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      Se7en Deadly SEALs have all betrayed me

      6ix months of my life have been wasted on a lie

      5ive minutes since I learned the truth about my brother

      4our hours ago Grant confessed to murder he didn’t commit

      Thre3 years ago I was raped by a man I trusted

      2wo days since I married the love of my life

      1ne shot to rescue my son

      Zer0 chance Grant can save me now

      My son’s life is in danger and his survival depends on me pulling off the most important performance of my career. I must convince a psychopath that I covet him.
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      I drove back to Grant’s place in a daze, trying not to completely break down. I didn’t have a clue what was going to happen. Would Grant go to jail? I was his wife, I needed to get him a lawyer. I prayed that my phone would ring soon.

      I arrived home, let Hero out, and just lost it on the sofa. My chest heaved, my breath came in short spurts, and I wanted to collapse into the sofa and die.

      The words our son rang in my head. Our son . . . our son. I couldn’t get Joaquín’s voice out of my head. My brother had raped me. He had just promised to take me to meet our son. He knew where he was because he had been the one to kidnap him.

      Holy fuck.

      Grant had been right. And I’d been so stubborn that I refused to believe him. I doubted the only man who truly ever loved me, who had always had my back. Not only had I refused to entertain his logical conclusions but also I had accused him of trying to keep me from my brother.

      I was a horrible person. I didn’t deserve Grant.

      I’d ruined my life to protect my brother. A man who was a killer. A rapist. A kidnapper.

      In my darkness, I realized a truth. I could’ve never imagined how determined I would become to free Joaquín when he had been arrested. But witnessing Grant being taken away in handcuffs was worse.

      I loved Grant more than I loved Joaquín.

      I stared at my phone. Should I call a lawyer to get him out? No, I would wait until I heard from Grant. He was calling the shots and he had sacrificed his freedom so I could find our son. I was desperate to hear his voice. But at the same time, I was dreading getting a call from Joaquín, knowing he could be set free. I knew this was my path—the only way to find my son, but I was terrified of being alone with my brother. As the minutes turned into hours, I fell deeper into the self-hate that had been sparked the moment I realized I had been so very, very wrong.

      I walked into the bedroom and caught a glimpse of my wedding gown covering my suitcase. I clutched it and could still smell Grant’s woodsy scent. I cradled that dress as if I were cradling him. I’d put him through so much that if I ever got a chance to have a real life with him, I would do anything to make him happy.

      I rummaged in my suitcase to find my jeans but instead, my hand fell on the cocaine. My fingers kneaded the bag of white powder.

      One line. One line to make me feel better. Replace this low with a high. Forget this day. Forget this life. Joaquín wouldn’t be released until tomorrow. I needed a fix to take the edge off my pain.

      Using a credit card, I cut a line of coke on Grant’s nightstand, and then I took a dollar bill from my purse and rolled it up. Before I could talk myself out of it, I snorted it.

      And then I snorted another.

      And then another.

      The high pulsed through my body, leaving my insides numb and humming with euphoria. My vision sharpened and wobbled as I bent to snort another, but I didn’t stop.

      My heart raced faster and my hand shook so hard the makeshift straw fell from my fingertips. My chest constricted, and I knew something was wrong. I reached for my phone and called the only person I could think of—Mitch. But before I could scream for help, my world went black.
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      I was led to a holding cell and refused to talk to the detective without an attorney. But instead of calling a lawyer or my wife, I made my one call to Ashley.

      After an hour, Ashley showed up in a business suit. Her identification allowed her immediate access to me.

      “Dammit, Grant. What were you thinking? A false confession? I was with you the night of the party. All night. You did not kill Tiffany.”

      “No shit, Sherlock. But this is the only way I will find my son. Joaquín will be released as they investigate me. And he will take Mia to Julián.”

      “What makes you think he will do that?”

      “Because he told her he would. And as twisted as it is, he loves her.”

      She shook her head. “I hope you are right. This stunt will ruin your career.”

      “No, it won’t. I’ll get a slap on the wrist. And honestly, I don’t give two shits about my career if I can’t find my son. I need you to make sure that when they release Joaquín, you have someone tail him. Mitch is on it, too. Promise me.”

      She reached for my hand, and I didn’t pull it back. “I promise. We’ll have every man on it. He will be released tomorrow at eleven.” She paused. “I admire you and your loyalty to Mia. I thought I could break you, but I was wrong. She doesn’t deserve you.”

      “No, you’re wrong there. I don’t deserve her. And Mia’s as loyal to me as I am to her. That’s what true love is, Ashley. Willing to die for someone you love.”

      Ashley released a heavy sigh and flashed a longing gaze at me. “I’m going to go to the DA and give a statement about how I was with you the night of the murder. But per your request, I’ll delay my statement until Joaquín is released. I hope you’re right about this plan. And I promise I’ll follow Joaquín and find your son.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.” I squeezed her hand and felt a tinge of compassion for her. Being a female NCIS agent investigating secretive SEALs was by no means an easy task. She had thrown herself fully into this operation by transforming into Autumn the same way Mia had transformed into Ksenya. Mia’s motivation was clear—to free her brother. I wondered what motivated Ashley.

      Ashley left the conference room, and I was led back to my cell. NCIS and Mitch would be following Joaquín, who would hopefully honor his promise to Mia and lead her to our son. If this operation went according to plan, I would have Joaquín back behind bars and my family reunited within a few days. What could go wrong?
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      Cold water drenched me, making me gasp for breath. My first vision as I began to regain consciousness was a man cradling me in the bathtub.

      Mitch’s face came into focus as he screamed my name.

      “Mia, are you okay?”

      As my vision improved, I wiped the blood from my nose. God, I was so stupid. What the fuck had I been thinking? Especially when I was this close to finding my child.

      “I’m fine. I-I just . . .” I couldn’t admit to my own stupidity so I waved at my bloody nose.

      Mitch carried me to the bedroom, undressed me, and put me in some new clothes. His hands grasped my wrist as he checked my pulse.

      “Your heart rate is elevated”—his hand moved to lift my eyelid—“and your pupils are dilated. How do you feel?”

      Like a fool. “Like I can’t feel my face and I’m going to throw up.”

      “It should pass. How much did you take?”

      “I wasn’t trying to overdose. I just wanted to take the edge off.” I knew he wanted to question that but he didn’t.

      “I’m going to monitor your breathing. I can’t let something bad happen to Grant’s wife.”

      I felt the urge to curl up in a ball and shoo him away from me, but instead I allowed Mitch to take care of me. He placed me on the bed. After twenty minutes of him watching me breathe, he finally gave me a thumbs up. “You’re good.”

      I sat up and exhaled. “Thanks, Mitch. You saved my life.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      I turned to him. “Did you know Grant was going to confess?”

      “Yeah, he told me his plan yesterday. But he didn’t kill her. I was there that night. He was with Autumn the entire time. And your brother was with Tiffany.” As much as I hated imagining Grant hooking up with Autumn that night, I knew that her alibi would be the key to getting him out of jail. But was she a reliable witness? What if the court didn’t believe her because she was a stripper who had a fling with Grant? What if Grant wasn’t released?

      “Hey.” Mitch paused and reached for my hand. “Grant told me he told you what April saw.”

      I swallowed. “He did.” It was all I could manage.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Yesterday, I would’ve screamed at Mitch for even suggesting Joaquín had raped me. But now everything was making sense. Mitch had told me the night I’d drugged him that the guy he’d found me with had sprinted past him. Joaquín would be out soon, and then I would finally get some answers.

      “So, what’s the plan? Are you going to pick up Joaquín?”

      “Yup. And I’m not supposed to let him out of my sight. He’ll probably want to be dropped off here, and I’ll be following you two. Grant will join me when, or if, he gets released. Joaquín won’t have a car, so I’ll put a tracking device on yours so we don’t get separated. I’m also going to monitor you on your phone.”

      “That sounds intense. Grant thinks my car already has a tracking device on it.” I pursed my lips. “I’ll be honest, Mitch. I’m scared. I’m not sure I can pull this off.”

      “You can. You fooled Grant and me. And I have your six.” His brow cocked. “Listen, Mia, I need you to keep your guard up around Joaquín. You have a gun, hell you pointed it at me. Don’t be afraid to use it if you need to protect yourself.”

      I gulped. He didn’t need to elaborate. I knew he was telling me that I might have to kill my brother. “Okay. I’ll be cautious.”

      He took my hand. “I’m going to spend the night here, on the sofa. Grant wants me to stay with you until I get Joaquín.”

      I nodded. “Okay. That’s fine. I’m going to crash.”

      He kissed my forehead. “Night, Mia.”

      “Night.”

      As I fell into a deep slumber, I dreamt for the first time in a while. But my dream quickly turned into a nightmare. I was back at the frat house the night I had been raped, and I could hear the words “Mia, Mia, are you okay?” But they weren’t spoken by Mitch.

      They were spoken by my brother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Mia

          

        

      

    

    
      When I woke the next morning, Mitch was sitting on the sofa staring at his phone

      “Good, you’re up. Daniel called me a few hours ago. Joaquín will be released at eleven.”

      I glanced at the clock. It was nine thirty. I would see my brother soon. But I didn’t care about seeing him. All I wanted to do was see my husband. “Any word from Grant?”

      “No. Kyle is trying to get access to him. Kyle’s pissed, by the way—I hope he doesn’t throw Grant in the brig. I’m going to head over to the jail to get your brother.” Mitch walked over and knelt in front of me, forcing me to stare at him. “Stay here until I drop Joaquín off. And if he hurts you, make sure you protect yourself. Promise me.”

      “I promise.”

      “Okay. I’ll give you a call when I have him. Don’t open the door to this apartment until you hear from me.”

      “Okay, okay. I get it. I’ll behave. Thanks, Mitch.” I hugged him, needing to feel safe and protected before I embarked on this journey.

      Mitch left and closed the door behind him. I locked it and jumped in the shower, trying to wash yesterday out of my mind. Within an hour, my brother would be free.

      I tried to take my mind off of Grant being locked up and what I would do when I saw my brother, but it was useless. There was only so long I could stare at my phone, so I eventually turned on the television.

      After twenty minutes, I heard the lock click and all my attention focused on the knob. When the door pushed open, my whole body froze.

      “Hey, sis.”

      Joaquín stood in front of me, and his mouth widened in a devilish smile. His chest was even more massive than when he’d been a SEAL. He’d developed some new lines on his face and his dark eyelashes shaded his haunting eyes.

      A lump grew in my throat. “Oh my God! Joaquín! What are you doing here? Did Mitch give you the key?” I instinctively rubbed my ring on my finger, as if I expected it to shoot a message to Mitch, alerting him that the plan had been altered.

      He laughed. “No, I picked the lock.”

      Grant’s words echoed in my head. “You know who taught me to pick locks? Your brother.”

      I tried to move, say something, do something, but I remained frozen on the sofa.

      “Aren’t you going to give me a hug?”

      “Of course. I’m so sorry. I’m shocked, that’s all.” I stood and ran into his arms. He lifted me, his strong grasp holding me tight, and I fought the urge to be sick.

      I pulled back as soon as I could without looking suspicious, but before I could start talking to him, he grasped my face and pulled me in for a kiss.

      But it wasn’t a kiss the way a brother kisses a sister. It was a kiss the way lovers kiss.

      My skin crawled.

      I pulled away, my jaw dropped, and my eyes bulged.

      He didn’t let go of me as he walked me backward into the apartment and kicked the door closed. Then he grabbed my jaw and turned my face back toward him. “Listen to me. I know this will be a little weird for you at first, but you know the truth now. I lied to you in jail—I did know that we weren’t biological siblings.”

      “What? How?”

      “On my sixteenth birthday, I went to get my license, and when I read my birth certificate there was another man’s name on it. I thought it was a mistake, but Papa told me the truth. It crushed me. I’m Mama’s son and you’re Papa’s daughter. They married when we were young. After I flipped out, they got a fake birth certificate for you so you would never know and they made me promise not to tell you. I fucking hated them for making me think I was crazy. I hated them so much . . .”

      He didn’t finish that sentence, but the hair on the back of my neck stood up.

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me? It’s been years since they passed away!”

      “I couldn’t. It would have crushed you, and I couldn’t stomach the thought of having you look at me the way Papa did. Mia, I’ve always fought it, hated myself for thinking these unnatural thoughts. But that’s the thing—they aren’t unnatural. I knew you didn’t know how I felt about you, how I still feel about you. But I wasn’t sure you felt the same. I tried to be happy and move on when you were with Grant. I thought I had. But what you did for me in jail—now I know you feel it, too. I see the devotion in your eyes. There’s nothing wrong with it. We are meant to be together.”

      My gut wrenched in horror. We were raised as brother and sister. I had never, not a single time, thought about him in that way.

      I took a slow step backward, nausea rolling in my stomach as the realization that I was facing my rapist hit me. I wanted to vomit at the thought of him forcing himself on me.

      Then as quickly as the sick feeling hit, anger boiled right over it. He had lied to me and raped me—all for some twisted fantasy about me. I loved Joaquín, no doubt, but as a sister. Nothing more. Never, ever. I only saw him as a brother.

      Anger consumed me. I was angry at the drunk driver who had killed my parents. Angry at the man who raped me. Angry at whoever stole my son. Angry at whoever killed Tiffany.

      And I realized at that moment that one person committed all of these crimes. And that person was my brother.

      Utter panic took hold of my body. But a moment of clarity passed through my brain. Grant’s words rang in my head. “Don’t be scared. This is the only way we can find our son. You can do this. I believe in you. You are strong and brilliant. I love you.”

      I had to go along with this. Getting this psychopath to believe that I was in love with him was the only way I had a chance to get my son back. If not, he could kill me, or kill my child.

      I thought my biggest act had been making sure Ksenya could trick Grant, but I had been wrong. That had been nothing but a dress rehearsal. My greatest performance was now.

      And it was showtime.

      My hands rubbed his hair as I forced the bile back down my throat. I disconnected my mind and pretended Joaquín was Grant.

      Acting, I was acting. This was a love scene, a fake kiss, nothing more.

      I leaned up to him and kissed him on the lips. “You know I love you too. I did all this for you. I can’t live without you.”

      He seized the moment, his hands rubbing down my body and his mouth raped mine. “I’ve dreamed of this, baby.”

      Hearing him call me “baby” was like hearing nails on a chalkboard.

      “Me, too,” I forced myself to reply.

      A grin swept across his face. “I can’t wait to make love to you again.”
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      Make love? He saw forcing himself on me when I was passed out as making love?

      There was no mistake.

      My brother had raped me.

      My silence was deafening.

      Oh God, I don’t think I can pull this off. Say something damn it.

      I tried my best to hold my emotions in, but I was unable to and let a tear escape down my cheek.

      “Hey, hey, it’s okay.” Joaquín broke the hush and reached his arm out to comfort me.

      “What happened that night?”

      His eyes darted around the room, and then he gazed out the window. “We need to get out of here. We can talk on the road.”

      I swallowed and grabbed my purse. I was relieved when it felt heavy. My gun was tucked inside a secure pocket. I’d purchased that gun to protect myself, but I hadn’t thought I would need to defend myself from my brother.

      Joaquín opened the door and led me outside. I had no choice but to go with him.

      “Do you want to take my car?”

      “Nope. Daniel lent me his truck. Get in.”

      I climbed in the truck, a truck that was not tracked, and forced my body not to shake. I’d dreamed of this very moment for the past seven months. Reuniting with my brother, seeing him walk free as the reward for all my hard work.

      I wish I’d never fought for his release.

      Though this mission had led me to my son. And back to Grant. I centered myself with a few calming breaths. This was my path. Everything happened for a reason.

      I couldn’t even fathom how Joaquín had thought this would go. Had he really thought that he would just tell me he was in love with me, that he had raped me, and we had a son together, and I would just be like okay, I love you, too?

      “Give me your phone,” he said as he secured his seat belt.

      “What? Why?”

      “Just do it.”

      I didn’t protest. I couldn’t protest. I handed my phone to my brother, who tossed it out the window in front of the truck and then proceeded to run it over.

      My phone. I had no way to communicate with the world. My fingers stroked my ring. At least Grant could track me.

      Before Joaquín said another word, he whipped out of the lot and headed north. I was alone with him in a steel trap. I didn’t have a clue where Mitch was, and Grant was still in jail. I hadn’t even had a chance to leave a note or some kind of indication that I hadn’t just up and left.

      But I could do this. I had to do this. And there was no chance for error.

      I exhaled and placed my hand on Joaquín’s thigh. He smiled and squeezed my hand.

      “I’m going to try not to get upset, but I have to know. Tell me what happened. Please, the truth.”

      Joaquín stared straight ahead at the road, swallowed once, and then started talking. “Grant had been hurt in the roadside bombing. The military wasn’t going to tell you before they told his family because you weren’t his next of kin. He was still in a hospital overseas, but the rest of us had just been transported Stateside to Yuma to decompress. I was about to call you, but Mitch called April, who was at a party with you. He sped off after her, and I figured I’d go and tell you about Grant in person. I didn’t want you to be alone when you found out about him.”

      He glanced at me, but I didn’t have anything to say. I wanted to know how his good intention of coming to tell me that Grant had been hurt turned into my brother forcing himself on me.

      “Go on.”

      “I drove straight without stopping. I didn’t tell anyone I’d left, not even Mitch. When I arrived at the party, I couldn’t find you anywhere. I went room to room, searching. I finally found you passed out in a dark room, some other motherfucker standing over you. He must’ve drugged you, but when he saw me walk in, he took off. I was going to go after him, but I couldn’t leave you there alone. I didn’t know if you had been drugged or raped or whatever.”

      “Someone gave me a drink, and I felt dizzy. I went to the room to lie down.”

      “I-I saw you on a bed. And I tried to wake you, honestly I did. But you spoke to me. You recognized me. You said, ‘Joaquín, Joaquín.’ I leaned in to hug you, and I just couldn’t stop myself. I’d been deployed for nine months, and all the years of denying what I felt, how much I loved you, how much I lusted after you, I lost control.”

      My skin was crawling. He was seriously trying to downplay what he had done as nothing more than a lack of control. “I don’t understand.” I took a slow, deep breath and reminded myself that I was playing along. I couldn’t scream at him like I wanted to. “Joaquín, how would you feel if someone else had done what you did to me? You tell me that you love me, but . . .”

      “I know. I know. I fucking hate myself. I love you, Mia. I tried to stop, but I couldn’t. You just felt so good—” He stopped himself, his voice shaky. “After . . . I couldn’t stand the thought of what I’d done. I was there, waiting for you to wake, but then the door opened, and I bolted.”

      “And that’s why you never told Grant you knew I’d been raped. Because you were the one who raped me.”

      “It wasn’t rape. It didn’t feel like rape to me. I love you. I made love to you. And yes, that was why I didn’t tell him. I was so happy you dumped him. I drove to San Francisco one night to tell you how I felt, hoping you felt the same. I saw you at Nordstrom’s and you had a small baby bump. I knew the baby wasn’t Grant’s because he’d been gone and then was in the hospital. I figured you left him because you knew you were pregnant and the child wasn’t his.”

      A flaw in his logic. A fatal flaw. Julián was Grant’s son, not Joaquín’s. I’d visited Grant every day in the hospital. We’d made love. But Joaquín thought Julián was his. He must not have run a paternity test on Julián.

      We drove up the freeway, and I forced myself to continue this charade. “You’re right. That was why I left him. I found out I was pregnant and dumped him.”

      He grinned, a smug, satisfied look. I wanted to slap it off his face. “I kept tabs on your pregnancy, you know.”

      “If you kept tabs on me, do you know who took our son?”

      He stared ahead at the traffic, still unable to face me. “I arranged to have our son taken. Don’t ask how, because I don’t want you to know. I made a deal with some bad people, and I’ve been holding my end up of the bargain ever since.”

      I couldn’t hold my tongue any longer. “Why? Why not just never tell me the truth? Why put me through hell thinking I’d lost him? I loved him before he was even born.”

      “I couldn’t bring myself to tell you we had made love. I knew you wouldn’t see it the same way I did, and I didn’t want you to hate me. You never would have gotten over it. You always would have wondered who his father was, and every time you looked at him you would have been reminded. I’ve loved you my whole life, and I couldn’t put you through that kind of pain. I also couldn’t stand the thought of you hating me for what I did.”

      “So you took him from me?”

      “I did. He’s my son, too. I’m his father and I did what I thought was best. As much as I couldn’t stand the thought of you mourning him, I also couldn’t stand the thought of him growing up wondering why his mom hated him so much.”

      “I never would have hated him,” I told him again, knowing that even if things were different and that little boy wasn’t Grant’s son, I never would have held it against him.

      “I thought I was helping you both.”

      I believed that he believed that. I took a deep breath and forced myself to calm down. My son’s life depended on it. “Why did you kill Tiffany?”

      “She was working with NCIS. She was going to tell them that Julián was my kid. She wouldn’t shut the fuck up about it, so I killed her. I’m sorry I lied to you about that.”

      He was sorry he lied to me about murdering a woman who was involved in hiding my son from me, but he wasn’t sorry he raped me or kidnapped my son? “Now what? I do love you, more than anyone.” I paused, forcing myself not to bite my lip as I lied. “Even more than Grant. But you just admitted that you raped me and kidnapped my son. How am I supposed to get over that?”

      His foot pressed on the gas pedal, and we accelerated. He was swerving so fast and crazy it made my chest ache. “I fucked up, but I did all of this because I love you. I fucking love you, Mia. Can’t you see that?”

      My hands became clammy, and I prayed for the strength to get through this scene. “I love you, too. I’ve always felt that there was something special between us, a bond stronger than normal brothers and sisters. But it’s going to take some time for me. The rape ruined my life. I didn’t feel like anything could hurt so much, but then I lost my baby. I’ve been through so much.”

      His foot lifted and he finally glanced at me. There was something close to remorse in his eyes, and I knew he believed what I was saying.

      I mustered up the strength to continue. “I can’t promise anything, but I’m going to try to forgive you. Will you give me that time? See if I can get there?”

      He let out a growl. “What about Grant?”

      Grant. My husband. The love of my life. I reminded myself not to bite my lip. “It’s over between Grant and me. He’s a controlling asshole. And you were right. He treats me like shit and will never love me the way you do. I only used him to free you.”

      His shoulders relaxed. “I’d do absolutely anything for you. I’ll give you all the time you need, just give me a chance to make you happy. I promise I can make you happier than Grant ever could.”

      He was delusional. It was the only explanation.

      “Thank you.”

      Silence fell between us, and I turned to the window. How had I missed the signs? I had always thought we were exceptionally close, but clearly our connection was abnormal. We had always been affectionate. I had never seen it as wrong.

      I threw him another olive branch. “I can’t imagine how hard it must’ve been for you to feel like you couldn’t talk to me about how conflicted you felt. I had no idea.”

      “It was so damn hard. Mama and Papa told me they would either kick me out of the house or they would sign their consent so I could join the Navy at seventeen. I just wanted to make you proud of me. You’re the only one who has ever loved me.”

      I grabbed his hand, and again, the tears came—both for real and for fake. I cried for me, I cried for my parents, I cried for my son, I cried for Grant, and then, I even cried for Joaquín. I hated myself for feeling sympathy for this mad man who’d destroyed my life, but I still saw him as my brother and I couldn’t help myself.
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      I spent a restless night in jail. It was almost like being on deployment, completely cut off from the world. At least I slept on a cot in here, which beat being in a dirt hole with gunfire overhead.

      I was waiting for someone to escort me to the interview room so I could talk to the detective, but that didn’t happen. The door swung open and the bored-looking guard muttered. “Carrion, you’re free.”

      “What?”

      He didn’t answer, just handed me the paper bag that held all my belongings and led me out to a waiting Ashley and a stern-looking Kyle.

      “That was quick.”

      “Yeah, well, you cost us a year on this investigation. I was so close to breaking this smuggling case, Grant. With Joaquín free we’ve lost our leverage.” She rubbed her eyes and her mascara smeared. On closer examination, I could tell that her eyelids were puffy. I felt guilty that my actions jeopardized her hard work.

      “I’m sorry. But I did this to find my son. You understand that.”

      She sighed. “I do. Anyway, luckily for you, your brass didn’t want to make a scandal of a second SEAL being charged for murder. The courtroom was closed, so your stunt wasn’t released to the media. I gave my statement that I was with you at the party and convinced the judge not to hold you on obstruction charges. You owe me.”

      “Thank you, Ashley.” I gave her a hug, and she leaned into my arms.

      I released her and turned to Kyle, who was up to date on the NCIS involvement.

      “May I have a moment alone with Petty Officer Carrion?”

      Ashley stepped away, and Kyle handed me my ass. “Start talking, Carrion. I’ve been covering for you, but I’ve had enough. What the fuck were you thinking?”

      “I’m sorry, sir. Joaquín told Mia he would only lead her to our son if he was released. Mitch is picking up Joaquin, most likely will take him straight to Mia and then will follow them. This was the only way I could ensure that we would find our son. I’m ready to accept my punishment.”

      Kyle gave me a quizzical look. “But Joaquín was released a few hours ago. Mitch didn’t pick him up. Daniel met him and he took off in Daniel’s truck.”

      What the fuck?

      I stormed over to Ashley.

      “Where’s Joaquín?”

      She didn’t respond as she increased her pace and walked ahead of me.

      “Ashley, where is Joaquín?”

      “He was released a few hours ago.”

      “Mitch didn’t pick him up? You have guys trailing them, right?”

      She pulled me and Kyle into a stairwell. “No. I’m sorry. There was . . . a mix-up. He was released two hours earlier than schedule.”

      My ears pounded, and I clenched my fist. “Are you fucking kidding me? Where is he now?”

      “I don’t know. We’re working on it. We have every—”

      I grabbed her by the wrist. “You are completely incompetent. I asked you to do one thing for me, and you fucked it up. Where is Mia? Do you even know that?”

      Kyle stepped in between us. “Cool it, Carrion. This isn’t her fault.”

      Ashley scowled at me. “We believe she’s with him. We had a camera set up, focused on your door, and it captured a picture of them leaving. They got into a truck registered to Daniel, and he kissed her. He kissed her, Grant. It didn’t seem as if she was resis—”

      My throat burned. That sick motherfucker. I couldn’t wait to put a bullet in his head.

      “Don’t you fucking say it. He raped her, goddamn it. He fucking raped her, and due to your fuckup, he also kidnapped her. He’s a psychopath. She’s a fucking actress—she’s acting. If she looked like she went willingly, she was playing along to save herself and our son.”

      “Oh, this is all my fault? It was your dumbass idea to make a false confession to secure his release. Had you not done that, he would still be behind bars.”

      “All you had to do was make sure you watched him when he was released. If I left this up to you, by the time he got out of jail, my son could be dead! Who knows where he is now.” I ran down the stairs. “I’ll find them. Get the fuck away from me. You’ve caused enough problems.”

      Her hand reached to grab me as her heels clicked behind me. “You aren’t going anywhere. You are released to my custody, and you have a hearing at Captain’s Mass for your stunt. If you’re going after Joaquín and Mia, I’m going with you. Otherwise, I’m happy to escort you back to the Naval Amphibious Base, where you will be placed in a holding cell.”

      I turned to look up at Kyle, my eyes pleading, knowing I didn’t have a leg to stand on. “Please, sir. Please let me go after my wife. You can lock me in the brig forever once I get my family.”

      Kyle shook his head as he stepped onto the landing with me. “Sorry, Carrion. The only way I’ll let you go is if you take Special Agent Pierce with you.”

      Fuck, she had me by the balls. “Thank you, sir.”

      “And when you’re back, you report straight to me. Is that clear?”

      “Crystal.”

      “Good luck, brother.” Kyle left the stairwell, and we followed behind him.

      Once outside, I turned to Ashley. “We need to stop at my place and get my gun. I’m going to find out where Mitch is so he can go with us.”

      I didn’t have my truck, so I climbed into Ashley’s car and grabbed my phone out of the paper bag to call Mitch. He picked up on the first ring.

      “Hey, man. What the fuck happened? I went to pick up Joaquín, but he’d already been released. I bolted back to your place, but Mia was gone. Her purse was missing and her phone was shattered on the ground, but the rest of her stuff was there.”

      Fuck. But then a realization hit me. Her ring. I had opted for the tracking device. All I had to do was activate it.

      “Hang on a second.”

      I used my phone to log into the site the jeweler had given me and traced her ring. When a map popped up, I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Dude, she’s about two hundred miles up the coast. They just passed Carpinteria.”

      “How the fuck do you know?”

      “I installed a tracker on her ring.”

      “Nice, bro. Hey, I’m in Carlsbad. I’ll hop in my truck and keep driving north until you catch up.”

      “Good. We’re on our way.”

      “We?”

      I glanced over at Ashley. “Yeah, we. Autumn’s coming with me.”

      Mitch didn’t even bother to ask why. Maybe he knew who she was. I didn’t care at this point. I just needed to get to Mia before Joaquín tried to touch her, again.

      We made a quick pit stop at my place to get my gun. As we drove up the coast, I considered what Ashley had said—that this was my fault for pulling that stunt. Well, if she hadn’t lost sight of my son in the first place, I wouldn’t have had to do it. It didn’t matter who was to blame. I was going to fix it.
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      It took all my inner strength not to jump out of the truck when we stopped for gas in Santa Barbara. Pretending to like Grant as Ksenya had been easy. I was in love with Grant; I’d just been pretending to be another woman. But pretending to have amorous feelings for my brother was completely different—I had to pretend he was another man.

      “Where’s Julián? How do you know where he is? You’ve been in jail.”

      “He’s safe. That’s all you need to know. I always told them to go to a certain place if Grant came knocking around.”

      Damn it. I’d hoped that in an effort to seduce me, Joaquín would be more open with me. But he was controlling every aspect of our road trip.

      “Okay. Where are we going?”

      “To unwind, relax. I’ve been locked up for seven months. I want to be alone with you.”

      Fuck. I would not sleep with him; I would kill him first. But luckily, he’d promised to give me time. But . . . my son. Where was he? This was my only hope to find him.

      Joaquín leaned over the truck as he pumped gas, and I noticed the outline of a gun in his pants. Of course he was armed. It would be more shocking if he wasn’t carrying. His lawyer must’ve hooked him up.

      But I was armed, too. The gun was in my purse. But who was I kidding? Despite my training, I was no match for Joaquín. Grant and Mitch could take him, but not me.

      Mitch was supposed to be following us, but Joaquín being released early had fucked up Grant’s entire plan. Joaquín had destroyed my phone and brought me in a vehicle they weren’t tracking.

      Mitch won’t have a clue where I was, until Grant is released. Grant had given me this ring, and when he’s free, the ring will lead him to me.

      Joaquín climbed back into the seat, and we headed up the coast. I’d imagined this reunion so many times, but it had never ever been like this. I didn’t know what to say; anything that came to my mind seemed wrong. So, I kept my mouth shut and stared at the ocean.

      After a few hours of listening to music, Joaquín exited toward Carmel-by-the-Sea, and my stomach twisted a bit. Mama and Papa would always bring us here in the summers, and Joaquín and I would spend our days rolling in the sand dunes and our nights gazing at the stars. We’d raced our remote-control cars up and down the sidewalks and had spent hours at the Monterey Aquarium. It had been one of our happy places.

      How would he ruin this memory?

      When Joaquín turned toward a cottage on the beach, my heart raced. “Where are we staying?”

      “Daniel has a place he’s letting me borrow. I need to clear my mind. The only good thing about being in jail is that I wasn’t force-fed all that media bullshit. I spent so much time alone, wrestling with my feelings and figuring shit out. It gave me time to realize what would make me happy. It’s not being a SEAL or having money or getting high. It’s you. You’re all I need, Mia. I’m gonna show you how much I fucking love you.”

      I had to separate who I thought he once was from who he actually was. He’d been different for years, but I had been blinded to his dark side. My soul ached. How could I feel compassion for this monster? He’d raped me, kidnapped my son, and murdered a woman. And possibly my parents. There was something wrong with him. He needed to get help. I just wished he had received the therapy he had needed before his life spun out of control.

      I couldn’t say these things. My son’s life depended on my compliance.

      Instead, I took his hand in mine. “Let’s get dinner at the Mexican restaurant that Mama and Papa loved. And then we can get ice cream and stop by my favorite gallery. Just like old times.”

      He pulled in front of the house and grasped my face, kissing me again. “I fucking love you. You’re so incredible. I’ll love you until the day I die, until I take my last breath. Listen, Grant will love another woman. But I won’t, Mia. You’re the only woman for me.”

      His words were choked with emotion, and for the third time today, I burst into tears. What had happened to him? It couldn’t have just been my parents’ lies that drove him to this madness—there had to have been something else that had triggered him. He’d been such a great brother to me, he’d been such a happy boy, when did he crack?

      Lies. Lies destroyed everything. For the first time I saw that. My lies destroyed Grant, Joaquín’s lies destroyed me and my son, and my parents’ deception destroyed Joaquín.

      A crushing feeling enveloped my chest. I knew in my soul that this would be the last time I would ever be with my brother. This would not end well. One or both of us would end up dead once he realized that I had no feelings of romantic love for him.

      But for this moment, for tonight, I would hold on to him and our childhood dreams as I bid my long goodbye to my brother.
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      That ring tracker had traced Mia and Joaquín up the California coast. Mitch was closing in on them, but I was still speeding to try to catch up.

      The phone rang, and I picked up. “Yeah, where are they?”

      “In Carmel. Parked in some driveway near the beach.”

      “Okay. I’m a couple hours away. Keep watch on them.”

      “I am, but man, hey. They were just kissing in the truck. How far are we going to let this get before we take him out? He’ll probably rape her again.”

      Dammit, why had I taken this call on Bluetooth? Ashley glared at me with a look that screamed, “She’s fooling you.” Fuck her.

      “Mia has a gun. She won’t let that happen. I’ll be there soon. Just keep your eyes on them.”

      “Okay, man. Let me know when you’re close. I’m texting you the address now.”

      Ashley opened her mouth “Grant—”

      “Stop. I don’t want to hear it.”

      But she didn’t stop. “No. Listen to me. She’s playing you.”

      Fuck this bitch. “No, I fucking told you. Joaquín is a psychopath, and Mia is doing what she has to do to make sure he doesn’t fucking kill her. Or our son. Joaquín is crazy and has nothing to lose. Nothing. What the fuck do you expect her to do? Tell him off? He kidnapped her.”

      A few hours later, I pulled up to the address Mitch had given me. I quickly located Mitch and hopped into his truck, unfortunately with Ashley in tow.

      I slammed the truck door, and Ashley climbed in the back.

      Mitch did a full eye fuck on Ashley. “Why’s she here exactly?”

      Apparently he didn’t know she was NCIS. “She bailed me out of jail.” That wasn’t actually a lie.

      He turned to Ashley. “You clean up nice. Though I prefer your rhinestone thong and thigh highs.”

      She smiled and batted her eyelashes at him. “Maybe I’ll give you a private show later.”

      Damn, Autumn was back.

      Mitch licked his lips. “I’d like that, baby doll.”

      I ignored them and pointed at the house. “Have they been here all this time?”

      “No. They went downtown. Grabbed some food, stopped at a touristy store and then did some window shopping. Even shared an ice cream cone.” Mitch’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

      Ashley touched Mitch’s shoulder. “What flavor, big boy?”

      Mitch’s brow cocked. “Mint chocolate chip. Want me to buy you some? I’d love to lick it off your pussy.”

      Ashley laughed, and there wasn’t a hint of her previous disdain for him in it.

      “Hey, if you two want to go fuck, that’s fine. I prefer to operate alone.”

      “Whatever, dude. See for yourself.” Mitch handed me some binoculars. We were four houses down, but with Mitch’s optic equipment, I might as well have been sitting inside the house with Joaquín and Mia. Good thing I wasn’t because I would’ve strangled him.

      Once the lens focused, I saw exactly what I didn’t want to see. Joaquín and Mia cuddled on the sofa, watching something on television. He had his arm around her shoulders and was stroking her hair, and she was snuggled into his chest.

      My mouth filled with a bitter tang, and I closed my eyes, praying to erase the image of them together. Like a fucking rubbernecker, I couldn’t help myself from opening my eyes and taking another peek.

      And there it was. Joaquín was kissing my wife, his sister. His hand touched the top of her breast, and it took every inch of my self-control not to reach into my holster and put a bullet through his head. I could’ve made the shot from a mile away.

      I handed the binoculars back to Mitch, who willingly gave them to Ashley.

      Ashley squinted. “She seems into it to me. She just touched his face.”

      “Just fucking watch them and stop speculating. This isn’t some fucking reality show you’re viewing—this is my life.”

      Was I wrong? Was Mia some sort of psycho in love with her brother?

      She hadn’t been convinced of his guilt when I last saw her.

      Could Ashley be right?

      Mia was snuggling on the sofa and appeared very intimate with Joaquín.

      No. No. I knew my wife. She was a warrior, strong, and capable. She was willing to do anything for her family. And I knew that she was risking her life to save our son.
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      Tequila. I needed Tequila.

      I decided that getting Joaquín drunk was the best option. After we walked around town, I stopped at the liquor store and bought a bottle of Don Julio Blanco. He’d been jailed for seven months; he’d definitely want to cut loose and get wasted.

      I tried to pretend that Joaquín loved me only as a sister and that we had been reunited after a long deployment. It worked for the most part. We ate enchiladas suizas from our favorite cantina, indulged in ice cream, hit up a store to get a change of clothes and toiletries, and then strolled through the galleries.

      Back at the cottage, Joaquín started a fire. Even though it was the middle of summer, the thick Carmel fog made the night air chilly. We watched television on the sofa, where he gave me a few kisses. I was completely grossed out but kept telling myself this was just like a love scene.

      He stood and placed blankets in front of the hearth. “Come here, babe.”

      Babe? Fuck. I walked over to him and lay beside him, staring at the embers. “It’s so beautiful here. I just wish we could go back to the way we were. With Mama and Papa. We were so happy.”

      Joaquín turned toward me, his eyes radiating anger. “Fuck them, Mia. They lied to us. They fucked me up. Dad beat me within an inch of my life when he caught me staring at you and then kicked me out of the house. I had no choice but to join the Navy. I was only seventeen.”

      I remembered the night Joaquín had left, his face bloody, his nose broken. Papa had told me that Joaquín was involved in a fight, but he wouldn’t let me go see if my brother was okay. The next day, he was gone. I never even got to tell him goodbye.

      “I never knew he was the one who hit you. I had no idea why you were in such a rush to join the Navy. They told me some guy was bullying you and you just wanted to leave so you took the GED and joined. I was hurt that you didn’t tell me yourself.”

      “I couldn’t. They wouldn’t let me. I was just a teen, and they tried to deprogram me. The mind doesn’t work like that. You can’t tell someone to stop thinking about someone, or to stop lusting after someone. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t deny it. They deserved everything they got.”

      My blood chilled. “Joaquín, did you have anything to do with their deaths? I need you to tell me.”

      He looked at the fire. “I wished them dead. Out loud. And someone made my wish come true.”

      My breath hitched, and he must have heard it because his eyes turned back to me. I was playing a part. I had to calm down. Plus, he wouldn’t have brought me all the way here just to kill me.

      I took one of my yoga breaths and said a silent prayer. Please keep my son safe from this monster.

      Joaquín kissed my hand. “I did it for you, Mia. I did it for us. Without them, nothing stood in the way of us being together.”

      I held back my tears, refusing to let him see me cry. How could I have never seen how disturbed he was?

      He didn’t press me any further, and before I knew it, the warmth of the fire overtook him and he drifted to sleep. I considered taking the keys and running away from him, but then I would never find my son.

      ***

      I woke the next morning and found Joaquín sitting on the deck staring at the ocean. I sat next to him. “Hey. Will you take me to see our son? I just need to hug him. Please?”

      “Sure. But we can’t take him with us. I’m only on bail; I could be recharged anytime.”

      Especially since you are guilty.

      I kept that thought to myself. “Where is he?”

      “Get ready, and we’ll go.”

      I brushed my teeth and pulled my hair into a ponytail. With my hair back to my natural color, I looked more like myself, which was a small comfort in all this chaos. I wasn’t the same person I was a year ago, though. I was stronger, relentless. I wouldn’t give up.

      When I emerged from the bathroom, Joaquín was staring at me. He pulled me against him. “If I take you to see him, you need to do something for me.”

      He didn’t need to say what he wanted from me. His hand on my ass told me everything I needed to know. I ran my fingers through his hair. “I’ll do whatever you ask if you take me to see him.”

      He released me and went to get ready himself. I went to the front porch and saw a truck a few houses down.

      Mitch’s truck. Luckily, Mitch had purchased this truck after his divorce so Joaquín wouldn’t recognize it. There were three people inside, and I didn’t need to see their faces to know one of them was Grant.

      I wanted to run to him, but I didn’t dare. Instead, I raised my hand just a bit and waited. The driver flashed the lights just as Joaquín came out, and I was forced to turn away. Acting casual, I followed Joaquín to his truck, knowing Grant would follow.

      Three hours later we were back in my hometown of Marin and pulling in to a small apartment complex in the Canal.

      Joaquín opened the truck door. “Wait here.”

      I nodded, and he went to an apartment and came back in a few minutes with an older Mexican man. Joaquín got back into the truck. “Julián is at the neighbor’s apartment for a playdate so you won’t have to worry about the grandma recognizing you. Tomás will take you over to meet him.”

      “You’re not going to come?” Not that I wanted him to.

      “Nope. Look, we can have other kids. But it’s best if we forget about Julián. His existence gives me a motive to have killed Tiffany. I’m going to let you say goodbye to him.”

      Fuck you. The only person I’m going to say goodbye to is you.

      “I understand. He doesn’t even know us.”

      I scanned the parking lot, looking for Mitch’s truck, but it wasn’t there.

      And no other vehicle entered the parking lot. After ten minutes, Tomás opened my door, and I followed him to a third-floor apartment, which was apparently his since he just walked right in. Tomás greeted the woman standing in the kitchen with a kiss. He motioned me over to the sofa.

      Again I nodded, but before I could sit down, Julián ran out of the other room dressed as a superhero. He was holding a little girl’s hand.

      All I saw in his perfect face was Grant. The strong cleft in his chin, the devilish grin. How had I not seen it before? Had Joaquín ignored this strong resemblance? Well, he clearly hadn’t seen him in a while and Julián’s features must’ve become more developed. I shuddered. If Joaquín looked at my boy now, it would be clear that Julián was Grant’s son, not his. I wanted to scoop my boy up and run away. But I couldn’t, I had to wait. I knew that if I could buy myself enough time, Grant would be here.

      Tomás handed me a bag of weed. This fake drug deal was a cover for my being in this apartment. My son was being babysat by a drug dealer.

      My hand grasped the outline of the gun in my purse. I could grab my son and run, but where would I go? Julián ran into another room, and I forced myself to thank Tomás as he ushered me out almost as quickly as I came in.

      Fuck.

      He escorted me back to my brother. I sat next to him, and he locked the door and drove away.

      Tears welled in my eyes as the distance between my son and me grew greater and greater.

      Please, Grant, please find him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          
            Grant

          

        

      

    

    
      Joaquín and Mia sped away from the complex as we pulled in from across that street. I had the target, the tall guy who’d walked Mia out of the complex. I prayed the second that we drove into Marin that Joaquín was taking Mia to meet Julián and for once luck was on my side.

      My son was somewhere in that building, and I wasn’t leaving without him.

      Ashley grabbed my arm. “No, Grant. Let’s wait. I’ll call the FBI. Once we get a warrant—”

      Mitch’s head whipped around. “Warrant? Who the fuck do you think you are?” he yelled at her.

      She spat at him. “I’m NCIS Special Agent Ashley Pierce.”

      Mitch’s eyes bugged. “Holy shit.”

      “It’s true, man.” I narrowed my eyes at Ashley. “But fuck you, Ashley. My son is being held hostage by some thugs. I’m not waiting for the feds. You want to arrest me? Go right ahead. I’ll be back in three minutes with my kid. Be prepared to drive or get the fuck out of the vehicle if you don’t want to be involved. Mitch, let’s roll.”

      Mitch parked, and he and I exited the vehicle. Ashley stayed behind, which was fine by me.

      The guy was walking up the stairs, and Mitch and I followed him. When the man approached a door, Mitch slammed his ass to the ground, kicked him once in the ribs and then once in the jaw, knocking him out cold. I busted open the door, my gun drawn as I surveyed the place.

      A lady screamed, but I wasn’t here for her. I scanned the room and saw my little boy, dressed as a superhero, standing in the corner screaming. I scooped him into my arms and was out the door as quickly as I’d entered.

      Mitch and I dashed down the stairs, piled into the truck, and Ashley stepped on the gas.

      I secured my weapon and hugged my screaming son. “Hey, hey buddy. I’m your daddy. It’s okay. I’m a good guy.”

      I didn’t have a clue if he understood me. He continued to wail, but Mitch and I attempted to calm him down. After a few minutes, my son wrapped his arms around my neck, and I held him tighter than I’d ever held anyone.

      Ashley drove straight to the police station and didn’t bother finding a parking spot before cutting the engine.

      By this time, Julián’s screams had turned into sobs. Yet when Ashley tried to take him from my arms, he clung tighter.

      “There, there it’s okay. You’re going to be fine. We’ve been looking for you.” She turned to me. “I need to take him inside and call the FBI, my office, and Child Protective Services.” She placed her hand on my shoulder. “You go find your wife. I hope you’re right about her, but if not, do what you have to do.”

      I knelt in front of my boy, Mia’s eyes staring back at me. “I’m your daddy. I love you. I’m not sure if you understand me, but I need you to be brave like a superhero until I come back. Can you do that for me?”

      He nodded as his tears continued to track down his face.

      “This is Ashley. She’s going to take care of you. I’m going to get your mommy.” I gave him a final kiss and hugged him.

      And with that, she carried my son into the police station. I didn’t want to let him out of my sight, but I didn’t have a choice. I needed to go save my wife.

      Mitch stared at his phone. “Any idea where he would take her? The tracking shows up somewhere near Mill Valley?”

      I smiled. I was this close to ending this nightmare, once and for all. “Mt. Tam. Let’s roll.”
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      I knew exactly where we were going as I turned to face Joaquín for the first time since leaving the complex.

      “Did you know that the day I found the key was the first day in months I had hope to free you,” I offered.

      Joaquín grinned. “I didn’t leave you the money so you could help me. I left it so I could take care of you.”

      “I know, but you had to have known I would do anything I could to get you out of jail.”

      “Well, I never thought you would go quite as far as you did. When Grant brought you to see me in jail, I thought you were smoking hot, but I had no idea it was you. Once you flashed the bracelet, you blew my mind. I couldn’t believe you had done all of this for me. That was when I realized how much you loved me, and that I wasn’t crazy. That what we have is real and that you felt it, too.”

      It was real. Our love was real, but it wasn’t romantic love. I was smart enough not to point out that distinction, though.

      We drove up the winding hill. I knew where we were headed, but I had no idea why he would bring me up here. He’d agreed to give me space, but he’d also asked me for something in return for seeing my son. I had no way to know for sure, so I kept my purse close to me when he finally pulled into the parking area.

      My hands shook as we exited the truck. Joaquín put his arm around me and led me to the dirt patch. The same patch where we’d buried our time treasure years ago. The same patch where Grant had made love to me under the stars after telling me for the first time he loved me. The same patch where Joaquín had hid the safe deposit key. The same patch where Grant had proposed to me just last week.

      This one spot held all my secrets, all my bliss, all my pain.

      Joaquín stood next to me as we took in the view of the mountains. We were on top of the world, but still, I could feel him looking at me. Waiting.

      “I need you to show me how much you love me,” he whispered after what felt like a lifetime of silence. “I’ve given up everything for you. Sacrificed my career, my life. We have no one but each other. But I need to know that you feel the same way I feel about you. Prove to me how much you love me, Angelita Mia.”

      “I’ve never asked you to give up anything for me.” I closed my eyes and tried to pull myself together. I had snapped at him, and even though he wasn’t touching me, I could feel his anger spike. I forced myself to turn to him and lay a hand flat on his chest before turning my eyes to his. “You said you’d give me time.”

      And then his eyes narrowed as he focused on my right hand. “What’s that on your finger?”

      Fuck. My ring.

      “Nothing, just a promise ring Grant gave me.”

      “A promise ring. What? Are you twelve? Show it to me.”

      I pulled it off, and he grabbed it from my hands.

      “This is a fucking wedding ring. Did you marry him?”

      “No,” I lied.

      His hand fisted around my ring. “You’re lying to me. It isn’t an engagement ring, either. I saw the one he bought for you years ago. This is a wedding band. You married him.”

      My chin quivered. “Yes. I did. The other day.”

      His teeth clenched. “You told me you loved me. That you didn’t love him. How could you lie to me? You’re playing me now. Does he know you’re here?”

      “Of course not. You’ve been with me the entire time. He’s in jail.”

      “Show me, Mia. I don’t believe you anymore. Show me that you love me.” He held my eyes as he reached into his pants. Vomit raced its way up my throat, and I forced it down. If he pulled his dick out, I didn’t know what I was going to do. When his hand rose again, I almost wished it held his dick instead of the gun he pointed at my temple. “Or we end it here. I don’t believe you want me. If I can’t have you, no one can. Take off your clothes.”

      “So, you would do that to me again? You would rape me? That isn’t something you do to someone you love.”

      He didn’t flinch. Fuck. He was crazy. Completely unhinged. The weight of my gun in my purse beckoned me, but by the time I reached for it, he would kill me.

      He’d raped me once. I’d rather die than have him rape me again. At least that time, I had been passed out. I would never be able to get over this trauma.

      “Now.”

      I slipped my T-shirt off my head and pushed my jeans down over my hips. I felt the burn of tears behind my eyes as humiliation, anger, and shame stormed through me.

      He motioned toward my bra, and as I went to unhook it, Joaquín spun, pointing the gun at the two men who just stepped into the clearing.

      At Grant and Mitch.

      Thank fuck.

      Grant approached us, his gun steady on Joaquín. “Put the gun down, Cruz.”

      I didn’t give my brother a chance to choose his fate. I reached into my purse, grabbed my gun, aimed at my brother, and before I could talk myself out of it, pulled the trigger, aiming directly at his shoulder.

      It was the perfect shot. Joaquín collapsed to the ground, dropping his own weapon, which Mitch quickly retrieved.

      Grant ran over to Joaquín and pointed the barrel of his own gun at my brother’s head.

      “No!” I screamed. “No!”

      I ran over to my brother, bleeding into the earth, and put myself between him and Grant. “Please, Grant. Please. Help him.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me? He just tried to kill me! And you! You just shot him. He raped you and kidnapped our kid.”

      “I know. . . I know.” I sobbed. “But he’s my brother. I love him.”

      “Dammit, Mia.” Grant ripped off his own shirt and tied it around Joaquín’s shoulder to stop the bleeding. “Call 911,” he barked at Mitch.

      Joaquín looked up at me. “I’m sorry, Mia. I love you. I just—”

      “Shh. You’re sick. You need help, not another bullet.”
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      I kept Joaquín from bleeding out until the paramedics and cops came. I wanted to canoe the motherfucker, but Mia had been through enough pain in her life. Mia, Mitch, and I gave statements to the police. Joaquín was placed under arrest for attempted murder, rape, and kidnapping. He was transported to a hospital and would be arraigned when he recovered.

      I took Mia back to Mitch’s truck.

      “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?”

      She shook her head. “No, he didn’t.”

      I had to ask. “I saw you in Carmel. I saw you kiss him.”

      “Yeah, nothing more than that happened. I had to—I had to convince him I loved him. To find our son. Did you find him?”

      “Yeah, he’s at the police station.” I didn’t mention Ashley because I was still under strict orders not to reveal her identity to Mia.

      “Now what?” Her body shook, and I wrapped her in my arms.

      “Now we file for custody. I’m sure they’re going to place Julián in a foster home until we have a hearing, but we will get him back soon. Let’s check into a hotel and call a lawyer.”

      She nodded, and we didn’t say a word as Mitch drove us down the mountain.

      We checked into the Tiburon Lodge. Once we were alone, I needed to ask her a question. “Why didn’t you kill him? Or let me?”

      She gave a faraway glance. “Because he’s sick. I know what he did was wrong, but he needs help. He’d been fighting his feelings for me for years and thought he was disgusting for feeling the way he did. I know it doesn’t even come close to excusing his actions, or even remotely making them okay, but he needs help, Grant. He’ll go to jail for the things he’s done; he doesn’t need to die. Enough people have been hurt in all of this.”

      I held Mia. I would never understand her devotion to Joaquín. But it didn’t matter. We were safe. Joaquín would be locked away for years. And for the first time since she’d left me in the hospital years ago, I knew that she was finally mine forever and I would never lose her again.
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            Mia

          

          Two Months Later . . .

        

      

    

    
      Grant clutched my hand outside the courthouse in Marin County. After official DNA tests, intensive therapy for Julián and me, parenting classes, and visits from social workers, we’d been awarded custody of our son. Turns out, Lorraine had known all along that Julián wasn’t her grandson and had been receiving payments for years from Rafael, who had been involved in arranging his kidnapping. I wanted to beg the DA not to press charges against her, but I knew it would be no use. She had knowingly harbored a kidnapped victim, which made her an accessory to a crime.

      But all I cared about now was that I was finally going to have my son. I was as excited as I was scared. As far as he knew, Tiffany was his mother, so how would he react to suddenly having a new mommy?

      Grant sensed my fear. “You got this. You’re going to be the best mother.”

      The social worker led us to a room, and after an excruciating ten minutes, she brought our little boy into the room. He was holding a teddy bear. I tried to speak but was overcome with emotion.

      Grant knelt in front of him. “What’s your bear’s name?”

      “Oso.”

      Grant talked through Oso in a deep bear voice. “Hi, Julián. Meet my friends. This is your daddy and your mommy. They love you very much.”

      Julián smiled and reached his arms out for a hug. I ran over to him and fell to my knees before gathering my son into my arms. Never in my wildest dreams did I think I would have my son and Grant back in my life, but here we were.

      Against all odds.

      One happy family.

      I exhaled and then inhaled the smell of my son for the first time, letting it settle into my heart. When I had started this journey, I’d thought that the purpose of my transformation was to save Joaquín. But it wasn’t. My road led me to save my son and save myself.

      “Let’s go home, buddy.”

      Grant and I walked out of the courthouse and drove back to San Diego.

      Together.

      To start the next chapter of our life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      On a beautiful winter day, Grant and I drove into the gates of San Quentin Prison. I had to beg Grant to let me visit Joaquín. Grant wanted us to move on, put this nightmare behind us, heal as a family. But no matter how awful Joaquín’s crimes had been, he was still my brother.

      As I gazed at the gorgeous Bay, I marveled at the irony that Joaquín would spend the rest of his days locked up in our hometown with some of the most notorious inmates in history.

      After Joaquín had recovered from me shooting him, he’d been charged with kidnapping, rape, and second-degree murder. This time, he didn’t even try to fight the charges. He had pled guilty, which was a huge relief because I didn’t want to live through a trial.

      “Are you sure you want to see him?”

      “Yes.”

      Grant shook his head but didn’t fight with me. We’d settled into our new life easier than I had imagined. Luckily, Grant hadn’t deployed and was still on BUD/S instructor duty. I loved being a stay-at-home mommy for now. I finished my final course at SDSU and received my diploma and had started my masters in criminal justice. When Julián started preschool, I was thinking maybe one day I could work for NCIS.

      Julián was thriving. We spent our days at the beach and at playdates with some of the other SEALs’ kids. He loved going to work with his daddy. Grant was an amazing father. So kind and patient. I was truly blessed.

      The guards opened the gates and led me to the sitting area to await my brother. Grant sat by my side, refusing to let me come here alone.

      Joaquín shuffled out in his orange prison jumpsuit, obviously having adapted better to prison life than I thought he would. Grant and I were both certain he was part of a gang, and after Grant told me about the drug- smuggling investigation, I didn’t question him. Neither of us knew if NCIS dropped their investigation or not, or if there were still some nefarious crimes haunting his SEAL Team.

      Joaquín smiled when he saw me and even acknowledged Grant’s existence with a nod.

      “What’s up, sis?”

      “Not much. How are you?”

      “Surviving.” His eyes were heavy. My heart ached, feeling his loneliness. “I miss you.”

      “I miss you, too.” And I did. I missed who he had been to me.

      “Look, I need to apologize to you. For everything. For raping you—I see now that it was rape. And for arranging for Julián to be taken. I’ve been in therapy and I realize now how fucked up I was. I hope one day you can forgive me.”

      A big lump grew in my throat. Why hadn’t he sought out therapy earlier, before it was too late? My parents should’ve forced him to go.

      “You don’t have to wait. I forgive you. I’m glad you’re getting help. I wish, I just wish—” I rocked back and forth and Grant reached out and held my hand.

      “I’m really sorry, Mia. If I could take it back I would.”

      I wanted to scream and break down. If only I could turn back time and help him. “Do you talk to anyone? On the outside?”

      “I have some pen pals. This one chick is begging me to marry her.”

      What the fuck? “Seriously? Who?”

      “Her name is Larissa. She started writing me when I was first arraigned. She’s hot, but obviously crazy if she’s in love with me. California is only one of four states to allow fuck visits, so maybe I should marry her.”

      Grant let out a laugh. “Do it, dude.”

      Damn. Well, women always loved Joaquín. “Well, I don’t know. Maybe you should. I’m happy for you. I’m glad you have someone, someone you can talk to. I just wish . . . you could’ve found someone else earlier. Maybe everything would be different.”

      He smirked. “I’ll always regret what I did, but I’ll never regret loving you.”

      I bit my lip and choked back tears. I pressed my palm to the plexiglass and he pressed his hand back. “I’m not sure when I’m going to be able to come back. I’m in school and Grant’s deploying. I need to be with Julián.”

      “It’s okay. It means the world to me that you’re still willing to visit me. I want you to know that I never wanted to hurt you.”

      “I know. Bye, Joaquín.”

      “Bye, Mia.”

      I watched him walk away and wept for the sweet boy he had been, the brother I had loved, and the man he could’ve been.

      I never understood the saying “there is a thin line between love and hate” until the moment I held a wounded Joaquín in my arms. You can’t turn love off. At least I couldn’t. I remember listening to an interview of a woman whose son had murdered people in a mass shooting. She wept, and I couldn’t imagine how she still loved her son.

      But now, I knew.

      I hated every bad thing Joaquín had ever done. He took everything from me and caused me unbearable pain, but sometimes, in my dreams, I remembered the little boy who had protected me from bullies, had held me when I feared the dark, had read me my favorite story over and over again.

      Forgiveness is more powerful than love and hate. I made a decision not to live the rest of my life in a cog of what-ifs and regrets.

      I took Grant’s hand. “Let’s get out of here.”

      I led him through the halls and out the prison’s gates, promising to leave my past behind me and live for the future in front of us.

      And I couldn’t wait to live it.

      
        
        THE END
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          Mia

        

      

    

    
      “Grant, do we have to go to Paul’s parents’ home?”

      Grant gave me a hard glance and finished combing Julián’s hair. “You know we do. It’s a command party. We can’t get out of it.”

      Dammit. Grant was right. This was one part of being a Team wife that I hated with a passion. Playing the game. Pretending to be nice to women who had openly mocked me. Every time I’d seen Dara since Joaquín had been arrested had been a nightmare. When I first saw her at The Pickled Frog before I had gone undercover, she had greeted me with a condescending hug and a bitchy remark.

      Oh Mia, honey. So sorry to hear about Joaquín. But who knew he was into fucking strippers?

      Fuck her. Her husband was no saint. Grant had remained tight-lipped since he had no choice, but I still believed Paul had something to do with Joaquín’s shady dealings. But Joaquín had laughed off my questions. So I was left on my own to investigate. Again.

      I hoped Ashley had looked into Paul, though I hadn’t seen her around the base in months. Grant said she had vanished, even though Mitch couldn’t stop talking about how much he wanted to fuck her. She clearly hated my guts and believed I was in cahoots with my brother. I didn’t give a fuck what she thought about me. I knew who I was. I did nothing wrong. Nothing wrong but believe in my brother’s innocence. Even though he made a fool out of me, I didn’t regret a second of my actions. It had brought me back to my son, brought me back to Grant. Believing in Joaquín’s innocence had given me a new life. And I was truly happy.

      Grant kissed Julián’s forehead. “You look so handsome, buddy. Go put on your shoes.”

      I completely melted. He was such a good, warm, loving dad.

      I grabbed the diaper bag, and we headed out to Paul’s parents’ house. The legit scene of the crime. The place where my brother committed murder. The place where he lost his freedom. The place where he had finally come to reckon with what he had done to my son and me.

      Fuck. My. Life.

      As we drove from Coronado up into coastal Encinitas, I marveled at how my life had changed since last year. A year ago, I had just had plastic surgery and was pretending to be a stripper. Now I was married, sitting in a minivan while the son who I thought was dead was singing songs.

      We approached the mansion on Neptune Ave in Encinitas. This place was on the beach. Unbelievable. Paul’s family was so wealthy—why would he want to be a SEAL? Just because his father had been one also?

      Grant parked the car and carried Julián. I wished Grant had carried me; I wanted to puke.

      Dara opened the door and took the bottle of wine I handed her.

      “Oh, Mia, darling, so nice of you to join us. Please come in.”

      I used my acting skills and made my best impression of a smile and forced myself in the door.

      Julián took off and went to play with Gabriel, Pat and Annie’s son. While the rest of the SEALs were out drinking on the deck overlooking the ocean, Grant obediently stayed by my side. I loved my husband; he must’ve sensed how uneasy I was.

      But even his strong hand clutching mine did little to ease my anxiety.

      “I feel sick. I’m going to go to the bathroom.”

      Grant smirked. “Maybe you are pregnant.”

      I poked him. Grant was insatiable, and believe me; I was not complaining at all. But I wasn’t ready for another baby, not yet.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      I walked down the hallway and looked back to make sure that Dara wasn’t watching me. Once she was distracted in the kitchen, I made a break for it, and instead of going into the bathroom, I went into an office. Not sure why exactly, but something compelled me into this room.

      The office was very old-school and didn’t match the style of this modern beachfront mansion. There was a grand built-in desk made out of glorious cherry wood, a deep leather office chair, and bookcases filled with military history books. It smelled of stale whiskey and tobacco—exactly how I expected an older SEAL’s office smelled like.

      Where was Paul’s dad? Was he at the party? If he found me in here, I would pretend I was just lost.

      I didn’t even know what I was looking for. How many more secrets would there be to uncover? Even so, I felt like there was a clue waiting for me. Some type of new information that would shed light for me on the crimes of SEAL Team Se7en.

      I perused the bookshelf. Nothing stood out until I ran across a series of photo albums, labeled by year. I instinctively grabbed the one with the year of my birth, for no other reason but curiosity.

      I heard footsteps down the hall and hid under the desk. Luckily, no one opened the door. I knew Grant would come looking for me soon. But I decided to flip through the photo book and then I would go back and attempt to be social.

      There was nothing exciting in this picture book. Just some baby pictures of Paul who seemed to be around four. Pictures of his parents. Pictures of San Diego. Luxurious vacations I would never take.

      I had reached the last few pages and was about to place the book back on the shelf when I saw one final photo. My heart skipped. There were a bunch of SEALs on base and a Mexican man in work clothing standing in the background sweeping.

      I squinted my eyes. I had to be sure.

      But there was no doubt.

      The man in the picture was my father.

      ¡Ay, Dios mío!

      My vision blurred. What did this mean? Had he lived down in San Diego before he moved to San Francisco? Did he know Paul’s dad? Did Paul’s dad know my biological mother?

      I swiped the picture from the album and stuck it in my purse, shoved the book back into the shelf, and then quietly left the room. My hand was shaking. I had to tell Grant. He would be mad at me for snooping but I no longer kept secrets from my husband. I had learned that lesson. Nothing was worth risking my marriage.

      This could all be a weird coincidence. But it dawned on me that I knew nothing about my father’s life before he met Joaquín’s mom. I had been so focused on getting Julián back and dealing with Joaquín’s drama that I had convinced myself that discovering more about my own birth mother didn’t matter.

      But now I realized that I had been wrong.

      I had to get to figure out where I came from. Who my mom was? What happened to her? How she met my dad? Why he had taken me away?

      And if he had ever been involved with the SEALs.

      Back outside, I found Grant drinking a beer and admiring the ocean waves. I would tell him all this discovery later tonight. But first, I had come to a decision that I’d been mulling over since Joaquín had confessed.

      “You okay?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, babe. I’m fine. Look, I’ve been thinking. I know Julián is young, but I really want to become an NCIS agent.” I was nervous about his reaction. Grant supported my dreams but he had wanted me to wait until Julián was a little older.

      Grant kissed me. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to sit still long. They would be lucky to have you. We will make it work. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      I ran over to Julián who was playing in the sand. As I hugged my little boy, I vowed to do anything to keep him safe. And that included uncovering the truth about who I was and where I came from.

      Joaquín was in jail now, and nothing would ever stop me from under covering the truth about the sins and the secrets of the Se7en Deadly SEALs.
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      “Pierce. There’s been a shooting. Get down here immediately.” My boss didn’t waste time on pleasantries, not even when he called on my day off.

      I hopped out of bed and threw on the first clean work clothes I could find. Where were my fucking heels? I dug for them under my bed, hobbled over to the coffee pot, and poured myself a stale mug of joe before nuking it.

      I swiped through my phone and there it was.

      “Navy SEAL dead.”

      Holy shit. I’d been avoiding SEALs since the Joaquín Cruz case. What a mind fuck that had been. The investigation into the drug smuggling was still ongoing, but I had recused myself from the case. I had gotten too close to crossing a line with Mitch, and I wasn’t willing to put my career on the line for anyone.

      I raced down to the location my superior had texted me. The BUD/S compound. After weaving between tourists on the bridge trying to catch the Coronado sunrise, I finally arrived.

      After I flashed my badge at the gate and drove onto base, dread started to sink into my stomach. SEALs were the worst. Their codes of silence were impossible to break. And they would choose the brig before they flipped on another SEAL.

      I joined the swarm of officers hovering outside and saddled up to the first familiar face I saw.

      “Who was it?” I asked a fellow agent.

      “The SEAL was Paul Thompson.” Oh my God. He was Grant’s superior officer. I scanned the men. No sign of Grant. But Mitch’s face registered a look of amusement when he saw me.

      His eyes undressed me as he approached. I might not put my career on the line for the guy, but it didn’t stop me from eye fucking him right back. I couldn’t help but stare at his massive arms and ripped chest underneath his dark blue instructor shirt.

      “Good to see you again, Autumn. You going to crack this case, too?”

      Son of a bitch. That cocky motherfucker. He represented everything I hated about SEALs.

      “You bet. Who discovered him?”

      He smirked. “I did.” Then he whispered in my ear, “You might as well give up now, because I’m not going to tell you anything.”

      I exhaled. “Telling me nothing will only get you arrested on obstruction, Mitch. Paul was a fellow SEAL, I would think you would want his murderer brought to justice. Plus, I never take no for an answer.”

      He brushed my hair, and I slapped his hand away. “Then you and I have something in common, sweetheart. Neither do I.”

      Start Se7en Deadly SEALs Season 2 Now!
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