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   Never again would I allow my heart to become the play-
thing of someone else. Never again would I let a man (or men) 
come between me and my goals. Never again would I love with-
out feeling the fullness of that love in return. Not until I knew 
it was real. And if that took me a lifetime to fi nd, so be it. Th ose 
were my vows, and aft er all that had happened with Connor and 
Weston, I was determined to keep them. To protect my heart. 
And then he came home, and my vows became his promis-
es. He held my heart in his hands with reverence and care. He 
helped me fi nd my soul’s greatest purpose in life. He loved me 
with a love so pure and vibrant, I knew I’d never feel anything 
like it in a hundred lifetimes. It was real. Until it wasn’t. Un-
til it all came crashing down when I discovered the deep love 
I thought I’d found was nestled in a web of lies—so soft  and 
silken I hadn’t noticed it was there. Until it was too late.
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PROLOGUE
Connor

My lungs sucked in air, bringing consciousness and 

chaos rushing back to me. And pain. A fuck-ton of pain 

stabbing into my left  arm.

My vision was blurred as if I were underwater. 

I couldn’t move, my body pinned down by something 

heavy on my chest. I could hardly gasp under the weight, 

reduced to shallow breaths. Gunshots, shouts and mortar 

fi re distant through the ringing in my ears.

I blinked hard, forced myself to focus, and found the 

anchor pressing me down was Wes. He lay sprawled on 

top of me, his head on my chest, his helmet obscuring 

his face. His shoulders rose and fell—but was that him 

breathing or my breath moving him? I didn’t know if he 

was alive or dead.

Alive. He has to be alive.

Terror ripped through me, carrying adrenaline on its 

currents.

“Wes,” I croaked. “Wes…”

My gaze darted all over. I struggled to sit up and pain 

ground its steel teeth into my elbow, leaving me some-

where between puking and passing out.
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“Fuck…” 

I spit more curses between my teeth as I moved my left  

arm into my line of sight. A length of jagged shrapnel was 

lodged under the skin of my forearm. A wound so impos-

sible, so ugly and wrong, it looked fake but for the pain 

that was howling up to my shoulder. 

I turned my head this way and that, assessing our 

situation. Wes and I were exposed with no cover at the 

southern edge of the village. Figures moved through the 

blasted shells of homes, ghost-like in the smoke and dust. 

Th e fi ght was still happening but moving eastward. 

My gaze snagged on a crater in the earth, smeared with 

blood. A little kid’s sandal in the center. I remember run-

ning toward the owner of that shoe, trying to save him, to 

grab him and get behind some cover. I reached for him 

and then…

My memory had been blown to bits too, but I only 

had to look down to see my best friend lying motionless 

on top of me, covered in dust and blood, to guess what 

happened. 

Wes chased me down. He saw what I didn’t. He carried 

me away. He saved my ass.

Again.

A sob tore out of my constricted chest. Wes shielded 

me with his own body, taking multiple shots as we lay 

exposed. 

And now he’s dead. 

“Wes,” I cried. “God, no…”

Agony’s jaws still locked on my arm, I scooted out from 

under him and gently eased his head to the ground. His 

eyes were closed, his mouth slightly open. I put two fi ngers 
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to his throat. Tears stung my eyes when I felt his pulse, 

faint and way too slow, but there.

“Th ank fuck…”

Th e relief was short-lived. As I walked on my knees, in-

specting his wounds, a nauseous fear rose up in my throat. 

A bullet hole on the back of Wes’s thigh had soaked his fa-

tigues with blood, all the way down to the boot. My fi ngers 

moved around his waist and under his body armor and 

found three more gunshot wounds. But it was the shat-

tered fragment of bone poking through his hip that got 

me in the gut.

“God, no, come on, Wes…” 

I forced back the tears, digging deep for my training. 

We were exposed. Th e closest cover was a pile of rubble, 

maybe ten yards away.

I crouched on shaking legs and took hold of 

Wes’s rucksack with my right hand. I gritted my teeth and 

pulled. Wes’s deadweight scraped across the gritty sand 

an inch.

“Come on…” I sucked in three deep breaths, clenched 

my jaw and pulled. Another inch. Fuck, he was too heavy 

and I was too weak.

Gunshots ripped the air open, followed by an explo-

sion. Debris showered down and the adrenaline roared up 

in my three good limbs. Like the mom that lift s a car to 

get her kid out from under it, I grabbed Wes with my one 

good arm and hauled ass to safety. Once behind the rub-

ble, I fell to my knees beside him.

“You stay with me, Wes,” I said, sliding out my own 

rucksack. “You hear me? You fucking stay with me. 

Don’t die on me, or I’ll fucking kill y—”



 14 

My stomach heaved as my rucksack strap caught on my 

left  elbow.

“Medic!” I screamed as I worked to get my aid kit open. 

“Wilson, goddammit…”

I dug into my rucksack and found my CAT. One 

handed, I fought to slip the belt-like tourniquet up 

Wes’s right leg, getting it above the wound. I turned the 

clip around and around, tightening the belt until the 

clip wouldn’t turn any more. Once the blood stopped 

fl owing from the ragged hole in his leg, I strapped the 

clip into place.

“Medic!” I screamed. “For fuck’s sake, I need a medic!”

I went to my aid kit again and grabbed my XSTAT. In 

training, we called them tampon shots. I tore the package 

off  the over-sized syringe with my teeth and put the nozzle 

against the gunshot on Wes’s hip. I depressed the plunger 

and the absorbent sponges fi lled the gaping wound, in-

stantly soaking up the blood.

I was fi ghting for consciousness now. My vision grayed 

out and in as I assessed a bullet hole in Wes’s lower back 

and another wound higher up, under his body armor. 

Th ey needed tending but I didn’t have the training or the 

strength. I sat on my ass, hard, exhausted. I sucked in one 

last deep breath and put everything I had behind it.

“Medic!” I screamed so loud my voice turned ragged at 

the end, a small pathetic scrap against the machine of war.  

“Jesus Christ, someone help him…”

Like a tree falling in slow motion, I lay on my good side, 

tight between Wes’s body and the wall of rubble keeping 

us hidden.


