen and sore. But more importantly, inside, the hip joint itself, did not hurt, and for that he was grateful.

“I bought some things for your kitchen, and threw out some stuff. Hope you don’t mind,” Lindsay said with her nose twisted in a cute wrinkle. “Hope I didn’t dispose of anything you were too attached to.”

He chuckled. “Thanks. I appreciate it. Probably some ancient relic. Even the Kombucha would be too old, I think.”

“I got you some healthy microwave dinners and some fresh salad fixings. Put in our Coronado IPA growler, from the guys,” she rolled her eyes at Brady who shrugged. “And I bought bananas, oranges and apples.”

“God, I’m set.”

“That was the idea. You want some help over here? You want me to call Megan or something? Pretty sure she could help you with some stuff, if you want,” Brady asked.

“No. Not going there just yet. I’m not a cripple, after all.”

“Well, Mr. Tough Guy,” Lindsay stood right in front of him, placing her forearms over his shoulders and bending his ears with her fingers, “I happen to know one little lady who wouldn’t mind a bit. So, don’t be a martyr. Ask for help, and it will be given to you, okay?”

“Point taken.”

She backed away and placed her palms in her back jeans pockets. “Call her, though, okay?”

“Lindsay, I know what you’re trying to do, but I’m not ready for all that. I just want to get well and, except for you guys, I think I need some alone time. Got stuff to sort out. Then we’ll see.”

“Okay.” She shook her head, glared at Brady and grabbed his arm. “Come on, handsome, I’m going to take my frustrations out on you after you buy me a margarita!”

Brady looked like the cat that ate the canary, the cheese-eating grin going from ear to ear. “Yes, ma’am!”

Finally alone, Rory set his cane down and took at a seat at the eating bar. Underneath the ledge was a case he’d installed with a hidden slide containing his Glock. He checked it, making sure it was loaded and hadn’t been tampered with. It was odd he felt the need to handle his gun, but figured it was because he was feeling less than whole as a man.

He’d been staring down at the loaded weapon while thinking about what he would do if he didn’t qualify for the Teams. Searching the list of men he’d known well that were out, he couldn’t find one that was truly happy. He thought Nick, who was going to leave after this rotation, would be. His wife had a stable real estate business in Sonoma County, and they had a winery and gourmet nursery they could run. Nick was that kind of guy. He could tinker with tractors and make things work, like Coop could. Rory wasn’t good at anything else but blowing things up. Killing people.

Staring at the gun was one of the symptoms of PTSD they’d been warned about. He quickly stowed it away, got up and washed his hands, splashing water on his face. He walked to the refrigerator and took out the growler, pouring himself a small juice cup full of the amber liquid. It was gone in one gulp. He went for another and then put everything away, leaving the glass in the sink.

He sat on the living room couch, propping his leg up with one of the throw pillows. He scanned the T.V. More reports were coming in of kidnappings and torture. Part of him was itching to be over there in the fight. Part of him just wanted to get drunk and cause hell. Neither one of those options was very good for him. Hardest of all was the waiting. Just waiting and day-by-day slowly getting better. Moving his leg and developing more strength. Hardest job in the world.

He called Kyle.

“You understand they may medically discharge you for SEAL duty?” Kyle had a way of not sugarcoating anything.

“I’ll be good. Look at Adam Brown.”

“Yea, but he didn’t break a hip.”

“No, he lost an eye. That’s worse.”

“You might walk with a limp. That ball socket won’t last you twenty or thirty years like everyone else’s does, with all the jumping and everything we do. You might pass all the qualifications, maybe they make you go through something like BUD/S all over again, and they still could elect not to take you.”

“BUD/S is for the psychological part of it. You know I got that, Kyle.”

“I agree. Fully. Just got to see how your body heals.”

Kyle was right. That was the hard part for Rory. He wanted to do everything in his power to heal back 100%, but even then, some would have their doubts.

He’d seen a couple of former Marines, homeless, sitting outside the Rescue Mission near Old Town. He’d served with them not more than three years ago. How fast they had deteriorated. And they’d both been injured, too.

He reached forward, checking over his post-op instructions. He picked up his bottle of pills, counting them. They’d given him a thirty-day supply. He told himself he was going to try to make it stretch to sixty days.

Today, though, as his thoughts got darker and darker he began to realize what the real enemy was. How would he feel about himself if he were no longer needed? He’d never had that as a kid. Got to manhood without it, and then found the SEALs. So, what if they no longer needed him? What would he do?

How the hell will I survive?

The next day they were summoned for a meeting. Rory’s attendance was required.

“No doubt you’re hearing all these reports on the news about threats overseas to our military families, to civilian contractors,” Kyle started. “I’ve been asked to remind you we are due to deploy in a couple of months, and we’ll be doing some heavy training. All weather conditions, so get yourself fit if you’ve put on that little bit of weight and get ready to amp up.”

The Team loved these talks. Rory wished he were working up with them.

“One thing I’ve been asked to remind all of you about. Facebook, group chats, Internet. Just say no.” Kyle crossed the room, staring down at his feet. When he looked up at them, Rory could see how serious and worried he was. “We got good credible intel that there are people here in the U.S. already who mean to do us harm. Might seek us out.”

The mumbling in the crowd was mostly agreement.

“But your wives and sons and daughters, hell, even your parents and grandparents, everyone has to be careful. You aren’t allowed any social media accounts. Limit your Internet to only sites you’re familiar with, people you’ve talked to before. Your family needs to stay off social media and Internet as much as possible now too.”

Coop stood and addressed Kyle. “Sir, how much of this information do we share? I mean, we got to tell them, but it’s going to scare the living shit out of them.”

“As it should, Coop. As it should.” He turned and addressed the whole group. “Gentlemen, I’m as serious as a heart attack. If you value your families, you’ll heed my advice. I don’t want any leaks, breeches of security coming from one of your kids, so prepare them. They know what you do. They know how important it is. Remind them, and it pains me to say this, but remind them there are people out there looking for them. And that we just can’t have happen.”

Later in the week several events shook the community. One of the teenage daughters of their Lieutenant Commander was found dead after having been lured by a young man she’d found on the Internet, according to her friends. Although it appeared the local police, working with Naval Security, identified it as a random criminal act, no one really knew for certain it was. Leads dried up as if the perpetrator had never existed, and that left a creepy taste in everyone’s mouth.

It was a chilling reminder that the stakes were rising fast. Part of the war was coming home, and while they could minimize it, it was not something any of them would be able to stop. Their best defense was their training in improvisation and observation, especially in the face of danger.

But their families were more vulnerable.
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Rory wanted to call Corrigan and tell him he wasn’t having the test, He left a message for him first on his cell. Then he called the home number and left another message with an answering service. He got a call back later that day from a Manhattan Police Detective.

“Is this Rory Kennedy?”

“Who is this?”

“I’m Detective Nicholas Gunn, Manhattan P.D. You a friend of Mr. Corrigan?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“You left a message about a blood test? Can I ask about what that’s about?”

“Sure. He thinks he’s my father. I’m not so sure I want to know.”

“Ah. Well then maybe you can tell us where Mr. Corrigan is.”

Rory’s stomach fell to his knees. No! This is not happening.

“I have no idea where he is. I last saw him at the hospital in Los Angeles.”

“When was that Mr. Kennedy?”

“Six, no seven days ago. It was last Wednesday. We both checked out the next day. He’d already left when I went to say goodbye.”

“You guys use the hospital for a family reunion? That’s kind of odd, don’t you think?”

“Actually, we were involved in a snowboarding accident and discovered we have the same rare blood type. But that doesn’t prove anything.”

“Understood. So have you had any contact with Mr. Corrigan since? Or any contact with his staff? I guess there’s a Mr. Derek Larson who’s on his staff—had any contact with him?”

“No. No one. I just figured he’d gone back to work. He had broken bones, you know.”

“We’ve gotten some insurance and hospital things in his mail. But as far as we understand, Mr. Corrigan never came back to New York, and we were thinking perhaps he’d changed his mind and decided to stay in California. Anyone out there would know where he is?”

“So he hasn’t been at work? Has anyone there heard from him? Derek was always at his side, his, um, assistant, I think.”

“Not at liberty to discuss that with you, son. But I will say this, his office staff hasn’t heard a word, and that’s highly unusual for Mr. Corrigan not to be in touch. Highly unusual.”

Rory’s heart was pounding in his chest. He fisted his fingers.

“As far as you heard, he was planning on returning to New York?”

“Yes, that’s what he told me.”

“Okay, I’m gonna call LAPD. Let me have your contact information.”

Rory gave him his address and cell phone number. “Sir, I live in San Diego, in case that makes a difference.”

“But L.A. is where he was last seen. We start there. They may want to interview you. Can you be available later today, if that’s the case?”

“I can’t drive. I’m recovering from a broken hip. Not sure I can arrange for someone to take me at this late notice. San Diego is about two and a half hours away.”

“Don’t do anything just yet. Please stay by the phone, and please don’t leave the area.”

“I’m not a suspect, am I?”

“We don’t have a crime as of yet. Why, should you be?”

“No. I’m just asking.”

“You are the last person we know of who saw Mr. Corrigan.”

The two Los Angeles police detectives who stopped by asked for permission to walk through Rory’s house, which he granted. Rory had called Kyle, who arrived shortly before. They produced their military I.D.s.

“So the Navy says you’re SEALs.”

“Yessir,” Kyle answered. “Tell us what you can. Perhaps we can help.”

“No, you gotta stay completely out of this one. Over there, you guys get to be the big heroes and we thank you for it. But here, this is our jurisdiction.”

“So just what do we have here, then?” Rory asked.

“We got a missing person. No evidence of foul play, except for the fact that he’s missed several board meetings and a couple of other business-related matters.”

Kyle took a deep breath, stood tall, and asked another question. “Business-related matters, such as withdrawals of large amounts of money?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“You do know there are terrorist cells operating in the United States, right? Ransom is one of their most common areas of focus. Kidnapping and ransom. SOP over there.”

The detectives looked at each other.

“You think this has anything to do with me?” Rory asked.

“Well, has anyone contacted you on his behalf? Made any demands?”

“No.”

“We’re still checking out things with the ex. He say anything to you about her?”

“Never discussed it.”

“Okay. So who have you met, or has he mentioned anyone in your extensive conversations in the hospital?”

“Detectives, I’ve spent less than ten minutes total talking to him. I barely know him. He told me he was a hedge fund trader. I got that he was successful. I mean, he arranged private transportation to the hospital in Los Angeles from Big Bear. He had this guy Derek helping him, and he was on the phone and computer all the time. That’s pretty much it. That’s all I know about him, other than the fact that he said he’d tried to find me when I was little and failed.” Rory noticed he too was beginning to worry about Corrigan’s safety. “I mean, he was searching for his son. We don’t know for sure if that’s me or not.”

“That’s the least of our problems, son.”

“I just can’t think of anything—what about Derek?”

“We can’t find him, either.”

Rory made fists with his hands, which caught the notice of the detectives. If both of them were missing, something was definitely wrong. Kyle’s brow was wrinkled, and he was gently shaking his head.

“And you’ve had no contact since L.A. No phone calls or emails with his office, with this Derek guy?”

“Absolutely, no. I haven’t checked my computer in a few days, but last time I did, nothing.”

“Would you check it right now, please?” one of the detectives asked.

Rory got up slowly, positioning his cane for steadiness. Kyle stopped him.

“Let me. Where is it?”

“Next to the bed.”

Rory walked slowly with his cane for support and leaned slightly into a stool as Kyle placed the computer on the eating bar. The two detectives looked over Rory’s shoulder. Scrolling through his Gmail account inbox, he found something he’d never seen before.

It was a single line item with a subject line: Raymond Corrigan, from Raymond Corrigan’s computer. Underneath there was a single picture, which flashed slowly on the screen line by line. It was a picture of Raymond, bound and gagged, barefoot, sitting on a chair on a concrete floor of some dark warehouse. He was wearing an orange jumpsuit. On his lap was a copy of the New York Times dated today. His eyes were swollen shut with dark bruises. Underneath the picture were the chilling words:

Proof of Life.
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The detectives wanted to take Rory’s computer. Kyle reminded them they’d have to get permission from the Navy before any passcodes or access to his accounts was allowed, let alone physical possession.

“We’ll need it, and I’m sorry, but this has nothing to do with the Navy.

This is our jurisdiction. Just hand it over, son.”

“We know you are the good guys, but this computer goes with me everywhere, and nothing is given to anyone without somebody way above my pay grade in the Navy or the Justice Department to approve it first,” said Rory. He tried to remain calm. He’d dealt with highly emotional situations in Afghanistan and Iraq. The calming person always won out. Also, calm made it easier to think straight.

The detectives were getting red in the face. “We’ll be able to get access to your emails. We just have to go get a warrant. This saves us a lot of time. In this case, it could delay getting to your father. I’d think you’d have some interest in that at least.”

“You have no evidence this was used in a crime.” Kyle fought back. “Why not let them think you guys aren’t involved yet?” Kyle’s logic seemed to make sense. “But I’ll guarantee you, the Navy isn’t going to let you take his computer and start fishing around. That just isn’t going to happen.”

One of the detectives was outside on his cell phone already. “Copy and paste that message, son. Don’t forward it, just copy and paste it. Don’t want to alter the original. Send the copy here,” the other detective demanded, giving him his card.

Rory did so.

“You aren’t to leave the area or remove this computer except to show it to your superiors, understood?”

“What do I do with the message?”

“Leave it alone for now. Don’t forward it or alter it in any way. Don’t, for God’s sake, erase it!”

After they left, Kyle checked the front window to make sure they were gone. “Come on, Rory, we gotta get this to Collins, and I need to get your Dad’s phone number to Coop’s friend in Washington.”

“He’s not my dad, Kyle.”

“Whatever,” Kyle rolled his eyes.

Coop had done some special training at Quantico and had friends they’d used before when they were searching for Armando’s captors. The man was expert on getting specific locations from cell signals.

“Let’s hope Coop’s guy isn’t transferred out,” Kyle said as he helped Rory into his Hummer. “Hey, good job on losing the walker. You’ll be walking on your own any day now.”

Rory shrugged. “I can do it now, but just shouldn’t. The cane helps. Hopefully not for long.”

They rode over to the base in silence. Collins had agreed to meet them there.

“I’m guessing Corrigan had everything known to man on his phone, since he could certainly afford it. But let’s hope he didn’t get his signal blocked.”

“I’m thinking, for security, he wouldn’t.”

“You think they’d have kept him here, in the U.S?”

“No way to know. I think it would be easier to get his money out of the country than get him. Then, once they have his money, not sure they’ll need him. Just the facts of life, Rory.”

Rory was already thinking along those lines. “We gotta find that location.”

They showed their military I.D.s at the gate.

The dingy green-grey bunker that housed their Senior Chief’s office was always cold. Kyle had to slow down to allow Rory to catch up, hobbling with his cane. Collins stood when they arrived, closing the door behind them. He examined Rory’s legs.

“Geez, son, I expected you in a body cast from the description of your injuries.”

“No, sir. Just put the walker away yesterday. I’ll probably be using this for a while. But in a few weeks, months at the longest, I’ll be good as new.” Rory hoped his upbeat report would find weight with the Navy. He was waiting for word they might roll him out of the SEALs, and that was the last thing he wanted.

“Been on the phone since I talked to you, and we’re definitely not letting that computer out of our hands, Rory. Office of Special Naval Intelligence is sending someone over to take a look at it as we speak.”

“Good.”

“Can I see the thing?” Collins asked.

They lay the laptop in front of him, opening to Rory’s Gmail account. He scrolled down, noticed an email from the FBI requesting an interview in L.A. and a contact person there. He clicked on the link coming from Robert Corrigan’s computer, and they all watched as the photograph of the bound man populated slowly. Rory made the picture go wide, taking up the entire screen.

In the lower left, was a stack of cardboard boxes held together with a wide plastic industrial zip tie. On the top of the boxes was printed a partial logo in yellow and blue colors, along with some Arabic characters to the side, mostly cut off from view.

“There. Someone’s got to recognize that,” Rory said. “Looks like some kind of shipping facility?” Rory asked.

On the zip tie, someone had written letters in a black felt tip marker, but it was difficult to make out which letters. They appeared to be someone’s initials.

Lieutenant Commander Ian Forsythe of the Office of Naval Intelligence appeared in the doorway. Before the trio could stand and deliver a salute, he mumbled quickly. “At ease, gentlemen.”

“Ian, this is LPO Kyle Lansdowne and his SO Rory Kennedy.”

Forsythe’s handshake was firm and efficient. “So, what’ve we got?”

“This man is Raymond Corrigan, a civilian, sir,” Collins began. “Rory was just telling me they met in the hospital in Big Bear and then again in Los Angeles.”

“Corrigan seems to think he’s my dad, sir. Quite by accident we were assigned to the same room. Sir, he’s missing. I got this email with his picture this morning. The Los Angeles police have seen it, but other than you, no one else has. I’ve been asked to stay with this computer 24/7. And to be available for an FBI interview.”

“They’ve taken him to get to you? Doesn’t make sense,” Forsythe said.

“The guy is a billionaire. He lives in New York, and the detectives say no one there has heard from him in several days. I don’t think I’m the target. He is.”

Kyle interrupted, “We weren’t told this, but we think there’ve been some large withdrawals from his account, sir.”

“Collins, can you print out a copy of this for me?”

“I’ll do you one better, I’ll save it to a memory stick.”

“Okay, I’m going to add my name to the list of people you’ll have to contact if they send any more messages.” He handed both Kyle and Rory a card. “We’ve already got a task force assembled based on the credible threat notice we received from Washington, and I’m waiting for a call back from them now. In the meantime, you go nowhere, understood? Definitely not New York, I don’t care what they show you or tell you. Understand?”

“Yessir.”

Forsyth’s phone went off and as he walked to the hallway, he shouted back, “And stay the hell off your Facebook page.” He turned the corner and walked away from their ears.

“Tell me you got rid of your Facebook page,” Collins shouted.

“Long time ago. Right before we left the last time. No worries there.”

Kyle slapped him on the back. “Nice work.”

When Forsythe came back in, he held his hand out. “I’ve just been informed we take custody of the computer.”

Rory swore and stood up carefully.

Collins minimized the screen, folded the top on itself, and handed it to Forsythe. “Sorry, son.” He was looking right at Rory.

“What if they demand to hear back from me? Or what if Corrigan tries to send me a message?”

“We’ll be monitoring this 24/7.”

“What if they want something else? How will I know?” Rory was feeling control slipping through his fingers.

“If he were one of ours, no question, we’d have lots of things we could do, in cooperation with the locals. But the one thing that cannot happen is they get their hands on this computer.”

He walked over to Rory and placed his hand on Rory’s shoulder, holding the laptop like a library book at his side. “I’m charged with the health and safety of all the Naval personnel all over the world, including their families. But if I let this computer out of this office, I’m putting every single one of them at risk, aren’t I?”

He was right, but it sucked.

Collins made copies of the L.A. Police detectives’ information for everyone. Forsyth’s parting shot was, “Keep that cell phone charged and stay put. Let us do our job, like you do yours.”

He left.

“Fuck,” Rory swore. “I don’t think that’s a good idea at all.”

“Rory, he’s got your number too. More than likely he’d call you,” Collins added. “You can check the internet from another computer.”

“You get notifications on your cell, right?”

“No, I don’t. You asked us not to.”

Kyle grinned and turned to Collins. “I can’t believe it. Someone who actually does what I tell them to do. Awesome.”

Rory wasn’t feeling as upbeat.

“Look, I’ll keep you guys in the loop as much as I can. This is important to all of us, and it looks like it’s way bigger than any of us, so let’s stay in touch and keep our fingers crossed.” Collins gave a sympathetic tap on Rory’s shoulders. “Son, they can do amazing things now. If he’s still in the U.S., I give it a good chance we’ll get him back.”

Kyle and Rory left together. Rory knew the same thing was on Kyle’s mind. If this was a targeted hostage situation, their entire community was at risk.

They were going to have to tell the other Team Guys and their families.

Rory didn’t like it one bit there were so many moving parts and jurisdictional territories between the FBI, LAPD, NYPD, Office of Naval Intelligence and the SOC community.

“I sure hate this alphabet soup we got here, Kyle. Sounds like a cluster fuck to me. Only difference is, it’s here in the U.S. where our families live, where innocents are.”

“Roger that, Rory. But doesn’t it remind you of some place?”

It did. It reminded him of Afghanistan.
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Moustafa checked the envelope of cash the young blond man gave him. It was larger than his weekly sum. He hadn’t seen this messenger before, and the man was definitely not a Muslim nor of Middle Eastern descent.

“Who are you?” he asked, distrustful of the nervous man in tweed slacks, a yellow V-necked sweater over a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He looked like he could have been a young attorney in Boston or some Ivy League college. Not that he knew anyone like that.

“Just a guy delivering an envelope.” The man didn’t make eye contact. His hands fidgeted with his keys and some coins in his pocket, annoying Moustafa.

“Stop that stupid noise,” Moustafa demanded, and spat. The man jerked, shooting him a worried look as if he expected to be hit. His hands came out of his pockets, but he kept rubbing his fingers together.

“Instructions?” Moustafa asked.

The man shrugged. “I—I—I just was told to find you here and deliver this envelope. I don’t know about anything else.”

The look he gave Moustafa was pitiful. His handler had something on him. The man’s car was parked in the next block, and there were two other young men in the seats, waiting. One of them was taking pictures of their meeting.

“What are the pictures for?” he asked as he pointed to the man’s car.

“Wha?” The American whipped around and squinted, tilting his head. “I didn’t know they were—”

“Shut up. Tell him I need to talk in person. I have a new development.”

“Okay. Look. I don’t know if I’ll be seeing him again. I’m just doing this one errand and then—” he turned to look at the occupants in his car. One of them had taken the spot behind the wheel and that distracted him. He groaned. Moustafa knew how it felt. The handler was good at giving out orders and letting everyone around him dangle, like a puppet master.

“Trust me, you’ll see him again. Until then, I doubt you’ll be able to think about anything else. And you’ll see him in your dreams, too.”

He made a dismissive wave of his hand. At first, the man didn’t understand.

“Go. Go report you did your job. God is good.”

“I hope so,” the man said with a bit of a smirk. He turned away and Moustafa identified him as certainly gay from the way he walked.

“Infidels!” he muttered under his breath.

Derek nearly shit in his pants as they drove up to the terminal building. He didn’t put it together until they were already inside the locked gate. He hadn’t been blindfolded and put in the trunk like he was when they drove him out. He’d heard the planes overhead though. He’d been hearing the planes from inside the locked animal cage he’d been kept in for the last three days. He felt as nervous and trapped as the exotic big cat that must have occupied the cage before him, even though he’d been fed and allowed to shower and shave, under guard. He could hear Corrigan’s muffled voice and what he thought sounded like beatings in a room nearby.

They’d stripped him of his cell, his beeper, and computer. They’d added them to all of Corrigan’s stuff, covering an old metal desktop, spread out like ammunition for a weapon of some kind. Idle electronic pieces that were of no use to them now.

One little thing perhaps they didn’t know. Corrigan had installed a tracking device in his phone, in his computer and in the sole of his shoes. The shoes had been removed, but hopefully the devices would still work. Derek didn’t know who had access to those devices, and if Tariq was involved in procuring them, then they were all destroyed by now.

They’d threatened to kill Corrigan if Derek didn’t cooperate. He believed them when they said both of them would be released after Derek delivered the cash to the young Middle Eastern man in the coffee shop.

But any sense of reassurance he’d had evaporated today, since they’d allowed him to see the gate, the hangar with the Saudi Air logo, a palm tree and the crescent sun with the blue background. The guard at the gate spoke in Arabic to the two men in the front, barely looking at him, as if his life were inconsequential. They were pointing to the odometer and other parts of the little Passat he’d loved. This was his car. They were fawning over it like a loose woman. His car. The car he was being held captive in. The one they weren’t letting him drive.

And as he turned around and watched the gate lock behind him, hearing the loud ka-thunk of the metal, that’s when it hit him. He’d not be leaving this compound. At least, not alive.

He’d been used as a mouthpiece, a courier, and now that the goods had been delivered, what use was he?

He’d certainly proven not to be much help to Corrigan. He’d been afraid to try to run away and let the authorities know what was going on for fear of being punished, or worse, perhaps shot. He made a mental note that if he ever made it out alive, he’d learn not to be so trusting, to ask more questions, and be more concerned for his own safety. Corrigan was an asshole to everyone else, but he’d been nice to Derek, promised Derek he’d take care of him, and so for the past four years Derek had been his extra set of eyes, arms, and legs to do his bidding. And just look where that landed him today.

Corrigan’s bidding was nothing like what he’d been asked to do today. He liked Tariq, although he had never trusted him. Corrigan kept them apart, but he’d met the man several times in the office and Tariq had always bowed and smiled that fake smile that gave him the chills. He was surprised Corrigan trusted him as much as he did. But then, Derek wasn’t the ruthless cutthroat either of these men was. How would he ever know?

He just couldn’t believe the man would actually hurt Corrigan. Maybe he’d scare him, but hurt him? That seemed so unnecessary. Maybe it was done to scare Derek into submission, convince him they’d let everyone go. Tariq had told him he was just after the money. Derek had believed him.

Now he knew what folly that was. Another gross miscalculation.

He found himself shuffling as they walked the short distance to the metal door of the cold building. He was pushed and he nearly stumbled onto the pavement, but at the last minute got his balance. The door slammed like a cannon shot behind him causing him to jump.

They let him see Corrigan, stored in another large cage they’d opened for their reunion. Corrigan was in bad shape. With his legs lashed to the chair, his dirty feet showing cuts and black smudges from the warehouse floor, he saw how red his toes looked, and how swollen his feet and ankles appeared. Sitting in the same position for several days with his bones beginning to heal wasn’t a very good thing either. Corrigan needed to lie down and rest, and probably needed his meds. If his boss got an infection, or a heart attack, it could be all over.

Derek wished he could somehow get a message to the SEALs or someone who could help.

Corrigan looked up at him with a sad expression, his blue eyes still blue but barely visible between the purple and black bruises he wore like a mask. A portion of his left cheek was sticking out at an odd angle, and Derek realized he’d been hit with something hard and the arch just below his eye was broken. They were intensifying the mistreatment.

He made eye contact with his boss and turned around to deliver his protest, but was hit on the side of the head with something wooden, and blackness overtook him just as he hit the ground. He felt one of his teeth crack as his lip split when it slammed into the dirty concrete floor. He heard the cage door slam shut.

Then nothing.
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Kyle’s phone rang before he could call Christy. It was Coop. Kyle left it on the console so Rory could hear.

“Give me some good news, Coop.”

“Got ’em.”

“Holy shit, seriously? Where is he?”

“You’re gonna love this. Close, as it turns out, Lindbergh Field. At least his phone is there.”

“Could be stored in a locker there.”

“Nope, not from the map I checked out. Cargo warehouse, Saudi Air.”

“Fuckin’ knew it, man,” Rory said. “That’s the logo I saw, the palm tree. That’s second confirmation, then.”

“Good work, Coop. Meet me at the Scupper in a half hour. I’ll need a few things at Fredo’s, so ask him to bring my black bag and a full box, okay? We’re stopping by Rory’s. We’ll be right there.” Fredo had a metal box welded to the underside of his green 4-door beater truck, filled with enough explosives and guns to start a small war. They didn’t always have it filled with all their toys, but this was the message to Fredo to do so.

They proceeded to Rory’s. Once inside, Rory asked Kyle to pull up the carpet in his closet and open the floor safe. He verified nothing had been touched. With Kyle’s help, they grabbed a black duty bag still hanging in the closet and loaded his H&K MP5 from his floor cache, added some clips and retrieved his night vision goggles, zip ties, binding cord and some small explosive devices among other accessories, then zipped up the bag, and they were ready to leave within seconds. Kyle grabbed it from him without objection and the two of them made it back to the Hummer.

Rory knew the responsibility of the mission was weighing on Kyle’s mind.

“We’re gonna have to tell the families, right, Kyle?”

“Just not sure I can. Let’s see what the intel is first.”

Cooper was already sitting at one of the back tables, a map of the airport spread out. Fredo and Brady were studying it. T.J. pointed to an employee parking area nearby. “I’ve been there. There’s a big chain-link fence and a guard just outside the lot. We’ll have to cut our way through here, closest to the two buildings.”

Kyle agreed. “Anything from the coordinates, Coop?”

“I think it’s this one.” He pointed to the smaller of the two buildings in the cargo facility.

“Okay, I’m calling Collins,” Kyle said. Rory knew there was a risk they could be asked to stand down, and he was fairly sure Kyle would elect to disobey that command. “Fredo, you and Cooper make your lists. I wanna know we got everything before we head over there.”

Rory watched Kyle leave a message, sigh, and come back to the table.

“So, since I’ve not gotten instructions to the contrary, we’re going to go over and take a look.”

The team headed over in three vehicles, parking parallel to the fencing, lined up in a row, so the breach of the perimeter wouldn’t be seen from the guard station. Rory wondered if they’d have cameras or monitors on the fencing, but didn’t see anything. He did see monitors on the warehouses, so he noted their approach would be watched and pointed this out to Kyle.

On Kyle’s mark, Rory made a five-foot-square hole in the fence as Coop and Fredo stood guard. There was a time delay on the parking lot lighting, since dusk had fully descended on them but the sensors hadn’t picked up.

It was a long expanse between the fence and the edge of the warehouses, without any cover. If the lights came on in the middle of their trip, they’d be sitting ducks. He touched Kyle’s arm.

“I can hit the guard shack from inside, Kyle, but not sure there’s enough time to get to the hostages. I say we take them out first. Those lights are coming on any second now.”

“I agree,” Fredo added.

“Okay. But just restrain in place. Unless they draw their weapons.”

“Roger that.” Rory looked at Fredo, who nodded. “Be right back.”

He and Fredo loaded their pockets with some flares and a couple of explosive charges. Each had their sidearms, but their hands were free. They walked like a couple of drunken buddies toward the guard shack.

They were presented with the barrel of an AK-47 just as they stepped up to the concrete platform at the shack. Rory let the pin out of a small flash smoke bomb and tossed it behind him near a metal storage locker outside the gate.

Before the guard could get the answer he was seeking, the flash pulled his concentration for just a second, enough time for Rory to disarm him and send the man to the ground with the satisfying crack of a broken shoulder. Fredo had the other guard’s radio, and smashed it under the heel of his boot. Fredo easily kicked the second guard in the jaw, sending him unconscious to the ground. The first guard let out a scream, but Rory quickly covered his mouth with duct tape, bound his hands in front, jerking his arms, causing the man to pass out. They slipped both prisoners into the shack, closed the door and secured the gate closed as well, successfully cutting off any rescue vehicles.

Fredo ran the hundred yards back to Kyle and the others, with Rory hobbling behind, trying to catch up.

“Nice work,” Kyle said.

Coop was looking at the buildings with his night vision goggles. “I say we get these on, gents.”

“Good idea, but watch when those lights come on,” Kyle added.

Fredo and Rory hoisted their heavy bags, as everyone else geared up. At the last minute, Fredo grabbed Rory’s bag and slung it over his powerful shoulder. Under the cover of darkness, they silently skirted the circle of lights from the warehouses. Staying in the shadows, they separated into two groups as they hit the perimeter of the metal buildings from both sides. Fredo tried the door and found it unlocked, which was a godsend. He stepped back.

They heard the crackle and message back from Coop. “Rear door locked. No windows.”

Kyle motioned for Fredo to go get on that door, and the Mexican SEAL took off running.

“We go when they breach,” Kyle whispered.

They heard the countdown, ‘five, four, three, two, one,’ and then the boom. Kyle, Rory, and T.J. pushed through the door, finding a large two-story storage facility filled with boxes and crates stacked in rows, giving excellent cover. They could hear the shout of voices as the rear team was engaging whoever responded to the explosive device.

Rory saw an empty chair outside a lit open doorway to a partitioned area that looked like it contained large cages. He guessed if Corrigan were there, he’d be watched and not left alone. He pointed to the area and Kyle nodded. Kyle ordered T.J. to stand behind and watch the front door, while he and Rory headed toward the cages. A quick visual to the catwalk above showed that it was empty with no offices or further places for a guard to hide.

The scuffle taking place on the other side of the crates stopped all of a sudden. As they reached the doorway, they saw the hand signal and knew the guards were immobilized.

Kyle was going to lead, but Rory pulled him back. “I go.” His breathing was regular, his resolve pure steel.

Kyle nodded as Rory pushed past him and poked his head quickly into the hallway. A burst of automatic fire nearly caught him cheek level. One spray took out the light overhead. He’d heard two weapons. He retrieved the flash bombs from his vest pocket and rolled two down the hallway and to the left. Then he tossed one to the right.

He pulled down his mask and night vision goggles and was into the hallway. Another blast came around the corner and he guessed Fredo and his group had focused on the same area. He spread himself against the bars of the cages as the spray of rounds missed him. The guards were coughing.

The next sound of automatic fire chilled him to the bone. He could hear the ricocheting of metal on metal and knew one of the guards had attempted to shoot something in one of the cages. He saw the heat signature and took out one guard, the other lying on the floor. Inside the cage he found two heat signals, neither one moving.

His heart was pounding in his chest. There were two prisoners, yet only one was coughing, and that was faint and weak. He exploded the lock while Kyle and the rest of the team slipped by him. They removed the two bodies, one appearing to be tied to a chair, probably Corrigan. He tried to catch up but was favoring his hip, and now was running with a definite limp he hadn’t noticed before. He could smell feces and the indescribable scent of putrid flesh as he chased behind to the open warehouse away from the smoke they’d laid down. He hoped to God that they weren’t too late.

In the clear, he removed his goggles and saw that it was indeed Corrigan. He felt the wonderful sense of relief when the bindings were removed from the older man and he heard him groan. A dirty hand gripped his forearm. “Rory,” Corrigan whispered.

“Got you, sir. Hang on.”

Coop was checking out the other prisoner, Derek, a pale shade of his former self. Derek’s head wound looked like part of his skull had collapsed from a blow. Coop shook his head. “He’s in bad shape. Very little pulse.” Coop had an I.V. in the man’s arm within seconds, handing the plastic bag to Brady, while he assisted T.J.’s assessment of Corrigan.

Corrigan was mumbling. T.J. was asking him about what he took for his heart, and Rory could see that was what they were focused on first. They gave him something, and he went limp. The team carried the two patients, now both unconscious, through to the outside, scooted across the yard and back through the fencing material. They could hear the roar of other vehicles coming and an alarm bell going off on the other side of the warehouse.

Quickly they stowed the patients, Derek in T.J.’s and Corrigan in Kyle’s Hummer. Rory took up shotgun position in Kyle’s, his weapon turned on anything that came their way. With Kyle in the lead, the three vehicles made it to the center of the parking lot and near the entrance on the other side before a Jeep blocking the opening stopped them. Kyle revved his motor and rammed the Jeep. At the last minute, the two occupants dove for cover without discharging their weapons. The bulk of the damage was to Kyle’s Hummer, but T.J.’s also got part of the Jeep wheel well and bumper caught on his left side. Coop and Brady missed the Jeep and the fencing all together.

They raced around the access frontage road, passing airport security police, who were speeding to the warehouse area with sirens and flashing lights.

Rory looked at his LPO and gripped his shoulder. “Thanks, man. That was awesome, Kyle.”

“Yeah, it was pretty fuckin’ awesome, wasn’t it?”

“Like a warm-up,” Cooper said as he continued to unwrap Corrigan and check on his wounds.

“Wasn’t the workup I was expecting. But it’ll do.”

Rory stared out through the windshield and knew he’d miss this. He also realized his hip was hurting him something fierce and he’d messed something up. He swore under his breath.

“You okay?”

Rory searched for something acceptable to say. “Yeah, just gonna hate watching you guys go, getting in on all the action. Me sitting around watching T.V.”

“Well, nothing says you couldn’t hang around a bookstore,” Kyle winked back at him. “Things could be worse, you know. And it looks like your dad’s alive. So I’d count your blessings, Rory. You got a shitpile of them.”

It was true.

Corrigan and his man, Derek, were rushed to Scripps Mercy Hospital where they were both admitted immediately. Corrigan was blubbering like a baby, heaping praise on Rory and his SEAL buddies for having rescued him. He looked like a nutty professor in a lab explosion, Rory thought, with his hair standing in stiff peaks and his face grimy. Corrigan had soiled himself too, so the smell was enough to nearly gag him but Corrigan seemed to be oblivious of his condition.

He was helped into a wheelchair at the entrance, Rory staying with him as Kyle helped T.J., Cooper, and the ER techs put Derek on a gurney. He hadn’t gained consciousness, and the SEALs knew the Emergency staff was more worried about him than Corrigan.

Once inside, Rory made sure they knew Corrigan was on medication for heart attack or stroke, so he was seen within a half hour. Derek was sent straight to surgery. The police had been called, and Rory knew Kyle wanted to leave before they got there. They stayed until they were able to speak with the Emergency Room physician on call and be assured Corrigan was stable, but still in pain. Nothing at this point indicated he was in any grave danger, unlike Derek. Other than the beating to his face, Corrigan was relatively untouched.

Rory told Corrigan he’d stop by tomorrow to see him, maybe have that blood test afte rall and then the two parted. He knew Corrigan wanted him to be called Dad, but Rory just couldn’t. Besides, he thought, no sense getting Corrigan’s hopes up. Rory had given up hope a long time ago and wasn’t about to stop now.

Coop and Brady were on their cell phones. Fredo was pacing the floor, checking the outside for the police they knew were on their way.

“Go home,” Kyle said to the three of them. “I’ll call you guys later.”

“No problem with that,” said Brady. “You drop me back to my ride?”

“No problemo,” said Fredo. “Coop, you coming?”

They took off in a fast walk toward the parking lot and were gone within seconds.

Rory, Kyle, and T.J. huddled quickly in the lobby out of anyone’s earshot. “Nothing more we can do for these guys. They’re as safe as they can be. I’m guessing talking to the cops would be a bad idea, so let’s agree to disperse. T.J. get home, and Rory, I’ll drop you off,” Kyle finished.

The three SEALs passed a pair of San Diego uniforms as they walked through the maze of the Emergency Room admitting area.

“That was close,” Rory whispered.

“Yeah. Hate to not give them a full report, but I gotta get over to Collins and Lieutenant Forsythe.”

“Roger that,” T.J. answered. He listened as Kyle put the call in to Collins, informing him of the raid and the possible implications. T.J. stood guard to make sure the uniforms didn’t come out to find them.

“Yessir, I’ll tell them. See you in ten.” He turned to T.J. and Rory. “He says to go home, you two. I’m gonna meet with them in a few minutes. We have to take precautions. Find your women and get things prepared. Get your equipment cleaned and ready. Maybe warn the ladies. He thinks it might be good if we went on a quick training exercise out of the way of local law enforcements, just to stay out of their reach, let Collins and the Forsythe take the flack.”

“I made a promise not to leave town without telling the LAPD.” Rory said.

“That’s gonna be something Collins will have to handle. Navy business first. It’s a bit of a stretch, but in this case, we don’t want to make it more complicated until we find out who these guys are and how we can get them. Remember, the one who orchestrated this is still out there, and he’s gotta be pissed.”

It made perfect sense to Rory. He could see T.J. was anxious to get back to Shannon and wasn’t happy about another training taking him away from her and the baby.

“I’ll be in touch later on. Stay sharp. Get ready and when I call, you show up wherever I tell you, got that? Might not be until tomorrow, but you stay ready.”


Chapter 26
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Moustafa was so irritated he wanted to kill something. It was late before his handler called him.

“I require your services.”

“Always ready to be of service to the Prophet. I want a face-to-face, though.”

“I’ve no time for this.”

“But I have news. Been doing what you asked, surveillance, and I have—”

“Shut up. I don’t care about your fucking surveillance.”

Moustafa was inflamed. He’d be able to do better on his own, except for the money they threw at him. He never trusted Syrians fully. They’d had too much Western culture for his tastes, at least the tastes he had now. If he could find another benefactor, he could do the Prophet’s work unbridled by this man whom he guessed was too attached to the nicer things in life. He didn’t like being at this man’s beck and call. It was after ten o’clock in the evening. He liked his last handler better, but unfortunately, he’d been deported for tax fraud two months ago, and this man was his replacement. He wasn’t a mullah like his last one was.

“Moustafa, I need you to find someone. He is an American Navy man. Rory Kennedy is his name. He lives here in San Diego, and I believe he knows someone in the Special Forces community. May perhaps be one of them, I’m not sure. I want you to find him. Take the others and find him. He must be captured and taken where I can interrogate him.”

“A final solution for me?”

“No. I want him alive. I need him alive. He has friends. If you want to get his friends, all the better, but I want to be able to speak with him in person. I will work on my end to find him, but I want you to start looking for him tonight.”

“Sure. And you’re going to bed now?” Moustafa knew it wasn’t a wise thing to do, but he couldn’t help himself.

“You don’t like your position? I can have that changed quickly. You aren’t the only one I have, and I think you know this. Don’t be stupid, Moustafa. I don’t seek sleep and won’t sleep until Rory Kennedy is in my custody.”

Moustafa waited until his blood settled. “I had wanted to discuss what I’ve found. Didn’t that American tell you I had things to report?”

There was a pause on the other end of the phone. “Quite frankly, no. He didn’t. He’s indisposed at the moment.”

Figures. The man had been so nervous he wouldn’t remember where he was or whom he spoke with, Moustafa thought. “You have your Navy man. I have the whereabouts of a woman of one of those bearded ones.”

“The SEALs?”

“Special forces, yes, perhaps SEALs. I recognized him. Is your Rory more important than getting the woman, and perhaps several others of these special warriors? I know where three households of them live. I’ve followed them. Their men do not leave them protected. They are ripe for the taking, my teacher.”

He could tell his handler was thinking about this. “Perhaps we can do that, after we get Mr. Kennedy.”

Moustafa was livid.

“What if I don’t survive this mission?”

“Like I said before, you take some of his friends. It can be public and brutal, but Kennedy isn’t to be killed just yet.”

He could hardly listen to the handler’s words, wanting him to go after a lowly Navy recruit, when he could capture a real warrior and his woman. Moustafa knew about the sixth sense they had for danger and how astute they were in combat. He had a much better chance of dealing with the women. And it would hurt them more, was the best way to seek his revenge for the Prophet. These men were prepared to die. They were not prepared to have their women killed.

His handler was exercising faulty logic, coming from some carnal desire or spot of anger that was clouding his judgment. Moustafa would play along for a bit. But he’d be looking for another teacher, someone who would fully appreciate and understand his capabilities, and was worthy of the sacrifices he and his family had made.

“I will require more money. I will have to purchase information and equipment.”

“Fine.”

“Are you sending the American?”

“No. I’ll do it myself.”

Excellent choice.

“Make a list of what you need, and I will meet you tomorrow at the coffee shop where you met the American. Noon. Do not be late.”

Moustafa noticed the teacher was driving a more modest older BMW, not the sleek two-door Mercedes he’d been told cost nearly $200,000. He knew that when this happened, there was a reason. There would always be a reason for this man. Like the fact that no one but he showed up for the appointment. Things had changed in the teacher’s world.

He had also shaved off his moustache and had changed his glasses. His hair was streaked with gray. He looked easily fifteen years older than he had the last time they met. More grandfatherly, though the man was probably only in his fifties.

He even walked hunched over, shoulders rounded. Moustafa wondered if he had been injured.

“You look terrible,” he said to the Syrian.

“Good.” He had the same hand movements, and he quickly produced another packet of cash, this time a very thick envelope. “I am not staying in San Diego for long. This will have to last you for a month.”

He wasn’t giving Moustafa the pleasure of his eye contact. Something was definitely wrong.

“Why the disgu—” Moustafa wasn’t able to finish the word before he was shushed. A lady the next table over looked up from her book.

The handler hunkered down and said between clenched teeth, “You will shut up about my physical appearance. The stakes are rising, my friend.”

Moustafa leaned back, then bent down and dropped the cash into his nylon briefcase next to his computer. Then he pulled out a large manila mailing envelope and tossed it onto the table. The package slid across the Formica surface, stopping as it hit his handler in the belly.

“What’s this?”

“My fucking surveillance you aren’t very interested in. Pictures of the American and his woman.”

The man pulled out the pictures Moustafa had printed on his photo printer, and surveyed them one by one slowly.

“That’s the woman. Her name is Megan, if you care to know.” As the teacher sorted through several other photographs, he stopped at the close-up of the American, with crossed arms and legs, his baseball cap on backwards. “And that’s the bearded one. Like you, he has shaved off his facial hair.”

Teacher snarled and threw the photographs back on the table. Moustafa didn’t like the lack of respect he showed.

“I want Kennedy first. You find him, and then you can have your way with the woman and her warrior. But you find Kennedy first.” He handed him a piece of paper. “This is his address and cell phone number.”

“Why do you need me to do this?”

“That isn’t important. Just do as you’re told.”

Moustafa folded the paper and put it in his shirt pocket. “Perhaps they know each other, if they are both in the Navy?”

“You know how many Navy men and women there are in San Diego? Do not waste your time or mine.”

“Understood.” Moustafa was sure, somehow, there would be a connection. “But this one, he is special.” He told Teacher about what he’d observed this bearded one doing in the killing fields of Afghanistan, how he’d seen him rig explosives, kill some of the militants in their cadre. “They did lots of house-to-house raids and he’s an expert on explosives. I’ve watched as he blew up vehicles and doorways with pinpoint accuracy. He’d be a legend.”

The Syrian grabbed the photographs again and studied the warrior. “His name?”

Moustafa knew something had piqued his teacher’s interest. “I don’t know. I haven’t talked with him. Perhaps she will tell me. I could talk to her.”

The older man looked at her photograph as if memorizing the face of the American woman.

“Keep it. I have more,” Moustafa said.

“No. But I will take this.” He chose one photo of the warrior. “You must bring Kennedy to me. Then we’ll discuss your next plan with this bearded one.”

“What about the woman?”

Teacher pulled Moustafa by the shirt collar so hard he nearly toppled his coffee. “I said get Kennedy first. Nothing happens until we get him. You will make it your mission in life to get Rory Kennedy. You do not hurt the woman. Not yet.”

“Of course. I understand.” Moustafa wondered if the Syrian even liked women, his answer was so clinical.


Chapter 27
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Megan was at work when she got the call from Rory.

“Should I ask about your hip? Or is that off limits?”

“Healing. Had a recent training exercise and it’s hurting a little now, but I’m getting stronger every day.”

“That’s good. Everything else okay? Lindsay’s been freaked out about something, and I can’t get her to spill. She’s doing a good job covering it up, but I can tell something’s wrong. You wouldn’t know anything about that, now would you?”

“Nope. Couple problems, I’d say.”

She knew by the way he was answering he was lying. This was the part that bothered her the most. She decided to confront him with it.

“Rory, look. If you’re not going to be honest with me, why do you even call?”

“I don’t know. I guess I just wanted to see you again.”

“Coffee. Just coffee, Rory.”

“So we’re back to that are we?”

“Did we ever really go beyond that?”

He inhaled and whispered in the phone, “Honey, yes, we did. We did a lot more than sip coffee. You know it, too.”

She was biting her lip. Damn. He wasn’t giving her anything to go on, nothing to hang onto, to encourage her, except the honest fact that he wanted to see her again. She had a decision to make. She thought of Lindsay’s message to her a few days ago, ‘In the end, it’s worth it.’

Megan watched as Rory hobbled into the coffee shop affixed to the bookstore. He took his place at the coffee bar, leaning his cane against his chair, and examined her over the glass partition as he sipped a cappuccino. She felt his eyes melt her straight spine, felt as her panties got wet just wondering what he was thinking. She was conscious of her hair, wondering if it was neat or if the clip had let down too much and looked sloppy. She wondered about her lipstick, worried about the old pair of shoes she wore just to be comfortable. Had she known she’d see him, she’d have worn a white lace top and some smooth, well-polished pumps.

She hid behind the big glasses she wore when she did fine catalog work. However, between rows of books she logged in and then shelved, she’d take off her glasses and would find him staring at her as if she’d removed her blouse.

He’d said it was just for coffee, but the way he watched her implied something else.

Like a bad penny, Grant entered the store and headed straight for her counter. She recalled the messages he’d been leaving, each one a little more irritated than the last. Now she wished she’d actually called him back because the fierce determination on his face scared her a little. His focused approach got Rory’s attention immediately. Megan braced for the worst and greeted Grant without a smile.

“I told you not to come here anymore. Do I have to call the police, Grant?”

“You don’t answer my calls.”

“And I’m obligated to do so?”

“You owe me some respect for what I did for you.”

“Please, spare me, Grant. Don’t you have someone else you can go prey on?”

She hadn’t noticed it, but Rory was suddenly standing right behind Grant. The SEAL’s large paw gripped her former lover’s shoulder so hard he crouched. Then Rory turned him around and stood face to face with him.

“Do we have a problem here?” Rory asked.

Slightly taller but not as muscular, Grant feigned bravado at first and then allowed his shoulders to round as he looked at his feet as if trying to find courage there. “No problem. I don’t think this concerns you.”

“Oh, it concerns me. Anything that has to do with Megan concerns me quite a bit.”

“Rory, it’s okay. He was just leaving. I don’t want a scene.” Megan inserted.

“Fine.” Rory stepped back and motioned with his right hand. “Please, allow me to show you to the door.”

“Who is this guy, Megs?” Grant’s smirk was bitter and dangerously explosive. She used to like being called Megs, the silly term of endearment, but it made Rory jerk his head and search her face.

“Megs?” he asked, wrinkling his nose.

She shrugged, checking her feet. Then, turning to Grant. “You’ve got to leave. This is harassment.” She addressed Rory. “I’ll take care of this.” She craned her neck up to see where the security guard was and found him not more than twenty feet away, posted at one entrance. “Security!” she called out.

Rory melted into the countertop, making small and leaning on his cane as the tall security guard came over, keys and equipment rattling from his leather belt and fanny pack.

“You have a problem, Megan?”

“I’m leaving.” Grant said. He turned to Rory, “New boyfriend? How nice for you, Megan. Rory, is it? You touch me again, and I’ll file assault charges against you.”

“That won’t be necessary as long as you stay away,” Rory said in that unflappable air she loved about him. “You’re not one-tenth the bad guy I’ve dealt with. You heard her. She wants you to stay away.”

The security guard added, “Why don’t I escort you out? Consider yourself unwelcome at this establishment from now on.”

She could tell Grant was angry and feeling outmatched, which she knew was a lethal combination. But despite his efforts to shrug off the grip the security guard had on his elbow, he was escorted unceremoniously out the door into the afternoon.

As the security guard returned, Megan looked at Rory’s determined face and knew he had questions.

“Old boyfriend. Married. Doesn’t know the meaning of the word no.”

He seemed to accept it.

“You gonna be okay, Miss Palmer?” the guard asked.

“I’m fine. I think I’ll ask for a break.”

“If you want an escort home, I can arrange that.”

“No. Really. He’s not that way. I think he’ll stay away now.” To Rory, she said, “Let me see if I can take a break.”

“Fair enough. I’ll order you a cappuccino?”

“Thanks. That would be nice.” She watched as he walked back to the shop. His gait looked painful.

Megan’s supervisor approved the early break, and she found herself on a stool, holding a warm cappuccino in a brown ceramic cup between her fingers. The creamy foam was delicious.

“Sorry if I inserted myself in there, but we’re being extra careful these days,” Rory began.

“I don’t feel you’re butting in where you don’t belong. It’s not like we’re strangers.” She felt her cheeks flush. Just looking at him made her heart race in spite of everything she was trying to tell herself. She couldn’t tell him she liked that he cared enough about her to barge in.

“I’m going to level with you a little about Lindsay’s fears. I’m glad she didn’t reveal anything, but I think it’s time you knew a little about what’s going on in the community.”

“Okay.” She knew it was going to be bad news, but she was thrilled he wanted to tell her anyway. It was significant to her that he wanted her to be part of their community news and knew this wasn’t done without a great deal of thought.

“We’re all being extra vigilant. Not sure if you’ve seen the news, but the guy that caused my accident was kidnapped and forced to pay some ransom.”

“But what could that possibly have to do with you?” Megan wrinkled her brow.

“Well, he might be my dad.” Rory couldn’t figure out any other way to say it.

“That was your dad?”

Rory nodded. “Not verified, but maybe. At least the kidnappers found out Corrigan believed he’s my dad, and they didn’t think to question the information.”

“Rory, they said he was a billionaire. Big guy from New York. He’s your dad?”

“Well, we’re working on that. But possibly so. For now, he’s safe, and that’s all we know at this point. But the guys who did this are still out there.”

“Oh, my God. Rory, you should have told me.”

“Been a little busy.”

“As in you were involved in the rescue?”

“No comment. Not allowed. But here’s what you need to know. We have to, all of us, be careful. You aren’t to tell anyone about this, okay? We don’t know who we can trust. Somehow, they got to him at the hospital. But I was there too. They got to him and got the information to contact me with the ransom demand, so it’s only a matter of time before they get to me as well.”

“That’s awful. You must be so stressed.”

Rory looked directly into her eyes. “No, Megan. I’m built for this. They can’t take anything away from me more than I’m willing to give. If I died tomorrow, it would not be a problem. I’m going to defend our way of life and the brothers on my team, no questions. No hesitation.”

“Why do I get the impression there’s a ‘but’ in there?”

“Our families might be in danger. That’s the long and the short of it. We’re leaving town for a few days. But you might be in trouble for associating with me. And I just couldn’t live with myself if that happened.”

“Okay. What does that mean?”

“I came to say goodbye for a few days. Don’t want you to worry, but I want you to be extra careful. You call me if something strange happens, you got it?”

Megan’s heart sank.

“How long will you be gone?”

“I can’t say. More than a couple days. But we don’t really know.”

“So if you guys are gone, who’s going after the bad guys?”

“We have to rely on the locals, in coordination with the Feds. But we’re strictly low profile, off the grid as it were. We don’t want to get involved in any of that. Up to them to do what they’re trained to do. As far as we know, none of us has ever met any of these guys. It’s probably a homegrown terrorist cell working independently and just mucking around. They got some money, but they didn’t get the big trophy kill. We think they’ll be looking for that, or at least that’s what our Chief has said.”

“Do you think they know about the families?”

“No. We don’t. If we did, we wouldn’t be leaving. But I’m telling you as a precaution.”

Megan moved her hand over Rory’s and was warmed as he clutched her fingers between his and kissed her knuckles. His eyes scanned her lips, sending a smile to his. She didn’t want him to go.

“You leave today?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Then we have tonight?”

“Not wise, Megan.” His grin belied his true feelings.

“So the others aren’t with their families tonight?”

“No, they are. But we’re, I mean—”

“You got to say goodbye. I want to say goodbye in my own way,” she said as her pulse quickened. The electric charge between them was undeniable. She moved her knees so they clutched his left knee, entwining her ankle around his. “Please, Rory.”

“You work until five?”

“I just got sick.”

Rory smiled. “You look pretty damned good for sick.”

“I dare you to kiss me.”

“Honey, I intend to, but somewhere I won’t get you fired.”

Megan’s supervisor released her for the day, while giving a stern look at the two of them. Rory followed her to the parking lot and followed behind as she began the trip home.

Her emotions were swimming. The closer she got to her bungalow, the more her heightened libido turned all the colors of the traffic, the passing scenery and the sounds of the late afternoon into a cacophony that overwhelmed her. Her heart was pounding in her ears, her panties became wet as her cheeks flushed. Her throat was parched and her breathing deliciously strained. Her mind played visions of their lovemaking in the past, the way his hands and his body played hers. She’d forgotten how much she needed this communion.

She led him to her front door, inserted her key, ready to open it. He stood so close that as she brushed by him she felt his hardness. His soft groan made her giggle. He pulled her arm back, laced his hand through the back of her head and pulled her to him, kissing her hard, demanding she yield to him. His hands roamed over her ass and up under her shirt. He deftly undid her bra and she felt her breasts release to his palm.

“We shouldn’t do this here,” she whispered and was thrilled it made not one bit of difference to him. “Rory, don’t undress me here. I want privacy.”

He stopped and smiled, their foreheads pressing against each other. “And I want you.”

Before the door slammed shut behind them he had her top off and had begun working on her slacks. She stepped out of her shoes as he bent her over and slid her pants down her thighs, pulling her back against him, rubbing the cleft in her rear against his erection.

Naked, she turned and began unsnapping the blue denim shirt he wore, one snap at a time, kissing his chest after each new tiny reveal. He lowered his head to her breasts and bit her nipples, and then squeezed them. After toeing out of his shoes, she undid his button fly and he stepped out of his jeans.

Her fingers found his warm arousal in his boxers. She squeezed his balls and slid the elastic waistband down his hips. His body against hers, his shirt open but still on, he picked her up and carried her to the bed.

Their hands mated on the pillow at the sides of her head, pinning her down. “God, how I’ve thought about doing this over and over again, Megan.”

He arched up, pressing his upper torso into her breasts, still holding her wrists together and slipped his knees under her thighs. With one arm underneath her waist, he raised her pelvis, positioning himself for a full entry.

She’d been watching the way his arms rippled, the sinews of his massive shoulders, and the veins extending down his inner arm, past his elbow to his forearms. She wanted to touch him, but his restraint heightened her pleasure as she struggled against him and he held firm. His kisses to her neck and the heavy groan in her ear brought her passion to a full boil.

“I want to touch you,” she whispered, her eyes closed. She could feel the head of his penis at her opening.

“Megan, look at me.”

When she did, he plunged in, sliding fully inside her to the hilt. She gasped as his girth split her in two. He angled and rocked back slow at first, then increased speed until he was pounding her into the bed. If she looked away, he turned her head so they were staring into each other’s eyes as he plunged in repeatedly. Her cries were muffled as he pressed his lips over hers and drank from her scream. He began a slow rhythmic motion, building and playing to the orgasm now building, overtaking her.

He suddenly stopped, her sex quivering with need. He continued to hold her down, kissing her chest and her neck. His powerful hands then gripped her hips, grinding her up and down on his shaft as she bent back like a bow. He rocked her pelvis back and forth, rooting deep, thrusting upwards. Her orgasm triggered fully, exploding into waves of pleasure. Megan’s internal muscles held and milked him as he undulated his hips, stopping once with a wince. She waited a few delicious seconds before he resumed, clutching at her flesh with his fingers, forcing himself inside her and pressing her down on him until they were both spent.

He collapsed on top of her.

She could barely breathe but she didn’t care. Her fingers lightly slipped down his spine, feeling the sweat now pooling between the mounds of hard muscles on his back. Over his smooth buttocks, she lightly trailed her right hand onto his thigh. Her left fingers were entangled in his hair, twirling it back and forth. Staring at the ceiling, she embedded everything she was feeling right now into her memory as she lay underneath this strong warrior, just in case this didn’t last forever.

She rubbed her thigh against his, scooting to the side, allowing his left side to fall into the bed. But they were still joined, he’d made sure of that. Now with her leg up over his hip, his face close to hers on the pillow, she traced his lips with her forefinger. He was watching her carefully, but not saying a word, as if he too was taking a mental picture of their joined bodies, the heat of their sweat, and the steady rhythmic breathing in the aftermath of their frenzied lovemaking.

She placed her palm on his ear and cheek. She found words at last. “Sweet, Rory, if this is how you say goodbye, I’m dying to know how you say hello.”

He smiled. “It’s better.” He leaned closer and kissed her. “Except for one thing.”

“And what’s that?”

“I haven’t finished saying goodbye.”


Chapter 28
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Moustafa knew he would find the woman at work, but he hadn’t seen the man until he nearly tripped over him at the coffee shop. He cursed under his breath at his lack of attention. She was delicious to watch, so unspoiled and ripe to be defiled. His concentration had gotten soft as he’d gotten hard, and then the warrior was there with his fiery hair.

He decided to stay behind the soldier, so he slumped into a table with a newspaper covering it, watching their movements from his peripheral vision. He didn’t dare draw attention by attempting a picture as she joined him. Moustafa looked up briefly when her leg swung around his and they drew themselves together in that intimate way lovers did. The way he used to do with his beloved.

When the warrior and his woman left together, he waited until they were outside before exiting the café. He crossed the street to his car as they both drove from the parking lot in single file. They weren’t hard to follow as the warrior let the woman lead and she was a slow driver. They traveled through familiar neighborhoods, since he now knew the route to her property. He knew that they’d be occupied for a time at her place having sex. He parked on the street across from her driveway and in the shadow of a large tree was able to take some photographs of them kissing and then entering her front door.

The neighborhood was quiet. It was before commute hours, so other than a stray dog bark and an airplane overhead, he heard no noise and didn’t see anyone outside.

The late afternoon was warm, and soon he fell asleep with the driver’s window down.

“Excuse me, but are you in trouble?” The dark glasses of the San Diego policeman reflected his astonished face in their lenses. He’d been startled awake. A lump caught in his throat as he wondered if the warrior’s friends had caught him.

“Oh. So sorry. I must have fallen asleep.”

“You don’t live around here?”

“No, I live near downtown. I’ve been studying for final exams and got sleepy and didn’t want to drive, so I took a little nap where I didn’t feel I’d be disturbed. I was just leaving.”

“You do that,” the officer responded. He was looking inside the car for anything he didn’t like. Moustafa hadn’t brought a weapon except for his antique pocketknife of his grandfather’s. He had his student visa and I.D., but didn’t want to wind up on any report. So he boldly asked if the officer wanted to see his driver’s license.

“Nah, not necessary. Where you go to school?”

“San Diego City College. I am majoring in Journalism.”

“Okay, well you run along. We don’t like people loitering in their car on public roads. You sure you’re okay to drive?”

“Yes, officer. I’m quite well. Thank you.” Moustafa adopted the friendly attitude of a harmless student, smiling, and starting the ignition while rolling up his window. He’d planned to follow the warrior to his home, but didn’t want to take a chance at being found again, so he headed to the Islamic Center for evening prayers. He was confident this time he would find the young soldier at the girl’s cottage in the morning.

On the way, he used one of the new phones the teacher gave him last week to dial one of the two new recruits. He was going to suggest that they meet after Maghrib.

On the other end of the line, the recruits chattered like birds on a fence, interrupting each other by grabbing the phone away. They’d located a new prospect, a young Ethiopian student from their Arab Studies group on campus. The teacher had offered a $500 bonus to each of them for every new recruit they found.

“Moustafa, we thought perhaps he could join us in the training next month.”

“Shh. We don’t talk about that on the phone.” The three of them were to travel to a training camp in Oregon, where the young recruits would learn to shoot a gun for the first time. They would also undergo hand-to-hand combat training from the teacher from Afghanistan, a former military man trained by the Special Forces, who was to arrive within the next thirty days. The recruits were excited. Moustafa wasn’t sure they understood what would be required of them in the months ahead after they’d completed their training.

“Bring him tonight to the Center. Afterwards, we will eat and discuss all these things.”

He hung up, and changed his clothes in preparation for Maghrib. Though he was purified and he wore clean clothing, he could not put the vision of the woman’s smooth backside he had photographed out of his mind. All along the short route to the Center, he would attempt to give himself to The Prophet, even as he was planning to make her his gift of blood sacrifice to be witnessed by the bearded man who was now fucking her.

God is great.


Chapter 29
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Rory had gotten Kyle’s text at two in the morning and softly broke the news to Megan that he was going to have to leave. They’d only just managed to fall asleep. She welcomed him again to her arms. He was losing himself in her, feeding off the need in her soul. The intensity of their lovemaking left him begging for more.

But he had to leave.

“Megan, I’ll be back in a few days, I promise.”

She sat in the bed, knees to her chest, the sheets pulled up to her neck as she watched him dress in the moonlight. He didn’t dare look down at her too long, or he’d shed his clothes and take her again.

“Be very careful. Watch who calls you, who comes by, and make sure you take that guard’s offer to follow you home if you get spooked about anything. Remember—” he said as he watched her lean back and remove the sheet from one of her luscious breasts, “Remember—,” he couldn’t concentrate because she had squeezed her left breast and her right hand had delved under the covers where it was buried between her legs. Her knees were raised and she arched backward in a long moan. He knew what her fingers were doing.

Damn.

He quickly kicked off his shoes and slipped his pants down, leaving his shirt on. He threw open the sheets to find her two fingers inserted into her slit as she writhed before him.

He buried his face in her crotch, nosing aside her fingers, biting the lips of her labia, and lapping at her wet core. She groaned again, lifted her leg up over his head and flipped herself over, presenting her sweet ass to him on all fours.

“Holy mother of God, you’re going to be the death of me, Megan,” he said as he lapped her from behind, sliding a finger into her anus, which drove her crazy. She had grabbed the pillow beneath her and was shouting into it, biting it, her ass undulating in front of him. He inserted both his thumbs into her core, pulled her lips aside and sucked her insides like a ripe orange.

He was rock hard already and should have hesitated to use his remaining condom, but his lust for that pink flesh between her butt cheeks was too strong as he spread her wide and inserted deep. With knees bent, he brought her onto his lap, impaling her on his shaft as he knelt beneath her, pushing her legs to the outside of his. He felt like he could fill her all the way to her neck. He held her hair at the nape, pulling her face back alongside his. “I could fuck you forever,” he whispered through his teeth as he arched, rotated his hips and drove in deeper with each thrust.

“Yes, Rory,” she said as she bounced on him, her huge breasts putty in his palms.

“What are you doing to me, Megan?” he gasped again.

“Making you stay.”

Then it hit him. He didn’t want to leave. He had barely thought about his recovering hip, his mission with the Team, and he had to go. He really did have to go.

As if she could hear his thoughts, “I’m coming baby, just a little bit longer. Please, Rory, fuck me through it.”

His last thrusts pushed her into the headboard, and then down into the pillows while he spilled the seed he hadn’t realized he had left. Crouching over her backside, he waited a few long breaths, still inside her. He bit her ear and sucked the side of her neck, making a hickey that had her mewling into the pillows.

He hated to pull out, but he had to. She righted herself and they kissed on their knees, thighs touching, and her chest against his, her arms wrapped around his neck.

“Promise me,” she whispered. His apprehension grew quickly until she finished. “You will come back so I can learn how you say hello.”

“I promise.”

“I promise to be the one worthy of coming home to. You think about tonight, Rory, all during your training, and you come back to me, or I’ll go out, find you, and drag you back to my bed.”

He liked her spirit and her tenacity. He liked that she was insatiable, matching his sexual appetite. He felt he didn’t have to hold back with her, that he could give her all his intensity, and she wanted it and more.

“You aren’t going to have to drag me. Nothing could keep me away, sweetheart. When I get back, we need to talk.”

Had he said that? Really? Was he about to say something he’d never said before to anyone?

“Love you, Rory. I am completely yours.”

“Love you, baby.”

And there. It was done. He was all in. There was no turning back now.

He could still smell her on his skin. His fingers were still coated in her juices, and he didn’t mind one bit. The grin on his face felt wonderful. He’d even put up with some harassment from Fredo or T.J. and still have enough left over for her. She was his. She belonged to him, was kin and family to him, just like his buddies on the Team.

When he got out of his truck, he noticed his hip was hurting him a little more. He grabbed his cane. In the early morning chill, the breeze coming off the ocean cooled him all the way down to his bones, just like it had done during the BUD/S training. He accepted it, relished it, and made it part of his toughness. He resigned himself to heal, told his leg to fuckin’ hurry up because he had things to do and he wasn’t going to let a little broken hip wound him or slow him down. He had a future, a purpose, and a new reason to live. He walked the distance to their Team building and found Kyle, Fredo, T.J., Brady, and all the rest of the guys waiting for him.

He got the catcalls, and he didn’t care.

“You’d have done the same,” he leveled at T.J. and Brady, who were punching him in the arm. “Damn, I got that bug,” He laughed and shook his head. He was razzed a little longer, several of the guys tousling his hair as they made it to the situation room.

Forsythe was waiting for them. It was unusual anyone outside their Team was inside their building, so Rory knew this was not good news. He took a seat next to T.J. just as Fredo walked in front of him, stepping on both his feet just for spite. The stocky SEAL stopped briefly and took a sniff of the air.

“I smell young love.”

Kyle swatted the SEAL away, and Fredo fell into a chair next to Cooper.

“Okay, we have some information gathered from Raymond Corrigan, the man you guys rescued day before yesterday.” Forsythe leveled a gaze at Rory. “And he’s doing well. It even looks like his employee will recover as well, thanks to some quick thinking and fast action on the part of our medics.” He nodded to Cooper and T.J.

People were fidgeting in their seats. Rory knew they were as nervous as he was.

“We’re asking you to step away for a few days to give the locals and our Fed partners a chance to do some cleanup. This guy we’re after is named Tariq Hanna. He’s from a well-respected family in Syria. Our State Department contacts say he has been a successful businessman for nearly thirty years, doing business with many of the families in the Arab kingdoms.”

Forsythe posted a picture of the handsome Tariq in a business suit on the magnetized white board.

“We believe his family was being held hostage by a militant group, and for the past year, he has been helping them to pinpoint certain wealthy Americans the group could kidnap and hold for ransom monies. He’s also delivered funds to local militia training camps here in the U.S. We know of approximately twenty five such camps currently operating right here in the U.S. of A.”

More whistles and a couple of the audience swore.

“They have apparently promised him they will release his mother and sister and his two young nephews if he cooperates.”

“So our rescue messes up his plan,” Rory barked.

“They got five million dollars out of Corrigan first before the rescue.”

Several in the room whistled. Rory was livid Corrigan had given away that much money to fund a camp that would kill his fellow brothers. He did not like the briefing.

“But no doubt they were going to milk him for much more.”

Kyle started in low and slow, indicating he had some very dark thoughts. “Wait a minute, you said was, as in, they were held hostage and now are released?”

“No. We got credible intel they are on an execution list. All of them. Some kind of a power struggle, which goes on all the time over there. And we’re not sure how much time Tariq has. He may become desperate, especially when his enemies find he let Corrigan get away.”

“So where does this leave us?” Kyle asked.

“We’re fighting over there. But this is coming here, just like the last little cell we got rid of,” said Collins.

“You think these guys are funded by the same group?” T.J. asked.

Forsythe answered, “We think so, T.J. Since they’re in the San Diego area, I’m going to guess yes. Same group. We think they have individual marching orders. It’s a loose operation, but very well-funded, and very deadly. And they’re recruiting young students every day.”

“Why don’t we stop them? If we fuckin’ know where they train, and we know what they’re up to?” Fredo asked.

“I’m afraid that’s above my pay grade. I think there are still those who feel they can work with some of these groups. It was originally thought they might be armed groups we could train to send back to become freedom fighters.”

The air was thick with swearing. Rory’s hip began to pulse, a shooting pain coursing down his thigh. It felt like he’d popped a blood vessel in his leg.

“And I’m afraid that operation was a disaster. These people have turned on us, the country that gave them safe haven. Look, there’s not an easy solution. We’re going to be dealing with these groups for a long time. Most of them have student visas or they are foreign nationals traveling on an approved visa. We don’t have nearly enough names to put them all on a watch list. I’m afraid we’re playing catch up. And they’re way ahead of us.”

“So, what’s the plan, then?” Kyle asked.

Collins spoke up. “Kyle, we originally thought it would be good to send you guys off for a week, maybe two. That’s the way we usually schedule things, as you know. Now we don’t think we can spare you guys longer than a few days, and there’s something else.”

Rory knew this caught everyone’s attention. He didn’t want to bring it up, but he had to. “Sir, you know I’m just ten days post-op. I’m sure my doc wouldn’t clear me for a jump.”

“No jumps. We roll in.”

Rory was relieved, but he still hated to leave Megan alone.

“Here’s the thing, fellas. We need you back here to protect your families in case the Feds aren’t able to sweep these guys up. We want you to tell your families, on a limited basis, what’s going on.”

“Sir?” Kyle now stood. “Most of us have already told our families. They always gotta know. I told my guys to tell their wives and significant others. Not the details, of course, but to be careful and such.”

Rory thought of the way he’d left Megan in the bed just an hour ago. Disheveled, waiting for him, sleepy and drunk in love, just the way he wanted to see her every day. He forced himself to think about the situation they were facing. Was it wrong to visualize running back and slipping into her bed again?

“This time I want you to tell them some of the details, which are that we are searching for a mastermind and his minions who are targeting local military families. We have new evidence that the Lt. Commander’s daughter was lured by a Middle Eastern lad she met online. We think he was part of this cell. She should have known better. We don’t want that to happen to one of your loved ones. We’re keeping it out of the press for now.”

Rory had a question. “Sir, what about the rescue? What’s being released?”

“Well, nothing so far. The Saudis didn’t want anything in the press about their warehouse being used as a hostage facility, but all that’s a State Department nightmare and certainly nothing anyone wants leaked. So far, there isn’t anything public and we want it to stay that way. But Rory, you gotta be extra careful. It won’t stay a secret forever.”

Forsythe agreed. “That’s right. Hospital staff, people Corrigan talked to. Lucky for us we know who we’re looking for, although I doubt he’ll show his face, but I have a picture I got clearance for all of you to have. Show it to the ladies, and your parents. Tell them to be more vigilant than they ever have been.”

“Maybe they shouldn’t be alone while we’re gone. I think they should stay together,” Cooper added. Several agreed.

“If it can be done quietly. We don’t want to draw any attention.”

“Kids will be out of school—”

“Snow trip, something, but they are not to discuss it with anyone but themselves.” Forsythe put his hands on his hips. “Coop, I think that’s an excellent idea. You guys have any place they can go?”

“My in-laws. They have more alarms than Fort Knox,” Coop said. His father-in-law had set up a sophisticated alarm system after a deranged father of one of Dr. Brownlee’s patients had abducted his daughter, Libby.

It was agreed.

“I want you all back here in four hours. We take off at oh-seven-hundred. Got it?” Collins said without a smile. The room began to disperse. Forsythe walked up to Rory.

“Just a minute, son. I have something to show you.”

Kyle turned and Rory motioned him over. Forsythe put Rory’s Mac on the side briefing table under the large map of San Diego and it’s waterways, with a plethora of pins and flags covering it, showing maneuvers and locations of Naval vessels and some commercial cruise lines nearby.

Opening up the screen, Forsythe typed in Rory’s passcode and they waited while his Gmail account opened. There were numerous communications from Raymond Corrigan’s computer, starting with the night the Proof of Life picture was sent. Forsythe clicked on the most recent one.

‘Mr. Kennedy,

You are delusional to think I will let this act go unpunished. You can tell Mr. Corrigan he is still a target and the money he has made from the kingdoms is steeped in blood. Now, more so than before. Some time, some day, he will be punished, as will you. He will die watching your head roll.’

“Holy fuck,” Rory said. Kyle patted him on the back.

“You sure you don’t remember seeing this guy anywhere?” Forsythe said.

“No.”

“Rory, everyone you know is in danger. Everyone. You got any other relatives? Because they have to be told.”

“Are you going to tell him?”

“We did last night when we interviewed him. That’s how we got Tariq’s name and picture. Corrigan said this guy did background information on his clients, and was expert at it. And he has a lot of money, plus access to some of Corrigan’s enemies. They apparently are continuing to attempt to drain his bank accounts, but the Feds have managed to block the transfers. I think Tariq’s desperate, and if anything happens to his family, it will be worse.”

“What do you suggest?”

“I hate to send you away, but since you have no one, I think it’s safest for you. Not that they won’t find another opportune target. Unfortunately, he’s a wounded bear.”

“You gotta tell them about Megan.” Kyle said, placing his palm at the back of Rory’s shoulders.

“I have a girl.”

“She live with you, son?”

“No. She lives alone.”

“So we’ll step up patrols. Write her address here. And you know where she works?” Collins handed him a yellow lined tablet.

“We’re getting great cooperation from the San Diego police, who want to help, but they aren’t supposed to mess with any of this terrorist stuff, so the Feds are running things, with SDPD as secondary.” added Forsythe.

“Maybe she should go with the wives?” Rory whispered.

Collins and Forsythe exchanged a look Rory didn’t like.

“Let’s assume they don’t know about her for now. We’ll keep her under tight surveillance, but you can’t tell her. You can tell her about the extra patrols, but I don’t want her looking for people covering her. You go with the team. I’ll monitor the computer.”

“Can I send him a message?” Rory knew exactly what he wanted to say.

“What?” Collins asked.

“I’d like to say ‘fuck the prophet.’

“We don’t play that way, son, even though the enemy does. I’m okay with a message, letting him think he’s got your attention, which he certainly has.” Forsythe was efficient, studied everything and Rory knew he didn’t trust anyone. He liked having a guy like that on his side of the fence.

“How about, ‘Got your message. You’ll be hearing from my friends soon.’?”

Collins looked up to Forsythe, who nodded. “Go ahead.”

The message was delivered. After Rory hit send, he hesitated, wondering if it was the right thing to do. He watched as Forsythe closed the lid and tucked the computer under his arm.

Rory and Kyle started to leave.

“Son?” Forsythe’s voice boomed at their back.

“Yeah?”

“Your Chase account is overdrawn. Better fix that before you go.”

“You can thank the Navy for that. They screwed up my automatic deposit. I’ll make the call and get money in there. Thanks.” But Rory was far from grateful. He didn’t like his personal dirty laundry aired in front of his superiors.

Kyle chuckled and Rory pushed him nearly over.

“Don’t start with me, Rory. I may not cheat like Fredo does, but you know I can take you down.”

“No worries. I still love my job. Even though it sucks some days.”


Chapter 30


[image: ‡]‡

Kyle got a text from Cooper before they hit their cars that it was arranged for the families to stay at the Brownlees. The children had played together and Fort Brownlee, with the huge backyard, pool and multiple bedrooms, had been the scene of many weekend parties. The SEALs never had much money, so a little private R&R with the families, not as public as beach outings, was something they all enjoyed and it didn’t strain the pocketbook. Dr. Brownlee, a prominent San Diego psychiatrist, had been treating Vets and several of the SEALs ever since Coop and Libby hooked up. His twin brother had been a SEAL, killed in Grenada before Libby was born. His unusual access to the Teams made him a great ally.

Mrs. Brownlee was in love with all the babies, though only two of them were her own grandchildren.

“That’s handled. Okay, later, Rory. You got your job cut out for you.”

“Gotta ask your advice, Kyle.”

“Yup?”

“If I go over there, I’m liable to spend half the time in bed.” It felt good to smile to his LPO, in spite of the danger they were all facing.

“Country first, then family, then God. Your equipment ready to go?”

“Yeah, my equipment’s just fine.”

“I’ll bet it is. Just be careful on that hip, Rory. No shit. I don’t want to have to recommend you be washed. You don’t want that, son.”

“Don’t I know it? What if I let her stay on top, sort of relieve the tension?”

“That all depends,” Kyle said with a smirk.

“On what?”

“Is she three hundred pounds?”
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It was still black outside. At first, Megan was alarmed as a hand snaked up her backside. She’d been sleeping on her stomach, clutching the pillow that had the aroma of the man she was missing already. His touch was careful, letting his fingers travel down her thigh by just grazing her flesh. She heard him removing his clothes and in the dark room, smelled that familiar scent of her only real lover.

She turned her head on the pillow, moving her hair from her eyes. “Hey, you’re back. Did I sleep for a week?” She started to turn, but he held her in place.

“I didn’t finish saying goodbye.”

God, she wished it were a hello.

His lips and tongue found her core as she hugged the pillow to her chest and raised her rump to his hungry mouth. His sucking and tasting was loud. He was mumbling something to himself.

“What are you saying?” She smiled through sleepy eyes, seeing his white teeth in the early morning moonlight but not able to see the rest of his face.

“The guy who fucked you last night made you all swollen, honey. I’m sorry, but this looks like it hurts.”

“Try me,” she said as she balanced on her forearms. “Let’s take it slow and make it last all day. Maybe then I won’t be sore anymore.”

“Ah, honey, I can’t do that. I don’t have much time. And we gotta talk.”

“Can’t you talk while you fuck? I want you inside me right now, Rory Kennedy.”

“No.”

“Then tell me how it feels to taste me.”

“Honey. It’s like honey. Smooth and slippery,” He inserted his forefinger inside her and twisted. She felt the pang of swollen lips and little friction cuts.

“Oh,” she moaned into the pillow. “You have to relieve me. Can you do that, Rory?”

He took a big inhale, and she felt his sheathed penis root up the cleft in her behind, finally settling on her swollen sex. He hesitated.

“I’m so sorry this is gonna be quick.”

“See? I was right.”

“Right about what?” He was poised at her opening, pressing just a little. His thumb pressed but did not enter her anus.

She was flushed with the electric anticipation of what would happen next.

“You can talk—” her words were cut off as she felt him ram into her, one hand splaying under her neck, supporting her head, while the other hand and strong arm covered her belly from the underside, lifting her pelvis up off the bed, pulling her onto his shaft.

“See? You can’t.”

“Ow.” His size was splitting her delicate folds.

“Am I hurting you?”

“Yes.”

He started to pull out but she reached around, grabbed one of his butt cheeks, and pressed him into her again. “Don’t stop.”

“Megan—”

“Fuck me, Rory.”

He angled and then pushed deep, pressing against her muscles inside as she moved her lower body back and forth, changing the position, pulling him in as hard as she could. He grabbed her shoulders from underneath. She rose to seated position, riding his lap. His callused palms traveled up from her navel, over her breasts, and he twisted her nipples. She jumped at how flushed and sensitive she was all over.

“I want to wake up every morning like this, Rory. I want to watch the sun rise just like this.”

“We’ll see if we can’t make that happen, honey.” He continued his relentless rhythm.

“I want this, Rory. I want this more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life.”

“Yes, baby.” He thrust deep, and she could feel his spasms. Her orgasm had just begun. She held her breath, hoping she could fall into oblivion, and then it hit. She leaned forward, and raised and lowered her body on him, smoothly gliding over his throbbing member until she too was throbbing. Her spine tingled, her nipples ached, and her lips were ravenous for the side of his face as he planted another hickey on her neck. She dug her nails into his buttocks pulling him deeper still as her body was racked with waves of pleasure.

He was massaging the back of her neck as her body settled, as their breathing slowed in tandem. He tenderly kissed each vertebrae of her back, then led them to lie down, while he spooned behind her.

As soon as her head hit the pillow, she was filled with grief that they’d be separated again. “How do they do this, Rory?”

“How do they do what, honey?”

“Let you go. How do the wives—” She stopped, unsure if she should have mentioned that word.

“If you were my wife, you’d wait for me, wouldn’t you, Megan?” He’d whispered it in her ear, which sent an erotic tickle throughout her body. She needed to see his face.

She turned, inserting one knee between his, the other on top, pressing her breasts against his chest as she played with the stiff light brown hair that sat scruffy in all directions, and then folded over his ears. Lastly, she placed the fingertips over his lips, acknowledging he said something perhaps he did not mean. After all, it wasn’t a question. It was a statement.

It was a true statement.
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Gathering back at the hangar, Kyle searched, counting heads. The military transport was waiting like a big grey moth on the runway. Since Gina and Armando were up at the snow and couldn’t get back in time, they’d been ordered to stay put and be vigilant. Luke and Julie were visiting Nick and Devon up in Sonoma County, working in the vineyard for a week’s leave that had been preplanned.

Rory had had second thoughts about going on the flight. He’d halfway convinced himself he’d just go bust and stay behind to watch over Megan. He was in a sour mood. The waiting was taking its toll. He had to put his trust and faith in people and organizations he didn’t even know. He knew what kind of training they had. He knew they could handle anything that came along. He had no such confidence in the FBI or even Naval Intelligence.

“You can’t stay behind, Rory. You gotta do everything you can to keep with the team. You bail, and I can’t save you. Ask yourself. Is it worth it?”

“Hell yeah, Kyle, it’s worth it. I don’t like this little cat and mouse game. This dude wants me. I can feel it. And I get the funny feeling he knows about her.”

“But you don’t have any evidence, Rory. Give them a chance. If they screw it up, then we jump in, and I’m right alongside you. No one will stop us.”

Reluctantly, he agreed, but every other word in his vocabulary was fuck, and T.J. had to ask him several times to tone it down. He was making them all nervous.

“You don’t question what they tell us to do over there, Rory. You stop your second-guessing and bellyaching over here, Rory. Kyle’s 100% right.”

Tyler arrived late. “Sorry, boss,” he mumbled. “We just found out we’re pregnant, and Stephanie is having a hard time in the mornings.”

“Gotcha, and congrats. Everything goes right, you’ll get back before the birth.” Kyle’s comment drew chuckles from the group.

Fredo and Cooper were the first to enter the plane. Rory watched Kyle search the skyline, which was beginning to pink up to a bright winter day. T.J., Ollie, Brady, Mark and Tyler climbed the metal stairs as Rory followed. Kyle took one last look at the horizon, something he’d always done on every mission they’d been on, and then the door was latched in place.

They sat in uncomfortable metal seats, facing each other, spaced out so there was room for their loose gear. All the firepower was fully secured, strapped into place safely. Rory saw on the faces of every one of them that they didn’t like to leave their loved ones behind, and then settled back for the long six-hour flight to Alaska.
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Moustafa was angry the warrior’s Hummer wasn’t in the driveway. He glanced at the glossy photographs on his lap, including the one he liked to finger. What kind of a man makes love to a woman, leaves her before morning prayers and does not come back to her bed afterwards?

Panic set in as he wondered if the man had been deployed. Perhaps that was why he didn’t stay over. Would this mean he would not get his revenge?

His first teacher had told him The Prophet provided everything he needed, and to relax. That was good advice. He missed that teacher this morning.

He decided to go back to the coffee shop where he’d seen the woman and her friends. No one looked familiar to him.

He next visited the yoga studio. As he was pulling away, he saw the little red vehicle enter the parking lot across the street. She was running in her flip-flops, her hair held up in a clip or some other device. From her disheveled appearance, he figured she was late.

Indeed, he does provide.

He watched the tempting morsel melt into the darkened glass of the studio door.

Suddenly, he had an idea. He had his training bag in the trunk of his vehicle, the black shirt and MMA Kickboxing shorts washed and ready for his next workout. He grabbed the bag, locked the car, and stopped at the front desk.

A cheerful Asian woman dressed in pink workout clothes greeted him. He inquired if there was a class being conducted right now.

She checked her watch. “You’ll have to hurry. We lock the doors in four minutes.”

“Lock the doors?” This was unbelievable, locking women in an exercise class.

“This is a Bikram yoga class. Hot yoga. The room gets to over one hundred and five degrees. Whenever the door opens, it lets in cold air. We prefer to leave it hot.”

He thought it was strange anyone would pay to take a class in the heat he was accustomed in his country. “I’ll be quick, then.”

“That will be four dollars. You can take a locker there and use the men’s room around the corner to change, if you wish.”

Moustafa paid the fee, raced to the men’s room, stripped, putting on his boxing pants and the long-sleeved black shirt. His hair was pulled back in a plastic band. He stowed everything carefully, positioning his knife, handcuffs, and zip ties at the bottom of the bag, and then placing his street clothes on top before carefully closing the bag. He set his bag in a locker and left his shoes in a row near the other class participants. He glided like a gazelle to the pink beauty guarding the doorway, and she ushered him inside.

The class, taking no notice of him, was in the middle of a breathing exercise, sitting in lotus position with eyes closed, led by an attractive young woman in all white. He found a spot on the firm wooden floor, the bones of his rear smarting as he sat, watching the others and taking the same position with knees crossed, forefinger and thumbs touching with his other three fingers flared outward as his hands rested on his knees. The voice of the class teacher was liquid and sexy, and it moved about the room, coming closer to him. He felt a gentle nudge at his shoulder and looked up to see she had brought him a rolled up mat.

He could be very quiet. He’d perfected this. Without alerting anyone else, he spread the mat and assumed his position, again checking with his neighbor on his right and left. That was when he saw her. She was in his row, about five students down to his left. She sat with her perfect spine, a white towel draped around her neck. She was inhaling, as the teacher was instructing, holding one palm against her stomach, making herself concave, holding her breath. He forced himself to do the same, focusing toward the front.

The heat was beginning to send him into a trance like what his grandmother used to talk to him about. She’d told him it was possible to work one’s self into a meditative state where one could levitate, like the ancient dancers. Her people had practiced a form of Sufism that had been banned since the early part of the last century, and for good reason, Moustafa thought.

But as he sweat in the small locked room, the only male there, he felt he touched the hand of The Prophet himself. A showering of jewels fell over him as his eyes closed. He felt the cool facets as they tickled his skin. He felt them spill out over the wooden floor. He opened his eyes but saw no jewels before him.

Closing his eyes again, he felt The Prophet speaking to him again. These will be your sacrifices to the honor of your God. This would be a good death, a worthy death. A death that would mean pain and heartache to many others who loved these young women.

It wasn’t a City bus, football stadium, or shopping center like they’d been discussing. It was a class of young, beautiful women who were loved by many others. They would have no idea what was to befall them as they became like slaughtered lambs.

He’d been sent the message, could now see his last day, and how it would be spent. After the violence and chaos, after the killing had been done and the screaming had stopped, he’d get his mat, put on his black clothes, strap the belt to his midsection and just disappear into a holy rain of fire.

God willing.
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Rory had told her to be especially careful about strange men wanting to speak with her, so when the large almond-eyed handsome youth asked for her name, she didn’t give it.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know you.”

“I understand,” he’d said and bowed. “Forgive me.” He appeared to be schooled in the art of charm and seduction. She distrusted him completely.

He turned his back to her and resumed tying his shoes without paying any further attention. Without any acknowledgement, he slipped his bag over his shoulder and left.

“Who was that?” Lindsay asked.

“Someone I don’t like. Can’t put my finger on it, but he gives me the creeps.”

Lindsay tilted her head and watched him drive away without looking back at them. “You’re right.”

“Let’s skip coffee. Can I meet you at the bookstore for lunch? What about that?”

“Let’s do that. I’ve never seen him before and the way he looked at you, it was like…possessive.”

“Sad thing about all this,” Megan began as they walked across the street, “Is you distrust people that are probably okay.”

“Yeah, but you forget who we are. We don’t do that, Megan. We distrust everyone. Occupational hazard. If we’d wanted safe and trusting, we wouldn’t be part of the SEAL community.”

Lindsay was right, of course. “Just wish I could talk to Rory. He’d calm me down. I’m really bothered by this guy for some reason.”

“Comes with the territory. And sweetie—,” Lindsay touched her palm to Megan’s cheek, “—It never gets better, but you get more used to it, more able to handle it.”

“Should we just cancel today?” Megan asked.

“No. I need to let you know about a couple of things.”

“Things like what Rory was telling me about last night?”

“Yes. I’m going to be moving.”

“Moving?” Megan didn’t understand.

“I’ll explain it all to you at lunch. I have to go home and pack. But I wanted to catch you first. See you at noon.”

She met Lindsay for lunch at the Jewish deli, which was down the street from the bookstore.

Lindsay sighed, viewing the menu. “God, I must be pregnant. I’m ordering egg salad sandwiches and black olives. My sister said when she was pregnant, that’s all she ate too.”

“You think you could be?”

“Possible. I mean, we’re not using protection, and the number of times we, well, you know. We’ve been married four months. To be honest, I thought I got pregnant the first time we slept together. It’s as if my body just wanted to reach out, grab that man, and never let him go. It must be my internal clock. I want his baby so bad, it’s all I think about, Megan. Honest. Does that sound sick?”

It didn’t sound sick at all to her.

They ordered and then Megan wanted answers. “Spill. I want it all. No secrets. No more secrets between us,” she whispered to her best friend.

Lindsay searched the booth behind her, which was vacant, and twisted to see the single woman sitting behind Megan. Not seeing anyone particularly interested in either of them, she began in a whisper, leaning across the table to get as close to Megan as she could.

“We’re moving to one location, all the wives and kids. The little group, you know. You met most of them on the ski trip.”

“And?”

“Well, that’s it.”

“I don’t understand. You’re all moving in together? Selling your houses and doing like a SEAL commune thing or something?” Megan was perplexed.

“No, silly. We’re doing it temporarily.”

“How come?”

“For our own safety.”

Megan was flooded with panic. Why hadn’t she been included in the group? Wasn’t she part, even a peripheral part, of this community?

She finished her lunch and tried to settle her stomach through sheer willpower, but she was violently shaking inside. Something was boiling, festering.

She said goodbye to Lindsay and returned to work.

She immersed herself in the new releases she was supposed to shelve, removing the older books to be sent back to the publisher. As she stood, the delicious soreness between her legs gave her a moment’s relief as she remembered their night of lovemaking.

Then it hit her why she was so upset. She was totally vulnerable, exposed. Rory knew the wives were being moved when he talked with her this morning before he left her bed. Yet, he didn’t tell her. He tried to reassure her that there would be extra police patrols, because he said he might be of interest to this group that took his dad. But how could they watch her 24/7?

Or was she that important to him? They were letting the wives and children move in together for their own protection, and yet she, just because she didn’t have a ring, was being left out in the cold. If he really meant those words he said to her this morning, wouldn’t he insist she be protected?

She thought more about it all afternoon. Here she’d shelved nearly a hundred books, and she really hadn’t examined one of them. She lived for books. Now even that was changing. She could barely remember the authors’ names. None of the covers made her want to open up a single one.

Megan’s lighthearted mood of this morning was completely gone. Her best friend would be not going to yoga any longer, at least for the near future. She was jumping at everything, worrying about anyone who looked or talked to her funny. She was supposed to feel satisfied the San Diego police could keep her safe. She had no one to talk to about any of this.

She was utterly and completely alone. And even her books were of no comfort to her.

Something had to change. She wasn’t going to be anybody’s second anything. She’d always be his second or third on the list. He’d owe his first loyalty to his Team. She’d be forever relegated to the background, waiting for him. Waiting for him to come home so she could have a life.

Just like Grant, she’d fallen for someone who wasn’t fully available to her. And that was not something she was going to do any longer.


Chapter 35
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“You have not found Kennedy? You have the address,” the teacher said.

“May I tell you about a plan I am developing?” Moustafa answered.

“You aren’t paid to formulate plans. You are paid to do as you’re told.”

Moustafa was going to lose his temper one time with this teacher and then it would be too late. “Why is this Kennedy man so important?”

“He took something that belonged to me. He jeopardizes taking even more. It is a price I cannot pay. I must find him to complete my mission.”

Moustafa knew if he asked he wouldn’t be given the answer, so he didn’t ask what the mission was. But he felt the teacher had made a mistake. He let on how important Kennedy was to him.

He had not known the teacher as a particularly religious man, not like his last teacher, who was a local cleric, at least. This one was a businessman, a secular, so Moustafa wasn’t sure they worshiped the same God.

“You will take the others to help you. I have brought money, and tickets to Portland, Oregon, where we’ll meet up at the training center. If your mission is cut short, we will meet in heaven.”

Moustafa was prepared to meet the prophet, but he didn’t like the casual way the teacher played with his life. He agreed to pick Kennedy up and report back when he had him.

Raymond Corrigan was not prepared for the visit from Lieutenant Commander Forsythe. It had been two days, and he was to be discharged. He planned to go back to New York. Derek had been transported to a private brain injury trauma center back there already. His empire was suffering from the vacuum his absence had created.

“Your son’s house has been ransacked, Mr. Corrigan.”

“Is Rory okay?” He felt his heart pounding in his chest.

“Yes, he’s with his teammates at an undisclosed location. However, at the moment, we are more concerned about you and your safety.”

“Don’t be. I have a crack team that has been working here to keep me safe. They’re ready to watch me night and day. I’m going to be very careful. But I just cannot sit here working from my new computer in my pajamas. My business isn’t run that way. I’ve got analysis to prepare, trades and trends to track, meetings to attend. It cannot be done from a hospital bed, gentlemen. That’s all there is to it. My company does not function without me, and that means my investors lose money, unless I am there to run it.”

“We can’t force you to stay behind. But you are most definitely a target. You were always the target and still are. They failed the first time. They learn, sir. You might not be so lucky the second time around. The SEALs won’t be anywhere close to save you this time.”

“I understand. But that wasn’t the plan, was it? You and your Feds with the cooperation of the San Diego P.D. were supposed to sweep these guys up. You had all the tracking information on that computer of mine. Why haven’t you located them?”

“We’re working on it.”

“And that’s why I’m a business man. We don’t operate that way. You have all this equipment and bullshit stuff to use, and you are stumbling over each other with your jurisdictional protocols and political handcuffs. I don’t operate in such a world.”

“And you’re not concerned they’ve found his house?”

“I assumed you take precautions. You said they’d be monitoring Rory’s house. You said they’d be protecting the families. Don’t expect that I will wait for any of you to get the kinds of results required to shut down this operation. I’m going to make a few million while you’re playing with your dicks.” He hesitated to add, “And then I’m going to convince my son to leave the Teams and come work for me.”

“They’ll try to use him to get to you.”

It had touched him that his son had put himself in harm’s way to save him and now was in further danger. But Corrigan felt he was a liability to the young SEAL the longer he remained on the West Coast, the longer he was at the beck and call of the doctors, the Navy, and anyone else who mistakenly tried to control him. Just like years ago, although he’d wished it were otherwise, he’d thought Rory would be better off without him and gave up the search. Too soon. That had been his mistake. Now he was leaving him for Rory’s safety, not his own. He hoped he could get through to the Naval officer.

“I think Rory demonstrated he can handle himself. I actually think it will be safer for him if I went back to New York. Tariq has a better chance of getting me there. That’s our turf. He knows my business associates and some of my habits.”

“The Feds will want to watch and coordinate a strategy. You won’t be free to roam, Corrigan.”

“Look, Forsythe, let’s be honest here, I understand what you’re saying, but I have nowhere to stay that’s secure here. What, you’re going to put me up at a Motel 6 while you figure things out? I mean you no disrespect, but we are playing on two separate fields with different equipment.”

He could feel his blood pressure rise. He could also see he was beginning to offend Forsythe, and that wasn’t very smart. “I’ve been in sticky situations before. I’ve hired extra security here at the hospital. I’ll have it on the private plane I’ve chartered. I have my office and home fully secured. Here, I have nothing. I’m a sitting duck, waiting for what? Waiting for some crazed fanatic—”

“Tariq is not a fanatic.”

“Whatever.” Corrigan was losing his patience. “I’m going home today, and you’re not going to stop me.”
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His handler was waiting for him on the park bench overlooking the rocky shoreline at the entrance to the boat harbor. His shoulders looked more rounded than he’d remembered, and then he recalled the disguise. It was doing a good job making him look like an older man with no dreams left in him. Moustafa wondered if any part of this was true. The old teacher would have never shown such vulnerability.

A wide crushed granite running trail that wound around the inlet edges surrounded the grassy area in the middle of the park. Several stops along the way had runner’s exercises posted.

The expensive yachts tied up to the dock could feed a small country for ten years, he thought as he strolled toward the bench. The handler was staring off into the horizon, distracted and seemed not to notice his approach. Moustafa’s greeting made the man jump.

“If you still haven’t found him, what have you to report?”

Moustafa handed the man the photograph of his warrior in U.S. forces desert camo, shoulders locked with two other bearded men. The SEAL’s coarse hair stuck out at odd angles under the backwards baseball cap with the Punisher logo on it. He’d uncovered it in one of the desk drawers, shoved back under several boxes of checks and bank statements.

The statements and checks belonged to one Rory Kennedy. He dropped a pad of checks into his teacher’s lap and waited.

Slowly, the handler’s spine straightened as he read the name. His fists bunched, one crushing the photograph he still held. Moustafa could feel the anger in the older gentleman coming to a crescendo of dangerous proportions.

“My bearded one is your Rory Kennedy, teacher.” Moustafa said the obvious and squinted to watch the seabirds at play. When the handler didn’t say anything, Moustafa wondered if the man was on some form of mood-altering medication.

“It appears my mission and your mission—”

“Is fucked. My mission is—”

That was when Moustafa noticed the handler had been crying. “You are ill, teacher?”

“My family is gone. They are all gone. I have nothing to live for.”

A second before Moustafa let the information sink in, for just one tiny flash of a second, he understood what the man was feeling. He’d forced himself to wipe the weakness from him, but there it was. Then it was gone. He ground his back molars and let the cold breeze from the inlet chill his bones and put out the ache in his heart. The glistening blue water contrasted the white boats with the clinking sounds of metal against metal as their bundled masts waited idly for owners to come rescue them from their sleep.

He knew every man had to come to terms with the grief. Had to learn to hate the Americans and everything they stood for. They impossibly blocked the doorway of chaos. They would pay the price for their folly in the fires of hell soon coming. He spoke the only words that came to him.

“Revenge. We get you the revenge you richly deserve, teacher. I have devised a plan that—”

The handler stood and turned on him so fast Moustafa thought that perhaps he was going to knife him in the gut. His eyes were dangerous and red, wild-eyed, almost like the prisoners before their execution. He was the face of death itself.

“Raymond Corrigan robbed me of my family. Now I will rob him of his. And then it will be over for me. Until then, I will live for the day when Raymond Corrigan will watch me kill his son. And then I’ll kill him.”

Moustafa knew he had to be careful. He diverted his gaze, giving the teacher some private space. In some respects, he felt as though he was the teacher now. He’d been down this lonely road. It had hardened him, given him focus and purpose. He knew that very soon it would do the same to his handler as the hatred settled in. They were all part of the chaos, part of the grand scheme of things to bring about the new kingdom, the plan the Americans were foolish to think they could uncover.

He made sure his voice was as soft as when he used to talk with his son. “Teacher, although I have not located Rory Kennedy, I do know the location of his woman. And I know the locations of several of the families.”

It had no effect on on his handler.

“I know much about where they go and what they do. My surveillance will be very useful. You will see. The Prophet will give you the death of Mr. Corrigan and his son, and we now have the power to strip away the object of his son’s desire.”

The handler flashed him a look like a drowning man who’d just grabbed a lifeline in a swirling sea.

“God is great.”

“God is great indeed, teacher. You will see I will help you do this.”


Chapter 37
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The surveillance team lost Megan after work. Forsythe wasn’t happy about it and notified Collins. Collins placed a call to her and she answered on the first ring.

“Megan, this is Rory’s Chief. Where are you?”

“I’m sipping on a margarita, eating oysters, getting drunk, and enjoying my view of the beach and all things on it bold and beautiful.”

She sounded loopy, Collins thought. “You got to tell us where you go.”

“No, I don’t. I’m not involved anymore. I can’t do this. Call me stupid, but I’m going to go spend the next few days reading and drinking margaritas, maybe lots of margaritas. I don’t want this life of super covert dangerous stuff and secrets. I don’t want anything to do with it.”

“Megan, you’re being a fool.”

“Oh, sir, I assure you, I’ve been a bigger fool. I’m changing that. Time to go back to the land of make believe, to the times of happily ever after, where the woman always wins and they sail off into the sunset somewhere. That’s what I want. And I know just how to achieve that, sir.”

Collins swore as he shook his head.

“Now that’s the first honest thing you’ve said. You’re right, this is totally screwed up. But you know what? It’s my life and I’m going to live it how I see fit.”

“You don’t understand these people.”

“The SEALs? They’ll be fine. I’ve been a complete idiot. This isn’t for me. I’ve been talking myself into it, and that isn’t getting me anywhere. I can’t do this anymore.”

“Wait a minute, I don’t mean the SEALs. There’s a real threat out there. We’ve been trying to protect you.”

“Oh yeah? When were you going to tell me you had all the women and children moved to a “safe” house, huh? Or did you not feel like that was appropriate information to me? So you decided to leave me out there on my own, with Rory, God knows where, and just leave me alone to forage for myself? That kind of protecting me?”

“You haven’t been foraging by yourself. We’ve been watching. From the sidelines.”

“What? You’ve had me under surveillance?”

“Yes. 24/7.”

“I haven’t seen anyone.” She was calming down.

“That’s the way it’s supposed to be, Megan. We didn’t want to tell you because, well, we didn’t—”

“Didn’t want me to act any differently. So I am the bait after all. You know, I think this conversation is over. Everything’s over. I’m getting drunk and causing a big scene here and that is all. Over. And. Out!”

She hung up.

“Fuck it.” Collins stared down at the phone on his desk. Forsythe was still standing in front of him.

“We can get a locator on her.”

“Oh sure, that will go over nicely, besides, I don’t think it will be fast enough,” Collins responded. “Wow, I didn’t see this coming, did you?”

“No, Chief Collins. But then we’ve just been going by what Rory’s told us. She works in a fuckin’ bookstore. She reads books all the time, he says. I didn’t think this would be a problem for her.”

“Someone must have talked. One of the wives.”

“That’s gotta be it.” Forsythe walked to the window, staring at the parking lot beyond. “Then we have no choice. We gotta get Rory to call her. I think he’s the only one who can knock some sense into her.”

“Women. She’s as hardheaded as he is. He’s going to lay into me when he finds out we lost her. And how the hell did that happen, Forsythe?”

“Good old Friday night San Diego traffic. They were being careful. She never turned off to her place, just kept on driving.”

“Let’s get those phone signal coordinates just in case. Can you sign off on that?”

“I’ll get it started.”

After Forsythe left the room, Collins placed a call to Rory and got his voicemail.

“Son, Chief Collins here. We’ve got a problem and I need to talk to you right away. It’s urgent.”

He hung up the phone. They trained and had a plan for everything. Everything was done by the book. Even the SEAL operations were by the book, practiced so many times that when the unexpected came up, they’d already expected and planned for it.

But this, protecting his SEAL community from threats right inside the U.S., this wasn’t anything they’d trained for.

And that was a big fucking mistake.


Chapter 38
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On her second margarita, Megan slipped off her sandals and propped her feet onto the sailcloth cushions dotting the large deck outside the Hotel Del Coronado’s bar. The Friday night crowd was festive.

Space was getting crowded and she didn’t want to share with a fresh-faced young couple in love. Or an older couple in love. Or a couple of guys looking to pick up someone cute. She really didn’t want to be near anybody. When the hostess seated a young newlywed couple across from her and asked if she’d mind sharing the fire pit and table, she got up and left after emptying her drink.

Her rather loud phone conversation with Collins had turned some heads, but she was beyond caring. Tears were threatening to well up. The alcohol went right into her system since she’d not eaten anything since breakfast. She stuffed her sandals into her purse and took the steps down to the beach and the roaring ocean beyond.

The warm sand felt wonderful under her feet and between her toes. She thought about the last two days. She’d been in shock after the lunch with Lindsay. The next day she threw herself into her work again and again but failed to be able to crack a book or settle down. No calls from Rory came in, and of course Lindsay didn’t call either. She realized now what she’d been feeling. She’d been scared.

She looked at every customer cross-eyed, examined every detail about him or her. She couldn’t go to her yoga class because she’d seen that young Middle Eastern man there who had only wanted to ask her name. And she’d treated him like an enemy combatant. She imagined she was being followed, and now knew for a fact that she was. But she’d worked on herself, telling herself it was just nerves, only to find out her instincts were good on this one. Rory had said to trust her instincts. That’s what was making her crazy. She could imagine just about anything.

Exhausted, she had decided to leave early, telling them she was still not feeling well from the few days ago when she took off to be with that damned SEAL who rocked her world in spite of how she wanted it to be something else. Her heart was hooked, hanging on a clothesline, little kids throwing darts at it. Only thing she could do was sit idly by and drink a margarita.

Along the walk down the beach she saw the yellow emergency fencing separating the common area of the beach from the training area where the SEALs did their thing. An instructor was barking orders with a blow horn. A string of some thirty men were lined up on their backs, locked arm in arm, letting the surf cover their faces as they shouted answers to their instructor’s commands. She examined the flat abs and muscled torsos of these men, every one of them reminding her of Rory, and how he looked as he peered down on her, as she waited for him to—

How am I going to do this? Should I just leave San Diego? Where would I go?

The answer was: Anywhere, U.S.A. Anywhere without a beach, the ocean, the blue skies, anyplace where they didn’t have guys with chiseled abs running in front of her double file. Anywhere the young Marines and Navy recruits didn’t celebrate in the bars and restaurants. Anywhere that didn’t have a brotherhood from which she was excluded.

Just how much Rory knew of what they were doing with her, she didn’t know. But one thing was certain. He didn’t care enough about her to tell her there was a safer place to live. Something to ease her mind, help her feel she could be part of this community. But no, he’d kept secrets again. Just like—well not just like Grant—at least Grant’s secrets wouldn’t get her killed.

Her phone rang, but she didn’t even look at it. No one could explain this away, or make her feel any better. It was time to pick herself up and deal with the reality she was all alone. Again.

And maybe that wasn’t so bad.

Megan sat on the beach, her knees to her chest, not watching the audience of mostly young females eyeing the guys who would battle it out so that a mere handful of them could wear the Trident. Of all the places she could go today, why, she wondered, did she go here? So she could feel sorry for herself? Or to prove that she could look at another Rory prototype and not feel violated, vacant or empty.

People were snapping pictures. Children played with the plastic fencing. Others chased sea gulls that could easily outrun them as they skittered in the surf looking for food. The ocean muffled everything except for the barking of the BUD/S instructors, and then she could only hear the sound, but not the orders they pounded out.

The men ran back to little rubber boats and organized in teams, putting them atop their heads. Rory had told her at one point that he’d been so tall, he’d rubbed the hair off the top of his head from running those drills and it took two years to grow it back.

She put her palms to her ears.

Enough!

The noise in her head was deafening. Why was she even thinking about all the bullshit Rory had told her?

Confident she could look at another hard body, just not one in her bed anytime soon, she got up and headed back toward the hotel and to the room she’d reserved. It was going to cost her a week’s salary, but it was worth it. It was tucked away, not with an ocean view or even a very big room, but for five hundred dollars, it would do.

The hallway was dark and she felt slightly dizzy so touched the sides of the wall to steady herself before she came to the room.

Inside, she double-locked the door, collapsed on the bed, and then rolled over to face the ceiling.

She wondered what he was doing. If he ever thought about her, not what they did. She remembered watching him drink cappuccino, the way the sunlight trapped in his light brown hair made his head look like it was on fire. She’d noticed that if he grew a beard, it would be red. She remembered his forearms with the little frog prints tattooed up from his wrist to his elbow, something he said all the guys in Kyle’s platoon had.

She’d traced the Celtic bands around his biceps, followed the line of his protruding vein that ended nearly to his armpit. His fingers were rough and callused, overused, probably abused. He was missing the ring finger on his left hand.

She giggled at her schoolgirl logic. “So of course he can’t get married. He can’t wear a wedding ring,” she whispered. She should have known, she thought as she smiled to no one but herself.

The spinning room reminded her she needed to eat something. She’d order room service, perhaps go down and watch the sunset on the beach and have another margarita, come back upstairs, fill up the tub, lean back and read until she fell asleep.

“Now that’s a romantic evening if ever there was one,” she said as she stood up and walked to the phone.

She made a mental note to pick up some pants and a sweatshirt so she’d have a change of clothes tomorrow. She wished she could spend a week here, but that wasn’t in the budget. She got out her sandals and placed them in the closet, brushed her hair and put on lipstick before she heard the knock at the door and the distinctive message, “Room service.”

She unlocked both bolts. Immediately they burst through the door so fast she couldn’t see their faces as she went sprawling to the floor. There were at least three of them. Before she could react, the first man knocked her nearly unconscious, landing a blow across the side of her face and nose, resulting in a cracking sound and then the warm feel of her own blood as it dribbled over her lips and down her chest. They secured her hands with a heavy nylon cord, placed a wide strip of duct tape across her mouth, wrapped her ankles together with the same, put a pillowcase over her head and started carrying her like a rolled up carpet. Dazed and confused she heard her keys jingling and the ring of her cell phone sounding from deep inside her purse.

Now she wished she’d taken the time to see who had called her before.

Someone said a few clipped words in some dialect, and she continued to hear the ringing as they loaded her into what sounded like a delivery van. She was shoved onto a maze of cords and equipment, loose pipes and boxes her knees scraped against. Her nose gushed blood she could taste at the back of her throat. She tried to scoot her way through the debris as they closed and locked the door behind her. She wanted to find a side of the van so she could sit erect and stop the bleeding, worried she could die from being unable to breathe through her obviously broken nose.

Where are they taking me?

At last, her elbow shoved against the van’s side wall and she was able to prop herself to sitting position. As she took a few deep breaths she could feel her eyes swelling from the blows. Squinting, the sharp pain told her perhaps her cheekbone had been broken.

She tried to pay attention to the sounds of streets, keep track of right and left turns, as they drove away from the Hotel Del. Eventually, she got confused and just started listening to distinctive sounds of traffic. Then she heard the roar of a freeway, and the van lurched as the driver gunned it nearly sending her back on her side, her stomach tumbling over itself. Her next fear was that throwing up could make her drown in her own vomit, so she mentally ordered her stomach to relax and received a little relief from that. Her head began pounding and she felt a trickle of blood coming from her right ear.

The van was hot and muggy with a strange chemical smell hitting her every so often. She heard metal clanging, like equipment, and some chains rattling on the sides of the van and hanging from the ceiling. There was no light coming through the pillowcase, so she figured the van had no windows. Adrenaline from her capture had been keeping her awake, but at last the heated space, and the droning sounds of tires on the freeway added to the chemical smell and the pounding in her head made her dizzy. She fought not to lose consciousness, willing herself to stay alert, but in the end she slumped over onto her side. She felt a sharp pang in her thigh as her muscle grazed against something sharp, but she didn’t have the energy to rouse herself. She allowed sleep to overtake her.

She awoke with a start as the van stopped suddenly. Freeway noise from overhead mixed with the sounds of a huge mass of sea gulls told her she wasn’t too far from the shore. It was of some comfort, at least, to hear something she’d heard before.

She bunched her knees to her chest, mentally checking herself out. The nausea had subsided, but her nose and eyes were swollen and extremely painful. She didn’t feel like she had any other major injuries so she began preparing mentally for being beaten further or perhaps killed. Her bladder wanted to burst, but she knew that was the least of her problems.

Light poured in when she heard the rear van doors open. Instructions were given in the strange guttural dialect. She was hoisted from her seated position and roughly thrown over the shoulder of a smelly man who carried her into what sounded like a large storage building. As she was carried, the blood in her nose started to flow again, and she discovered this relieved some of the pain in her swollen face.

She’d heard what sounded like a metal door opening and then slamming behind her. It was a tall structure, but her assailant’s footsteps didn’t echo like it was a large building. She heard the buzzing of overhead fluorescent lights. A piece of furniture was moved, its legs dragging across a hard surface floor.

They put her on her feet. At first, she nearly toppled since her balance was off due to her ankles being bound. A rough hand held her about the neck, and a harsh voice issued a command she didn’t understand. Someone else slashed the duct tape binding her ankles with a cold metal knife that clipped part of her skin on the inside.

Someone then slapped her across the cheek, and her nose began to bleed again. This blow, buffered by the cotton pillowcase, hurt only because of the previous injury to her cheek and nose. She was pushed to move forward. She walked on the cold concrete carefully at first. It was littered with pieces of grit and a sand-like substance. She stepped on something sharp and stopped abruptly, but she was nearly thrown forward again and had to work to gain her balance.

Megan’s slacks were stuck to her legs and she could feel a welt from the cut on her thigh. It was painful to walk now on the injured foot. If it was a deep cut, she knew it would become infected soon.

Her legs were kicked out from under her, and she landed on her rear so hard, she saw stars and cried out. She couldn’t stop the groan from escaping her lips and felt the pointed toe of a boot, which was aimed at her stomach but partially was deflected against the forearms of her secured wrists. Waves of nausea flooded over her as she toppled on her side.

“Quiet!” he said in a heavily accented voice.

With her hands still tied in front of her, she righted herself and gingerly shook her head to dislodge hair that had stuck to her face. The inside of the pillowcase was wet with the moisture of her own breathing and the fresh blood from her nose. She was having difficulty getting air and willed herself not to pass out.

Whatever was going to come was going to be harder. She remembered Rory’s comment, the SEAL motto, The Only Easy Day Was Yesterday. In a surreal moment of sick humor, she thought about her little hissy fit and pouty behavior to the Naval personnel who might have been able to help her. If she had only listened. Maybe all this was her own damned fault. They told her she was in danger. Why the hell didn’t she pay attention?

In the direction she had come from she heard the door open again and listened as two sets of footsteps in hard-soled shoes came toward her. Surely she would be learning her fate soon. The ground was cold. Her cotton top stuck to her body stubbornly.

The pillowcase was yanked from her head, taking several long strands of hair with it. She stifled a groan, instead making it a priority to look up at whomever was before her with some show of defiance, grateful that at last she could take in a deep cool breath of relatively fresh air.

A group of young, very thin men of Middle Eastern descent who looked to be in their late teens, stood in a semicircle around her. Two of them reacted, showing shock at the condition of her face but the third, probably the one who had delivered the blows, gave her a hard look straight from hell. Which is where she mentally sent him. The young man raised his arm with a trajectory to land another blow, but he was yanked back by a dress-shirted arm.

The command wasn’t a compliment or any form of encouragement, except to Megan. She briefly celebrated this miniscule victory, hoping it wouldn’t be her last.

The staring boys around her had not covered their faces and wore shabby, dirty clothes, but she could not see who was in the dress shirt. The group parted and an attractive man in a crisp white shirt, suit pants, and expensive shoes polished to perfection kneeled down in front of her. Next to him was the young man from her yoga class with a smile on his face that sent a chill down her spine.

The well-dressed man said something to one of the youths while he examined her swollen eyes. The young man responded nervously, shrugging. The man in the suit barked another command and then waited. A clean, white, wet towel was brought to him, and he wiped her face. The rough texture of the towel hurt, but the cool dampness was soothing, and she found herself leaning into it.

“I am sorry this violation occurred. It was unnecessary, but more importantly, it makes identification more difficult.” His English was perfect although heavily accented. Megan thought he sounded well educated.

She pulled her face back from the towel and away to the side, glaring at him.

Her captor removed the duct tape from her mouth carefully. “Better?”

She nodded. “Why have you taken me?

“You are insurance. You will not be harmed unless our demands are not met.”

He scanned her body as if looking for something, lighting on her chest and her thighs.

“What demands? What have I done? I work in a bookstore, for Christ’s sakes.”

He tilted his head to the side. “But I think someone cares a great deal about you. You and one other.”

“What other?” She was beginning to think perhaps Rory had another girlfriend and she was settling in with it when she realized perhaps he meant Rory’s father.

“You’ll see. But for now please accept,” he placed his palm over his heart and bowed slightly to her, “my humble apologies for the fact that I cannot have you wait in a nice room with a decent comfortable couch with pillows. Although I didn’t intend that you look injured, perhaps that will serve another purpose.”

“Nobody is going to negotiate with you.”

“Perhaps.” The man stood. “But then that would be very unlucky for you.”

Megan decided to test this man’s authority. “Do I look very lucky to you now?” She tried her very best glare at him.

His eyelids fluttered as he digested the insult. But he was more in control of his emotions than his henchman had been, and showed her a slow, poised smile with a hearty twinkle in his eye. His comment made her want to cry.

“I can see why Mr. Kennedy finds you so irresistible, although in my country, that trait would not bring you a husband and you would die in the streets a beggar.”

She swallowed.

The man gave more instructions and a navy and white headscarf was handed to him. “Now. I’m going to tie this around your mouth and cover your head, so we don’t upset your more traditional guards who take offense at such things. It will be tight, but not nearly as tight as if I was going to strangle you, so just relax.”

Megan remained stiff, making him have to move her entire upper torso to reach behind and tie the final knot at the back of her neck. Terrified, she kept telling herself that it would all be over soon, one way or the other. She hoped there was some way she could get a message to Rory. She’d been such a complete fool.

A photograph was taken of her with a cell phone.

A clean hood, this time made of freshly laundered cotton, smelling of fabric softener of all things, was unceremoniously placed over her head, but without harming her injured cheekbone or nose. She could smell the cologne of the man in the starched white shirt. He helped her up delicately, handing her over to one of the others, delivering instructions coolly, as if he was talking to a child.

She was led roughly into another section of the building. Her guide without the smooth hands of her older captor moved faster than she wanted to cover the dirty concrete floor. She felt the butt of a rifle in her back nearly the whole way there.

Forced to sit on a mattress of some kind, they taped her legs together with several loops of duct tape. She worked at her hands. The cord was breaking her skin and already it felt warm and swollen. Her eyes were getting worse. The heat in the building was stifling, the headscarf–gag exacerbating it. She tried to raise her hands to her face to remove the hood so she could breathe, when something dull hit her in the head and everything turned black.
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Collins had attempted to call Rory Saturday morning and left a message. Rory didn’t hear the call. They were target shooting on a long range on Kodiak Island with a twenty-mile-an-hour wind, along with their ear protectors, so none of them heard much of anything. In the field, they’d wear their small Moldex units, but today no chance was taken with anyone’s hearing.

Collins had continued calling each member down the line. He would admit later that he even called Armando by mistake. Armando and Gina were at Lake Tahoe for a family event.

Kyle was the first to check his messages, and he listened as their Chief asked for Rory to call him ASAP. He tapped Rory on the shoulder with a firm grip, as was their custom in getting each other’s attention when in the theater.

“You’re to call base. Collins needs to talk to you right now,” he shouted over the whistle of the wind.

Rory handed his weapon to T.J., picked up his backpack and slung it over his shoulder. It was a long thirty seconds until he could get inside the OSV, the over-the-snow vehicle. Kyle and T.J. followed behind and at first stood just outside his window while he dialed. After uttering a string of epithets, Kyle opened the driver’s door and slipped himself behind the wheel of the vehicle, turned and watched Rory, determined to be part of whatever was going to be discussed. T.J. moved opposite and came inside from the chill.

“Rory here, Chief.”

“You check your email lately?” Collins belted out.

“Not since last night. We’ve been at the long course training all day. What’s happened?”

“There’s another message from your friendly neighborhood terrorist you need to see, son.”

“Is Corrigan okay?”

“Gone back to New York this morning. I’m not calling about Corrigan.”

Rory’s heart sank. He stared into Kyle’s steady eyes and swallowed. “Is she—is she okay?”

“As far as I can tell, yes. But it’s an ugly picture, son. A terrible picture. We’re gonna need you back here right away. I’ve sent over a transport to fly you all home, should be arriving in about a half hour, enough time to get your butts back to Kodiak.”

“Where can I see this picture?”

“Just call up your email account. Just like before. But Rory, no response. I know what you want to say, but zip it. Understood?”

“Yessir.”

“You are not to have any contact with him unless we approve it. We have located Corrigan’s computer, but it’s moving all the time, so not much help there.”

Rory put the phone under his jaw. “Kyle—”

“Already on it,” Kyle said as he flipped open his Mac, entering Rory’s passcodes. He impatiently waited for the slow download and then gasped, “Son of a bitch.”

Rory grabbed the top of the laptop, pulling it gingerly over the back of the seat and placing it on his knees. He stared into the eyes of the woman he loved, if it was her. Megan’s face was swollen with a grotesque red and purple bruise on her right side. Part of her cheekbone was sharply contoured under her skin, indicating there was a broken bone. Her nose was nearly twice its normal size, but her eyes, he couldn’t even tell if her eyes were open or closed.

Her hands were bound with yellow nylon cord. Someone had placed a headscarf on her and wrapped it around her lower jaw, tying it behind her head like they did in the desert. But this one was positioned to be a gag.

Several invectives were hurled in hushed tones as members of their team piled in and viewed the screen.

“He’s a dead man, Chief.” Rory meant it.

“No, he’s fucking not. We’re not going to do anything like that,” Collins corrected him.

Fredo was the loudest. “Fuckin-A. This one’s going back to the source, no doubt about it.”

“Kyle?” Collins voice was nearly screaming on the other end. “Get me Kyle.”

Rory handed his LPO the phone, and everyone in the vehicle could hear the words Collins was shouting. “You got a lid on this, Lansdowne? We don’t do any vigilante justice. I didn’t call you to stir everyone up for a bloodbath.”

“I’m sorry, Chief. You’re breaking up,” Kyle yelled back. “Chief Collins? Collins? Are you there?” Kyle carefully scanned the faces of his team, putting his forefinger to his lips. “Fuck, I think we lost the Chief,” he said to the other men. “Let’s get the hell out of here and head back to the airfield.” He carefully punched the red disconnect button.

Everyone understood the stakes, the violation that had just occurred. And it would never get any further than the inside of the OSV.

“Read the message, Rory,” T.J. said. “There’s a message below the pic.”

Mr. Kennedy,

Someone is going to die very soon. It will be either your woman here, or you, or both of you. You will be given instructions very soon and you must comply. Please acknowledge you have received this message.

Rory shook his head as he started to place his fingers on the keyboard.

“You can’t fuckin’ answer it, Rory. It’s gonna take us six hours at least to get home.” Kyle said.

“I have to, Kyle. I have to tell him I can’t get back there. If he’s expecting me to respond quickly, and I’m in the air, what the fuck good will that do? I’ve just killed her, Kyle. That’s what would happen.”

T.J. had exited the second seat and opened the driver door, pushing Kyle aside. “While you ladies are deciding what’s on the menu, I’m getting us the hell outta here and back to the airstrip.” He started up the vehicle. “Everyone, we good? Got all your gear?” Everyone nodded, except Rory.

Rory was in shock, staring at the picture of Megan on the screen. Kyle shook his shoulders. “Rory?”

“I got it LP,” said Brady. “He’s good.”

“For what it’s worth, Kyle,” said Cooper, “I agree with Rory. Tariq has got to feel like Rory’s trying to cooperate. The worst thing we can do is disrespect his authority by ignoring him.”

Kyle searched Rory’s face. “Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to make him think we’re going rogue and going to catch hell for it. After all, it’s consistent with our reputation,” he added.

“I agree. I’ll just tell him we’re leaving now, and I’ll contact him when we land.”

“All you can do, Rory. I’ll take the heat for it, if it comes to that.”

“Excuse me, LP, but you weren’t the one he gave the order to. It was me.”

“And I’m responsible for you following those orders, Rory. I’m tied to the same outcome.”

T.J. hit a huge trough in the ice trail and they all slammed into the ceiling, rising off their seats by nearly a foot. The vehicle swerved back and forth so T.J. could avoid a bigger swale. The engine whined as they maneuvered their way faster than they normally would have. Rory could hardly think straight it was so loud.

“Now would not be a good time to crash this thing, T.J.,” said Kyle. He got a three-finger salute.

“No disrespect intended, Lannie.”

“Oh, I like fuckin’. I got no problem with that. It’s your fuckin’ driving I have a problem with,” Kyle said punching T.J.’s arm.

Fredo pretended to type on the computer. “Go rot in hell with the donkey you rode in on,” he feigned.

Rory pushed him aside. “Get the fuck out of my face, Casanova.”

There was a general “Wooo” from everyone in the vehicle. Fredo was quick with his answer. “I guess being married to Armani’s sister is rubbing off. That’s what we used to call him, remember?”

Fredo got some agreement.

“Guys!” Rory was in a panic trying to figure out what he should say. “I gotta send a message and you—you guys act like we’ve just stolen a car and are running from the cops.” He slapped T.J. on the shoulder, and he too got the salute. “You’re nearly running us off the trail. I can’t type when you’re bouncing this shit all around.”

“Pardon me, Sir Rory,” T.J. began in his best imitation British accent. “I’m dreadfully sorry about the bumps. Perhaps next time, I’ll bring the Rolls.”

They hit the main highway, which was smoother, but filled with craters and potholes. It led straight to the airport. At last Rory could send a message.

“In Alaska on a training,” he said as he typed. He hesitated and looked up at Kyle. “Can we tell him that? We don’t even tell the ladies that half the time.”

“Let me take out my Code of Conduct and check the rules.” Kyle quipped and turned back around.

Cooper thought that was funny as hell. “Don’t ever say that in front of Libby. She’ll think there is such a thing and she’ll be demanding I produce it. She’s big on rules.”

“I believe they call them ‘Safe Words,’” Fredo inserted.

“We don’t do any of that shit.” Cooper crossed his long arms and legs and slunk back into the third seat, pulling the back of his shirt. “Leave him the hell alone. He’s gotta write a letter.”

Fredo collapsed nearly in Brady’s lap, and got shoved back into Cooper’s side.

Tyler leaned into Rory from the side. “Out of country on training. Will be back in seven or eight hours.” Tyler gave Rory time to catch up to his dictation.

“I’ll say seven.”

“Leaving within the hour. Will contact you when we land.” Tyler waited again. “Just so you know, I’ve risked my career to answer your email.”

“Nah, don’t say that,” Kyle objected.

“Tell him he’s going to hell,” Fredo shouted.

“Ask him if you can take him to dinner at that little kosher place downtown,” T.J. offered.

Rory was getting more agitated by the second. “Fuckit, guys. This is life or death shit. I don’t get this right, she’s—”

Instantly the vehicle got quiet.

Kyle finally turned back. “Hey, Rory, just send it without the getting into trouble part. No sense putting that crap in writing. I trust Collins about as much as anybody, but I don’t trust Forsythe,” said Kyle.

Tyler nodded his head, “Yeah, man, just send it.”

A slight bump forced Rory’s finger off the keyboard momentarily before he could hit return. When he examined the message he’d sent, a picture of a puppy dog kissing a heart had appeared right under his typing.

“Fuck me!”

The three teammates in the third seat leaned over and saw the message with the little dog bouncing up and down kissing the pulsing hearts. Cooper and Fredo looked at Kyle and began to laugh.

How could I have been such a stupid idiot?

Recognition spread over Kyle’s face. “Oh, that. That’s my sig line. You must have hit the left arrow command button. I sign messages to Christy that way.”

“Well, boss. Now Tariq’s got one too,” said Tyler.

The transport was waiting for them. They transferred the keys to two young Coasties who were sent to do the pickup of the loaner vehicle. In less than five minutes, they were on their way back to San Diego.

Rory’s hands were red from digging his fingernails into his palms. He worked on his breathing, tried to sleep, used one of T.J.’s relaxation tapes, but every time he heard something he jumped. It was like he’d had twenty cups of coffee. He knew he would need his strength, the power of his quick thinking. But he’d never outright wanted to kill anyone so bad in his life. It eclipsed anything he’d felt in the theater. Kyle had been looking at him every time he opened his eyes. He finally transferred to the vacant seat across so he didn’t have to experience the “evil eye” his LPO was giving him—real or imagined. Next time he opened his eyes, there were three of his buddies staring back at him, and Fredo’s eyes were crossed and he’d stuck his tongue out.

They laughed of course. He knew it wasn’t at his expense, but as the hours ticked by, it felt crappy that he had to wait so long to find out if she was even alive. He knew how fragile life could be, how quickly things could change.

In the early morning hours, the transport finally landed at the Naval Air Station. Kyle was first out and was met by both Collins and Forsythe. Brady, Cooper, T.J. and Fredo all carried most of the gear. Rory rocked impatiently behind his LPO, his backpack in hand, trying not to engage eye contact with Collins. He didn’t want to show disrespect to the man he owed his life to, but without Kyle’s presence he’d have run past his Chief and Forsythe and headed straight for his Hummer, probably ending his career. He wouldn’t do that with Kyle standing beside him.

“You fuckin’ disobeyed a direct order, son.” Collins was the maddest Rory had ever seen him, squinting around Kyle to deliver a nasty sneer, making his left eye twitch. He stood ramrod straight and barked at Kyle, “And whose fuckin’ idea was it to send a fucking puppy gram?”

T.J. and Cooper worked hard to stifle a snicker, but Collins didn’t find it funny at all, and Forsythe was ballistic.

“It was an accident. The Jeep was bouncing all over the road. We were traveling like a bat out of hell and my finger slipped. It’s not my computer, sir,” Rory pleaded.

“You were given express instructions not to mess with the negotiations,” said Forsythe with his lips making one firm line.

That got Rory’s attention. Negotiations?

“I guess I did the right thing by keeping your computer, in light of this. I sure as hell never counted on you being this stupid, son,” added Forsythe.

“Let’s get back to the Team building where we’ve got some plans. We’ll respond to him there.”

Oh, good. They have a plan.

He’d give them a few minutes of his time, and then he would be out of there, working up a plan of his own. If they found her location and she was gone, there wouldn’t be anything left but scorched earth. If it took the rest of his life, he’d get even.


Chapter 40


[image: ‡]‡

Megan woke up stiff, the pain in her hip from being tossed about and equal to that in her rear from the fall onto the concrete. Her feet were swollen, the bottoms stung from cuts and who-knew-what embedded in those cuts, festering. It was daytime. Filtered light shone through the white cotton pillowcase still covering her head and neck.

As she tried to right herself to sitting position, she felt the case unstick from the clotted tissue crusted on her nose and cheeks. The unmistakable metallic taste of her own blood in her mouth and down the back of her throat was coupled with the warm sensation that new blood was flowing down between her breasts again.

With her hands tied in front of her, she lifted the pillowcase, pushing it back on her head, then with her fingers she pulled down the headscarf and used it to blow her nose quietly. It did help to clear her breathing passages a little but the bleeding continued. She was so weak she could hardly take in a deep enough breath to expel and dislodge some of the dried material.

She looked around her. A broken window was on the opposite wall to the right. The place had been some sort of storage facility. Boxes and packing material littered the whole area. A workbench was to her right, peppered with glass jars of some sort of gray meat that looked like fish.

At least with the hood pushed back, she could get some air. It was a blessing the room was cold for the wounds she was suffering on her thigh, wrists and ankles. It was a blessing the headscarf kept her neck and chest warm. She didn’t know how many hours had passed by, nor how many hours there would be to come in this cold and depressing condition. Instead, she chose to focus on the heat from her own breath and leaned her head back to touch the wall, grateful she didn’t have to sit on a cold floor, grateful she could sit at all, and grateful she could make some of her own body heat on the mattress.

And I’m still alive. I’ve survived so far. I haven’t given up. I won’t give up, nor give up the hope that one day I’ll be able to walk out of this place of horror.

She managed to move herself to the side a foot or two so she could pee into the mattress and then moved back again so she didn’t have to sit in it.

She thought about the folly of her complaints. She thought about how she’d taken her everyday life for granted. How ungrateful she was of all the opportunities she’d had, all the places she’d traveled, how she’d grown up without parents at a most important time for a young girl and she’d survived.

If she ever made it out alive, she wanted to travel to all those places she read about in her books. She’d take a cruise, go dancing at midnight under the stars in the warm night air. She’d travel to Paris and visit Italy, and maybe visit Buenos Aires and learn to tango.

She remembered her parents and missed them. She’d been guilty of being too busy to sit by their graves and talk to them. To hold her little brother’s virtual hand when he got so afraid of the dark. To tell them she had survived and was happy. That everything turned out well. Was this nostalgia for things past her body’s way of preparing for an ending of life? Would this be all that she did, all that she accomplished? How could she have dreamed about so many things and done so very few of them?

Megan knew she hadn’t started this war. But she refused to be a casualty in it. If they came to her, if they filmed her death, she would try to look bravely into the camera so people would see her eyes, so maybe someone somewhere who had influence over all the craziness of the terrorists’ world would see she was a good person. A strong person. A person who should have lived, not a person to be discarded in some grand scheme she didn’t believe in. Someone might see the waste of it all and say enough is enough. Some woman, perhaps, who just wanted to live a life with her husband and children in the warm bubble of freedom instead of in the shadow of fear, intimidation, bloodshed and war in a society that had gone completely insane.

Then she thought about Rory. She couldn’t help the tears from falling as she felt the power of what he had become. What he stood for. The intensity with which he loved. And now she knew what he needed. He needed a kind heart, a happy spirit, and a place where he could belong, where he could heal between deployments, someone who honored the sacrifice he was willing to make for his country. Someone who could give him a home and family of his own, something he never had growing up. Something he deserved. Something he could have for his very own. Something no one else in the whole world had.

Her love.

Megan wondered what Rory would do in this situation. He’d be looking for things to use, ways he could escape or defend himself or ways he could disable an assailant. What had she seen? She racked her brain. What did she know and didn’t even realize she knew?

She’d heard the freeway overhead. There were sea gulls, lots of them, flying outside the broken window. She could not see any buildings, but did see large pampas plumes that grew near the bay. Perhaps they were close to a landfill or a public dumping ground. Something was attracting the birds. She smelled fish and some sort of sour smell.

It was vinegar. And the bits of grit on her feet, when she concentrated on it, they felt like grains. Grains of rice. She guessed it was Saturday still, or Sunday. If she could last one more day, perhaps two, maybe others would be nearby on Monday. Someone who could get her some help.

She heard a bell from a church. Then when she concentrated further, she realized it wasn’t a church chime. She had been hearing a bell from a buoy, one of those in the harbor, not where the expensive boats were, but in the brackish water that was shallow. Recognizing the smell, she remembered a little fishing village where Lindsay had talked about having pancakes with Brady, some place the SEALs liked to go, away from the fast glittery life of San Diego. She’d seen that place before one time when she’d gotten lost. There were modest trailers and fifth wheels with the truck motors long-since silenced, where old fishermen still lived. There were twice as many decayed boats in dry dock as there were ones that might be seaworthy, owned by men who fished every day. Where there were lots of seagulls that shared their catch. Men who lived on unmentionable things that survived in the dirty water of the inlets.

Tilting her head backward, concentrating, she smelled the faint odor of a fire. And where there was fire, there were people. The sounds from the freeway were softer than they had been last night. She guessed it was early morning, not during commute times, not a workday. Maybe a touch of fog still hung on the cliffs like it did so many mornings there.

She wondered if they were going to feed her. Careful not to make a sound she decided to explore her surroundings a bit. Standing up against the wall, using it to brace herself, careful not to lose her balance on the lumpy mattress, she carefully took tiny steps toward the corner, toward the workbench with the shelves.

She touched one of the cool jars, shaking it. She opened the metal lid, heard the sucking sound as the vacuum seal was broken. The smell nearly bowled her over, but urgent to get food in her stomach, she held the jar with both hands poured some of the disgusting contents into the side of her mouth and swallowed the cold slimy material. She used her fingers to stuff the disgusting-smelling meat far back enough so her molars could crush it before she swallowed the cold chunks.

It didn’t taste as bad as it smelled, which was another blessing. After her initial gag reaction, she discovered she could finish the whole jar, and then reached for and did the same thing to another. There was a handful more, she noted. If left all alone, she now had food that could last her for several days, and enough liquid in the jars to help supplement her lack of water.

Scanning the shelves further, she found some discarded soda cans and two long necked bottles with cracked bottoms, contents having exploded leaving rusty ribbons down the back of the wall and crystalline light brown flakes of what looked like dried beer on the shelving. Stepping off the mattress, she found the concrete floor littered with broken glass from the window.

Megan’s feet hurt already, but she was able to navigate around the glass with small steps, bracing herself against the workbench until she reached a bag from a fast food restaurant, the contents long since dried up. However, she did notice a set of plastic utensils wrapped in cellophane, and after stooping over, found the wrapper contained a fork, a spoon and a serrated-edged sparkling white knife. She slipped the fork and spoon into her bra and slid the knife up her long dirty cotton sleeve, which was a minor feat. Megan noted even though the blade was serrated, it would not be nearly strong or sharp enough to cut through her wrist or ankle bindings.

A large metal trashcan stood at the end of the workbench, propping up a broom and dustpan, and the area looking freshly swept. It took forever to make it over to the galvanized bin, but when she peered inside, she found pieces of lumber with nails embedded in the ends, like from a broken doorframe, and several old telephones, some without handsets, and some with broken dials. She also found a plate of sheet metal like the flange on an old wood stove.

Hearing a vehicle arrive outside, she took one of the pieces of lumber, grabbed one broken bottle, and tossed the fish jars through the broken window into the yard outside to hide the evidence of what she had eaten. She carefully returned to her place on the mattress, buried the bottle against the wall at the corner nearest the shelving, end to end with the thin piece of doorframe. She took care to make sure the nail that jutted out was safely sheathed in the mattress.

The last thing she did was reluctantly pull the hood down over her eyes, sit back, and wait.
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When Rory, Kyle and the rest of the team entered their Team 3 building, they saw something they’d never seen before. Right in front of Rory, holding a briefcase, stood Raymond Corrigan.

The buildings were only for active team members, even retired SEALs from the teams rarely were admitted. Instructors were not admitted. Even LPOs from other active teams were not admitted. Occasionally they’d have an Admiral, their Chief or Master Chief. The President of the United States had been to one back east. Nevertheless, there, looking fit and well, was the man who called himself his father.

At a loss as to the correct protocol in such an unusual situation, Rory quickly began introducing Raymond to Kyle, Coop and several others of the team he’d not met in the hospital. Corrigan shook T.J. and Brady’s hands warmly, slapping their arm. “Nice to see you again, boys,” Corrigan said to both of them.

Rory motioned toward Collins and Forsythe.

“All taken care of, son,” Corrigan said in his raspy, commanding voice.

Rory wanted answers. Kyle shrugged at him. “Don’t look at me. I’m as fuckin’ surprised as you are, kid.

Corrigan turned back to face Forsythe and Collins, allowing them to take the floor.

“Rory, this is actually your dad’s idea,” Collins said. “He came up with a plan we think might have merit.”

The presence of Corrigan complicated Rory’s escape plan. Anxious to get information on Megan’s whereabouts, he wasn’t interested in attending another strategy meeting. He wanted to get into action before it was too late.

“Hey, they talked to me about risks,” Corrigan started. “I mean, I live for risk. That’s how I make my money, son. I make calculated decisions based on the facts at my disposal. I try to have better facts than anyone else does, so I can make better decisions. But I base it on the strength of the argument, not on what’s going on here.” He knocked on his chest wall as if it was a door.

“Fuck! Everyone. This is a wonderful family reunion and all, but Megan’s life is on the line. I’m supposed to make contact with this asshole,” Rory checked his watch, “Right about now. If someone has a plan, I’d like to hear it. We’re running out of time.”

Forsythe presented Rory with his old computer. “Go ahead, make the connection. Tell him you’re back in town and we’re back in business.”

Rory lifted the cover on his Mac, logged in and scrolled down his email accounts. There were two messages. One had occurred right after he’d left the message in Alaska, and one about a half an hour ago.

The oldest message was a repeat of her picture, as if he could forget it. Beneath the photo was written,

‘Every minute you delay she suffers. Her suffering will intensify.’

The next message hit Rory in the gut.

‘You are out of time.’

Rory immediately bent over the keys. “So I tell him I’m back, right?”

Forsythe nodded, his arms crossed. He was watching Corrigan carefully.

Rory typed in the letters and they waited, hearing the electronic paper airplane deliver its payload. Less than a minute later Rory’s cell phone rang. He showed Corrigan the number. “Your phone.”

Corrigan and Forsythe exchanged a glance. “Answer it, son.”

“Yes?”

“Do we have your attention?” the Middle Eastern accented man said.

“You do. Why Megan?”

“Let me speak, and you listen very carefully.”

Rory put the phone on speaker. “Go on.”

“So we have an audience. No matter.”

“You’re on speaker phone, and yes, my direct superiors are with me.”

“Very well. I am holding Megan in an undisclosed location, not very far from San Diego. If you do everything we say, she will be returned to you, unharmed.”

“I’m concerned about the extent of her injuries. Has she been seen by a doctor?”

“Surely you are joking. You think we subscribe to some tribunal or something? Some watchdog group looking for human rights violations? What kind of a fuckin’ idiot do you take me for, Mr. Kennedy?”

“What is it you want?”

“Now we understand each other. We are asking for the sum of one hundred million dollars.”

Rory’s stomach lurched. He placed his hand over the speaker to muffle the sound of several on his team who swore a little too loudly.

“I see I have impressed some of your SEAL buddies. I’m glad. I’m as serious as a heart attack, Mr. Kennedy. I will kill her and then go get one of your other wives and hold her, and if that doesn’t work, I’ll get another and so on and so on, until my demands are met.”

“One hundred million or one million dollars—Tariq—this is Tariq, correct?”

“You know it is.”

“Where am I going to get that kind of money?” Rory was watching Corrigan and Forsythe exchange glances, occasionally making Collins a threesome.

“I suggest you ask your father, Mr. Kennedy. I happen to know he has more than that readily available. If you deliver the funds quickly, perhaps we won’t ask for any more. But Raymond Corrigan is good for it.”

Rory stared at Corrigan, who was looking down at his feet.

“I’ll—I’ll have to get in touch with him. He left for New York two days ago.”

“Don’t fuck with me, Mr. Kennedy. I think he’s right there with you. Put Mr. Corrigan on the line.”

Forsythe was engrossed in thought, his palm covering his mouth and jaw. Collins was clearly nervous. Rory saw they hadn’t expected Tariq to know Corrigan was with them.

Kyle and Cooper were conferring off in a corner. Cooper left without making a sound, and Kyle came back to stand next to Rory.

Tariq raised his voice in a shout. “Put Mr. Corrigan on the line now or I will cut off one of her arms. You do not want to test me on this.”

“Yessir.” Rory handed the phone to Corrigan.

Raymond sucked in a deep breath and blew it out before he began. “Tariq. We’ve been friends for what, ten years?”

“Shut the fuck up. I was never your friend. I was your paid employee.”

“My mistake. The point is—”

“The point is, I care nothing about the girl. I’m only after the money.”

“I understand, and we’re willing to cooperate, Tariq. But she must not be further harmed.”

“You have no right to talk to me that way, you arrogant prick.”

“What did I ever do to you? What is the source of all this hatred you have for me? Haven’t I been good to you and your people?” Corrigan was getting angry.

“My people? My people are dead. All of them.”

“I didn’t do that.”

“Your rescue doomed everyone I ever cared about. Now, you can take my life, but we will take more from you. Each time you get one of us, we will take two, maybe three of you. You see how it goes?”

“How it goes? How does it go, Tariq? When does it all end?”

“When there’s no one left to fight. Death doesn’t scare me. But it should scare you, Mr. Corrigan. Perhaps not your death, but the death of someone you love. You might live many years knowing that your son watched as his woman was defiled and then executed. Ask yourself how valuable life would be to you then? You’d seek death, as I now do.”

“Tariq. This isn’t your war. Your family’s enemies are not here. They’re over there.”

“One hundred million dollars, Mr. Corrigan. And then I’ll let you keep my boots as a memento.”

The line went dead.

“Fuck,” Corrigan said as he sat down, tossing the phone on the table in front of him. “He doesn’t sound anything like the man I knew and did business with for over a decade.”

“You think he’s going to take the money himself?” T.J. asked the room.

“No. A man like Tariq can’t just disappear to a small island somewhere and drop out of society. He’s like me. He’s a control freak. Adrenaline junkie. He has to be running something, otherwise he’s dead. He stays alive because he continues playing, collecting his chips.”

“Last man standing,” Collins muttered.

“In a way, yes. They are playing to the end game. The time and place when it all comes down. Then the new kingdom comes, they are all united, and those who survive will father generations of princes, who will, according to their scripture, rule the world. There will no longer be any opposition.”

“I think the only reason he isn’t dead is because he has a lot of information. Information some, especially some of the Saudi princes, don’t want to be made public.” Forsythe let his voice trail off.

“I just don’t understand how come he had the about-face. He had a comfortable life. I paid him well, so did several others I knew.” Corrigan was shaking his head slowly.

“Most of the terrorists coming over now are from wealthy families,” Forsythe said.

“I’m not sure now we’ll ever know,” said Collins.

“At the risk of sounding difficult, what’s the plan?” Rory asked. “I mean, Tariq hung up on us without giving us a time and place for the money. How are we going to get to Megan?”

A voice from behind the crowd spoke up. “Boy, I love those straight-arrow Fed guys. They have the best surveillance equipment on the planet.” Coop held up a white piece of paper. “I know exactly where the call was generated from, thanks to you guys.” Cooper presented it to Collins and Forsythe. Coop walked to the large wall map of the county. “The phone is near the inlet, one of those little waterways the duck hunters made when hunting was plentiful. Somewhere in this vicinity.” He circled an area the size of a quarter, which Rory thought was incredible, considering how big the whole area was. “There are numerous abandoned buildings, some still in use today. I’ve gone out here to test my drones. Right about here, and you all know it well.”

Kyle walked over to the map, noting where Cooper pointed his finger. “Well, fuck me. That’s Griz’s place. The Golden Bear.”

“Gentlemen,” Fredo said as he adjusted the waistband on his pants. “I feel the need for some pancakes. Who’s gonna join me?”

“Hold it. Hold it a second,” Forsythe objected. “We’re not going anywhere until we get the money together.” He turned to Corrigan. “I believe you told me you’d have to wait until U.S. Bank opened up this morning at ten?”

“That’s right. That’s what I told you,” said Corrigan. “But the truth of it is, the money’s right here.” He held up his briefcase. “Whoever holds this briefcase has access to every penny of one hundred million dollars. I have the account numbers and the passcodes and locations. It’s available in cash, but he’ll have to fly to the Cayman Islands to get it, and he knows that. If these Navy SEALs are going to escort me to breakfast, then this is coming with us. He can call whenever he likes. And if he takes too long, we go in and get the sonofabitch if we’re that close.”

Collins and Forsythe rode together, taking off beforehand to meet them over at the Golden Bear. Rory would have loved to be a fly on the ceiling of that car. The Naval Intelligence Officer was reluctant to give Rory back his computer, but finally agreed.

“We have to call the ladies. No deets yet, but just let them know we’re working here today, that we’re back in town. And they stay put.”

Rory watched as Kyle, Cooper, T.J., and the rest of them called their wives. There were lots of smiles and personal messages with palms over the speaker. Watching the body language of these men he knew to be the fiercest of the fierce, reduced to making funny sounds and self-consciously touching their hair and slamming a palm on their thigh or the wall, seeing them make bedroom talk with their wives was entertaining for him. He hoped he had that opportunity. Most of them at one point or the other put their lives on the line for their families, sometimes more than once.

“They really are the best of the best, aren’t they?” Corrigan said. Rory had forgotten all about him standing there, waiting for the phone calls to be over with before they could proceed.

“That they are, sir. Most people don’t get a chance to work with the kinds of stuff these guys are made of. I get to do it every day. I’m just lucky I get to hang with them socially too.”

“I never dreamed a son of mine would become a Navy SEAL.” Corrigan turned and faced him head-on. “I’m very proud, son. Very proud.”

“Thanks, sir.” Rory shook his hand, still unwilling to hug the man he still had a hard time thinking of as his father.

“Maybe when this is all over, you can come out and I can show you what my war is like.”

“Oh, I think I’m getting a taste of it, sir. Remember? This asshole Tariq is your guy. Not ours.”

“And I want to make it up to you. To all of you.”

“You really okay with giving the terrorists a hundred million dollars? You sure you won’t get in any trouble with the State Department or something? I can’t imagine they’d just let you do that. That’s like arming the enemy.”

“You want me to just let her die?”

“Of course not, but the more it pays off, the more they’ll do it. It doesn’t take care of the problem, sir. It makes it worse.”

“Well, Rory, suppose you let me worry about that, okay?”

“No, sir. That’s our job. Your job is to make your millions, billions, or gazillions, give people jobs and take care of the ones that help you do that. It’s our job to keep it from coming over here.”

The gear and several of the guys were loaded into T.J.’s Hummer, the damage from the fencing at the hangar looking nastier than Rory had remembered. Kyle drove a couple of the Team guys and Rory drove Corrigan.

They didn’t say a word to each other.
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Megan’s captors removed her hood and her headscarf and handed her a bottle of water. One of the younger men stepped on the mattress to offer her cigarettes and was horrified to find it wet, the liquid soaking into his canvas shoes. His angry rhetoric echoed throughout the warehouse when he discovered it was urine. Megan knew, judging from his hand movements, that he wanted to decapitate her on the spot.

She turned to a more sympathetic young face and tried to mouth the word “food,” resorting to pointing to her lips opening and closing until they understood. She was hoping they had something, just a morsel of something she was used to eating so she wouldn’t have to make another meal with the canned fish. Her prayers were answered when she was given a small apple, bruised and slightly soft, but the sweet refreshing taste was divine. She doubted she’d ever think about apples the same way again. When she got to the core, instead of tossing it like she’d done for years, she ate the whole thing, seeds, stem and all.

The well-dressed man arrived an hour later, brandishing a computer in an expensive leather case.

“You will write your Mr. Kennedy a love letter now,” he said in his syrupy sweet tone that almost sounded like an exotic tune.

She held her wrists out to him and his eyes focused on the bruised and puckered skin underneath the yellow cord. He frowned.

“I’m afraid that is out of the question.”

She considered her options with the tools she had. Since the knife would not cut through the duct tape on her ankles, she’d need both hands free to manage an escape through the window.

“But it will be difficult to type with my wrists bound. Perhaps you could release them. Just for the message.”

“I can, but I won’t.”

The gentleman dragged a chair over. Placing the computer on his knees, he opened the lid.

“You look very pretty today.”

She glared at him and then heard the click of the computer’s camera.

“That will do nicely.” He tapped keys, and she heard the email being sent.

“Hopefully, it will not be the last picture he sees of you, alive.”

He was a snake. He was worse than a snake. He had been bent, twisted, and had gone over the edge of that wall of no return. Megan could see there was no reasoning with him. No explaining, pleading. Any energy she’d give him, her emotional pain, or her bright hope for a release from this bondage, he’d feed on. His hatred for life colored everything he did. It made him feign sweetness when he was downright evil.

Thinking about how Rory would go about this, she knew he’d make a note of his vulnerability. Hard to do since the man was in complete control, unless—

“Are these boys your sons you are training?”

He hadn’t expected her question. His left eye ticked just slightly. She’d found a scab. She began to put her fingernail under one of the edges.

“Where are your sons?”

“I have no children. No wife.”

“But you are the father to these boys. You train them. They do your bidding.”

“It is our cause.”

“You train them to kill themselves, too?”

“If necessary.” He presented the keyboard with an almost delicate smile. His fingers were refined. He had his nails buffed on a regular basis. The cologne he wore smelled expensive, exotic, probably coming from Milan or Paris. “Now you will type the letter to your young beau. I want this to come from you.”

“And what is it you want me to say?” She rubbed her cheek with the back of one of her secured hands, her face so swollen it was pulling her upper lip into a right-sided grimace. Her eye stung, which probably meant she had a blood clot there. She had to scoot forward to reach the keyboard since he wouldn’t be kneeling on the mattress. She wondered how he would survive in a cave, living in a bombed out building, doing hand-to-hand combat like Rory had. He’d worry about things like soiling his clothes. He wasn’t a believer. He was an opportunist.

And his vulnerability was that he didn’t expect she could beat him. She had the nail in the wooden plank that could take out one of his eyes, perhaps go straight to his brain, but she doubted it was big enough. She had a sharp piece of glass that could slice across his neck. All she needed was the time and the opportunity.

“Dear Rory.” He pointed to the keyboard.

She didn’t try very hard to type the correct keys. “All I get is garbage.” She rolled her back. “I can’t do it.” She scooted back toward the wall.

The man grabbed one of her wrists, which brought both of her arms forward nearly touching his knees. He yanked upward and she screamed as loud as she could. The echo cast out over the inlet, across the water. She could hear the results of her sound rolling and crashing against rundown buildings outside. With his other hand, he tried to secure the computer but it crashed to the ground.

“No one can hear you,” he spat. He was holding her arms up, like pulling on a dog’s collar by the leash.

The door opened and three heads popped through the frame. One of them was the young man from the yoga class.

If she’d had the glass in her hand, it would have been the perfect opportunity. He turned his head, exposing his jugular vein and shouted, “Out! Leave us!”

The two younger men glanced up at the yoga student, who seemed to take pleasure in the man’s predicament.

“Tariq, you need some assistance?”

She noticed the young man didn’t seem to care he had given away his boss’s real name. Tariq’s murderous expression told her he did. His arms shook, and Megan could nearly hear the pulsing of the large blue vein cording down to his clavicle.

The student lowered his eyes and backed away, closing the door quickly.

Then Tariq’s head whipped around, his eyes piercing her with all the hatred in his soul. With his lips drawn up in a snarl, he threw Megan back against the wall, nearly knocking the air out of her. Her head hit the side of the metal building with a boom, sending particles of dust falling from the second story above. What he didn’t hear was the delicious crunch of glass under the mattress as her body fell back into sitting position. She hoped she might have a chard, some piece of the thick brown bottle large enough to defend herself if she had the chance.

The man she now knew was Tariq ran his fingers through his hair, pulled down the cuffs of his now-soiled sleeves and brushed the front of his chest with the his palms in a downward sweeping motion.

Like a cat, he walked carefully over to the computer and examined it, hitting the spacebar several times.

Megan hoped the screen had cracked or something internally had shaken loose, but the little laptop lit up like a neon sign in the darkened room. He grabbed the back of the metal chair he’d been sitting on earlier, scooting it as close to her as he could, even a few inches closer than before, the legs making divots in the edge of the dirty pad. He placed his still perfect shoes over the blue mattress ticking and sat, placing the laptop once more on his thighs.

“Again. We will attempt to write another letter to your Mr. Kennedy,” he said as he pointed to the keyboard. “You will tell him he comes alone with the money. I will call him when the arrangements are made.”

Megan leaned forward and nodded, extending her arms and studying the screen. There had been a message from Rory’s cell he hadn’t seen. She pushed on the up arrow twice with her little finger, and instead of writing on the box he’d provided her, to send Rory a return message she knew would go directly to his cell.

In the dialog box she typed clumsily while she dictated, “Bring the money, and come alone. He will call you when the arrangements are made.” She placed her finger over the send button, but Tariq shook his head and leaned over to double check her work. She brought her hands down on the right side of her thigh, moving her shoulder like it pained her. It wasn’t hard to fake.

While reading over the notation upside down, she looked for some change in his eyes to indicate he’d caught on to what she’d done, but there was none. He was concentrating on hitting the return button with his forefinger, an action she had anticipated. She twisted her body to the right, reached behind her, grabbed whatever she could get of the neck of the beer bottle, jabbed the jagged end under his jaw, into the soft tissues and back against his windpipe, and ripped it across his throat and back toward her.

Tariq arched backward, his eyes wide in shock, as he held his throat with both hands, attempting to stop the blood that was spurting over both of them. In his nearly upward gaze, the angle of his face was perfect. With the strength of both hands, clutching the only smooth end of the bottle, she jammed the bloody jagged edge into his right eye with all the force she could muster.

He sputtered. Trying to scream but unable to do anything but send blood spray up into the room. Droplets of his red elixir rained down on Megan like a baptism. Tariq looked at her as he lost consciousness and collapsed forward onto her.

She watched the door as her fingers searched Tariq’s trousers for a knife, and she was rewarded when she found a long-bladed pocketknife. She opened it, finding the object was curved like a scimitar. She pushed him aside and worked on the cording, slicing herself in the process but not causing a deep wound. Finally, the yellow material fell open and she was able to give her wrists the freedom they’d needed.

The knife quickly sliced through the duct tape at her ankles, and this tiny victory gave her hope. Her hands were shaking. Her heart was pounding in her chest like a galloping horse.

She repositioned the body so his partners might think he’d fallen asleep, drawing his legs up to his chest, facing the back wall, bending his knees and removing his shoes, setting them aside like he’d done it on purpose. She was careful to keep him in the center of the dirty mattress so the blood still exiting his body soaked in without running out onto the floor.

She kept his knife, tucking it into the front pocket of her slacks, picked up the computer and headed for the window.

The broken glass near the wall was a problem for her feet, but she dared not stop and pick out the new crystals embedded in her soles. She didn’t have time to brush them aside, so placed the computer under her arm, stepped firmly onto the littered ground so as not to make noise and hoisted one leg over the windowsill and outside onto caked dirt. Taking one last look at the still-closed door, she clutched the laptop, withdrew her other leg from her dungeon, and ran as fast as she could in the direction she smelled smoke. She pushed aside the pain of window glass shooting into her flesh as being completely irrelevant.

Smoke means home. Smoke means people. Smoke means freedom. Safety.

A future.
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Rory had been scrambling, swearing under his breath, trying to stay calm so he could focus, silently searching the debris and abandoned vehicles in the marshes. They’d left Corrigan with the computer and a small Invisio earpiece so he could message them in case they got further instructions from Tariq.

They all knew she was very close, but didn’t know if she was in a shed, a vehicle, or a crumbling warehouse. There were easily thirty such structures littered over the wet and soggy terrain, and they had to quickly and silently search every one. The Team had been messaging each other, operating in a wedge formation as they moved away from the inlet toward the row of concrete freeway columns.

He was looking for a kill today, and if it meant his career, no matter if Megan was dead or alive, he would kill the sons of bitches who’d kidnapped her, and then he intended to surrender and face the consequences. He would make them pay for preying on and hiding behind innocents so they could play their dirty little game.

When he heard the scream echo throughout the canyon, his heart leapt out of his chest because he knew that voice was Megan’s. He stopped at the back of the house he and T.J. were searching and scanned the direction the sound came from.

“You hear that?” T.J. asked.

Rory was still listening for more noise, so didn’t verbally answer, but nodded his head. Soon Coop was behind them.

“Came from over there. Maybe the other side of the inlet,” Coop whispered.

To a non-trained eye, they might have looked like seriously macho duck hunters, with their H&Ks mounted with scopes that could flip IFR, identical dark shades that wrapped around their eyes, equipment backpacks, goggles, gloves and hats turned backwards—except for Fredo, who had a hard time getting his hair into anything but a scrunchie.

All nine in the squad spread out and darted behind various objects like abandoned refrigerators, rusted pickups with their hoods raised, a windowless and wheel-less Volkswagen bug, some large pampas plumes and several rusted oil barrels that were still smoking in the morning mist.

Rory knew there was a homeless population that liked to hang out in the abandoned buildings and gutted cars. Somewhere a small trickle of water was leaking from a broken water pipe. He knew a young Hispanic family used part of an abandoned house’s kitchen to make homemade tortillas and tamales cooked over a wood fire.

The SEALs traveled quietly, dodging an occasional body sleeping in a shabby sleeping bag. The place smelled horrible, Rory thought, a combination of brackish water, fish heads, and human waste of all kinds. Beer cans and cheap wine bottles littered the entire arena. He took extra care not to injure himself on the filthy metal and glass objects that poked from the steaming ground like grave markers.

His hip felt pretty good now that he thought about it. He hadn’t noticed any pain since the morning cup of coffee as they headed in this direction.

He looked above him at the overpass carrying traffic down off the skyway into the bowels of the seedy part of the city. Maybe the scream had come from a car’s open window, he wondered.

A large bonfire was still blazing, sending large white and grey plumes up into the sky a couple hundred yards to his left, closer toward the dockyard. He saw several small brown bodies huddled in a semicircle around its heat. Heard the sound of a bottle being broken, coughing and a couple of dogs barking, warning the group of the SEAL’s proximity. He heard what sounded like another dog running through the mud a hundred yards beyond.

Though someone stood up, Rory knew neither group was any threat to each other. The man sat down and there was a peel of laughter and more coughing.

As they rounded one of a set of six small metal warehouses, they came upon three vehicles that didn’t look like they belonged in the area. One was a BMW, one a brand new Buick compact, and the other was a fairly new Prius with temporary plates.

Tyler threw a rock at the back of Kyle’s thigh and pointed to a window with the glass blown out of it on the backside of the building. Kyle looked inside and then motioned for Rory.

He found himself swallowing hard, the back of his tongue and throat suddenly parched, not being sure what he’d find there.

A body lay prone on the mattress as if sleeping. A man in western garb with a nice pair of slacks and a long-sleeved, apparently starched, white shirt. Rory thought he might be some kind of hostage. Kyle looked up at him and Rory shook his head. Megan was so small, if this man were covering her, he probably wouldn’t be able to tell. And they couldn’t determine if he was asleep or dead. Or if he had someone dead or asleep beneath him.

Tyler pointed to his boots and that was when Rory saw his shoes neatly stowed at the foot of the mattress. Not knowing if Megan was sharing the mattress with this man still worried him, but somehow he couldn’t believe that could have happened. The body inside appeared not to be breathing.

Fredo held up five fingers and tossed a percussion bomb into the room with a five-second delay. As the flash went off, T.J. and Brady broke down the front door, which literally shattered under their boots. Kyle and Tyler covered the doorway coming from the front of the warehouse. The door flew open and both SEALs managed to hit three young men in the shins with several rounds. Their howls as they rolled around the floor, holding their shattered lower leg bones pierced the canyon. It smelled like hell, looked like an evil painting of discord and destruction, and now with their screams it sounded like hell.

Rory could hear T.J.’s distinctive swearing, which was louder than the sound of the BMW roaring to life. A fourth assailant had found an exit from the building, or perhaps was already outside and had taken off in one of the vehicles. Kyle was immediately on the phone, calling Collins and getting local law enforcement involved.

“I can get him, Kyle,” T.J. hollered, but Kyle shook his head and continued his phone conversation. Rory searched the front room frantically without finding any trace of Megan.

Until he found her purse. Drops of dark brown blood dotted one side of the purse. The handles were still damp with fresh blood. Her wallet, her cell phone and keys were still inside. He found himself fingering the single tube of red lipstick. He dropped the purse and ran to the adjoining room.

Cooper was attending to the man. Brady stood behind Rory, who now inched forward. Tyler had stepped through the window and watched as Cooper rolled him over onto his back. Nothing but a bloody, filthy mattress was underneath him.

Fredo swore in Spanish and crossed himself. The broken end of a beer bottle pierced Tariq’s skull. It had impaled him in his right eye socket. Underneath his jaw flaps of bloody muscle hung from a deep gash, probably made by the same object.

“Son of a bitch,” T.J. swore.

Rory was suddenly dizzy. He nearly fell backward, but Brady collected him under the armpits. He recognized the signs of shock. His clammy lips turned up in a half smile, his eyes melting from tears which came pouring out as he sobbed.

“She’s—she’s beautiful. Look what she did. Isn’t that the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen?” Rory sobbed.

Tyler and Brady scrunched up their noses and placed their hands on their hips.

“But where the fuck is she?” T.J. asked.

Tyler ran to the window ledge, searching outside and examining the glass at the floor. “Blood all over here. She’s probably out there.” He pointed to the graveyard of broken things. “Judging from the amount of blood, she won’t get far.”

Rory whipped past Tyler, nearly toppling the man, struggling to get his frame through the window opening. He heard someone chuckling behind him, but he was far from caring. He heard Fredo make a comment he didn’t have time to stop and appreciate fully.

“Man. Those two get married? Remind me not to get that bitch knives for a wedding present. She gonna go all Bobbitt on him if she gets pissed.”
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Megan was free at last, free to run with the wind in her face. Her arms swung free. Her lungs took in the salty air. She ran barefoot through puddles, splashing mud up on to her pant legs. The beautiful grey and white smoke of the bonfire curling up into the blue San Diego sky beckoned her like a wizard’s bony hand. Sea birds circled and bobbed, playing with dangling pieces of white and brown fast food wrappers.

She ran past a dented turquoise refrigerator and a flattened red bicycle. A fifties-style pickup truck with a chalky green patina lay on its side. Inside an abandoned car nearby the opened trunk revealed a man sleeping, curled in a torn navy blue comforter, his little dog asleep at his feet.

Someone had piled boxes, newspapers, and magazines in an old grocery cart which was stuck in the mud, a torn Chinese umbrella attached to the handle. As she drew close to that graceful plume and the semicircle of old men warming themselves by the fire, she called out.

“Hello! Can you help me?” she rasped desperately into the morning fog, waving one arm above her head, still clutching the computer with her other. Her voice echoed across the rust and green grasses of the salt marsh. A hightop red canvas tennis shoe with no laces sat atop a cracked porcelain toilet bowl.

Just as she came upon them, she heard a small explosion and the report of automatic gunfire coming from behind her.

She didn’t get the reception she expected. People started scurrying into the bushes. One man whipped around as he stood to face her, his eyes wide in horror as he backed up and tripped over the log he’d been sitting on. He quickly scrambled to his feet, covered in mud and ran in the opposite direction.

She watched as several others ran into the bushes or followed the first man toward the rustic harbor, cursing, and some yelling for her to stay away. A yellow dog barked at her, showing its fangs. Its owner gave up trying to get the dog to follow him and abandoned the mutt, fleeing off into the brush. Not a single soul came within thirty feet of her.

She turned in the direction from which she had come and didn’t see any activity. Didn’t hear a thing.

Her lungs heaving, she considered running further, chasing for help, but realized she was too weak and her feet hurt. On a stump by the roaring fire, she placed the computer out of the mud, and sat gasping for air as she began picking glass out of her soles. She found a water bottle nearby and washed what she could of her wounds quickly. She found a pair of discarded socks slipping them on her feet as she searched for the men with guns coming after her. She was prepared to run more, picked up the computer and began urgently looking for a place to hide.

Then she heard the voice of her beloved. Rory was calling to her, screaming her name. As she stood, she saw him, one hand reaching to the sky, trying to get her attention. She ran as fast as she could toward him. He was running in her direction, and at last she slammed into his arms and they fell back in the mud, Rory holding her carefully above him. The computer was stuck between them, but she didn’t care.

“Rory! I did it. I survived!” She was breathlessly trying to kiss him, climbing up onto his body, hugging him close, and tucking her head under his chin.

“You did, baby. I’m so fuckin’ happy you’re alive,” he said as he squeezed her back, and then she sensed him stiffen beneath her.

She arched back so she could look down into his face. Rory’s mouth dropped open, his brow furled as his eyes scanned her. She smiled and knew her smile was lopsided, but she didn’t care. She bent down to kiss him and he held her at arm’s length, scooting back on his rear and then standing up. She was left kneeling in the mud.

“Rory, I got the computer. I didn’t forget.” She said as she extended the laptop to him. He stowed it quickly in his backpack, and seemed to reconsider his earlier move, leaning forward to give her a hand, but didn’t hold her body. His frown intensified as he wrinkled his nose, looked at her chest and the caked remnants of the bloody nose she’d had for two days. She watched him study her whole body, lighting over her waist and then moving down her thighs.

“I’m okay, Rory,” she said, reaching out to the sides. “I’m alive. And I love you!”

She was going to run into his arms again, but he was quicker than she was. “Rory? What’s the matter?”

He was shaking his head, searching for something to say, taking a step backward with each step forward she was making. He looked down at her feet and she allowed her eyes to follow his. Her lower legs were coated in brown mud. Blood pooled between her toes into the dirty socks as she attempted to step closer to him and over a small puddle.

With her glad heart beating loudly in her chest, she tilted her head and extended her arms again to him. “Rory, please.”

Then it hit her. The terrible odor of the inlet and its decaying remains was enhanced by another familiar smell. Something she’d gotten used to in the small warehouse, but outside, the fresh light of morning sent something wafting up to her nostrils. Her legs were covered in human or animal feces and her pants stunk with the pungent odor of her own urine.

And what her face must have looked like!

At last, he relaxed and began to laugh.

“Rory!”

He could hardly contain himself.

“Sweetheart, you are the most beautiful thing I’ve seen in my whole life. I can’t believe what you did today.”

Rory came over and before she could object, picked her up, one arm under her back and one under her knees. She felt light as a feather, swept her arms around his neck, snuggled her head under his chin, and giggled.

What an apparition it must have been, she thought afterwards. The men on Rory’s Team looked at her as if she was a green alien from some strange planet. Normally very talkative, she didn’t hear them utter a word. Soon police cars, a fire truck, and three paramedic units arrived. One pair began working on her, examining her nose and her cheek amidst the backdrop of screaming from the injured young boys being treated by other personnel.

She was given some warm towels to wash her face and hands. Behind a blanket, she was allowed to clean up and to get out of her filthy clothes. She put on a pair of hospital scrubs, was given a toothbrush and a brush for her hair. Rory stayed plastered to her side and getting in the way such that the paramedics had to ask him to leave the perimeter. And still he stayed right at her side. The rescue staff put her on the gurney for transport to the hospital. Rory jumped into the van and then searched and got Kyle’s permission to go with her.

Her last memory of the scene was hearing the sirens as the other vans left ahead of hers. She watched the SEALs huddled behind one of two cars in front of the warehouse. They were pointing to something on the bumper of a vehicle without plates.

On the right was a sticker that said Give Peace A Chance.

On the left, beginning and ending with a Peace symbol, was the sticker that read Make Love Not War.


Chapter 45
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Rory was nervous about accepting Corrigan’s offer to spend the weekend at the Hotel Del, since he always paid his own way and didn’t consider himself a charity case. But Corrigan had rented a suite that must have cost the man more than Rory made in half a year. The room was filled with flowers too. He’d spared no expense. A platter of gourmet finger foods and cheeses was set on a silver tray. They had an iced bottle of champagne they’d already opened.

Corrigan insisted he be allowed to drop by and promised he’d only take a few minutes of their time. With the mission completed, the SEALs cleared of any wrongdoing in the shooting of the terrorists, Corrigan and Megan successfully rescued and mending, there wasn’t anything that could dampen Rory’s mood. He figured he could give him just five minutes. And then no one would see either him or Megan for a week.

He offered Corrigan a glass of champagne, and he declined.

“I need something stronger,” Corrigan said and raided the minibar, downing one of the little bottles quickly. Megan joined Rory’s side and he tucked her as close as she could be. He knew for certain she didn’t have anything on under her white robe with the Hotel Del logo over the pocket, and her scent was driving him completely crazy. He discreetly let his bent right knee slip between the two sides of her robe at the hemline. He sure hoped Corrigan didn’t take too long.

He noticed Corrigan was breathing heavily and wouldn’t look him in the eyes, and this concerned him.

“What’s up? Something bothering you, sir?”

“I’m afraid I have some bad news, Rory.”

He could feel Megan’s body tense, matching his own.

“Go on. Nothing I can’t handle today, I promise.” He knew he’d just told a complete lie.

Corrigan sighed, took another deep breath and blew that one out as well. Rory braced for something hellish.

“Rory, turns out you were right,” Corrigan said, completing it with a brief smile that quickly vanished.

“Sir?”

“Ah, fuck it, Rory.” He could see Corrigan’s chin begin to quiver, and perhaps the start of some tears forming.

Rory broke Megan’s hold and went over to the man who was in obvious emotional pain. “Raymond? What is it?” He still had problems giving the man a hug, so instead placed his hands on his shoulders.

“I’m not your father, Rory. DNA evidence proved it.”

“But I thought—”

“I don’t know if it was even close, son. I don’t know why Tariq did what he did, maybe to distract me so I wouldn’t figure out what he was doing. But that blood test you gave before you went up to Alaska? Doc Thomas called me and gave me the news this morning. You’re someone else’s boy, Rory. Not mine.”

That’s when Rory’s heart shattered. All the years he’d felt abandoned and alone, all the resentment he’d felt towards his parents, towards this man, who he’d begun to feel was his father after all, all of it crumbled. Here in front of him was a man who wanted nothing more in life than to be his dad. Who had nearly been killed for him. This man, at last, was his real dad, blood test or not.

He grabbed the weeping man and held him so tight he expected to hear ribs breaking. “Makes no fuckin’ difference to me. I don’t have a dad and you don’t have a son. I’m applying for the job, if it’s still available…Dad”

Standing on their balcony, with the view of the beach and the sunset in front of them, he was grateful for the generosity of his new dad. This luxury was the kind of welcome back to reality he wanted to bring Megan to for her first night out of the hospital, something he wouldn’t have been able to do on his own salary.

Her eyes had recovered and her nose was still a little swollen and black and blue in parts, and her stitches wouldn’t come out for another week from the repair they made on her cheekbone. But, she was out of pain and happy and standing next to him with her arm around his waist, his around hers. And they were both naked beneath their white fluffy robes.

It was as though she had always been there by his side. She belonged there.

“I can’t promise you it will always be like this.” He turned to kiss her waiting lips.

“I’m not worried. Just nice tonight. Nice being here with you.”

“As a matter of fact, I can promise you it won’t be like this. But we’ll be together, Megan.”

“I’m good with all that. That’s all I want, Rory.”

“Corrigan is—”

“Let him in, Rory. He wants to do the right thing. Let him be the father he always wanted to be. Accept his love.”

“I got this far by myself. Now I got this guy wanting to buy me a car, a house, all this shit—sorry, stuff. I don’t really want all this.”

“This is the only way he knows how to express love. Think of it this way, Rory, he never really had anyone either. You both found each other. You both found home—by accident!”

“I hope he’ll let me take it slow.”

Kyle gave him the bad news that he’d be skipped the next rotation so that his hip could properly heal. But he wasn’t scrubbed, not yet at least. Kyle had told him to get strong and didn’t want him taking chances doing the heavy workup and the jumps until he no longer limped or felt any pain. The x-rays had to show he was fully healed before he’d be allowed back in active rotation. He also told him not to expect he could remain active for too long, that the Navy knew he had a time limit. He might consider looking for another career eventually. They’d even suggested maybe he’d leave Team 3 and workup in six months with Team 5, but Rory wanted to remain with Kyle’s platoon. And that was yet to be decided.

“You’re going to be busy, Rory.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your workouts, helping me heal. The time will go by fast, Rory. You’ll see.”

“What if they cut me loose?” he asked. He was trying hard not to think about it too much, but every day the thought crept into his head.

“I know you like to be prepared, but I say don’t think about it until you have to. Lindsay taught me that. We won’t dwell on what could happen and just live with what we’ve got. We concentrate on getting well. We get to do that together, Rory. Timing’s pretty good.”

She was amazing, the way she looked in the sunset, the reddish golden highlights in her hair looking like angel thread.

He set her glass down and took her in his arms. She fit nicely into him, a tight package, purring with desire he could feel all the way to his toes. He drew her face between his palms.

“You want this life, Megan? You think you could do this?”

“I want you, no matter what you do.”

“That’s good, baby. Because that’s what I want too.”

Her kiss was long and sweet. He pressed against her mouth and she whimpered, putting her fingers to her cheek. “Careful,” she whispered.

“Oh, I intend to be careful.”

He brought them inside, locking the door. The fireplace was not needed, but he liked the way it made everything inside the suite bounce in golden light.

By the light of the glow, he peeled back the robe, shedding his in the process. Instantly the thrill of his thighs sliding under hers, the feel of her soft breasts and knotted nipples caressing his chest, the way she smelled under her ear—all of this was not anything he would ever take for granted or get used to. He knew he would always have a fresh lust for her, no matter how old they were, no matter how many years they remained together.

He held the length of her body sideways, stroking the back of her neck and, kissing her puckered stitches over her cheekbone. He felt the softness of her back and buttocks as he brought her into his groin and pressed. He bent to take one nipple between his teeth.

He slipped off the bed, knelt, kissed her belly button and then parted her legs to partake of her sex, snaking a tongue inside her opening as she gasped, her back arching, her hands clinging to his shoulders and her voice pleading with him not to stop. He took his time and he did it because it drove her wild for him. With his tongue deep inside her he felt her orgasm and feasted from her all through it.

Her body was like putty, soft and pliable, matching all his rough contours with her smooth ones. Rory picked her up gently and lay her back on the bed, then climbed next to her and gripping her hips, and brought her on top of him. She arched again, writhing like a belly dancer, her arms reaching to the ceiling as his hands smoothed over her ribs to squeeze her breasts, then they traveled down to hold and to squeeze her buttocks. His fingers traveled up and down her cleft as he felt her move her wet sex against his hardened shaft.

He lifted her and without saying a word she felt between her legs for him, guided him to the lips of her labia, and rubbed him against her body, her fingers and palm holding his cock so tight, he groaned with pleasure. He rutted in her moist groove until she angled her hips and he got snagged in her soft opening. She shyly watched his eyes, knowing that’s what he liked to do, watch her face as he entered her, seeing the pleasure that he’d helped to create. Then she shuddered as she settled down on him to the hilt and drew him in.

He remembered that first time he’d made love to her. He vowed he’d never forget it, nor any of the times subsequent.

She rocked back and forth on him, sat up and came back down on top of him, using her hands against his shoulders to brace herself. His hands squeezed her butt cheeks, helping her rise and then pulling her hips down against him hard.

The rhythm began to build as he propelled his hips up into her. Her breasts bounced and he felt sweat run down her spine. Her long gasps told him she was beginning her orgasm, her muscles milking and spasming around him.

He rolled her to the side while she was still in the throes of her orgasm, her hands flailing, and her flesh sensitive to wherever he touched, kissed or probed. Finding her from behind he began the rapid pumping motion again, sending her screaming into her pillow. He took her hard and deep and after several frantic minutes, her pelvis tented up to him, his cock swollen, bisecting her ripe little ass, he spilled deep inside her.

Into the softness of her hair at the nape of her neck he collapsed, leaving them unfettered by covers and ready for whatever she wanted next. He knew that his job in life was very simple—not easy, but simple. He was to make her the happiest woman on the earth, to love and cherish her, and make sure that she never had to feel an inkling of how he felt growing up, lost and alone. It would be impossible for her to live without him. That was going to be the plan.

And the other part was his overwhelming desire to kill—literally kill—anything that tried to take away that life or that freedom. To protect her and all the other innocents in this country from anyone who would want to mess with them and take away the life they’d earned.

The cost of freedom is great, he thought. He didn’t need the ticker tape parade or the band, and sometimes it seemed like freedom was too expensive. It was one thing to protect against terrorism from coming to their own turf, coming to American soil, but quite another to protect freedom here.

But for now, he was home and for now, for tonight, she was safe in his arms, in a forever he’d die protecting if he had to.

The End
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Purchase Accidental SEAL, (Book 1 in the SEAL Brotherhood Series).

Also available in print and on Audible.
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To purchase this short prequel to Accidental SEAL, please click here: SEAL Encounter, (Book .5 in the SEAL Brotherhood Series).
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Purchase Fallen SEAL Legacy (Book 2 of the SEAL Brotherhood) here.

Also available in print and on Audible.
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Purchase SEAL Under Covers (Book 3 of the SEAL Brotherhood) here.

Also available in print and on Audible.
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Purchase SEAL My Destiny (Book 6 of the SEAL Brotherhood) here.
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Purchase full length version, SEAL Of My Heart (Book 7 of the SEAL Brotherhood) here.

Available in print and on Audible.
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Purchase SEAL’s Promise (Book 8 of the SEAL Brotherhood) here.

Available in print and on Audible.
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Purchase SEAL My Home (Book 9 of the SEAL Brotherhood) here.
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Purchase Honeymoon Bite (Book 1 of the Golden Vampires of Tuscany) here.
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Purchase Mortal Bite (Book 2 of the Golden Vampires of Tuscany) here.

Also available in print and on Audible.
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Purchase Heavenly Lover (Book 1 of The Guardians) here.

Available in print now and on Audible.
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Purchase Underworld Lover (Book 2 of The Guardians) here.

Available in print now and on Audible.
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Purchase Underworld Queen (Book 3 of The Guardians) here.

Available in print and on Audible.
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