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CHAPTER 1


Zain should’ve been startled by the crack of bullets. But that sound hadn’t rattled him in a long, long time.

Nothing did anymore.

Not bombs shaking the ground. Not missiles decimating buildings. Not even the screams—holy fuck, the screams. He liked those the least. But they didn’t scare him.

The April night air froze his exposed skin, but he didn’t cover his face with the wool shawl draped over his shoulders. He welcomed the cold. The crisp air allowed more oxygen into his lungs and gave him clarity he didn’t have with all the noise and Pashto in his ear all day. He spoke the language fluently because he rarely got the opportunity to speak English anymore.

The desert nights were the only thing he enjoyed—though enjoyed might be too strong a word. The chilly temperature matched his stone-cold insides.

He’d become desensitized. Didn’t know anything but blood, gunshots, and shady motherfuckers he couldn’t trust. At one point, he’d just wanted to survive. Now, every throb of his pulse demanded revenge.

He wanted to kill the ones causing the suffering. And he would if he didn’t die first. Death wouldn’t be such a bad thing, though. What the hell did he live for anyway? Nothing important. Nothing he could remember. And if he stayed in this fucked-up camp with its cave of prisoners and cruelty, he’d turn into one of them.

A howl sounded from the depths of the cave at his back. Zain closed his eyes as the keening turned to guttural cries.

Crack!

The gunshot echoed off the stone walls, so damn loud Zain tipped his head to his shoulder. The hysterical shouts stopped.

Emotion evaded him. Compassion and empathy were gone. In truth, he’d already started to morph into one of them.

Like a vampire’s bitten victim, Zain was on the cusp. The poison had already entered his veins. Now he waited with bated breath to become what he despised most. Every day he grew more indifferent. Every minute he lost more of his ability to give a fuck. And every second he forgot more and more about the man he once was.

All he was . . . was this.

Hollow.

Zain ran his hand over his beard. Even the desire to trim the scraggly strands was gone. As fucked up as it was, he accepted this reality. Maybe that’s why he hadn’t been killed yet. Tilting back his head, he gazed up at the stars.

Christ, the sky was brilliant out here. No light pollution in the mountains of Afghanistan. Looking up at the stars almost convinced him there was more to the world than terrorism.

No, probably not.

Just another illusion.

Picking up his gun, he went back into the moist-smelling cave. He couldn’t let himself remember the good.

Not when darkness had become his only ally.

*     *     *

“You don’t have to do this,” Dana said softly into the phone. She glanced at the clock on her nightstand. If she wanted to catch her flight to Pakistan, she needed to leave now and not give her travel companion any way out.

Not that she wanted to leave Brick without options, but truth be told, she couldn’t make this trip alone. From the moment she’d heard about Rami’s missing brother, she’d been riveted.

A Green Beret soldier missing in action wasn’t exactly something you forgot about. He’d been gone almost three years, supposedly kidnapped while on a mission in Afghanistan. Dana had been given a photo of Zain taken six months after his supposed capture, and, well, she hadn’t been able to stop looking.

That was four months ago. She’d spent countless hours scouring every piece of surveillance data she could get her hands on. Thankfully, she still had contacts from her previous job as an FBI intelligence analyst.

So now, here she was, doomed to traipse into dangerous territory for a man she’d never met—a man who was probably dead or at the very least had been tortured for nearly three years. And she thought she could find him.

If that wasn’t a toxic trait, she didn’t know what was. It had the whole I can fix him vibe. Lord help her.

Brick Slater scoffed through the speaker. “Is that why you called? Look, you and I both know I do have to do this. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to. Believe it or not, I miss living on the edge. I need an adrenaline rush.”

“Rami will be pissed,” she said.

Rami would go to the ends of the earth to find his brother, but she couldn’t pass on the tip she’d been given. One, she didn’t have enough proof Zain was alive. Two, Rami had a whole life now with Ivy Hastings, and not only was he ridiculously in love, but he also had a company to run with his business partner. Jetting off to Afghanistan on a whim could chew up weeks or months, and it could all be for nothing if she didn’t get more intel.

Besides the single profile picture that matched Zain’s in a facial-recognition search, there was only one other clue she’d found that had prompted her to book a flight to Peshawar, Pakistan, and rope Brick into the shenanigans too.

“I think he’ll get over being shorthanded if we come back with his missing brother,” Brick said dryly. “Not to mention I was just on a job in Canada for the last five weeks. I’m on vacation for the next two.”

Dana grabbed her favorite hoodie and pulled it over her head. Once they got closer to their destination, she’d purchase proper attire for Afghanistan.

“Uber’s here,” Brick said. “I’ll be there in fifteen. You sure you want to go through with this? You know as well as I do Afghanistan is the least safe place for a woman.”

For a flicker of an instant, Brick’s words threatened to steal the confidence that had rooted itself in her gut the moment she’d made up her mind to find Zain. Yes, this mission was perilous. She was at a great disadvantage as a woman, but with Brick as her companion, she wouldn’t draw as much unwanted attention.

Not until she got close to Jaysh, the terrorist group they believed held Zain.

“I’m sure.” Her voice wavered, though. “Maybe I’m as twisted as you. This desk job is killing me.”

Brick barked out a laugh. “Suit yourself, Mrs. Slater.”

She chuckled. Having an alias was one thing, but pretending to be married to Brick was another. In Afghanistan, traveling without a man was largely frowned upon. They needed to have the same last name on their passports to prove their fake marriage, and Brick had borrowed a slim wedding band from his mother and one from his father as well.

“I’ll meet you downstairs.” She disconnected and stared at her small carry-on bag. She was traipsing across the globe to the most dangerous country in the world with only the necessities. There was no point checking a larger bag as they’d need to get to Zain and get out as quickly as possible.

She dropped back her head and stared at the ceiling. If Brick hadn’t seen the same evidence she had, she’d have thought she was losing her mind. But it was unlikely they’d both gone insane.

She barely knew Brick. He’d been away on a lot of jobs since she started at Backcountry Protection Services. But if her brother and the other guys trusted him, that was good enough for her. Rami and Toth had chosen only the strongest ex-military guys they knew to work for their bodyguard security company.

After snagging her bag, she walked through her apartment and made sure the appliances were unplugged and everything was as it should be.

In case she didn’t return.

Her stomach churned at the thought of her mom, her dad, and her brother, Taschen, having to go through her belongings and deal with her death. Taschen had been fighting overseas when she was with the FBI. Her parents had aged drastically during those years, and now that both their children were safe and no longer putting their lives at risk, they were happy.

But she couldn’t stifle the need to help people. If Zain was alive, she’d find him. And if he was dead, she’d do her damn best to find that out. Because no one deserved to go their whole lives not knowing if their child or sibling was suffering.

She locked her apartment door and moved quickly to the elevator. A familiar sense of urgency washed over her. She’d been a field agent for only three of the six years she’d been with the bureau. The other three, she’d been an analyst and loved it. She was good at tracking data. Good at finding inconsistencies and consistencies and seeing outside of the box.

But part of her had missed carrying a gun. Missed the adrenaline and the rush.

Well, she was back at it.

And her mom was gonna kill her.


CHAPTER 2


“Keep your eyes down,” Brick commanded. She stayed close to his side as they walked through the streets of Kabul.

She wanted to point out that she couldn’t scan the crowd for Zain’s face if her damn gaze was on her feet. Every inch of her face was concealed behind a niqab, and the cloak of material made her feel invisible. Less vulnerable. Still, keeping her eyes in check was hard. She wanted to look for Zain.

They’d rested at a hotel in Peshawar, and then Brick’s friend Ali arranged for his men to drive them into Kabul, Afghanistan, where a protest was about to take place. Flying into the neighboring country and then driving across the border made things a little less dangerous, especially for Dana. Now they were in the thick of an angsty crowd, though.

Definitely not an ideal situation. But through recent footage she’d found online, she’d discovered that Zain—or his doppelgänger—had captured prisoners at previous protests and riots.

If they had any shot of finding Zain, this was it.

Men shouted in Pashto or Persian, she couldn’t be sure which language. Women circulated, too, all dressed similarly to Dana. They held signs with messages written in Arabic. No one met her eye. But dread crawled up her spine.

Every fiber in her being screamed they were in danger. Not only were they clustered among the group egging on the Taliban, but from what she’d gathered, they were pissing off Jaysh too. Brick had explained that the men and women of Kabul were fed up with the lack of safety—enough to risk their lives in hopes of change.

The rattling of engines stirred the air. The screaming crowd got louder. Brick’s hand wrapped around her wrist and protectively tugged her to his side. She stayed close, letting his six-foot-something frame swallow her up.

A fleet of pickup trucks rounded the street corner, dust billowing in their wake. Black flags danced high as the wind whipped them proudly, and the white symbols coupled with the assault rifles in the men’s hands were as threatening as a swastika.

“Oh god,” Dana mumbled.

Regret wasn’t something that struck her often. But right now, it was fermenting deep in her gut. She tried to tug her wrist from Brick’s hold, the movement involuntary and desperate. “We need to go,” she hissed over the din.

His jaw hardened beneath his unkempt beard. “It’s too late.”

He was right. The vehicles had boxed in the crowd. Tears stung her eyes as she watched men leap from the back of the pickups waving their guns angrily. Dust particles swarmed like angry bees. Dana’s burka protected her skin from the sting, but not her lungs.

Fear anchored her feet to the spot. She couldn’t run. Couldn’t hide. Couldn’t take back the decision they’d made.

There was no other way to find him. It wasn’t as if terrorist groups had goddamn employee directories. Dana pictured the last image she’d seen of Zain. The photo depicted a similar situation, though it had been taken months prior. Jaysh had come to break up a protest and silence people with fear. Someone’s cell phone camera had caught Zain’s profile as he’d pointed his gun at the innocent crowd.

With his description fresh in her mind, she rapidly scanned the dozens of men shouting threats at the civilians. Zain was six foot four—not a small guy—and of Lebanese descent. His dark hair and olive skin would blend in here, but hopefully his size would make him easy to spot.

The people yelled back, and one Jaysh leader standing on the back of a truck aimed his gun at the sky and fired bullets in rapid succession.

Dana clapped her free hand over one of her ears. Each blast increased her heart rate.

Brick’s hold bit into her wrist. He bent his face close to her ear. “I don’t see him!” he shouted.

She couldn’t respond. He’d have a hard time hearing her through her burka and over the rioting. The gunshots hadn’t calmed the crowd. They’d only angered them more.

The leader who’d fired the weapon glowered at the people. Rage contorted his face. Menace shimmered in his dark eyes. He leapt off the back of the vehicle and advanced on one of the loud men in the clusters of people in front of them.

He snagged him by the cloak at his throat and hauled him to the front of the crowd. The man’s face turned pale as the terrorist leader shouted ferociously. Spit flew from his lips. The protestors’ hollers of defiance became cries of indignation. A woman pleaded for the man’s life.

Dana curled her free hand around Brick’s forearm. They could shoot everyone in the crowd just for disobedience. Tears stung her eyes, and her breath wheezed in and out of her lungs. The man’s desperate gaze searched the men and women calling for his release.

The leader shoved the man to his knees, brought the gun to the back of his head, and fired.

Chaos erupted. People rushed up from the back of the crowd, throwing Dana against Brick’s side. His hold on her tightened, but they both got carried forward. Dana let go of Brick’s forearm so she could brace herself against the person in front of her.

Weight slammed against her back, and she stumbled to the ground. Dana cried out as her knees connected with the dirt. Pain shot down her shins.

Angry feet and legs bumped and kicked against her as the riot intensified. Dust clouded around her as she tried to get her feet under her before she got trampled. Brick caught her firmly under the arms and hauled her against him. He shoved people away, his brown eyes wide with uncertainty.

Another wave of people made Brick stumble. Dana was forced to move with the crowd or get trampled. Bodies crushed her on all sides. Panic shot through her. A scream caught in her throat. If she didn’t find a way out of the mob, she’d be killed.

Using all her strength to push against the backs of the people in front of her, she craned her neck in search of Brick.

Jaysh members screamed and yielded weapons. The leader once again grabbed an innocent man. This time, the crowd settled. Some of the pressure on Dana’s back eased, and she pushed her way through the group. Scanning each bobbing head, she looked for Brick. If she could just—

Her gaze landed on a hulking man. One of the terrorists. His wide shoulders and muscular frame stood out. A gasp hit the back of her throat.

A pakol hat covered his dark hair, and his thick and full beard almost hid the chiseled line of his jaw, but the bone structure was recognizable. Her insides stirred with wonder. The cries of the people fell away from her ears. No sound penetrated Dana’s brain.

Could it be him?

Before she could get a good look at his eyes, he swiveled to face one of the Jaysh leaders. She needed to get closer.

Elbowing her way forward, she reached the front row. Blood sprayed the barren ground, and a woman knelt next to the dead man’s body. Dana shuddered. She’d come this far. All she had to do was confirm it was him. Then find a way to talk to him. And, of course, get him away from his . . . captors?

She didn’t want to think about the brainwashing Jaysh could have done on Rami’s brother. Didn’t want to acknowledge that the Green Beret soldier could very well be deeply entrenched in a terrorist group and have no desire to leave.

The man she suspected was Zain waved off the leader he’d spoken to and turned to face the crowd again. She stood within arm’s reach. Close enough that she could spot the lines of ink jutting out from his collar. She couldn’t be sure they were Zain’s tattoos, but they were in the right location.

She needed to see his eyes. She’d studied his golden irises for months. All she needed was one good look to be sure . . .

Come on, dude. Look at me.

The leader shouted something, and the note of finality in his voice struck fresh fear into her. Were they leaving? Rounding up everyone to shoot them?

She might not get another chance. If she was wrong, she could be staring down the end of this man’s rifle.

She reached forward and caught his wrist. He jerked his face toward her, and his warm skin stayed in her grasp as he stared down at her. His mouth went slack with shock. He blinked, revealing the most gorgeous golden eyes.

“Hey.” She spoke loudly, terrified her voice might not carry through the cloth covering her lips.

His yellow eyes widened. “Who—”

Crack, crack, crack!

Dana dropped his hand and covered her head. Her pulse hammered in her ears, and she sank to the ground. Everyone in the crowd dropped to their knees as someone from the back fired at the terrorists. The leader’s face filled with fury and more gunshots broke out.

Brick!

Dana stayed low. If she stood, she’d probably get shot just for being an easy target, but where had he gone? Was he injured?

Please, God. Let him be okay.

She turned her attention back to where Zain had stood moments before, but he was gone. Desperation clawed at her. No. She couldn’t have lost him. She’d just found him, for god’s sake.

Moisture splattered her face, soaking through her burka. She lifted her hand and wiped at the damp material. Crimson coated her shaking fingers. Her chest squeezed her lungs until no air could enter. She had to get up. Had to run. Find Brick. But she couldn’t move.

Stark horror froze her in place.

Her brain flickered with the need for oxygen. Pressing her knuckles into the pebbly earth, she sent a prayer skyward and dragged a breath through her nose.

Booted feet came into her vision, and a brutal hold seized her elbow, pulling her to her feet. Dana let out a strangled cry as she stared at the leader who’d shot the man moments before.

Terror stopped her heart.

*     *     *

Dread clung to Zain’s skin like burs. Five protestors had already been shot. When one of the members zeroed in on a kid, Zain nearly lost it.

But that woman . . .

Christ, who was she? Where was she?

He’d gotten Rakesh to leave the boy alone, but now Zain couldn’t find the woman who’d grabbed his arm. Her electric-blue eyes had held his with a firmness and a confidence that were unusual for a woman in Afghanistan. Not to mention her earnest hold on his wrist.

If she’d done that to any other Jaysh member, she’d have been shot in the face. But she’d grabbed him. Spoken English. A language and greeting from his past. Words he’d almost forgotten.

Whoever the hell she was, he had to find her before she became the next victim. And he needed to get Isaad to pull the troops out. They’d come here to scare off truth-speakers, to rule with their iron fist. He’d figured there’d be bloodshed. There always was.

But hearing her voice . . . it’d done something to him. Pulled him back to a time when he wasn’t okay with this level of brutality.

Zain ignored the cries of the people on the ground by their loved ones. If he had the patience, he’d tell them they shouldn’t have come. Shouldn’t have angered Jaysh. He didn’t dare utter the words because he’d be next. Not for one second did he believe they wouldn’t kill him without a second thought. He’d played their game this long. Learned to adapt by shutting off his emotions.

His gaze landed on Isaad, the group leader, who sneered down at a woman cloaked in a black burka. His grip on her slight arm was ruthless. Even though she was covered from head to foot and he couldn’t see her eyes from here, he knew it was her. Maybe it was the way her head tipped up to stare at Isaad with insolence, maybe it was the balled, defiant fist at her side, but goddammit it was her—and by the look on Isaad’s face, he was ready to put a bullet between her eyes just for existing.

Zain stalked across the dirt road, protectiveness washing over him. He had to stomp it out. Couldn’t show Isaad he gave a damn about civilians.

“Isaad,” Zain hollered.

The man turned his face toward Zain. If he’d heard the growl in Zain’s voice, he didn’t react. Zain spoke quickly in Pashto, telling Isaad he’d overheard someone say the authorities were on their way.

Since they’d brought only a small fleet of men to disperse the protest, Jaysh wouldn’t want to fight law enforcement. Isaad’s face tightened, but he didn’t let go of the woman. Rakesh approached and Isaad repeated what Zain had said about the authorities.

“Farid,” Isaad said, addressing Zain using the false name he’d been living under. “Make sure everyone loads up.”

Isaad turned to Rakesh. “Take her as prisoner.” He shoved the woman at Rakesh. “She’s disobedient.” He gestured to the crowd with two fingers. “And grab two more. Let’s go.”

Rakesh called orders and towed the woman toward the waiting vehicles. She dug her feet in the ground, fighting. Warning bells went off in Zain’s head, and he mentally pleaded with the woman to keep calm. Acting out wouldn’t end well for her.

“No! Let her go!” A man broke through the crowd, blood dripping from his lip. He spoke in Pashto, but an American accent clung to his voice.

What the hell were these two doing in the middle of an Afghan protest?

Zain advanced on the man and held out his palm. Several of the troops had already jumped in their vehicles, but a few loomed uttering threats to warn the crowd against future revolt. “Hey.” Zain spoke in Pashto even though he’d bet his right arm the guy spoke English.

The guy’s eyes locked on Zain’s and something flickered in them—recognition? No, it couldn’t be. He’d never seen this man in his life. Of that he was almost certain.

Unease made Zain want to back away. To steer clear of whatever this man had brought to his door. Because he couldn’t take the fucking risk. Still, curiosity buzzed his cells.

The man took a step forward, his brown eyes flickering with fear as he swept his gaze to the woman being loaded in the truck. “You can’t take her,” he cried. “She’s—”

Smack!

The man crumpled to the ground, unconscious. One of the guards had slammed the butt of his gun into the back of his head. The guard sneered at the fallen guy and mumbled something.

Indecision made Zain hesitate. But he couldn’t interfere. Turning, he made his way to the vehicles and hopped in the back of a truck—the vehicle directly behind the one holding the female prisoner.


CHAPTER 3


Dana’s teeth chattered beneath her veil. Not from the cold. Oh, no. This was pure, undiluted fear stealing her body’s ability to pump blood to her extremities.

She’d been captured by a terrorist group.

This was the absolute worst-case scenario. Being rescued was next to impossible now. She sniffed back the moisture collecting on her eyelashes. Brick had tried to stop them from taking her. She’d heard his screams and watched in horror as he’d been struck in the back of the head.

It’s all my fault.

Even if he survived, Brick didn’t have the resources to save her. By the time he arranged for men to get here from Pakistan, where Ali lived, it’d be too late. She’d either be dead or maimed beyond recognition.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

If they’d done things differently. If she’d stayed closer to Brick. If she hadn’t taken on this godforsaken suicide mission. She knotted her hands on her knees. Feeling sorry for herself would do absolutely nothing. Keeping her legs drawn tightly to her chest, she stared at the shackles the terrorist—others called him Rakesh—had locked around her wrists. The tarnished metal was heavy. Nothing short of a bullet or key would crack it open.

The truck bumped and rattled beneath her. On the other side of the truck bed sat two young men, who’d also been taken prisoner. From what she could tell, they didn’t speak English. Some of the terrorists sat on a crate in the middle and some crouched low, hanging on to the sides of the truck. Each vehicle held at least a dozen people, and she’d counted five vehicles.

Zain. Where was he? From the low corner of the truck, she couldn’t make out any faces in the vehicle behind or in front of them. She’d glimpsed the other vehicles only when she’d been ushered onto the truck bed.

It had been him. She was sure of it. His eyes had flashed with warning when she touched him, but she hadn’t been afraid. Because something else screamed from his amber eyes. Concern. For her. She was sure of that because he didn’t flinch or remove her hand from his arm. He didn’t retaliate. Instead, he’d stood frozen, as if electrocuted by her voice.

But he’d heard.

Was he one of them now? The chances of her seeing him again were slim now that she was prisoner. She’d made it all this way and found him only to be captured and have the whole damn thing blow up in her face.

Even if she was lucky enough to speak to him again, he might just tell her to go to hell.

She closed her eyes as a torrent of fright swelled in her belly. They were traveling fast, and the whirr of the tires made bile creep up the back of her throat.

She lifted her gaze to see Rakesh. Heat burned her face. His eyes burrowed holes through her burka and his tongue slid over his bottom lip just above his beard. Revulsion crawled up the back of her neck. His eyes continued to hold hers as he kept the handle of his gun braced on the floor, the nozzle pointed to the sky.

Dana lowered her gaze. Her chest ached and a deep, black hole of self-pity wanted to suck her inside. The only certainty right now was the predatorial fire in Rakesh’s eyes. If she ever faced him alone, it’d be when she took her last breath. Because she’d rather fight until he killed her than suffer at his hands.

*     *     *

The desire for murder flooded Zain’s arteries. He pressed his tongue to the back of his teeth as he stared at Rakesh. The guy was inches shorter than him. If Zain lost his temper, he could snap Rakesh like a twig. And he wouldn’t regret it either. Rakesh was one of the cruelest bastards in this godforsaken place, reveling in the suffering he imposed on innocent people.

Lanterns flickered on the cave walls as they walked together, sending insidious shapes over Rakesh’s face and the rock surrounding them. Rakesh’s dark eyebrows bobbed, waiting for Zain to acknowledge whatever he’d said. Zain hadn’t been listening.

Hatred made him want to pull the machete from his belt and slit the bastard’s throat. Common sense won out. Zain just grunted. Rakesh meandered down the long windowless hall, and Zain fell into step beside him.

“You check on cell one,” Rakesh ordered. “I’ll do the other.”

Distaste slithered around Zain’s spine. Their job was to check on the prisoners. Rakesh had never volunteered himself for the prisoner’s check. Red flags waved in Zain’s head.

It’d been eight hours since they returned from disassembling the protest, and the woman’s haunting blue eyes had stayed with Zain every goddamn minute. A woman captive wouldn’t last long here. It’d be a miracle if she hadn’t been violated already. Fury skittered over his flesh, but he didn’t give in to the stifling need to find her.

He couldn’t.

Over the years, he’d learned how to create distance; he’d allowed himself to become desensitized. It was the only way to push through the urge to shield any female from the dungeon’s monsters.

I can’t get involved.

The linen afghan around his frame offered a shield against the frigid elements as he moved deeper through the cave alongside Rakesh. After steering around the winding corridor, he reached cell one. There were two cells, each one holding two or three inmates, all men other than the woman who’d been taken today.

Rakesh’s pace increased, and he disappeared around the corner, where the other cell waited.

Zain slid his assault rifle off his shoulder and poised it in front of him with one hand. With his other hand, he fished out the set of keys from his pocket. No sounds came from inside as he unlocked the door and entered.

Three captives sat hunched against the cave’s walls. One on one side and two on the other. Several feet separated them. The flames on the wall sconces danced, illuminating the men’s dirty faces.

She wasn’t here. Relief and disappointment clashed inside him like two rams fighting to determine dominance.

The stenches of urine and feces stung his nostrils. Pushing down a gag, he made his way toward the captives.

Immediately, a young man from the protest earlier that day leapt to his knees. “Please, sir!” he said, in Pashto, his native tongue. “My wife. My daughter. I need to find them.” Tears coursed down his cheeks.

The dampness in the air was so thick Zain could almost see water droplets. If the men held here didn’t die from torture or brute force, they’d die of infection. The prisoner’s words morphed into guttural cries that tried to worm through the blocked-off chambers of Zain’s conscience.

There’s nothing I can do.

Still, the man’s deep-brown eyes cut through him. The other prisoners were quiet. They’d been here a few weeks and by now surely knew begging wouldn’t get them anywhere. Zain approached the younger man and knelt down. He pulled his canteen from his side and handed it to him.

The man grabbed the leather bag, tears of appreciation in his gaze. He likely thought he’d found a savior. An ally.

He was wrong.

The man drank, wiped his mouth, and handed the canteen back. “Th-Thank you. Please. Can you help me? I didn’t do what they say. I’m innocent.”

Zain fought the mounting pressure in his chest. This man could scream his innocence and it wouldn’t fucking matter. Not only did no one give a shit, but he’d been accused of arranging a riot. Protesting of any kind was unforgivable. Guilty or not, he’d pay the price.

Zain tethered the man’s gaze to his. “Don’t try to talk to anyone,” he said in Pashto, his voice barely above a whisper. “They’ll kill you and do the same to your family for fun.”

The man sobbed. His wrenching cries made Zain cringe. Without another word, he stood and went back into the hall. The man’s pitiful pleas echoed over the stone walls. Zain locked the door and closed his eyes for half a second.

Up until now, Zain’s heart had been hardened. Stone cold. But something about the man’s desperation for his family ate away at the moat of distance Zain had constructed around his heart. The guy would be dead tomorrow if the family didn’t pay the ransom money. Which they sure as hell wouldn’t be able to do.

Zain turned and swung the strap of his rifle over his shoulder. Resting his palm on the handle of the machete—he wouldn’t walk a step in this place unguarded—Zain looked toward the other cell, around the corner.

Uncertainty anchored him in place. He shook his head, dissolving the unease clouding him. He moved away from the door.

“No!” A muffled female cry split the air.

Zain’s senses fired.

Fuck.

*     *     *

Dana’s eyes burned from lack of moisture. She sniffed back the stinging pain in her sinuses as she pillaged the walls of her chamber with her gaze. Like a reel on repeat, she produced the same results: no escape.

The high ceilings came to a peak overhead and water droplets fell from the roof to splatter her head and the puddles at her feet. There was no window. No hole. No tools she could use to dig. Except her shackles. She turned her wrists over, and the chain leashing her to the wall rattled. The thin band of metal was secured with a lock.

She could drag the metal against the wall, but she’d probably tear off her skin and get nowhere. She swallowed and glanced at the man sitting across the cell from her. He didn’t move or speak. Just stared into nothingness as if he were comatose. She was envious, wishing she could escape to whatever alternate reality his mind had conjured.

A chill shook her shoulders, and she rested her cheek on her knees. A bucket sat a few feet away, and judging by the pungent fecal smell, it hadn’t been emptied after the last person who’d been chained in her very spot had been taken away.

Brick. Taschen. Somebody, please get me out of here.

She’d never been one to wallow in despair, but nothing short of an alien spacecraft zooming in and abducting her would get her out of this place. Even if she could find something to use as a weapon against one of the guards, she’d never make the long trek through the bowels of hell without getting caught.

Please, God. Just let my death be quick.

That was her only hope right now.

The tinkling sound of a key in a metal lock made her snap up her head. The chill in her bones spread to her fingers and toes. Her heart thumped against her eardrums, making her brain work harder to assess the threat. Maybe it was Zain . . .

Creak

The door swung open and Rakesh entered.

Dana’s stomach revolted. Thank god he couldn’t see her expression through her burka. But her spine molded itself to the stone wall at her back.

Rakesh didn’t smile, but his thin lips twitched, making his long beard move. He closed the door behind him and stopped in front of her.

Self-preservation kept her gaze on his shoes. He stood still, his energy radiating toward her like a nuclear bomb. Only the gentle drip, drip, drip from the ceiling echoed through the room.

“Take off your burka.” His broken English shattered the silence.

Dana closed her eyes.

“Now,” he commanded.

She brought her hands to the material on her head and pulled it off. Her long, dark strands got tangled in the black cloth. She shook them free and glanced up at him.

His lip curled, and he brought his hand down.

Smack!

Dana cried out and hit the ground. Her cheekbone screamed, as the tender flesh immediately started to swell. She blinked away the shock stealing her breath.

“Do not look at me, whore,” he said viciously.

Dana bit back the retort she wanted to hurl at the woman-beating bastard. A high-pitched wail sounded throughout the space. Dana shot her gaze to her cellmate. His knees were curled to his chest, his hands around his ears. He rocked back and forth, eyes closed, piercing sounds coming from his lips.

Rakesh yelled something and the man stopped blabbering. Dana swallowed and slowly pushed herself back to a seated position.

What the hell do you want from me?

The question burned a hole through her tongue, but she didn’t raise her gaze from the ground. Rakesh dropped into a squatted position, forcing her to focus on his body. Instinct made her want to look at his face. To read his expression. Search for his intention.

But she couldn’t.

Doing so would cost her another hit—or worse. He wanted to scare her. This was nothing more than an intimidation tactic. She had to hold out.

His hand disappeared beneath the cloth he was swathed in, and then he produced a blade. A shudder rippled over Dana. She pressed her trembling lips into a firm line and swallowed.

He was going to kill her.

Cool metal stroked her cheek. “Too pretty,” he growled. “You want me to want you, yes? You want to be used.”

Her breath wheezed from her lips, the sound raspy.

“Look at me.”

Dana swallowed. Her face throbbed from the last time she’d done just that. He pressed the blade against her cheek and her skin threatened to split. She cut her gaze to his. He hovered inches from her face, so close she could headbutt him.

The urge to fight, to use her training, almost overpowered her.

He pulled the knife from her face, and a little gasp of relief left her body. He brought the metal tip to hover at her abdomen. “If you scream, I will cut you from center to teeth.”

Cold waves crashed against her.

His hand locked around her throat, and he pushed her to the ground. The unrelenting slab of rock dug into her back as Rakesh pulled at her clothing. Terror as sharp as nails hammered her spine. “No,” she wheezed, shoving at his hands.

There was no one to help her.

Calling out would only bring more men to her cell.

“Do not speak to me!”

Wham!

His backhanded slap hit her lips. The tinny taste of blood touched her mouth. He worked feverishly to pull up her long dress, and his hand sunk beneath the waistband of her trousers.

Panic assaulted her senses. “No!” she cried. Using her bound hands like a club, she swung at his face.

Rakesh staggered to the side, and the knife slipped from his fingers. Dana catapulted to her feet, but the chain securing her to the wall didn’t let her go far.

Rakesh’s brown eyes glowered at her. He wiped his mouth and stood. Words spat from his snarly lips. She was sure he was calling her hideous names.

“Please.” She pressed her back against the wall as he closed in on her personal space. “Just kill me.” Oh god. She was begging for death. It didn’t take a psychic to know he wouldn’t carry out her wishes.

“I will, whore. Once I’m done with you.”

Creak

Rakesh stiffened and turned to face the door. “Farid.”

All the air left Dana’s lungs as Zain entered the room, swinging the door shut behind him. Her brain worked at the speed of light. Farid?

Zain spoke in Pashto, words flying from his mouth like stones, firm and authoritative.

Rakesh seized her throat again, towing her to stand next to him. “She is mine,” he said, in English. “Find your own whore.”

Dana’s chest screamed for air, but she wouldn’t risk taking a breath. Wouldn’t move.

Zain came closer. “I said, leave.”

Rakesh’s face hardened. He shoved Dana away and she stumbled backward, catching herself on the wall. He held up the knife again, this time pointing it toward Zain. Before, she’d been too close to see the dagger’s ten-inch jagged length. Her blood turned cold.

“Don’t be a fool,” Rakesh said. “You can have your turn.”

Zain moved the cloth of his tunic shirt and revealed a machete.

Oh god. No.

Please don’t die because of me.

Rakesh let out a sneering laugh then lunged forward, slicing the knife. Zain dodged backward, his torso careening at a sharp angle as if in a scene from The Matrix.

Dana’s breath came in sharp pants. Rakesh moved in a wide circle. As he moved farther from Dana, she could see the angry pinch of his brow. Zain mimicked Rakesh’s movements.

The other prisoner let out a shrill whine, amplifying the tension in the space. Rakesh snarled and dove for Zain, driving the knife toward his midsection.

“Zain!” Dana cried. The word ripped from her throat just as Zain moved swiftly out of Rakesh’s reach. His eyes, full of shock and scorched with warning, snapped to hers.

Oh god. What have I done?

Rakesh had called him Farid because Zain didn’t go by his real name. But why?

Rakesh’s beady eyes turned vengeful. “Traitor,” he whispered. His eyes flashed and his mouth twisted. “Tr—”

In one quick sweep, Zain sliced Rakesh’s jugular.

Dana brought her chained hands to her mouth to stifle a cry. Blood splattered across the cave wall, just missing her face. Strangled sounds gurgled from Rakesh’s throat. His knees buckled and connected with the dirt, then he folded forward, drowning in his own blood.

The prisoner’s cries stopped.

Zain’s chest heaved. His huge form, dominating the room. Sweat coated his face. His unforgiving eyes homed in on her. “You have no idea what you’ve done.”


CHAPTER 4


Zain tucked away the machete, bent to Rakesh’s body, and pulled out a set of keys. He stood and moved toward the woman. Her mouth popped open and she quickly snapped it shut. Tremors shook her body.

“I—I don’t understand,” she moaned. “What do you mean?”

He kept his eyes down because if he looked at her, he’d lose his composure. Maybe he’d been too harsh. But Jesus, she’d screwed him. More than she could imagine. It wasn’t her fault Rakesh had assaulted her. But she shouldn’t be here. Shouldn’t have been at the protest. Shouldn’t have risked her life.

In the last couple years, he’d witnessed a lot of gruesome shit that went against everything he believed in. Cruelty beyond measure. But he’d never witnessed a woman being raped, and it turned out that was the one thing he couldn’t tolerate.

She’d said his name. His mind ripped through a million possibilities. None of them made sense, but he didn’t have time to drill her. Rakesh’s absence would be noticed. They had to move.

He picked up her wrists and turned them over until he found the lock. In seconds he had her free. Tears coated her cheeks. Instinct made him want to tell her she’d be okay. But that was a lie. Cold hard truth was the only thing that might save them.

“They’ll kill us both, that’s what.” He finally met her eyes, and remorse flooded through him. Grave sadness that creased her forehead.

“I—” Shock was surely taking hold of her brain.

Zain raked his gaze over her. He picked up her niqab and handed it to her. “Can you walk?”

She nodded.

“Did he hurt you?”

She shook her head.

Gestures seemed to be all she was capable of. Not that he could blame her. Hot air rushed from his nostrils. “We need to move fast.” His gaze swung to the man who’d been jabbering on the floor. Zain couldn’t remember his name, but the guy wasn’t a threat. He’d been there weeks and could barely take a piss.

Zain stalked up to him and, in Pashto, ordered him to undress. When the man didn’t respond, he pulled out his gun and spoke more forcefully.

The man staggered to his feet and removed his clothes with shaking hands. Grabbing the piles of material, Zain dropped them at her feet. “Change.”

Her eyes bulged. “Um, I can’t wear that.”

“You’re the only woman in this entire compound. We won’t make it ten feet if you’re spotted.”

Rubbing her chafed wrists, she nodded. “Okay. But I’m wearing my clothes underneath.”

“That’s fine. Just hurry.”

She’d already stepped into the trousers and had the long tunic over her head before he could say more. He took in her long dark hair as she wound it at the base of her neck and secured it with an elastic she’d produced from her pocket.

Something flashed in her large blue eyes. He suspected she was balancing on the edge of sanity. Her hands shook as she held up the plain black turban the prisoner had surrendered. “I don’t know how to wear this.” Her voice was hollow. She looked up at him as if this would be the straw that’d kill them.

Tucking his weapon in its sheath, he took the material from her hands. “Come here.”

She stepped closer to him and her warm, feminine essence invaded his brain. Her presence was so soft, a sharp contrast to what he’d lived with for three years. She watched him warily as he wrapped the cloth around her head leaving a long tail to hang over her shoulder.

“Obviously you don’t have a beard, so we’ll be fucked if someone gets a good look at your face. Tuck this around your mouth.” He offered her the tail. “And stay at my side near the wall.”

She nodded solemnly.

“There’s a back way through the cave for emergency exits, but there are rooms at that end too. If we get stopped, well, I’ll have to kill whoever it is.”

Her breath hissed through her teeth. She caught his fingers, her hand tiny and alarmingly cold. “Zain . . . I’m sorry. I never meant to put you in danger.”

Once again, the use of his real name struck him like lightning. It’d been years since anyone called him that. Years since he identified with his true self. It sent him back in time. Questions sizzled on his tongue, but he swallowed them. If he got them both out of here in one piece, he’d get every detail from her.

He grunted. “I was in danger before you got here.” He paused then bent and removed a dagger from a sheath at his ankle. It was similar to the one Rakesh had. “Tuck this in your sleeve or against your side. Don’t use it unless you have to.” Hesitation filled him. He swallowed.
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