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      Crave:

      Se7en Deadly SEALs can’t be trusted

      6ix months I cried myself to sleep after my son died

      5ive years since my parents took their secrets to their graves

      4our hours since Grant vanished in a hurry

      Thre3 years since my baby was conceived

      2wo nights of passion since Grant exposed my lies

      1ne minute ago I learned some news that changes my entire life

      Zer0 chance this new information is wrong.

      My world has been rocked. Everything I have ever believed has changed. Saving my brother is no longer my priority. I must find out what happened to my son. Being reunited with him is the only thing I crave.
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      I threw my phone across the room and let out a piercing scream. What the fuck was happening to me? Was I cursed? How could my life fall apart any more than it already had?

      How could Joaquín not be my brother?

      Heat flooded my body, and my brain burned. How much more heartbreak could I endure? I’d known nothing but pain since the night my parents had died. I’d been raped, my boyfriend had almost been killed by a bomb in the middle east, my baby had died, and then my brother had been arrested. I didn’t know if I could take one more curve ball being thrown at me.

      I forced myself to take some calming breaths as I left Grant’s bedroom and went into his office. On his desk was a picture of my brother. I studied his face. Dark skin, almond-shaped eyes, long eyelashes. I searched the image, trying to match any of our features.

      But there weren’t any.

      Sure, we looked similar, but it was in a cultural way and not a brother-sister way. But he was a spitting image of my mom, and I was the spitting image of my dad.

      What the fuck did that mean?

      He had to be adopted. Or maybe I was.

      We were raised together, I knew that for sure. He was my brother, same DNA or not. But why wouldn’t my parents have said something?

      My lips pressed together as I came to my decision. It didn’t matter. A DNA test wouldn’t change the way I felt about him. I loved him, always and forever.

      Joaquín wasn’t some stranger. I knew him. I trusted him. Hell, I’d ruined my life to try to exonerate him. If that wasn’t love, then I wasn’t sure what was.

      Whatever the reason was, it didn’t change anything. What had changed was ten minutes ago, my son was dead.

      And now, my son was alive.

      Alive.

      Julián. They name someone had given him.

      Elías. The name I had given him. My father’s name.

      The sickening wave of adrenaline, excitement, and anticipation hit me so hard my hands started to shake. Holy fuck, he was alive. I should’ve been ecstatic, but the emotions were too much—too sudden, and they made my stomach twist and tears spring to my eyes.

      How many nights had I cried myself to sleep, wishing he were alive so I could hold him in my arms, kiss him, and never let him go.

      My dreams for him, for me, could finally come true.

      I just needed to get him. The thought threw every fiber in my body into panic, and I raked my hands through my hair, pulling at it until my scalp burned. He had been kidnapped, stolen from a hospital right under the noses of nurses and security and . . . me. I didn’t know Tiffany, but something in my gut told me she wasn’t the one who had taken him. She somehow ended up with him and pawned him off on her mother to raise.

      So, who took him?

      I didn’t know. What I knew was that Tiffany was dead and her mother had custody of him. Tiffany’s mother wouldn’t just hand him over to me. She loved the kid and when she’d met me, I had been pretending to be some Ukrainian stripper with huge boobs. She would be more likely to call the cops then give me my son. I would need to figure out a way to prove he was mine.

      But I wanted to just grab him.

      Fuck.

      My head was buzzing.

      I needed to calm down. Think rationally. Get a hold of myself, which was hard to do, especially since I’d snorted a line of coke an hour ago.

      I left Grant’s office, went to the kitchen and boiled some water. After a few minutes, the tea kettle whistled. I poured myself a mug and stared at the color of the water as I bobbed the tea bag. As the scent of cinnamon and cloves tickled my nostrils, my mind began to slow down. A few sips of the warm liquid, and my thoughts cleared.

      Grant was still not home, and I had no idea where he’d gone. I reached for my phone, which was sitting on the counter, but stilled my hand. I was about to call him and tell him the truth. I curled my fingers. Grant would help me. I knew he would, especially since there was a chance that he was Julián’s father.

      That was what stopped me. I didn’t know if Grant was actually Julián’s father. I believed in my heart he was, but I wasn’t certain. I’d always wanted to know the answer to that question but had been afraid to find out the truth. Too afraid of the possibility that my son wasn’t Grant’s and instead he was the child of my rapist.

      If Grant was the father of my child, he would want to be part of our lives. I wasn’t naïve enough to believe this would change things entirely between Grant and me. We wouldn’t go rushing off into the sunset as a family. No. Grant despised me too much for that. I had lied to him. I had run away from him. I had broken his heart. But maybe, just maybe, this new beginning could help us heal a bit.

      What was my plan? Show up at Tiffany’s mother’s house and demand to get my son? Show some DNA test done by Roman’s friend? Kidnap my boy back?

      The rational Mia knew that I should take a deep breath, call Grant, contact the police, and file a case.

      But Mia had been missing for six months.

      Ksenya was anything but rational.

      I could call Grant, but he would realize I was high—a conversation I did not want to have with him. I couldn’t possibly drive. No matter how desperate I was, I refused to drive intoxicated. My parents had been killed by a drunk driver. I would not risk innocent lives.

      I could call an Uber or call Autumn to take me up there? Neither of those options sounded appealing. Especially since I had no idea what Julián’s grandmother would say when I confronted her. That was likely to end with her calling the cops and having me, the crazy woman trying to take her grandson away, put in jail.

      There was only one other option.

      I texted Mitch.

      Mia: Can you take me somewhere?

      Only a few seconds passed before I saw the text bubble.

      Mitch: On my way.

      I finished my tea and went outside to wait. Twenty minutes later, Mitch showed up, a satisfied grin on his face. I hopped in the truck and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

      “Thanks for coming.”

      “I was surprised to hear from you so soon. Where to?”

      “Temecula.”

      “Why?”

      I considered telling him but paused. It wasn’t fair to tell him before Grant. I wasn’t adding my blabbing the news to everyone else before him to my long, long list of indiscretions.

      “I need to visit Tiffany’s grandmother. Get some more information to free Joaquín.”

      He glared at me. It was never a good idea to lie to a SEAL. They could always tell.

      “Why isn’t Grant taking you?”

      This time, I’d tell the truth. “Because I don’t have a clue where he is. He left this morning and hasn’t answered my texts. Besides, he seems to think Joaquín is guilty, which is why you’re here, big guy.”

      “Fine. But I’m going in with you.”

      “Okay.”

      We drove up to Temecula in comfortable silence. I appreciated Mitch helping me, even if it was just because he wanted me. Maybe I’d misjudged him. He may be a misogynist jerk, but he was loyal and protective.

      We turned onto the street, and I let out a gasp when I saw a truck parked in front of the grandmother’s house.

      Grant’s truck.

      Oh, fuck.

      “What’s Grant doing here? I thought you said you didn’t know where he was?” Mitch asked, slowing.

      “I didn’t.” I turned to Mitch. “Please, just drop me off. He can’t see us together. He will freak.”

      “No way.” He turned the truck down an adjacent street and parked. He pulled me toward him, his piecing stare penetrating me. “Mia, tell me what the fuck is going on.”

      I burst into tears, unable to stay strong any longer. I told him everything. When I finished, my tears had slowed and Mitch looked mildly shocked. I expected him to ask a million questions, but he didn’t. He waited until I got myself under control and looked right at me. “How’d you find out?”

      “Autumn took me to meet Tiffany’s mother last week. I thought the boy was Joaquín’s, so I plucked a hair from his little head. I had it tested, and he’s my son.”

      “And Grant knows? He found him first? Is this why Joaquín killed Tiffany?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe Grant took him from the hospital. I don’t know anything anymore.”

      “Get a hold of yourself.” His strong hands gripped my shoulders. “Listen, Grant didn’t kidnap him. No way. He would never do that.” He kissed my forehead. “I’m going to drop you off at the bottom of the street. You tell Grant you took an Uber. I’ll stay around the area in case you need me. Text me to let me know you’re okay.”

      “Thank you, Mitch. You’ve been really great to me. You’re a good guy.”

      “You make me a good man.”

      I gave him a kiss on the cheek and jumped out of the truck. Anticipation and fear twisted inside me as I headed toward the house.

      Toward Grant.

      Toward my son.
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      I had spent two hours alone in my son’s house, painstakingly examining every wall, opening every drawer, and scouring every square inch of the floor trying to find some clues as to where that lady took my kid. I wasn’t even sure what I hoped to find. I doubted she was dumb enough to leave her forwarding address. Even so, she must have had some help to pack.

      I went to the back yard and saw a man in his thirties taking out his trash. I headed in his direction.

      “Hey, buddy. My mom hadn’t heard from her friend in a few weeks so she asked me to come check on her, but she’s clearly gone. She left her cat here, too. Did she happen to tell you where she went?”

      The guy eyed me suspiciously. “Lorraine didn’t have any friends.”

      Lorraine. Hearing her name sent a chill through me. I didn’t know anything about the woman who was raising my son.

      “They hadn’t seen each other in years.” I needed to give this guy a reason to trust me, so I reached into my back pocket and pulled out my wallet, flashing the guy my military ID. “I’m a Navy SEAL and wanted to make sure she was okay.”

      He scowled at me. “Did you know that guy who murdered her daughter?”

      Well, fuck. I knew I looked upset by the question but hoped the guy would just think I was disturbed about Tiffany’s death. “Yeah, I did. Guy’s a lying piece of shit.” And that was true. No matter if Joaquín was guilty or innocent, and I was leaning toward him being guilty, I would never forgive Joaquín for knowing that Mia had been raped and not telling me.

      “Well, Tiffany was fucked up. What kind of woman never visits her son? That little boy of hers was better off without her. Great kid.”

      I smiled. Hearing him say that my son was a great boy warmed my soul. I yearned to get to know him.

      “Anyway, I don’t know where they went. A moving truck packed them up in the middle of the night, and by morning, they were long gone. She never told me goodbye.”

      Fuck. I had been right. Middle of the night, packed up their stuff, and vanished. And I didn’t have a clue where they were or who this Lorraine woman was. “Thanks, man.”

      I went back inside the house. I needed to call my commanding officer, Kyle, and have him run some intel. We could find property records, birth certificates, arrest records, something, anything that could lead me to my son.

      I walked upstairs to get the cat. I wasn’t going to leave him here to die.

      But then I heard a noise.

      I grabbed my weapon and peered downstairs, prepared to find the grandmother, my son, or an armed intruder.

      Instead, the barrel of a gun pointed right back at me.

      And the person holding the gun . . . was Mia.
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      “Put down the fucking gun, Mia.”

      I clutched the gun and kept it pointed at him. Seeing Grant inside this empty house enraged me. Well, really, it was more the empty house that enraged me, and I was taking it out on him. Still, I wanted to know what the hell he was doing here.

      “What are you doing here? How did you know my son was here? Where is he?” I could barely breathe. The place was empty. Just boxes and dust remained.

      “The neighbor says they packed up in the middle of the night. I’ve scoured every inch of this fucking place for clues but found nothing. Put down the fucking gun!”

      I slowly lowered the gun, desperate to shoot something, shoot myself, end this pain and suffering. Gone, my son was gone. A tight fist squeezed around my heart.

      Grant descended the stairs and disarmed me faster than I could blink. “What the fuck? You better start talking now. You told me our son died. Yet, here you are, fucking looking for him. So, which is it, Mia? I swear to God that if you lie to me, I will kill you myself.”

      My lip trembled. “Our son? What makes you sure he’s yours? You know I was raped.”

      “He’s mine, Mia. I didn’t actually know Julián was mine until this afternoon. About a week ago, Autumn showed me a picture of him, and I knew I had to see him with my own eyes, so I drove up here and met him. I took his empty juice box and ran his DNA. He’s my son. Our son.”

      I gasped and my knees threatened to give out. There it was. Everything I had been desperate to hear. Julián was his son, our son. Not that had Julián been the son of my rapist I would have loved him less. But still, knowing that Julián was the result of our love was the only light in this incredibly fucked-up situation.

      But my joy was soon replaced by anger. Grant had known there was a possibility that our son was alive and hadn’t told me. What I had done was different—I’d thought he was Joaquín’s boy, but not mine. Never mine.

      “You did all that, and you never told me? This morning I didn’t even know he was alive, and you . . . you have known—” Suddenly, it was too hard to breathe and spots danced across my vision. My hand blindly reached out, bracing against the wall so I didn’t fall over. Grant, to my surprise, wrapped his strong arm around my waist and helped lower me to the ground.

      “Slow. Slow breaths.” He rubbed my back as I leant forward, trying to force my heart to slow and my lungs to expand. Finally, after what felt like a lifetime, I sat up and let my head fall back against the wall.

      “I just found out today also, and no I didn’t fucking tell you.” Grant said, clearly still pissed despite his small show of support. “You don’t tell me anything. I can’t trust you, Mia. Did you give up our son? Answer me god dammit!”

      My head whipped in his direction, and my eyes narrowed. “No, of course I didn’t. I thought my son was dead. I thought Julián was Joaquín’s child, but never, never did I think he was mine. I believed with my whole heart that he was dead! I did a DNA test on him to see if he was my nephew. Do you really think I would do that, Grant? I have spent the last two years mourning my son, you have no idea what that was like.”

      I wanted to tell him how horrible it was and how, more often then not, I would cry myself to sleep. How I couldn’t even look at the scar on my stomach and not break down. I attempted to finish my thoughts, but tears overtook my voice.

      “How can I believe you, Mia? You’re full of secrets. You’ve hidden every aspect of your life from me. Everything. Your rape, why you broke up with me, that you were pregnant. That I could be his father.”

      I closed my eyes, hiding my shame. He was right. I’d fucked up everything. If only he could understand me, he’d realize I never meant to hurt him. I had been trying to protect him. He didn’t need to go through the pain and fear and heartache that I had. I was trying to save him.

      “I have nothing to say for myself. This is all my fault. Had I told you I was pregnant, I would’ve never had the baby in San Francisco. I don’t know what to say. But I’m not lying, I swear to God I thought he was dead.” I took a deep breath and opened my eyes.

      Indecision crept across his face. I knew deep down he probably wanted to believe me, but I’d done something that was probably unforgivable.

      He looked away from me and cracked his knuckles. “Why would someone take our son? Tiffany was young. She could probably have her own kids someday. Plus she gave him away to her mom. Clearly she had no interest in being a mother. Think, Mia. Is there anything else you haven’t told me? Anything?”

      I hesitated to tell him my latest secret, but I was too emotionally spent to keep anything else inside. “Joaquín isn’t my biological brother.”

      His nostrils flared, and his voice was so quiet I almost didn’t hear him. “What?”

      “Yeah. Like I told you, I tested Julián against Joaquín first. No match. I figured it was because the sample of Joaquín’s hair was old, so I sent in a sample of my own hair, hoping to prove that Julián was my nephew. Turned out there was no genetic similarities between them. None.”

      “Was the sample of Joaquín compromised?”

      “No, he tested two separate samples. Besides, it doesn’t matter, does it? So what if he isn’t my biological brother. Maybe he was adopted? Or I was? He’s still my brother. Every memory I have of my childhood was with him.”

      Grant’s mouth slackened. “Don’t you see, Mia? Everything matters. We learn in the Teams that there is no such thing as a coincidence. Let’s focus on the facts. We know our son was kidnapped after you gave birth. Somehow, Tiffany got our son and gave him away to her mother to raise. Joaquín knew about you being raped and he is now sitting in jail, accused of murdering Tiffany. He knows more than he’s telling us. He’s connected too closely to all of this—”

      “Don’t even go there. Are you fucking kidding me?” I stood and put distance between us, rage consuming my every step. I knew what he didn’t want to say. He thought Joaquín was involved with the kidnapping, which was something I refused to entertain. “The only logical explanation is that Joaquín found out that Tiffany kidnapped my son, so he murdered her. That means he lied to me about killing her, and I ruined my life for his lie, but he did it to protect our son, his nephew. He’s my hero if that is true. But me transforming into Ksenya led us to our son.”

      “If that were the case, why didn’t he tell you about him? Why hide it! If he were willing to go to such extremes to protect our son, why hide it! Besides, he had no idea you would do all this.”

      “Maybe he thought telling me would put me in danger. Or put Julián in more danger.”

      “Because keeping it from you kept you so safe, right? Did you forget his attorney attacked you?”

      Dammit, he was right that something didn’t add up, but not about Joaquín being involved. “There is something we are missing.” I turned to the window and bit my bottom lip. Then, after a second of indecision, I knew what we had to do. “We just need to go ask him what he knows about Julián.”

      Grant closed the distance between us and clutched my wrist. “Over my dead fucking body. And even if what you think is true, he won’t or can’t tell us. He’s about to go on trial for a murder he probably committed. Our son is missing. We have no idea who kidnapped him from that hospital, why they did it, or where he is. Until we figure that out, we aren’t telling Joaquín about him. Keep your goddamn mouth shut. Do you fucking understand me?”

      He released his grip on me, but I stayed in his space, forcing him to look at me. “Don’t you dare tell me what to do and what to say! Even though Joaquín and I aren’t blood related, he’s still my fucking brother!”

      Grant didn’t back down. I’d never seen him this pissed. He bared his teeth at me. “I’m not fucking playing with you anymore. You robbed me the chance of ever getting to know Elías when you had him. If I’d known you were pregnant, I would’ve never let you out of my fucking sight. If I’d been at the hospital, I’d have been right next to you, taking care of our son. You owe me this. Let me fucking handle it.”

      I gulped hard. He was right . . . again. Even so, he was being a complete jackass.

      “Julián is my son! I carried him for nine months, and I have spent every minute of every day for the last two years missing him. You only found out you had a son today. I have every fucking right in the world to find out what happened, so stop acting like this is all about you!”

      His face was red, and his brows were furrowed. I exhaled, forcing myself to calm down. He was furious. I was furious. Yelling at each other wasn’t helping anything.

      “No matter how much you hate me right now, we are in this together,” I said, trying to keep my voice as calm as possible. “He’s our child. I would never have kept him away from you had I known the truth. I had intended to test his DNA, and if he was yours, I was going to immediately tell you, beg your forgiveness for leaving you, and pray you would take me back. They told me he died, Grant. How could I put that heartbreak on you? Tell me. How?”

      He looked at me, maybe for the first time since I walked back into his life as Ksenya, and let my question hang heavy in the air between us. “Fine,” he finally relented, as his shoulders dropped, and he finally lowered his voice. “We can go see your brother. Is there anything else you haven’t told me?”

      Well, today Mitch took me to Rafael’s where I got high, Mitch kissed me, Mitch drove me here.

      I shook my head, a knot of guilt building in my stomach, but I couldn’t speak. It wasn’t relevant really—none of that had anything to do with finding our son.

      “Promise me, Mia. Say the words.”

      Before they had the chance to choke me, I spit the words out. “I promise.”

      “Good. Listen, I’m going to ask Kyle to hire some former Team guys to trace Tiffany’s mother, her name is Lorraine. I just hope to God she hasn’t harmed him, but she seemed to love him. Clearly my judgment sucks. I fell in love with you.”

      Just like that, all my guilt for holding back information fell away, and a spark of anger flickered.

      “Real mature, Grant.”

      He looked out the window. “Where’s your car?”

      Fuck. “Oh, I took an Uber.”

      He cocked his head and lifted a single eyebrow. “Why?”

      I forced myself not to bite my lip. “I was so overwhelmed finding out that Julián was my son, I didn’t want to drive.” That seemed reasonable when I said it.

      Grant shook his head and went upstairs while I stayed planted where I was. Numb. I sent a quick text to Mitch to tell him that I was okay and that he could head home. Then I deleted my texts to him.

      After a few minutes, Grant came downstairs, holding a tiny kitten. She was orange and white and fluffy.

      “The only thing I found in this place was this fucking cat.”

      I grabbed her from his arms. She let out a tiny meow, and I stroked her until she purred. “Can we take her?”

      “Of course. She’ll die here if we don’t. Plus, she was probably our son’s.”
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      The ride home was torturous. Hero wouldn’t stop sniffing the cat. I wished she had driven her car—that way I wouldn’t have been forced to listen to Mia’s apologies or that damn cat’s meow. I didn’t believe her Uber story for a minute, but I didn’t press.

      I drove to a pet store where we bought the requisite cat supplies: litter box, scratching post, cat food, and those stupid feather things. A fucking cat. Hero would probably treat her like a chew toy, and I would have to protect the ball of fluff. But that stupid cat was the only connection I had to my son so I’d deal with it.

      We arrived at my place and quickly corralled the cat into my small office.

      Mia sat in a chair, holding the fluffy orange thing. “What are we naming her?”

      “I don’t care. You choose.”

      “Okay. How about Curry?”

      “Sure, whatever. I’m going to make some calls.” I left them inside my office and shut the door.

      Hero pawed at the door. “Sorry, buddy.” I gave him a treat and grabbed my phone to call Kyle. He picked up on the first ring.

      “Hey man, what’s up?”

      “I need a favor. Can you call that PI you know to help me find someone? Tiffany’s mother? Her name is Lorraine, but I don’t have a last name for her.” I rattled off all the other details I could remember: her address, what kind of car I saw in the driveway when I met my son, what the neighbor had said about her leaving. “She pulled up stakes sometime last week, and I need to find her.”

      Kyle paused. “Sure thing. I’m on it. Man, how’s Joaquín? Have you heard from his sister? I feel bad that we never helped her out.”

      I stared at Mia who had just emerged from my office. She poured herself a glass of water and curled up in a ball on my sofa while Hero lay at her feet.

      This wasn’t the time to tell Kyle about Mia. I changed the subject. “Gotta run. Let me know when you hear anything.”

      “Will do. Later.”

      I hung up and grabbed a beer from the fridge, lingering in the kitchen as I took the first sip from the bottle.

      I believed Mia that she didn’t know that her son was alive, but ultimately, her decisions caused us to lose our son. Could I put myself in her shoes? I thought about that question as I strode into the living room and took a seat on the opposite end from her.

      She had been raped when I had been injured. I understood why she hadn’t told me about that. I would’ve been livid but helpless to do anything. Then she’d found out that she was pregnant and didn’t know who the father was, which must have been terrifying. So she left, went through the pregnancy alone, had a rough delivery where she became very ill, and then she was told her son had died.

      She could’ve died, alone. I would’ve never recovered from her death. I wished I could’ve been there for her.

      I took another sip of my beer.

      Mia had always been proud. Always tried to be independent. Strong. Knowing her, she probably really thought she had been saving me from some kind of burden or stress.

      But I would’ve done anything for her.

      I still would do anything for her.

      I thought the drive to protect her left me when she walked out of my hospital room, but clearly, it hadn’t. I’d slept with her. I’d agreed to help her. Sure, I pretended there weren’t any emotions involved and it was just fucking.

      That was a lie.

      Something inside me was unwilling to let me actually cut my ties with her, and that made me think that maybe . . . one day, I would be able to move past all the fucking hurt that woman caused me. After all, we were now in this together. We were Julián’s parents. If there was any hope I could learn to trust Mia again, I had to try.

      For Julián.

      Mia moved closer and looked up at me, eyes pleading. “What are we going to do?”

      “Kyle’s going to try to find Tiffany’s mom. We’ll find him, I promise.”

      She gulped and leaned into me.

      I put my arm around her. “What do you think about Autumn? She was the one who led us both to Julián. Do you think she knew he was our kid?”

      Her face crinkled. “Autumn? You suspect Autumn? No, I don’t think she knew. She’s a naïve stripper—she seems too nice to hide something like that. She doesn’t even know I’m Mia.”

      “She knows who I am, though. Thinking back on that night Tiffany died, I almost feel like Autumn targeted me. Just the way you did at Panthers.”

      She lightly punched me in the gut. “I didn’t target you at Panthers, buddy. You zeroed in on me the second you walked into the door.”

      I tickled her until she laughed. “Yeah? Because you’re irresistible.” I kissed her and she climbed onto my lap. I enjoyed our chemistry and brief levity in this incredibly fucked up situation.

      I pushed her hair out of her face. “But seriously, maybe Autumn wanted to tell me she thought he was my son and then chickened out. She maybe took you because she knew we were seeing each other so she hoped you would tell me.”

      “I think you’re crazy. No way did she know Julián was your kid. It was just a coincidence that she told us both. She likes you,” she teased.

      I didn’t even respond to that comment, because what was I going to say? Autumn did like me, and she’d been all over me the night of Tiffany’s murder. We didn’t fuck, but there was flirting and drinking and laughing. It hadn’t bothered me that when we went to a room she had shot down my advances. I’d never been one to get pissed about not getting laid, especially when the girl was actually fun. Looking back on everything Autumn and I had talked about that night, something hit me that I hadn’t realized until now. Autumn was much smarter than she pretended to be.

      So smart, I remembered asking her why she had chosen to be a stripper. She’d never really given me an answer.

      Mia interrupted my thoughts. “What are you going to say to Joaquín? Can I ask him about not being my brother?”

      “Yes, I want to hear what he says. Maybe you’re right, and he was adopted. But don’t breathe a word about Julián. Joaquín told us both at the jail that you had an ex name Julián. Do you?”

      “No, of course not.”

      A chill ran through me. “Exactly.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That means that he knows about Julián and didn’t tell us. There’s a possibility your brother killed Tiffany after finding out that she had stashed our son at her mom’s.” I pounded the rest of my beer. “Or, there’s a possibility that he’s involved in something else.”

      She rolled her eyes at me. Damn, she still couldn’t believe that Joaquín could be capable of anything shady.

      “So why visit him?”

      “Because I want to see how he reacts when you tell him about the DNA test. Maybe it will trigger something with him—maybe he will suspect we found out about Julián and let something slip. Just trust me.”

      “I do trust you.” Mia looked up at me. “I’m so sorry, Grant. Sorry about everything. Sorry for leaving you, lying to you, getting this stupid plastic surgery.”

      I stared deeply into her eyes and inhaled her familiar citrusy scent. If I closed my eyes and just breathed her in, I could still sense Mia. My Mia. Who she was. How much she’d loved me. How much I’d loved her. How she always knew how to calm me down no matter how shitty of a day I’d had, how she’d always believed in me.

      I needed to believe in her.

      “It’s okay, babe. I’m not going to lie and I say I understand what you did, but I know you didn’t mean to hurt me.”

      “I didn’t.” She pressed her palms to her eyes. “I need you to believe me that I didn’t know he was alive. I would never, ever give my son away or keep him from you.”

      I placed a few kisses on her head and then embraced her as she sobbed into my arms.

      And then I finally said the words she needed me to say.

      “Baby, I believe you.”

      And was surprised to find that I meant them.

      A struggle built in my chest. I wanted to forgive her, maybe even fall in love with her again, but I could never allow myself to become that dependent on anyone. Right then wasn’t the time to figure it out, so I said nothing. I kissed her face, her neck, tasted her salty tears and then I scooped my girl up and carried her into the bedroom.
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      Grant placed me down on his bed, slowly gently, with no urgency. Every time we’d had sex recently, it had only been fucking. Amazing fucking. He’d fucked me so fast, so hard, so deep it made my head spin in pleasure.

      But this time, everything seemed different. His face softened when he looked at me. No more angry scowl or lustful hunger. It was almost as if I was in a time warp back to how we used to be.

      He brushed a lock of hair away from my face as he slowly lowered to kiss me. A sweet kiss. Soft, loving. His hand made its way down my body, slowly, oh so slowly, stopping only to caress my breast before moving to trace the outline of my waist and eventually settling on my thigh.

      His beard scraped the palm of my hand as I cupped his face. I stopped and considered his eyes, which were just a little more trusting and loving than they had been since I’d came back.

      I seized that moment, taking advantage of this opportunity that he seemed to be truly open to me. “I love you. I love you so much, baby. I’m so happy that Julián is your son.”

      He pressed his finger to my lips, bidding my silence. With his free hand, he peeled off his shirt. A smile graced my face as he moved his fingers to let his shirt fall to the floor. I would never tire of staring at his chest, ever. He motioned for me to lift my arms, and I did as he slipped my T-shirt over my head, taking my bra with it, and flung them off the bed.

      His attention turned to my breasts. He thumbed my left nipple and sucked on my right one. I let out a moan as he lightly nibbled my bud.

      His mouth detached from my sensitive skin. “You’re so beautiful, babe. You were always beautiful.”

      I arched my back as his mouth made its way down my body, pausing over my hipbone and showering my belly in kisses as he pulled my jeans off. His hands pulled down my panties and then he cupped my ass as I gripped his hair.

      His tongue gave a long, slow lick down my center, drawing a low, throaty moan from my throat. He teased me, tasting me without focusing where I needed him and making me squirm. When his tongue found my clit, my body arched off the bed, and I felt him smile against me.

      After I was throbbing for him, he knelt in front of me, taking his cock in his hand. He pulled me onto his lap, sat back against the headboard, and guided me onto his cock. Gripping my hips, he slowly urged me to lower onto him, until he was fully inside me.

      “Oh, Grant, baby.”

      His mouth went to work on my nipples as I rode him, rubbing my clit on his crotch, feeling his huge cock filling me. It wasn’t long before we were both covered in a light sheen of sweat, our breaths short pants of lust and need. Then, right before the tight coil low in my belly threatened to ignite, Grant lifted my chin and stared into my eyes, never losing my gaze. I loved him so much, in every way, mind, body, and soul. He thrust me down one more time, pushing me deep as I came, with him falling over the edge right after I had.

      This time, he didn’t throw me off him. He paused, stroked my hair, and buried his head in my chest.

      “Mia, I don’t think I can ever let you go.”
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      “Then don’t. We can make this work. You know how much I love you.”

      I pulled her against my chest. My head was still buzzing from our incredible sex. This time, my orgasm brought me a surprise.

      I hadn’t just been fucking her or using her to get off. I cared more about her pleasure than my own.

      I wanted to find my way back to the guy that I had been when I’d been in love with her. I wanted the girl she had been when she’d been in love with me. I craved her. But I could never be with her if I couldn’t trust her. And I was balls deep inside her, I had just made love to her, and yet, my anger over her lying to me wouldn’t quit. I may have believed that she didn’t know our son was alive, but she had still made all those choices without me.

      “Tell me everything. How was your pregnancy?”

      “You really want to know?”

      “Yeah.” There was a slice of cool air over me as she slid off my lap and curled against my side.

      “It was great, actually. I was sick at first but felt better after the second trimester. He was growing perfectly, and I was really excited to be a mommy.”

      I rubbed her arm. “When’s his birthday? Where was he born? What was his legal birth name?” I had so many questions I unloaded them like rapid fire.

      She gave me a small smile. “September 6. San Francisco General. Elías Joaquín Cruz.”

      I flinched. She’d given him her brother’s name as our son’s middle name. It pissed me off, but I wasn’t going to make a big deal about it.

      “Do you have any records from the hospital?”

      “Yeah. But not with me. They are all in storage up in Marin.”

      Note to self—time to go to Marin. “How did you support yourself?”

      “It was tough doing it all alone. After I left you, I knew I couldn’t go to school full time once I had Elías and I didn’t want to ask Joaquín for help since he didn’t know I was pregnant, so I moved to a small apartment in Marin. Got a job at Nordstrom’s as a makeup artist because they had medical benefits immediately after training.”

      My chest constricted. “I have the best medical insurance.”

      “I know. So many times, I picked up the phone to call you. I was going to show up at your place with my small bump, beg you for forgiveness. But I wasn’t sure the baby was yours. I didn’t know if you would believe me about being raped, or if you would’ve thought I’d cheated on you. I didn’t know what to do, so I didn’t do anything. You don’t know how much I missed you. I was so alone, Grant, just like I am now. But I never stopped loving you.”

      “I know.” I pulled her tighter into my arms and kissed her tears away. And in that moment, all my hatred for her washed away. I believed her. I finally pulled my head out of my ass and, for the first time, could see things through the veil of my own anger. She only had me and Joaquín, but she had shut us both out. She had been raped. She was pregnant. I was injured—she felt she had no choice. What must it have been like to go through that alone? The pregnancy, childbirth, getting sick and then losing him. And how could Joaquín abandon her knowing she had been raped? Had he known she was also pregnant?

      I cupped her face with my hands. “I want to try to make our relationship work. I can’t promise you more than that right now. But I need you to be completely honest with me from here on out.”

      She rapidly blinked. “Babe, really? I know we can find our way back to what we had. Maybe find something even better. If we can get through this, we can get through anything. I just need to know you forgive me.”

      “I forgive you. You’re a strong woman. I know you were doing what you thought was best and didn’t want to burden me because I was in the hospital. Do I like it? No. I hate it with ever fiber of my being, but I understand why you thought that it was your only choice. I need you to promise me that if we do this, we do it together. No more lies or keeping stuff to yourself because you think it’s for the best. I’m a man, Mia. I can handle it.”

      Her face brightened, and she nodded before pulling herself on top of me. We kissed like we were teenagers on a first date. A new beginning for us. Her eyes sparkled. I enjoyed making her happy.

      We both got ready for bed and within a few minutes, Mia was fast asleep. But the sandman refused to pay me a visit. Curry’s tiny meow beckoned me to the office. When I opened the door, I found her pacing around the room, probably desperate for some affection.

      Curry rubbed my leg, so I picked her up and pet her until she purred. I prayed that my son was somewhere safe and that I would be able to find and protect him.

      I’d always loved animals, dogs more than cats, but it was still nice to imagine that my son shared my love for animals. I wondered what else we had in common. Was he competitive like me? Stubborn like his mom? Did he like being outside? I couldn’t wait to get to know my son.

      I looked around my office and saw a picture of Mia and me kissing at BUD/S graduation with Joaquín in the background. I remembered that day so clearly. Mia was wearing her sun dress and beaming with pride. My chest was bloody from when my commanding officer pounded my trident into my flesh, a scar I wore proudly. Best day of my life. I’d achieved my goal, was about to embark on my dream career, and had the love of my life by my side.

      But after studying the picture, a wave of nausea hit me. Something had set me off. The way Joaquín was looking at Mia. His lips were pressed flat and his face wore a pinched expression. He looked angry on what should’ve been the happiest day of his life. I couldn’t be certain, and I was probably reading something into it, but it almost looked as if he was jealous of us. Maybe he had just been jealous that he didn’t have a steady girlfriend who loved him the way Mia loved me.

      He and Mia had always been strangely close, but I figured it wasn’t my place to judge. I didn’t have a sister. But Joaquín and Mia’s relationship just seemed unnatural, like that stupid Friends episode where that guy Rachel was dating was bathing with his sister. A few times, I caught Joaquín watching Mia too long—too intently. Fuck, I didn’t even know what I was thinking. I was probably a sick fuck for even thinking something was off. Either way, had he been any other man, I would’ve punched him for looking at Mia like that.

      We were going to go see him tomorrow, and I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to speak clearly. But the facts were clear in my brain.

      Joaquín and Mia were not biologically related. Did that matter? Did he know? And if so, when did he find out?

      Joaquín knew she had been raped yet never told me or comforted her. Why? He and I could’ve banded together to try to figure out who had done it. Gone to where the party was held, interviewed people, gone to the police. And even if we hadn’t been able to find out anything, we could’ve been there for Mia. I was certain that if I’d been told about what happened, I would have convinced Mia it wasn’t her fault and she would’ve come back to me. I would’ve taken care of her and married her and raised her son no matter if I was the father or not.

      Also, Joaquín was accused of killing Tiffany, the woman who gave my son to her mom to raise. That could not be a coincidence. He either knew all along that she had our son and killed her to ensure her silence. That possibility was so horrifying that I didn’t even want to think about it. Or he found out she was involved in kidnapping our son and killed her in a rage, which would make him a good guy—a hero who killed to protect our child.

      I had my doubts.

      I rummaged through my desk to find the number of my vet. I needed to get Curry her shots and get her spayed. But my hand landed on something else.

      A box containing the engagement ring I had bought for Mia.

      I chucked that stupid ring across my hospital room the day she’d left me. I had considered pawning it, swallowing it with some tequila, or even incinerating it. But something made me hold on to the ring, maybe a small hope that, one day, Mia and I would get back together again.

      I opened the box and stared at the small, oval diamond ring. It had a thin, rose-gold band, which I had thought would look perfect on Mia’s finger.

      I snapped the box shut and shoved it to the bottom of my seabag. Too many what-ifs and unknowns. I felt like I was living in my own choose your own adventure book. Somehow, I doubted that I could change this saga into a happy ending.
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      The next morning my head buzzed like I had a hangover, which was probably from all the crying I had done last night. Grant hadn’t made any smartass remarks to me, though. He greeted me with a loving kiss, freshly brewed coffee, and slow cooked oatmeal. For the first time since this nightmare started, I wasn’t scared of what he would say next or what my next lie would have to be.

      I pressed the coffee mug to my lips. “How’d you sleep?”

      “Not good. Curry kept me up all night meowing.” He stared at my hair. “You going to stay blonde?”

      “Not forever. I do need to touch up my roots. I thought you liked blondes?”

      He smirked. “I like your natural color.” He took my hand across the breakfast table. “Finish up. We need to go see your brother.”

      I shoveled down my oatmeal, hopped into the shower, quickly dressed, and we left.

      We sat in silence in the truck as we made our now normal route to the jail. My nerves were raw, and I kept glancing at Grant, wondering what he was thinking.

      Before we exited the truck, Grant turned to me. “Remember what we talked about. Only tell him about the DNA. That’s it. Not about finding out that Julián is our son, not about Joaquín knowing you were raped, none of that. Promise me.”

      “I promise.”

      He leaned over to my side of the truck and gave me a kiss.

      We walked into the jail and followed the same procedure, but it was faster this time. Apparently, we were becoming regulars here and the guards were starting to recognize us. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, so I just gave them a tight smile as I passed.

      As I waited for Joaquín to turn up into the room, I realized I felt uneasy about seeing him. Everything had changed when I found out my son was alive. Nothing made sense to me anymore.

      But I couldn’t allow my mind to doubt him, and I wouldn’t give up on him when I’d been through so much to help him. I had to believe in him until I had irrefutable evidence that he was guilty. If I didn’t, who would?

      Joaquín grinned when he saw us. He picked up the phone, and I clutched the other end. “Damn, I can’t even miss you two. You’re allowed to go on living your lives.” I glanced at Grant, and he just gave me a small shrug. “I’m playing. What’s up?”

      I turned back to my brother and gave him a pursed smile, debating how to handle this awkward conversation. I didn’t know the best way to ask, so I just let the words come. “Did you know we aren’t biological siblings?”

      His face turned white, and his brow furrowed. “What the fuck are you talking about, sis?”

      I’d rehearsed this answer in my head, remembering the lie I‘d created about why I would’ve needed his DNA. “I am working with a private investigator to help you get out of here. He asked for your DNA sample to check for other evidence. I didn’t have one of yours, so I sent mine since we are siblings, then I found your hairbrush and sent hairs from it in. The lab said there was no biological relationship between us.”

      His fist clenched. “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about, Mia. You’re my sister. Maybe your guy fucked up?”

      Fuck, he didn’t know.

      I glanced at Grant again, but this time, his gaze was locked on Joaquín.

      “No, it isn’t a mistake. I had it retested with a letter you sent me—he took the DNA from the envelope seal. I don’t know what to say. Maybe Mama and Papa adopted you? Or me?”

      “Fuck if I know. So, what the fuck are you saying? Because of some piece of paper, you’re no longer my sister? That you no longer love me? We grew up together. You’re everything to me.” His voice dripped with desperation.

      “No, no, it isn’t that at all. I swear. I just wanted to know if you knew.”

      “No, I didn’t fucking know. Papa and Mama’s secrets died with them. Not that it matters. You are my sister, Mia. Mine. No matter what that fucking test says. No piece of paper is going to change the way I feel about you. I love you. Is this why you came here today? To destroy the only thing good left in my life?”

      “God, no. I just thought you should know.”

      His vein visibly throbbed. “Fuck you, both. I’m stuck in here, and you are running DNA and shit? What the fuck does that have to do with the case?”

      “The PI wanted to run your DNA against other evidence at the crime scene. If we can find someone else’s DNA in the room, it could prove someone else was in that room other than you and Tiffany. I had no idea I would find this out.”

      He exhaled and clutched the phone. “Well, that didn’t solve shit. Maybe you need to look closer to home.” His gave Grant an intense, fevered stare.

      What the fuck? Was he insinuating that Grant had killed Tiffany?

      I glared at Grant. His arms were crossed over his chest, and his teeth were clenched. Grant stood and walked out of the room.

      Fuck. My thoughts froze. I looked up at the wall, as if it would give me some answers.

      Finally, the cloud evaporated from my mind, and I forced myself to speak again, softly. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “It means what it means.” He blew out a deep breath and narrowed his eyes on me. “Never mind. Go run after your boyfriend who treats you like shit. Do you know how many women he fucked after you left him? He doesn’t love you, Mia. Not like I do. I’m done.”

      Joaquín dropped the phone and signaled to the guard to open the door back out of the waiting room.

      I gathered my purse and exited the visitor room. Grant was waiting for me by the door.

      “Dammit. That didn’t go well.”

      Grant stood and grabbed my wrist, tugging me toward the door. “No, Mia. It went perfectly. Don’t you see?”

      “See what? What are you talking about? He’s destroyed, and I just basically told him that the only family he has left isn’t really his family at all. Of course he’d be upset.”

      “Yeah. And he reacted by accusing me of killing Tiffany.”

      “No, he didn’t. He didn’t say that.”

      “He didn’t have to. He was looking right at me when he said it.”

      Grant was right. Joaquín had seemed to imply that Grant was involved. But I would never believe that, either. They were both innocent. They had to be.

      Grant led me out of the jail. Once safely inside his truck, he snapped.

      “Wake the fuck up, Mia. Joaquín is hiding something from you. I’m not sure what. But he knew about Julián. Now, he’s freaking out about a DNA test. Don’t you get it? He either killed Tiffany or he’s involved somehow in the kidnapping of our son.”

      “No! How could you say that? He clearly name dropped Julián to alert us to his presence. He obviously knew that he had been kidnapped but was trying to protect him.”

      Grant sped down the freeway. “How the fuck would he even know Julián wasn’t Tiffany’s kid, Mia. What? He just saw a picture of the boy and thought to himself, ‘Wow, that kid looks like my sister’s baby that I didn’t know she had! I should keep this a secret but also drop ambiguous clues. That’s a great idea!’ Seriously? Wake. The. Fuck. Up. You’re so fucking blinded by your love for him, you aren’t seeing what is right in front of you.”

      I had absolutely no response for that. I didn’t have the answers and I refused to follow his logic or reasoning.

      “He’s not who you think he is. He hasn’t been for years. I protected you, but it’s time for you to learn the truth. Joaquín wasn’t a saint—we now know he used drugs. He also fucked a bunch of women and always treated them like shit; he always had secrets. We all have secrets. It wasn’t my place to tell you, but now we need to examine the facts.

      “So he partied hard, who cares? You’re no saint, either. He just told me you fucked a bunch of women too while we were broken up. Emma at the strip club told me the same thing.”

      “Who gives a flying fuck how many women I slept with when we were broken up. You left me and we weren’t together, that’s what breaking up means. And I never treated them like shit. They were meaningless hookups I had trying to get over you.”

      Whatever. He was right but that wasn’t the point. “He didn’t kidnap our son! And he’s not a murderer.”

      Grant reached across my lap and turned my face toward him, gripping my chin in his hand.

      “No, Mia. That’s where you’re wrong. We’re SEALs, that’s what we do. Joaquín is a killer, and so am I.”
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      We didn’t talk for the entire ride back to my place. When we arrived, Mia retreated to the office, slamming the door shut behind her. The whole afternoon was a mess. I hadn’t meant to yell at her. She was just so thick-headed sometimes, and I didn’t understand why she just couldn’t see what was so clear to me.

      I looked at the door she was hiding behind and heaved a deep breath. If I went in after her, we would just end up fighting more. She needed space. Hell, I needed space, too, so I grabbed my keys off the table and headed to Liberty Public Market.

      I walked into the market and inhaled the scent of freshly brewed coffee and slow-roasted carnitas. I loved Liberty Station. It was a former Naval base that had been turned into a gathering for artisan foods, craft beers, entertainment, and shopping.

      A tall, white bin of sunflowers caught my eye, so I gathered a bunch and purchased them.

      When Mia had left me, I’d become a changed man. I had been romantic and loving but turned hard and cynical that day. Though, I could never go back to who I was before, a part of the old me remained in my soul.

      I decided to plan something special for Mia. I bought a New York strip steak for me, a vegan smoked apple and sage sausage for Mia, a salad, and a nice bottle of wine.

      It was a small offering of peace, but I hoped it would be enough.

      When I returned to my place, she opened the door, and I handed her flowers.

      “Thank you. These are beautiful.” She gave me a kiss as if the fight from earlier had been forgiven already, and placed them in a pitcher of water that she used for a vase.

      “You are beautiful.” I started cooking our dinner as she leaned against the counter, watching me.

      “So tell me, where did you learn to dance like that?”

      A blush spread on her cheeks. “Well, I always danced growing up, you knew that. Ballet and jazz. Cumbia with my mom. But I took pole dancing lessons in San Francisco. It was really fun actually—the dancing, not the taking my clothes off part. It’s hard too and like the best workout for my arms.”

      I laughed. I completely admired that she had fully thrown herself into this psychotic charade. “Well, from now on, I’m happy to be your audience. Your only audience. I’ll even install a pole in the bedroom. Maybe for your next challenge, you can train to be the first female SEAL.”

      She raised the glass to her lips. “I would, but I don’t want to make you look bad. I run very fast and per my small arms instructor, I have a ninety-five percent shooting accuracy. I’d smoke you.”

      Smartass. “Oh, you think so?” I grabbed her, carried her to the sofa, and pinned her down as she giggled. I kissed her, and she kissed me back, us both laughing. And for a few brief moments, we just enjoyed being with each other. We were perfectly in the moment, no stress about the past or future.

      “I think the food is burning,” she mumbled between kisses. I jumped up and strode to the kitchen. My steak was a bit too dark, but her meal was okay.

      “It’s still good.” I smiled over my shoulder at her before plating everything and carrying it to the table. “So, when we get our son back, what is our plan?”

      She bit her lip as she poured us both wine. “If we get him back.”

      “We’re going to get him back. Are you going to move in here and take care of him while I work? I have a deployment coming up soon.”

      Her eyes brightened, and she gave me a hopeful smile. “I know. Yes, of course I’d love that. I probably can finish my last few courses at SDSU and transfer the credits for my degree.” Her smile vanished, and her brow furrowed. “This will be so hard on him. He doesn’t even know us. He will probably need therapy.”

      We’ll all need therapy after this. “Yeah, well, we’re his parents. We’ll get through this. We can move to a house on base and give him a normal life.” I paused, not wanting her to clue into my plan. Thankfully, she seemed to miss the implication of my words.

      “We can work out the details once we get custody of him. Do you want to watch a movie?”

      “Sure. My choice, though.”

      After dinner, she sat on the sofa, and I popped in a DVD. Her jaw dropped when it started.

      “We’re watching my old play? Seriously? You never wanted to watch it. You never even saw me act.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I was such a selfish asshole. But clearly you’re a great actress. I’m sorry I never supported your dreams like you supported mine.”

      “It’s okay. I understood. But thanks, this means a lot.” She relaxed in my arms as I watched her perform Portia in the The Merchant of Venice. By her first soliloquy, I was blown away by her talent. She completely transformed into her character.

      Just like she had transformed into Ksenya.

      The next morning, I slipped out before Mia woke and drove straight to Kyle’s pad in Mission Beach. Dude had more money than I would ever see in my lifetime, and his dumbass gave up that lifestyle to go hunt terrorists. I loved what I did, and I knew he loved it, too, but it didn’t stop me from thinking he was out of his mind for giving up that lifestyle. He was, however, exceptional at what he did, and if anyone could find this woman, it would be Kyle. He was whip smart, and even former Team guys had mad respect for him.

      I rang the doorbell, hoping I wasn’t waking anyone. Kyle answered and stepped aside so I could come in. His girlfriend Sara, one of the cheerleaders who had been kidnapped on a USO tour, was relaxing on his sofa—another SEAL falling in love with the girl he saved. It was like none of us could ever be in a normal relationship.

      Kyle put his hand on my shoulder. “What’s up, my man?”

      “Can we talk?”

      Kyle gave me the same look he gave me when I was smarting off at work before nodding to the back hallway that led to his office.

      I waved to Sara as we passed and she smiled as she returned the gesture. She’d completely recovered from being held hostage in Afghanistan, but every time I saw her, my mind flashed to how she looked when we’d found her. Blood on her neck, dirt covering her body. Cowering in a cave in her bra and panties. Finding her alive had been one of the best moments of my life. One of the moments that I realized all the pain and sacrifices I’d made to become a SEAL had been worth it. We’d saved her.

      I stepped into his office and Kyle shut the door behind us.

      “This is about the boy, isn’t it? The guys I have on it think that he could be Joaquín’s son. Is that why he did it? Because Tiffany had his kid and he never knew?”

      My heart pounded. I had no intention of lying to Kyle. “The boy isn’t Joaquín’s son. He’s mine.”

      Kyle’s eyes widened, and he leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his desk. “Say what? Are you serious, man?”

      “Yup. Turns out Mia was pregnant. I never knew—just found out. She left me and had the baby in San Francisco. But she was told our baby died in the hospital, which obviously wasn’t the case since he’s alive and well. We have no idea how Tiffany ended up with him.”

      His mouth slackened, and he rubbed his jaw. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “So, Mia’s back in town? I thought you hadn’t heard from her. I’ve been worried about her. You were such a dick to her when she came to The Pickled Frog asking for help.”

      “Yeah, she’s back. Actually . . . she’s Ksenya.”

      Kyle let out a laugh and smirked. “Are you serious, man? You’re not going to believe me, but I had my suspicious. I chalked them up to too many concussions. She looks so different—what did she do? She had plastic surgery to fool us?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Wow. You’re blowing my mind.”

      “Yeah, well, it gets worse. I don’t think Joaquín is innocent. There are just too many questions, ya know?”

      He nodded. “Joaquín was always a bit off, but murder? I’m not sure. Don’t get me wrong, lots of guys snap for no real reason, but just because you have questions doesn’t mean he’s a murderer. But do you remember what happened in Afghanistan? Before Sara was taken?”

      That deployment was a haze. War was always a mind fuck. “No, what?”

      “Joaquín had snuck off one night on that deployment with some village elders. When I asked him about it, he looked me dead in the eye and said he wanted to have tea with them, learn about their culture. He technically hadn’t done anything wrong, so I didn’t write him up, but why the fuck would he do that?”

      My mouth became dry. “I never knew about that.” Maybe he had been smuggling drugs. I remembered that he had been buddies with another Team guy who had smuggled drugs from Aruba but I’d never thought anything about it. That dude had been kicked out. “Did you ever catch Joaquín doing drugs?”

      Kyle glared at me. “No, did you?”

      “No.” I paused, careful not to rat out Mitch. “But I heard rumors that Joaquín had been using and had a local dealer.”

      “Yeah, well he pissed clean. I’ll look into the drugs, too. But for now,” he said waving away that whole line of thought, “back to your son. We haven’t located him or the woman yet. We did find the company they rented the U-Haul from and traced the truck to San Rafael,”

      San Rafael was in Marin County across the Golden Gate Bridge. It was also where Joaquín and Mia were from. “Anything else?”

      “We traced the grandma’s family to an area called the Canal. Staked out her sister’s house, but we haven’t found anything. But my guy asked around, and someone said he thought he saw the grandma and the kid at the bus stop, but we couldn’t verify it.”

      “I need to check it out.” I had to go up there. With Mia. See if we could find something . . . visit the hospital . . . get her medical records—

      “Hold up. No, man. Let me handle it. I’m not doubting that you could find them, but if they know you are on to them, they could spook and disappear. You can’t risk that. If you go up there, I’d steer clear of the area. I have men on it.”

      “Fine. Okay. Can you get someone to investigate SF General. Our son was born there. September sixth, two years ago. His birth name was Elías Joaquín Cruz.”

      Kyle picked up a pen and wrote the information on a note pad. “I’m on it. What’s your plan when we find them? Kidnap him back?” He smirked, apparently knowing me too well.

      “I mean what can I do? If I do that, it will look like I had a motive for Tiffany’s killing. My psycho SEAL instinct is to find him and take him by gunpoint, but I realize that’s insane.”

      “Insane and illegal. The law doesn’t give a shit about reasons. Kidnapping is still a felony.”

      “Right.” I nodded, not really caring if it was a felony. I just didn’t want Kyle to pull the plug on the manhunt. “Plus, I don’t want to traumatize the boy. I mean, he doesn’t know me, the woman he knows as his mom is dead, and he only has his grandma. I need to keep my emotions out of it, and just come up with a plan that keeps him protected as much as possible.”

      “Truer words were never spoken. Once we find him, we can work with law enforcement to take him from his grandmother. You need official DNA tests, statements from you and Mia, and a good lawyer. Joaquín is using Daniel, but I’ll be honest, I don’t trust that motherfucker. If I were you, I wouldn’t breathe a word of this to anyone on the Team, either. I’ll let you know the second I hear anything about your boy. We have a good group on this case. We will find him.”

      “Thanks, man. I feel like you’re the only person I can trust.”

      “I got your six.” Kyle gave me some business cards for lawyers. “Need anything else?”

      I hesitated to ask, but I was desperate. “Is there any way I can get some unofficial leave? Just a few days. I want to go up to Marin and check out some stuff. I promise I’ll steer clear of my kid. I can work doubles on base when I get back.”

      Kyle stood and placed his hand on my shoulder. “Consider it done. Just don’t get into any trouble. That’s an order.”

      “Yes, sir. I appreciate it.” I shook his outstretched hand and left his place.

      I made some more phone calls on the way home, securing a flight to Marin and booking a hotel and rental car. As I planned, another idea settled in my mind, and as much as I tried to reason my way around it, I couldn’t. My head and heart were at war with each other, and by the time I pulled into my parking spot, rationality was lying on the ground, bleeding and broken.

      It lost.
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      Ever since Elías had died, it had felt as if a part of my soul were missing. The urge to be with him and mother him had only become stronger since I learned he was alive. When I added Grant into the mix, it made me yearn for something more. I wanted to belong to someone. Create a new family to replace the one I had lost. Elías bound Grant and I together forever.

      I jumped in the shower and heard Hero bark a greeting to Grant when he came back from wherever he had been. When I emerged, clean and wrapped in a big fluffy towel, I saw him packing his seabag.

      “Where are we going? Oh my god. Did you find Julián?”

      “No, not yet. But there was a sighting in San Rafael. Kyle doesn’t want us intervening, but I figured we could go up there anyway and go through those medical records you said you’d kept.”

      “Can you get off work?”

      “Kyle’s covering for me. Come on, our plane leaves in an hour.”

      “Plane? I don’t want to go to the airport. I mean, my Ksenya documents may be good, but they are fake. And I don’t look like my old IDs.”

      “My buddy’s taking us. He’s a Blue Angel.”

      “Wow, really? That’s nice of him.” Damn. I loved Blue Angels. When Joaquín and I were kids, my father would drive us to the top of a hill in Tiburon to watch them fly. After I told Grant about the trips, he made it a point to take me to see them every time they did their airshows Miramar.

      We dropped Hero and Curry off with friends and headed to Carlsbad Airport to meet Beckett, who would be flying us in a small airplane. I had to admit I was disappointed by the news. I’d secretly hoped that I’d be able to hitch a ride in one of those glorious blue-and-yellow Hornets. Still, it was cool that we were getting a ride in a private plane.

      We walked over to the hangar, and Grant strode toward the gorgeous man in a green flight suit who was waiting for us. He was tall, had dark hair, and wore black aviators.

      “Hey, man, this is my girlfriend, Mia.”

      I smiled and tried to play it cool even though my stomach exploded in butterflies when Grant called me his girlfriend.

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Beck.”

      “Nice to meet you, too,” I said. “Thanks for taking us.”

      “No problem. Works out fine. I was headed up to the wine country for the night anyway.”

      We climbed into the tiny plane, and I wanted to laugh. I may love to watch the Blue Angels doing their stunts, but I hated flying. “How do you know him?” I whispered to Grant.

      “He deployed with us a year ago. He was our pilot, and then he got selected to be an Angel for the upcoming season. I’m happy for him. It’s harder to become an Angel than a Navy SEAL.”

      Grant and Joaquín were always bragging about how impossible it was to graduate from BUD/S so it was nice to hear that Grant could acknowledge that Beck was as badass as he was. I gave Grant a beaming smile and tried to stuff my nerves down as deep as I could. Still, I spent the entirety of the two-hour flight white-knuckling the side of my seat, and Grant laughed at me more than once.

      We landed at the Sonoma airport, and I was the first person off the plane. I wanted to puke, but Grant just rubbed my back and led me to the rental car he had waiting for us.

      “Are you sure we can’t go look for Elías?” I asked when I regained my composure.

      “Kyle doesn’t want us seen around the area just in case we get spotted and they get spooked.”

      I gritted my teeth. “So, we’re really just here for medical records?”

      “Well, those and anything else you want to bring home with you. You said it was in storage, let’s go get it.”

      I took a deep breath and let my shoulders slump a bit. We really weren’t here to find our son. Grant was here to find some intel about Joaquín. “Yeah, we have a Grange box in San Rafael. There’s not much in there. Joaquín and I threw out most of it. We pretty much kept pictures. What are you looking for?”

      “Nothing. Anything. Something.”

      Great answer. I directed him to the row of storage boxes behind on the side of the freeway. I hadn’t been back since after Elías died. I didn’t even have a key. I was about to suggest calling a locksmith, but Grant just pulled into a parking spot and cut the engine.

      “Which number is it?”

      “Three-oh-four, but I don’t have a key.”

      He just turned and gave me a wry smile and waited. It took me a minute, but then it clicked. He was a SEAL, and SEALs didn’t need keys.

      “Right. Let’s go then.”

      Grant busted open the lock as if it were nothing more than a damn bow holding the door closed. In my mind, I always knew what he was capable of, but I had to admit it totally turned me on to see his ninja skills in person.

      Grant rolled up the steel door, revealing all the dust and spiders. My first step was toward a small box I’d shoved in the back of the locker just in case Joaquín visited the unit. I trusted Joaquín, of course, but I hadn’t wanted him to go through that box. I’d never told him I’d been pregnant and didn’t want him to find out that way. I opened the box and found the manila envelope where I’d kept all my pregnancy records.

      Grant sat beside me, and we looked at blood tests, ultrasounds, and invoices. He gazed longingly at the final ultrasound, and I had to close my eyes to stop the tears from welling up. I remembered what it felt like to have my son in my belly, the joy of counting his kicks, the thrill of seeing him on the doctor’s screen. Hopefully, I would replace those memories with better ones.

      When I reached the bottom of the pile, I expected to find another stack of paperwork, but there was nothing.

      “That’s weird. I swore I put the hospital papers in this envelope.”

      Grant grabbed the pile and rapidly thumbed through the papers. “They’re not here. Did you put them in another file?”

      “No. This was the only one I brought that day. I must’ve misplaced it—my memory is so hazy. I was a wreck after he died.”

      Grant clenched his jaw. “Or . . . Joaquín could’ve taken them.”

      “What? Please don’t start with me again. Why on earth would Joaquín take my paperwork? He didn’t even know I was pregnant. Maybe I left them at my old apartment.”

      But I remembered bringing them here. I had sat in almost this exact spot and read the words: infant not compatible with life. I didn’t read them once or twice. No. I read them a thousand times through my tear-blurred eyes, clutching my belly, trying to convince myself to keep living a life without my son.

      “Maybe whoever kidnapped my baby followed me here and took them? You picked the lock? If someone can kidnap a newborn, they would probably be capable of picking a lock, too.”

      “You know who taught me to pick locks? Your brother.” Grant shook his head and grabbed another box. I was too spent to argue with him. But I was sick of him blaming Joaquín for every bad thing that had ever happened to me.

      I quickly migrated to the old photo albums, losing myself in memories. Joaquín and I at the park, Joaquín and I holding hands on my first day of school, Joaquín and I posing near the Christmas tree. But then I focused on some older pictures. Pictures of my parents. I found one of my mom when she was pregnant with Joaquín and another of my father holding me as an infant. I couldn’t find any of my mom pregnant with me. Nor could I find any of my father holding Joaquín as a baby.

      I grabbed an album and turned to Grant, who was knee deep in some old papers. “I can’t do this right now, I need a break. I’m going to run and get some coffee.”

      He threw me the keys. “Okay. I’ll be here when you get back.”

      I didn’t even kiss him goodbye. I jumped in the car and drove away from my past. I hoped Grant found whatever he was looking for. All I knew was that who I was looking for, our son, was nowhere in that storage unit full of memories.
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      I didn’t believe for a second that Mia had misplaced her hospital records. I agreed with her that they were stolen, just not by whom. Joaquín had taken leave after the murder, and I would put money on the idea that he went to the storage unit for something and found the papers.

      I didn’t have any proof of that. Maybe I could find an old security camera. I’d put Kyle on it.

      I was starting to get discouraged going through this junk: old tax returns, a few pieces of furniture, boxes of old toys. But I wasn’t going to give up until I scoured this place.

      Thirty minutes passed, and Mia still wasn’t back, which was fine by me. I didn’t want her around in case I found something. I opened the last box and cringed. Their parents’ will, a funeral program, and a newspaper clipping about their accident were the first things I picked up.

      I skimmed the article. Their parents had been driving home after visiting family in San Jose. A suspected drunk driver hit her parents’ car dead on when they were a few miles from home. The driver had never been caught, though witnesses saw two Hispanic men fleeing in a truck, which had later been reported stolen. The car had been registered to a Rafael Hernandez, but he had denied any involvement and had an alibi at the time of the crash.

      Rafael? Joaquín’s drug dealer?

      My mouth went dry as I pulled out my phone and unlocked the screen.

      I googled “Rafael Hernandez, San Rafael”. But before my slow ass phone could load the page, the rental car came to stop outside the door.

      Come on, dammit.

      Mia walked toward the box as a photo finally loaded.

      Holy shit.

      I closed the window on my phone, my mind buzzing.

      “Did you find anything?”

      I stood. “Nah, babe. Just some old receipts. Let’s get out of here. I want to take you somewhere.”

      I had to protect Mia from Joaquín. He knew the man accused of killing her parents. He was probably involved in kidnapping our son. She blindly trusted and loved her brother. She was in way over her head.

      Hell, I was pretty sure I was in over my head, too.
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      Pushing every single thought about that picture out of my head, I drove toward Mt. Tam. Mia had brought me here once when we first started dating. I remembered hiking to the summit, finding a secluded place, and telling her for the first time that I loved her. That night, we’d made love under the stars. For the first time in my life, I’d allowed myself to truly become lost in her.

      She figured out where I was headed the second I exited in Mill Valley. “Ah, you remembered.” She squeezed my thigh.

      “Of course. Do you know how many times I thought about that night while I was deployed? I remembered every second of our time together. Wanting to come back here again with you was the reason I survived after the roadside bomb.” That was true. Every night I pushed through my pain, willing myself not to give up so I could see her again, kiss her again, make love to her again.

      We drove up the mountain in silence, and I took in the view. After we reached our destination, I grabbed a few things from my seabag, took Mia’s hand, and led her to the top of the mountain.

      We passed some hikers on the path but eventually veered off the trail. The scent of oak trees and sage intoxicated me. This spot was as breathtaking as I had remembered it. Shrouded by the towering redwoods, I took a deep breath, determined in the decision I was about to make.

      I threw down two blankets and then knelt to the ground. Mia was about to crouch down beside me, but I stopped her, grabbed the small box out of my jacket, and took her hand.

      “Angelita Mia Cruz. You’re the craziest woman I’ve ever met. But no matter how hard I try to deny it, I love you. After all these years, I still love you. I’ll never love another woman. Will you marry me?”

      I expected her jaw to drop or maybe for her to let out a scream, but instead, her eyes welled with tears. “Are you sure? I thought you would never forgive me.”

      “I’m sure. We have a son together, and we need to try to make our relationship work for him. But this isn’t just about him. I love you, and I’ll love you until the day I die. I think about you every minute of every day, no matter how many times I try to stop myself. Marry me, Mia.”

      She wrapped her arms around my neck. “Yes, yes!”

      I placed the ring on her finger, and she showered me with kisses.

      I returned her kisses, and this time, I didn’t hold myself back. My hands cupped her face as I claimed her for mine. For forever. My mouth took hers, and I could feel her come alive, her hands exploring my body, finally letting down her own guard.

      I threw her on the blanket and pressed my chest on top of her, pulling the other blanket over us. We were isolated, but I wasn’t stupid enough to think we were completely alone on the mountain. No one would ever see what was mine ever again. No one other than me.

      I pushed her jeans off her hips and kicked them to the ground, the soft earth melting under her body. I pulled my own pants off. I kissed her neck, rubbed her nipples until she moaned. She was writhing underneath me as I pulled down her panties, my fingers lingering on her slit for only a second before she was pulling me to her. I didn’t hesitate. I sank into her heat, feeling at home inside her.

      I couldn’t control myself—not just my cock but my emotions as well. I pounded into her over and over as I kissed her. She met me move for move, rocking against each of my thrusts until her breath started to come in puffs and her whole body tightened around me.

      “I love you, Mia. I fucking love you so much.”

      She dug her fingers into my back. “I love you, too.”

      The pressure built in my balls, and I exploded inside her as she gasped with her own release.

      Afterward, we lay in silence. She cuddled on my chest, and I stroked her hair.

      I did love her.

      I would do anything to protect her.
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      I stared down at my ring. It was perfect—an oval diamond set on a rose-gold band. I was engaged. I couldn’t even believe it. Only a few weeks ago, Grant would barely speak to me. It was a strange turn of events, but I embraced the joy of it all.

      “Are we camping up here? Did you bring any equipment?”

      “No, I have a reservation in Tiburon. I just wanted to propose here. It’s always where I wanted to propose. Beats the hospital.”

      Ouch. I wished I had never broken up with him that day and let him propose to me. Our lives would be so different now. “I agree. This was the best proposal. Super romantic and meant even more to me because this is where you first told me you loved me. It was perfect. We should get married up here, too. But I want to wait until Joaquín gets exonerated so he can be here.”

      He gave me a halfhearted smile and clenched his teeth. I was too happy to fight with him.

      “Let’s get going.” Grant was already on his feet and grabbing blankets to fold them. I stood to help, and when everything was stashed back in his bag, we headed to the rental car and drove to the hotel. Grant didn’t let go of my hand once.

      He treated me to a romantic dinner, before we retired to the room, made love, and fell asleep in each other’s arms.

      Hours later, I woke to the sound of my phone beeping.

      Mitch: We need to talk.

      Fuck. Mitch? Grant still didn’t know that I had gone with Mitch to Rafael’s or that we had done drugs there. Or that Mitch had kissed me and I’d kissed him back. Or that he’d been the one who had driven me to Temecula to find Julián. Oh my god, Grant would freak. I never planned to keep it from him forever. I just hadn’t found the right time to drop that bomb on him. Seeing Mitch recently was different from seeing him at the club. I’d gone behind Grant’s back after Grant had found out who I really was.

      Me: Stop texting me. If it’s important, you can tell Grant.

      Mitch: This is urgent, Mia. Please call me. It’s about Joaquín.

      I deleted his texts, my heart beating rapidly against my ribs. I would tell Grant tomorrow about going to Rafael’s with Mitch, and about Mitch driving me to Temecula. Then, after I had begged for his forgiveness for lying to him . . . yet again, we would find out what Mitch needed to tell me. And we would do it together.
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      I’d slept better than I had in years holding Mia. My fiancée. I would do anything to make this work. For her, for me, for our son.

      We had an early morning breakfast in Tiburon before we met up with Beck, and he flew us home.

      After we picked up Hero and Curry, we went back to my place. It was still early afternoon, so I texted Kyle letting him I needed to talk to him when he had a second. I wanted him to know everything he could about Mia’s parents and Rafael.

      My phone rang, but it wasn’t Kyle, it was Paul.

      “I need to see you right away. Meet me at the NCIS office downtown. And wear your dress whites.”

      What the fuck? “May I ask why, sir?”

      His voice switched from formal to angry. “No, Carrion, just get the fuck down here.”

      Fuck. I tossed my phone on my bed and grabbed my uniform from the closet and quickly pressed it. I hated this fucking outfit. The bib, the bell bottoms, the neckerchief—I looked like I belonged on a fucking cracker jack box.

      As I was polishing my boots, Mia walked into the bedroom.

      “What’s happening, sailor? Your ass looks amazing in those bells.”

      “Not now, woman. Paul called me down to NCIS.” I gave her a quick kiss on the lips.

      Her face twisted. “Is this about Joaquín?”

      “I don’t know. Got to go.” I left her standing there with her mouth open as I dashed out the door and jumped into my truck.

      As I sped down the freeway, I convinced myself this had to be about Joaquín. I’d never been called in for anything. My record had always been stellar. And, God willing, it would remain so.

      I arrived at the building, flashed my ID, and checked in at the front desk. An older lady led me to a room where I found Paul sitting in a chair.

      “What’s this regarding, sir?”

      Before he could answer me, a woman entered in a tight black suit, her bob grazing her shoulders. Her makeup was natural, her body was perfect, but one look at her face, and my breath stopped.

      It was Autumn.

      “Petty Officer Carrion, thank you for joining us today,” she said, sliding past me to take a seat at the table.

      What the fuck? Gone was the stripper makeup and clothes. I’d seen her dancing in a thong with gold pasties on her tits.

      “I’m Special Agent Ashley Pierce. I can assume you know who I am, correct?”

      Stunned I looked to Paul, but he didn’t offer an explanation.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good. I’ve been undercover as Autumn while I’ve been investigating drug smuggling within the SEAL teams. Joaquín Cruz is currently being investigated for his suspected involvement with the Ramirez cartel. We need your help. In return, I will put all our resources toward getting your son back.”

      Holy shit! What the fuck was Joaquín involved in? A gang was bad enough, but he was working with a cartel?

      My mind replayed every encounter I’d ever had with Autumn. First at Paul’s party. How she had targeted me, teased the fuck out of me but never let things go too far. I’d next seen her at the first party I took Ksenya to. She’d cornered me there, offering to help me free Joaquín, and she’d told me that Tiffany had been involved in something shady. And Autumn had been the one who had shown me a picture of my son.

      She was as great of an actress as Mia was.

      Agent Pierce. It made perfect sense. How had I not suspected she was an agent?

      I attempted to regain my composure. “Of course. I’ll do anything.”

      “You are not to mention any part of this conversation to Mia Cruz. We believe she may be involved also.”

      My mouth dropped open, and she gave me a small smile.

      “Yes, we know who she is.”

      “Mia is not involved. And I think you should know that we’re engaged now. So, you can stop yourself there. I’ve known her for years. Yes, she underwent this extreme makeover, but she did that because she loves Joaquín, not because they are in cahoots together.”

      “Are you sure about that? How much do you trust her?”

      If she had asked me that a month ago, I would have laughed in her face and said that I didn’t trust Mia at all. That had changed, though. I did trust Mia.

      When Agent Pierce reached into a manila envelope and pulled out three black-and-white pictures, my eyes narrowed. My stomach lurched when they came into focus. One was Mia doing cocaine with Rafael. The next one was Mitch and Mia kissing as Rafael looked on, Mitch’s hand gripping her thigh. My throat burned, and I cringed at the sight of her straddled on his lap. And the last picture was of them sitting in Mitch’s truck—location tagged in Temecula. He had been the one who had given her a ride to Julián’s house. The pictures were date stamped three days ago. The day I’d found out that Julián was mine.

      “While we were at the bar with Rafael, I had another agent set up surveillance at Rafael’s house. These pictures were taken the next day.”

      Mia had gone behind my back even after she knew I knew who she really was. After we’d fucked. After we’d agreed that she would let me control the investigation. She’d done drugs . . . with Mitch. She’d kissed him.

      Pathetically, I told myself that maybe she was still trying to get information about Joaquín, justifying her actions. But it didn’t matter. None of it did. She had promised that she wasn’t hiding anything else from me, yet irrefutable proof of her lies were spread out on the tabletop.

      “You have my word.” My jaw clenched and I struggled with my anger.

      I was going to fucking kill Mitch.
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      Consume

      Se7en Deadly SEALs are no longer the brothers I trusted

      6ix months since Mia transformed into another woman

      5ive minutes since I learned she’d betrayed me.

      4our times I’ve seen Joaquín in jail

      Thre3 years ago Mia and I conceived a child

      2wo days since she agreed to be mine forever.

      1ne week since I laid eyes on my son.

      Zer0 chance I’ll rest until I find him.

      He’s out there and once I locate him, I’ll never let him go. He’s my flesh, my blood, my son. No one will stop me, not even Mia, no matter how she consumes me.

      
        Coming soon, early 2017.

        Available soon: Consume
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        Thank you for reading my book.

        If you liked it, would you please consider leaving a review?
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        alana@alanaalbertson.com

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Also by Alana Albertson

        

      

    
    
      
        Want more romance?

        

        Love Navy SEALS?

        Meet Pat! I had one chance to put on the cape and be her hero. Invincible

        Meet Grant! She wants to get wild? I will fulfill her every fantasy.  Conceit, Chronic, Crazed, Carnal, Crave, Consume, Covet

        Meet Shane! I’m America’s cockiest badass. Badass (co-written with Linda Barlow)

        

        Love Marines?

        Meet Grady! With tattooed arms sculpted from carrying M-16s, this bad boy has girls begging from sea to shining sea to get a piece of his action. Beast

        Meet Bret! He was a real man—muscles sculpted from carrying weapons, not from practicing pilates. Grunt

        

        Love demons?

        Who’s haunting America’s favorite ballet? Snow Queen
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