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HE’S HER FIERCEST PROTECTOR. She’s his only weakness.

A Navy SEAL doesn’t expect to find a beautiful hostage when running his op...

Navy SEAL Blake “Raptor” Reynolds is a legend in his own right. His ability to sneak into enemy territory, sight unseen, and eliminate the target has earned him the reputation of being cool, hard, and calculating. When his team infiltrates an enemy camp in Colombia to disarm a terror cell, the last thing he expects is a beautiful, injured blonde to bring him to his knees.

Biologist Clarissa Rothschild has been conducting research in the Colombian rainforests. When she leaves her camp one day, she is captured by insurgents. The leader of a Navy SEAL team with penetrating dark eyes and brute force strength is just what she needs to get out alive—and exactly the type of man she’d never fall for.

When they’re separated from the others, the sparks between them begin to ignite. Heated nights in the jungle shouldn’t lead to wanting anything more, but Blake realizes he’ll risk everything for Clarissa’s safety and the chance to make her his.

SEAL’s DESIRE, a standalone novel, is book one in the sizzling Alpha SEALs Coronado series.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


NAVY SEAL BLAKE “RAPTOR” Reynolds clenched his jaw as he parachuted down from the sky during his SEAL team’s training exercise. He could see San Diego in the distance, and beyond that, Naval Amphibious Base Coronado. Boats maneuvered in the bay, buildings gleamed in the sun, and the Pacific Ocean glistened. Adrenaline pumped through his veins, the air rushing past him, and with the sun shining and bright blue sky, he felt damn near invincible at the moment.

His five teammates were in the air around him, one of the guys whooping, “Hoorah!”

Blake smirked, looking off in the distance at their mark.

Although they didn’t frequently need to parachute in during ops, the team trained on sea, air, and land. He’d tried to explain that to the pretty yet ditzy blonde he’d met at the local bar last night, but the concept had flown right over her head.

God damn.

She didn’t seem to believe the Navy had fighter jets either. Ships. Water. Sailors. He probably lost a few brain cells talking to her. He needed a woman who could keep up with him both in and out of bed—and who at least could string a few coherent sentences together.

The blonde had been a good fuck, but hell. He couldn’t even hold a simple conversation with her. It had literally been a wham, bam, thank you ma’am situation. He’d gotten out of bed after they’d had sex and shown himself out the door.

Now he’d have to avoid Salty Sunset, one of the team’s favorite bars. All the action around town happened there after sundown—sailors and single women, wannabe SEALs on the prowl. His team practically owned the place when they went there. And hell if he now had to avoid his favorite watering hole for a while.

He adjusted the straps on his chute, preparing to land on their mark.

His teammate Troy “T-Rex” Harrison was already on the ground, running a few feet from the momentum as he landed. Blake grunted as he hit the ground in his gear and combat boots, moving to Troy’s side. He quickly disengaged from his parachute just as they would when running an op.

Only this time they weren’t landing in enemy territory.

“That was fucking awesome as always,” Troy said with a grin. “I wouldn’t mind practicing jumps every week.”

“You need to join the damn Leap Frogs,” Blake said, referring to the Navy’s parachute team.

“Tempting,” Troy agreed with a laugh. “But then you wouldn’t get to see my pretty face every day.”

Muttering to himself, Blake shook his head. Troy was the only California native in their group, and he had the blond hair and blue eyes to go with it. He and Blake looked like total opposites, what with Blake’s dark hair and eyes. Both men were tall and broad though, with the muscular build of men who trained hard daily and pushed their physical abilities to the limits.

Blake shifted his gaze to the sky. Another SEAL on the team was about to hit the ground running. It wasn’t a bad way to end the week—no doubt they could get called on an op at any time, but at the moment, he planned to finish their training for the day and then go out carousing with his buddies for some women.

He needed a warm body to take the edge off. There was nothing sweeter than undressing a woman, exploring her curves, and then sinking into her welcoming body. And a pretty woman crying out his name never hurt his ego either.

“What took you guys so long?” Troy ribbed the next man that landed, grinning from ear to ear.

Logan “Hurricane” Hudson grunted as he hit the ground. “We let the ladies go first,” he quipped, disengaging from his parachute and jogging over to them.

Blake smirked, listening to Troy rib him some more. The men on his team were like brothers, both joking and bickering with each other in training and moving as one in battle. He was closer to them than his own family, and hell if he wouldn’t put his life on the line for any of them.

The last three men came into view, parachutes fully open as they neared the ground.

Hell if this wasn’t a damn good day.

Perfect California weather. A Friday. A weekend off.

“You fellas up for some bar hopping tonight?” Logan asked, glancing over at them before looking back at the sky.

“Hell yeah,” Troy said. “We already know we can’t hit Salty Sunset for a few days thanks to Blake’s latest one-night-stand. We might as well hit up a few other places.”

“Damn. I hope she doesn’t hang around there long,” Blake said with a laugh. “They’ve got the best beers on tap, so I can’t stay away forever.”

“Maybe you’ll just have to fuck her again,” Logan said.

“Wouldn’t be a hardship,” Blake agreed. “She had a great rack and was a wildcat in bed. But I’ve got the feeling that she’s the clingy type. One more night with her, and she’ll think we’re going steady.”

“Who’s going steady?” Jackson “K-Bar” Clinefield asked as he landed, and the others howled with laughter. Jackson sauntered over, grinning from ear to ear. “Damn that was awesome.”

“No one’s going steady,” Blake said. “But we are hitting the town tonight in search of some pretty women.”

“Amen to that!” Grayson “Ghost” Douglass yelled out as he landed and jogged toward them. “Watch out women of San Diego—we’re coming for you!”

***
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THREE HOURS LATER, Blake was sitting beside his buddies as he tipped back a longneck and took a long pull of his beer. Country music blasted from the speakers, the tables were packed, and waitresses walked around in skimpy tops and cowboy hats. It definitely wasn’t the same as their usual hangout, but it worked for the moment. They’d already stopped by a dive bar for round one earlier. And the night was still young.

“Can I bring you fellas some more drinks?” a pretty waitress said, her brown hair swishing around her as she stopped at their table.

“How about your number?” Grayson asked, smiling appreciatively at her.

Blake’s gaze slid over her, landing on her chest as he took in her tight top. She was attractive, no doubt, but the way she flirted with every man in here wasn’t too appealing. It didn’t seem to bother Grayson though, who was currently looking at her like she was the only woman in the world.

“Maybe if you play your cards right,” she said with a wink.

“Looking good, Shawna!” another man called out as he passed her. She waved but then looked back at Grayson.

“What time do you get off?” he asked.

“Depends on what time you’re leaving,” she teased. She tossed her hair back over her shoulder, and Blake noticed her hot pink fingernails. The woman he’d been with last night had been really into makeup and her nails, too. A total high maintenance chick.

Women like that were fun for a couple of nights—they enjoyed wearing sexy clothes when they went out and were often eager to please the man they were with. That type of personality got old really quick though. Sometimes you just wanted a low-key night without the woman you were with constantly worried about her clothes and lipstick.

“Then let me take you home right now, sweetheart,” Grayson said with a smile.

The men howled with laughter, Troy nudging Grayson. “Attaboy!”

“Tell me you have some single friends,” Ethan “Everglades” Flannigan said, watching in amusement. “You can’t let my boy Grayson here have all the fun tonight. You’re gorgeous, don’t get me wrong, but I’m sure you must have some friends working here. Don’t deprive us of meeting them.”

She laughed like he’d said the funniest thing in the entire world. “Some of the waitresses here might be interested. Are you guys in the Navy?”

“Guilty as charged,” Logan said, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms. “But don’t worry, we’re not shipping out this weekend. We could stick around here for the night if you and the other ladies will be off soon.”

She glanced up at the clock on the wall. “We’re not off until ten. Think you fellas can wait around?”

“I could work with that,” Grayson said with a grin.

“Hell yeah, me too,” Logan agreed. “Tell the other women to come over and say hi.”

“Why don’t you bring us another round of beers?” Ethan said, finishing off the one he was holding. He set the empty bottle on her tray, taking in an eyeful of her cleavage as she leaned over. “We’re good with hanging out here for a while.”

“Sure thing. Let me send some of my friends over, and I’ll be back soon with more drinks,” she said, winking at them again before turning and walking away.

Blake watched her sashay off, loving the way her jeans clung to her ass. Even if she wasn’t really his type, he had to admit she had a rocking body. Great boobs. Great ass.

Hell.

The woman he’d been with last night had been smoking hot, too, but she couldn’t have found her way out of a paper bag.

“Damn, she is fine,” Troy said as he watched Shawna walk off. “I kind of like the redhead over there though,” he said, nodding at another table across the bar. “I might have to go over and introduce myself.”

“How about you Blake?” Grayson asked. “See anything you like?”

“Too many. They’re all the same though—the waitresses flirt with us for the tips. The single women see a group of teams guys and just want to bed one for the night.” He shrugged. “It’s too damn easy. I’m starting to think I need more of a challenge.”

“I’m good with a woman who’s easy,” Ethan said as the others roared with laughter.

Blake raised his eyebrows as Ethan shrugged. “Hey, I didn’t say I was looking to marry the girl,” Ethan said. “I wouldn’t take someone like that home to my parents, but I’m cool with taking her home for the night.”

“Hell yeah,” Grayson agreed, bumping fists with him.

Troy stood up, catching the attention of the redhead he’d been eyeing. “Excuse me, gentleman. I found the woman I’ll be taking home with me.”

Blake exchanged a glance with Jackson. Although the other guys were big flirts and enjoyed chasing after anything in a skirt, Jackson was more of the strong, silent type. He’d probably be the first in their group to settle down—if he found a woman he was into. And while Blake certainly enjoyed spending the night with a woman, hearing her moan his name, he just wasn’t into the easy marks anymore.

“What happened to that woman you were seeing a few weeks ago?” Blake asked. “That cute little blonde?” He took a swig of his beer, watching his friend.

Jackson shook his head. “I took her out a few more times, but she broke it off.”

“Her loss, man.”

Jackson shrugged. “She couldn’t deal with my crazy schedule. Hell, most women can’t. It’s exciting until it isn’t, which is exactly why we’re all still single.”

Blake chuckled, grabbing a handful of peanuts. “For some of us it’s by choice. I haven’t met a woman I’m willing to settle down with, and besides, running ops is rough on a relationship. Plenty of women seem willing to have a Navy SEAL for a boyfriend, but, nah. None of them were worth it to me.”

“I wouldn’t exactly call my seeing the same woman for three weeks a relationship,” Jackson said.

“In this crowd it is,” Blake laughed.

“I heard that,” Logan said, looking over at the two of them. “Is that what happens when you reach your thirties? No more one-night-stands?”

“Fuck no,” Ethan said. “Blake just took a woman home last night.”

“Hoorah!” Grayson said, catching the end of the conversation. “Our boy needs to have a little fun.”

Blake shook his head, smirking. Damn. Maybe he was getting too old for this scene. Not that that stopped him from going out with his teammates. A night of drinking that ended with a woman in his bed wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. He worked hard and fought harder. He deserved a little fun sometimes. It didn’t mean he’d keep it up forever though, either.
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CLARISSA ROTHSCHILD ducked down to the stream in the Colombian rainforest, collecting water samples in vials. She marked the first one after she’d capped it, tucking it into her backpack. Two more samples, and then she’d collect some of the sediment for analyzation.

Standing back up, she tucked a stray blonde strand of hair behind her ear. In her hiking boots, cargo pants, and camisole, she was comfortable and mostly protected from the elements and insects. She’d slip her long-sleeve top back on after she was done.

She swatted at a mosquito, wondering if she should’ve applied more insect repellent.

The branches overhead moved, and she saw several birds fly through the air. She watched them for just a moment, relishing their freedom to soar wherever they wanted. Not that she was exactly trapped in a lab on this research trip.

Two weeks in Colombia were a godsend. She’d take photographs and numerous samples, collect all the data she could, and then write up a study when she returned back to her university.

“Ten more minutes, and we should head back,” her guide said in his accented voice, his eyes scanning the area as she looked up at him.

“Do you hear someone coming?” she asked, pausing in her work.

Sounds of the rainforest filled the air around them, but she didn’t hear any voices or footsteps. That didn’t mean the area was entirely safe though.

“There’s been more movement in this area lately. We should be cautious. Collect whatever you need, and we’ll head back. We need to allow enough time to safely travel.”

Clarissa nodded absently, pulling several plastic containers out of her backpack. They’d hiked two hours to get here, and she didn’t want to overlook anything just because he was overly cautious. Maybe the fact that he was carrying a large weapon should’ve concerned her more. She considered it being proactive though. He was prepared on the off-chance they ran into anyone intending to do them harm.

Drug runners were certainly an issue in this country, but in the middle of the rainforest? She felt safer here than driving from the airport. And although she’d heard rumors of terrorist groups beginning to form, that seemed far-fetched at best. Not that she was an expert or something on that subject matter, but everyone knew Latin America was known for drug kingpins, not jihadists.

Frowning, she grabbed her small shovel and began to scoop up soil samples. The sediment here would be an interesting contrast to the other nutrient-rich soil under the dense foliage. She’d already collected some yesterday, labeled and ready to test back at her camp.

Goodness.

There was so much to study here, if she spent six months collecting data, it wouldn’t be enough time. She’d just have to plan another trip back here one day. Soon. It’s not like she had anyone waiting for her back home. Her parents had been killed in an auto accident three years earlier. She didn’t have any siblings. And she’d broken up with her ex-boyfriend last year.

Huffing out a laugh, she collected her second sample.

Ironically, her ex hadn’t loved that she was a biologist. He’d seemed more into the Stepford type woman, with perfect hair, makeup, and clothes.

Clarissa enjoyed getting dressed up and going out occasionally, but she was definitely more of the outdoorsy type. For some reason, men saw her long, blonde hair and seemed to think she was a model or something. She was slightly tall for a woman at five foot eight, with a slender, athletic frame, and a decent-sized chest. That didn’t mean she was about to prance down a runway or something.

For some reason, having boobs and blonde hair made men think she didn’t have a brain. And wasn’t her ex disappointed when she wanted to discuss things other than sex or his dick size. After the initial chemistry had worn off, there was nothing left. Shaking her head, she wondered why she’d spent so long with him.

Putting the last sample into her backpack, she took out her canteen and took a long swig of water.

Her guide nodded at her, gesturing for her to follow him.

Wondering what he was suddenly so uneasy about, Clarissa slipped her long-sleeve shirt back on, hiked her backpack over her shoulder, and walked toward him. There was so much else to collect and photograph here, she thought with disappointment. Resisting the urge to groan, she stopped in front of him.

“Are you sure we have to leave now?” she asked quietly.

She looked around the rainforest but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. It was hot, humid, and beautiful. Walking back to the camp when she’d barely gathered all she needed wasn’t how she planned to finish the day.

Then again, even though she didn’t notice whatever he was so antsy about, she wasn’t about to tempt fate either.

“I thought I heard voices further on down the stream,” he said in a heavy accent, nodding toward it. “It’s best we get moving and take a different trail in case someone is following it. This stream leads directly to the river. If they’re following it south, it will lead them straight to us.”

“We can’t walk along the water?” she asked, frowning.

“It’s not the safest option. Others could be following it through the rainforest as well. It could simply be hikers or adventurous tourists, but why risk it?”

“Let’s take a different route then. Better safe than sorry and all that.”

He nodded, his hand gripping his weapon. They had a good two-hour hike back, and then after she documented her findings, it would be dinner and bed. They’d been getting an early start in the mornings and putting in many long days.

She followed the guide away from the water and further into the dense forest, trying to avoid tripping on the vines underfoot. Her hiking boots were perfect for the terrain, but she still needed to pay attention. The last thing she needed right now was a twisted ankle or something.

A monkey let out a scream from high up in the trees above them, and several suddenly appeared and began chattering.

Clarissa stopped mid-stride, looking in wonder up at them.

She’d never get tired of all the amazing animals here. It was so vastly different from life back home in Texas. “Come along,” her guide said urgently, gesturing for her to follow. Jumping in surprise, she looked around and began moving after him.

He was pushing through the trees and vines more quickly now, seemingly wanting to put more distance between the stream and them.

She hurried along, nearly tripping in her haste. “Hey! What’s the rush?” she asked, catching up to him. “Is someone coming this way?”

Although she didn’t mind hiking back at a quick pace, she didn’t want to ruin all the samples she’d collected. They were sealed and labeled, but rushing back like they were Marines on a mission didn’t appeal to her either

Voices in the distance caused her to freeze. Her guide stiffened and then took her arm, pulling her along with him. They were talking so rapidly she couldn’t catch what they were saying. Judging from the way her guide pulled her along, it couldn’t be good.

“Who are they?” she hissed at him as they hurried away. “Drug runners?”

He shook his head, his face hard. “No. Not drugs. Terrorists.”

“Terrorists? Here in the rainforest?” she asked in disbelief. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“They’re in Colombia, more so in recent years,” he confirmed. “And they move through here sometimes just as the drug runners do, trying to evade authorities.” His gaze swept the area, but there was nothing to see aside from thick foliage. “They may have a camp nearby.”

“Holy shit,” she whispered. “Do you think they heard us by the stream?”

“It’s possible, but they probably were already on their way in this direction.”

“What will they do with us?”

His hand tightened around his weapon. “They’ll probably kill me if they catch us. And you?” He shook his head.

She shuddered. “Let’s hurry up then.”

“As an American, you are valuable to them. They could hold you for a ransom.”

“I don’t have any money,” she said. “No family.”

“They don’t know that. They see an American woman and all they see are dollar signs.”

Nodding, she nervously swallowed. This was absolutely and utterly insane. She was a biologist for crying out loud. She was studying plant life and animals, not interested in their organization. The heat of the rainforest suddenly felt oppressive, not tropical and exotic.

They’d get back to their camp and be fine. They had to be. If necessary, they’d pack up and move to a different location. She had her samples. She could collect more elsewhere and compare and contrast different areas of the region. They just wouldn’t come back to this particular area tomorrow.

“I don’t hear them anymore,” he murmured quietly.

“Good. They probably didn’t even notice us,” she whispered.

“Possibly not,” he agreed, relaxing his stance ever-so-slightly.

A rustling in the bushes ahead had them both freezing, and then three armed men suddenly jumped out. Clarissa’s scream filled the air as her guide took a shot, but he was already on the ground, bleeding before she saw what happened.

One man began yelling at her in another language, and she got the impression he was using vulgar words from the way he leered at her. The others rushed toward her, armed and angry. She held up her arms, attempting to fight them off or surrender, she wasn’t sure, but then everything went black.
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BLAKE DUSTED OFF HIS hands as he stood back up on the side of the busy highway and looked at the spare tire he’d just put on the vehicle. Cars whizzed by them, and he shook his head.

“I appreciate your help,” the older woman said gratefully. “I’ve already been waiting an hour for a tow truck that never showed. Can I pay you for your trouble?”

“No ma’am,” he said, looking over at her. He bent down and grabbed the jack and tools he kept in the back of his SUV. They’d come in handy more than once, even saving his own ass when he’d gone off-roading with some of his buddies and blown a tire.

“You’re such a nice young man. Maybe I could introduce you to my granddaughter,” she said.

Blake chuckled. “I’m sure she’s lovely, but no thank you. I’m not looking for a relationship or anything right now. Remember to drive slowly on that tire and get it replaced,” he added, nodding at the spare.

“I will. You know, my husband was in Navy,” she said, looking at the trident tattoo on Blake’s bicep. “He’s been gone five years now.”

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

“He would’ve liked you,” she said, climbing into her car. “Thank you for your service.”

He nodded and headed back to his SUV, stowing his things in the open trunk. He climbed in and turned off his hazard lights, starting the engine. It wasn’t exactly how he’d planned to spend his Saturday morning, but damn. Helping someone out was the least he could do.

His phone buzzed with an incoming call, and he saw Troy’s name on the screen.

“Yo, what’s up T-Rex?” he asked, calling him by his nickname.

“Logan and I are hitting the beach later on. You in? Pretty girls in bikinis are a sight I never get tired of.”

“Don’t I know it. And hell yeah, I’m in. What time are you guys meeting up?”

“Thirteen hundred work for you?” 

Blake glanced at the clock on his car stereo. It was only eleven thirty now. He had plenty of time to swing home, change, and grab a cooler full of beers to bring along. Although the men kept in shape with their grueling SEAL training, that didn’t stop them from enjoying themselves on the weekend. And there was nothing like tossing a football around on the beach to get the attention of the ladies and then inviting a few over to join them for a beer.

“Works for me. I’ll bring the beers.”

“Sweet,” Troy said. “I’m already running late, so I’ll shoot the others a text.”

“Running late? Where are you going?”

“I gotta drive the woman I brought home last night back to the bar. The pretty redhead? She left her car there, and let’s just say we were in too much of a hurry last night to worry about logistics.”

Blake chuckled. “Such a gentleman. She’s not coming along today?”

“She’s not invited.” His voice dropped. “She’s in the shower right now. I made up a story about some training we’re doing later.”

“So, no round two?”

“Oh, there was round two and three. But she already asked me about my plans for the next couple of weekends, so I’m saying sayonara. This was supposed to be a one-night kind of thing, not my next girlfriend.”

“Gotcha. Well, we wouldn’t want her to keep you from all the other beautiful women out there.”

“You know it. Don’t worry, I’ll let her down easy.”

“Right. I wouldn’t expect anything less. Catch ya later.”

Tossing his phone onto the passenger seat, Blake eyed traffic in his mirrors and then pulled back onto the highway. The older woman he’d helped was long gone. Blake drove a few exits down and then took the offramp, heading toward his townhouse. He’d just moved in a year ago after being tired of apartment life. He was only renting since he was in the Navy and could always get PCS’d, but hell if he didn’t appreciate having more space and a small yard.

He was an outdoorsy guy, that much was for sure. He’d never survive a desk job. Hell, when he was done being a SEAL, he’d have to look into a job training other men. Because sitting in a closed-in office all day? It would never happen.

That shit was the stuff nightmares were made of.

His gaze shifted as he saw two military jets flying overhead. He’d never get tired of the sight. San Diego was definitely a Navy town. He’d been stationed out here since BUD/S and couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. Although many guys that he’d met over the years were spread out across the U.S. and the entire world, he’d grown to love Coronado and San Diego.

And damn. Sunny weather, days training on the water, and men he’d trust with his life didn’t hurt. Nor did the beautiful women on all the beaches.

An hour later, he was heading toward Imperial Beach, windows down and music cranked up. He’d thrown a tee shirt on over his swim trunks, and with his aviators on and gear in the back, he was ready to soak up some sunshine and flirt with pretty women. A convertible with two women stopped beside him at a light, and the driver waved. She had on a string bikini top and was tanned and toned—not to mention completely too made up. Her hot pink lips probably attracted plenty of attention, but he wasn’t into kissing a woman and ending up wearing as much makeup as her.

He nodded but pulled forward as soon as the light turned green.

Grabbing a decent spot near the beach by some stroke of luck, he climbed out and rounded his vehicle.

“Yo, Raptor!” a voice shouted.

Grinning, he turned to see Grayson headed his way. He had a surfboard tucked under his arm and a towel in the other hand.

“Gonna catch some waves?” Blake asked.

“You know it. Besides, nothing attracts the women more.”

Blake chuckled. “Sure, but you’ll be out there in the water while we’re tossing a football around on the beach. Who do you think they’ll talk to?”

“Amateur,” Grayson scoffed.

“What happened to the waitress from last night? Shawna?”

“It happened,” he said with a grin. “She’s got a rocking body and kept begging me for more. I’m taking her out for drinks tonight after she gets off work. And then we’re heading back to my place again.”

They sauntered onto the sand, seeing Troy and Logan already setting up next to a group of women.

“Hell, those boys are in a hurry,” Blake said, watching as Troy flirted with a brunette. The woman turned around, and Troy was already rubbing sunscreen on her back.

“To get laid? Always,” Grayson said with a chuckle.

Blake crossed the hot sand, taking in the busy Saturday afternoon beach crowd. The Pacific Ocean gleamed in the sunlight, waves crashed on the shore, and jets rumbled overhead in the sky.

“God damn, I’ll never get tired of this sight,” Blake said appreciatively.

“Me either,” Grayson said, turning his head as a woman in a bright red string bikini walked by. “Hell, she looks like Shawna. Smaller boobs though.”

“Jesus,” Blake muttered.

“The beach is pretty sweet, too,” Grayson agreed. “But I mostly come for the women.”

“Yo, fellas!” Logan shouted out as they got closer. “Come meet the ladies. Oh, there’s Ethan!” He hollered at the other member of their team, drawing attention from people nearby.

Blake and Grayson walked over, and introductions started with the group of women. Blake set his cooler under an umbrella in the sand, reaching down to open it and grab a cold beer. He’d just popped the cap when his cell phone buzzed in his pocket, and he frowned as he pulled it out.

“Shit,” Troy muttered, grabbing his own phone from his swim trunks.

“What’s up?” Ethan asked, glancing over at them.

“It’s the CO,” Blake muttered, lifting the phone to his ear. His CO began barking commands as the noise and fun of their Saturday at the beach faded into the background.

“Well hell,” Grayson said, dropping his surfboard onto the sand. “There goes our afternoon.”
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CLARISSA MUTTERED UNDER her breath as they trudged through the Colombian rainforest, her head pounding. She’d woken up on a dirty, tattered blanket in a makeshift tent near the river, but as soon as she was conscious, they’d been on the move.

Apparently, they hadn’t wanted to carry her unconscious through the jungle.

Her mouth was dry, her stomach queasy, and she felt grimy and gross. The moisture in the air coated her skin, and while it had been almost refreshing when she was gathering samples at the water, now it just felt stifling. The heat was oppressive, and she wanted to lie down and sleep, not trudge along with these men.

They’d been following the river for the past hour, and she wasn’t sure if the men were lost or just far away from wherever their camp was.

Her throat tightened as she thought of her own camp and how her guide was nowhere to be seen when she’d woken up.  Had they killed him? Left him for dead, bleeding out on the ground?

Nausea roiled through her again. She didn’t even dare ask about him and draw attention to herself. How many hours had passed since they’d kidnapped her? It had already been late in the day when they’d been ready to head back.

The beautiful rainforest she’d been enjoying on her trip now felt humid and oppressive. Even if she could somehow escape from these men, they’d taken her backpack. She had no supplies. No food or water. She didn’t know how to get back.

Where would she even go?

She was lost, at their complete and utter mercy. If she ran, they’d probably shoot her, too.

“You are American, no?” one of her captors asked, looking back at her. Her gaze tracked over him. He had dark eyes, a dark beard, and carried an assault-style rifle. His voice was heavily accented, but he didn’t have a Colombian accent like her guide.

Another man chuckled. “Of course, she’s American. We can collect a hefty sum for her.”

“You shouldn’t have been wandering around our jungle,” the first man laughed.

Warily looking between the two men, she stumbled over a vine on the ground. A rough hand grabbed her bicep, yanking her up. She immediately pulled away, not liking how close the third man was behind her.

He nudged her forward, and she kept walking.

She didn’t need to anger them. They hadn’t hurt her yet, and maybe she’d be worth more to them alive than dead. Of course, that didn’t mean they wouldn’t harm her when they reached their destination. And they didn’t realize she had no family at home. No close friends. Would the university pay a ransom for her? She knew the U.S. government didn’t negotiate with terrorists.

Were these men terrorists?

They weren’t South American, that much was for certain.

“How much farther?” the man behind her asked. He began speaking rapidly in another language—Arabic maybe, which wasn’t what she expected. Where had these men come from and what on Earth were they doing in the rainforest?

The man up front suddenly halted and called out a quiet command.

She stopped abruptly, nearly bumping into the man in front of her, and listened to the sounds of the forest.

Voices could be heard in the distance, and the men grew tense. Was another group out here as well? The drug runners she’d been worried about? Or were they people who could help her?

She froze, not sure if she should scream for help or remain silent. Which group of men was worse? Everything happening today seemed surreal, like she was watching a movie of someone else’s life. She was here gathering data, collecting samples, planning to return home to Texas and write an academic paper. She was a scientist. She wasn’t interested in drugs or terrorists or whatever the heck else was going on in the depths of the Colombian rainforest.

How could this be real life? Would they even let her go?

Hot tears filled her eyes, and she quickly brushed one away as it rolled down her cheek.

If anything, she needed to remain strong. To convince them she could keep up and would be a valuable asset. She’d only told a few of her colleagues that she’d be gone—it was summer, after all. She didn’t have lectures to give or papers to grade.

But these men didn’t know that no one would be looking for her. She needed to convince them that she was someone worth keeping alive. That her nonexistent family back home would pay a lot of money for her.

Nervously, her gaze tracked over the area. If she did escape, there were plenty of places to hide. She’d be lost though.

The voices grew quieter as the other group of men moved away, and the leader of the men she was with resumed walking, moving aside dense brush.

“Keep moving,” the man behind her ordered, and she stumbled forward. She began to feel a little light-headed and swayed, catching herself on a branch before she fell over.

He muttered a curse. “She needs water! I’m not carrying her back.”

The leader turned around, his dark eyes boring into her. He muttered something in Arabic before switching to English. “Keep up!” he barked. “We’re almost there and not stopping now.” He spat on the ground, then turned around and began walking again.

Clarissa blinked, trying to remain focused. She was dehydrated and starting to feel dizzy. It couldn’t be that much farther. She could make it. She had to.

The man behind her grumbled and shoved his canteen into her hands. Gratefully, she took several gulps. What had happened to her supplies anyway? She had food and water in her backpack. Her passport and other documents. Had they left it with her guide back at the river?

She didn’t even know how to get back there if she wanted to.

Fifteen minutes later, they finally reached a small camping area in a clearing. Tents were spread out, and small huts lined part of the perimeter. Frowning, she watched as a Jeep pulled up to one and several men jumped out. They must be near a highway. There was no way any vehicles could travel through the rainforest.

“Move!” a man yelled, and she hustled forward, keeping her head down. Her eyes darted around surreptitiously, but she didn’t want to appear too interested. As far as these men were concerned, the less she knew, the better.

The fact that they were close to a road bode well for her though. If she could escape, she’d have a chance of reaching civilization.

She tried not to gasp in shock as she saw a small cache of weapons being unloaded from a vehicle into one of the huts. The open door showed an entire stockpile of chemical weapons inside. What on Earth was this place?

The man she was with shoved her into a tent, and she shook as he followed her inside. The tent had no bottom, just sides and a top, and she froze in horror as she saw a metal pole that had been dug into the ground. Grabbing some rope, the man roughly bound her wrists together. She whimpered and tried to pull back, but he grabbed her bicep and yanked her forward, tying her wrists to the pole. She could move a few feet in any direction, but she was otherwise trapped here. Captive.

Clarissa was tied up inside the tent like a dog on a chain.

Helplessly she watched as he turned and quickly strode out of the tent. Was he coming back for her? Would other men come and find her trapped here?

She pulled at the rope, feeling it bite into her wrists. The pole didn’t move at all, and she tried again, harder, only hurting herself in the process.

What was going to happen to her?

Would she be beaten or raped here? Tortured?

She frantically looked around as tears smarted her eyes. It was dim inside the tent right now thanks to the setting sun, but aside from the pole, there was nothing else here. No candles. No lanterns. When the sun went down later tonight, she’d be stuck here in complete darkness.

Hot tears streamed down her cheeks. She awkwardly lifted an arm, trying to wipe them away. Finally, she bent over toward her hands, able to swipe at the tears on her cheeks. She needed to toughen up. Be strong. What would they think if they came back in here and saw her crying?

Blowing out a sigh, she sank down to the ground. Briefly, she noticed the moss growing amongst the grass. It was slightly damp, and vaguely, she noted that the soil here was very nutrient-dense, just like the rest of the rainforest. The tents must have been pitched recently, given the condition of the ground. Lack of sunshine would eventually kill the grass.

She hadn’t even gotten to test her soil samples yet—she’d collected plant clippings and was testing the water and sediment near the river. Now even that work was ruined. Her samples from today were in her backpack, wherever that was.

And what did it matter now?

She had her life to worry about, not her research paper.

If she did somehow manage to escape, she could survive on the local fruits and berries in the rainforest. She’d be lost though—and her biggest problem would be running into more armed men. Even if she wouldn’t die of starvation after escaping, that didn’t mean something else wouldn’t kill her. Someone else.

Leaning over, she rested her head against the metal pole, trying to think.

Her head throbbed, and she was hungry and exhausted. There had to be a way out of this mess though.

There just had to be.
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BLAKE CROSSED HIS ARMS, looking at the satellite imagery on the massive TV screen as his team gathered in the conference room on base. His CO looked around the table at the men, and then pointed to the location on the map.

“There is where the camp is located. Our intelligence indicates there is a large cache of chemical weapons being moved through the jungles of Colombia. As you are aware, terror cells previously seen in the Middle East have taken hold in South America.”

“The FARC is disarmed, so another damn group sprung up?” Blake asked, raising his eyebrows.

The peace agreement with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, or FARC, had brought an end to years of fighting in the South American country. All be damned if another group hadn’t taken advantage and claimed the turf as their own.

“It sure the hell seems that way,” Ethan drawled, looking at the next image that popped up.

“Affirmative,” their CO said. “Several groups formerly seen in the Middle East are now in the western hemisphere.”

The image changed, and an aerial view showed a convoy of vehicles moving along a Colombian highway. The zoomed-in detail on one shot showed what appeared to be chemical weapons stashed beneath a tarp in one of the trucks.

“Holy shit,” Troy muttered.

“That’s a hell of a lot of weapons,” Blake said, clenching his jaw.

The CO continued. “Sat imagery over the past few days shows movement along a highway near Bogota toward a location at the edge of this rainforest.”

A wider map again showed up on screen.

“It’s believed this is where the group is currently holed up. All operations are coming from here. This is a vast network, spanning from Colombia up to Mexico. Goods are then smuggled across the border and can be used on terror attacks against Americans.”

“Fuck that,” Troy spat out.

“What’s the plan?” Blake asked, leaning forward in his seat and resting his forearms on the table. He was itching for action, ready to fly in on a new op and disarm the enemy. The hell with anyone who tried to bring harm to this country.

His team had convened almost immediately when they’d gotten word from the CO, and after their briefing, they’d be wheels-up and on their way to Colombia.

Another high-ranking official walked into the room, and their CO stepped aside for a moment to confer with him.

Grayson leaned over toward Blake and spoke in a low voice. “I had to text Shawna and tell her our plans were off for the night.”

Blake smirked. “How’d she take it?”

Grayson lifted a shoulder. “I didn’t hear back. She’s working, so hopefully she’s not hella pissed. Not like we exactly have any choice in the matter. I’ll have to plan to pay her a visit when we’re back from this little rendezvous.”

“Unless she moves on to another sailor, lover boy,” Logan joked.

“Hell no. Not gonna happen. I left her more than satisfied last night. She’s definitely up for another night with yours truly.”

“What about ‘out of sight, out of mind’?” Jackson said, raising his eyebrows.

“I gave her plenty to remember me by,” Grayson said smugly.

“This op won’t take that damn long,” Blake said. “We have the exact location; we know they’re not moving somewhere else since they’re offloading weapons from the trucks there. It’s a major staging point for their shady little operation. We move in, grab whatever asshole we’re after, and move out.”

Their CO walked back to the front of the room, and all heads swiveled to him. “Gentlemen, you’ll be wheel’s up at seventeen hundred. You’ll arrive under the cover of nightfall and stand by until twenty-three hundred tomorrow. The leader of this terror cell is your target—we want him captured alive for questioning.”

“And the weapons?” Ethan asked.

“Will be left for the Colombian government to dispose of. We’ll be taking the leader back to U.S. soil.”

The men exchanged a glance. Capturing targets alive usually meant they’d already been involved in other attacks and were wanted by the U.S. Government.

“Your assumptions are correct,” their CO said dryly. “He’s previously been involved in attacks on troops in Afghanistan. His target has shifted to U.S. soil. If we disrupt this operation, countless lives will be saved. They’ve been moving weapons up through Mexico to our border. We end this, and we cripple their entire operation.”

“Understood,” Blake said, his gaze narrowing as the man’s image appeared on the massive screen.

“Muhammad Abboud. He’s the ringleader and the one we’re after. He left his wives and children back in the Middle East to head this operation. His subordinates likely have intel we could use as well, but he’s the one we want.”

“We’ll bring that bastard in,” Logan said.

The CO nodded. “Additional background information and updated sat imagery will be provided to you en route. The Colombian military will be on standby to assist, but this is your operation. Infiltrate their camp, get Abboud, and bring him back. Dismissed.”

“Hoorah,” Blake said, standing up.

“Boom. Check this out, fellas,” Grayson said as they exited the conference room. Blake glanced at his buddy’s cell phone, noticing the picture of the waitress Shawna blowing him a kiss.

“She’s beautiful,” Blake said with a chuckle. “Not my type though.”

“She’s hot,” Troy said appreciatively.

“She said she’ll suck my—”

“Whoo-hoo!” Ethan whooped behind them. “She’s got it bad for you, Gray. Next time we all go out, she better bring along some more of her waitress friends.”

Shaking his head, Blake moved down the hallway away from his team to grab his gear. They had work to do. A mission to go on. And he wasn’t about to think with his dick when he went wheel’s up like the rest of his team.

***
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BLAKE CLENCHED HIS jaw, looking over the latest SITREP and satellite imagery as they flew on the C-17 cargo plane to South America. The latest images showed yet another truckload of weapons had arrived before nightfall.

When would they start moving them out?

It was absolutely insane that a vast network was smuggling weapons up from Colombia all the way to the U.S. border. In the past, they’d dealt with drug cartels, human trafficking, and more. But now to have to worry about terrorist threats coming from the Southern Hemisphere?

There weren’t enough hours in the day to deal with this shit.

Some of his buddies were on the Alpha SEAL team based out of Little Creek, clear across the country. They’d most recently been down in Mexico, dealing with the kidnapping of the CO’s now wife.

He blew out a breath, glancing around the cargo plane. Troy sat with headphones on, thumbing through something on his phone. Ethan was sleeping in his seat, arms crossed and dead to the world. Some of the others were gathered around playing cards.

He glanced back at the imagery.

It was late. He needed to get some shut eye since they’d go over the specs tomorrow and then move in under the cover of night, when most of those assholes were sleeping. They’d have to be cautious not to disturb the small buildings where weapons were being held. And who was he kidding?

Those weren’t buildings, just hastily thrown together huts. One wrong move, and the entire place could be in danger. His team would need masks in the event of a chemical spill.

They’d convene with the Colombian government and military officials. Blake’s team would move in first, but the others would be on standby for backup and securing the weapons. He set everything aside and leaned back in his seat, closing his eyes. He often wore headphones on flights like this to drown out the noise, but when it was late, the sound of the engines would lull him to sleep.
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CLARISSA AWOKE WITH a start, her hands numb. She tried to shift positions and then quickly realized she’d fallen asleep slumped over on the ground. Memories of the previous afternoon quickly came rushing back. Collecting water samples. Starting the hike back. The armed men. The camp full of terrorists.

Bile rose in the back of her throat and she shifted uncomfortably on the ground.

The grass she was sitting on was slightly damp, the camp was silent, and it was pitch black inside the tent. The metal pole was cold, and she gave a quick tug, hoping the ropes had somehow miraculously loosened.

Blinking in the darkness, she looked around.

How long had she been asleep for?

No one had come back as far as she knew. Moving her stiff legs, she squeaked as she kicked something. Her heart raced, and she fumbled on the ground, her hands moving across the Earth, and realized it was a plate. Leaning over, she sniffed and smelled food.

Her stomach rumbled.

It would be awkward to eat with her wrists bound together, but there was about two feet of rope between her and the pole, giving her a little bit of leeway to move. She could reach down and lift the food from the plate to her mouth.

What if they’d poisoned it? Or put drugs inside to knock her out? Which would be worse—being weak from hunger or tempting fate to try whatever they’d given her?

She shivered as she realized the food meant someone had come into the tent while she’d been sleeping. She looked around again, unable to tell where the opening was in the darkness. Was anyone inside here now, she wondered with horror?

She stilled but didn’t sense anyone else. She didn’t hear anyone breathing.

She was so tired, she’d been dead to the world. But they could’ve done anything to her while she slept here tied up and helpless. Tears smarted her eyes. She needed to escape. Night time was her best bet since most people would be sleeping. But how would she untie these ropes?

Hot tears rolled down her cheeks, and she hastily swiped them away. She’d gain nothing by sitting here in the dark crying. She needed to be smart. To think. To come up with a plan to escape.

Reaching over, she felt the food on the plate again and lifted something to her mouth. It was a local fruit and sickeningly sweet—overripe. Her body needed fuel though. It didn’t taste rotten, just a day or two past its prime.

She took another bite, knowing she needed the nourishment. She was still dehydrated from their trek through the rainforest. She felt around on the ground again, but it didn’t seem like they’d left her any type of drink or water.

The only other thing on the plate was rice, and she slowly ate that as well, not wanting to upset her stomach if she ate too quickly.

Someone must have noticed that she and her guide never returned to their small camp. Would they notify the authorities? She assumed eventually they might, but being gone for a day probably wouldn’t cause too much alarm. For all they knew, she could’ve camped somewhere for a night. She’d been with her guide after all, not alone in the jungle.

She paused, food halfway to her mouth, wondering what had happened to him.

She assumed he was dead. Had they gotten rid of the body or left it there for someone to stumble upon? The reality was, whoever found it might not even care. Other unsavory types were all over the place. Part of the reason she’d needed a guide was for her protection.

She finished eating as exhaustion began to overtake her again. Her stomach was full for the moment. She pulled on the pole again, wondering if she could somehow dig it up. It hadn’t budged at all, and she wondered how deeply they’d dug it.

Yawning, she decided to close her eyes for a little while.

Within moments, she’d once again surrendered to sleep.

***
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FOOTSTEPS CAUSED HER to jolt awake the next morning, and an armed man suddenly burst into the tent. He stood in the opening, the bright sunlight streaming in behind him. He looked at her appraisingly for a moment but then took a step closer.

Clarissa scrambled to sit up, wincing when the ropes bit into her wrists. She moved as far away from him as possible, which didn’t mean much in the confines of the small tent.

This was a different man than the ones she was with yesterday. He was slightly older but still had the dark hair and beard of the others. His nose looked like it had been broken in the past and was slightly crooked, as if it hadn’t properly healed.

What concerned her most was the spark of interest and amusement in his dark eyes.

“You are the American,” he said with a low chuckle in a heavily accented voice.

She stared at him, not answering

“An American woman. You are worth a lot of money to us,” he said. “Money that I deserve and am owed. It was quite fortunate that we found you yesterday.”

“What do you want from me?” she asked, hating the tremor in her voice.

“You are my prisoner,” he said, his eyes gleaming. “I can do whatever I want with you. Use you however I want.”

His gaze raked over her body, and she felt her stomach tighten. If this guy came at her, she had no way to fight him off. She was literally tied to a metal pole in the ground. He could rip her clothes off and rape her right here. Hurt her. No one would care if she screamed. No one would help her.

“You want money,” she said.

“Money for my trouble, yes,” he agreed. “My men found you in the jungle, brought you back to my camp. I have given you food and shelter.”

“I won’t cause any trouble,” she said.

He chuckled darkly. “No, you will not. You will be of great use to me, actually. I will be demanding a ransom for your release. A pretty American woman like you? Surely you have a boyfriend back home. A husband. Someone will pay greatly for your safe return.”

“I don’t—I’m not married.”

“Your family then. Your government may not be willing to negotiate for your release, but I know your family will.”

He reached into his pocket, and she cringed, feeling relief when he only took out his cell phone. “I’m going to take a video of you tied up in captivity. Tell them your name. Tell them that you are a prisoner here. I want the entire world to know what I’m capable of.”

“The entire world?” she asked, flabbergasted.

This guy was crazy. He was probably right though. If he posted a video of her online, tied up to a metal pole, news channels would pick it up. It would spread over the Internet. Even if she had no immediate family, her colleagues at the university would see. Would they be able to help her? To raise money to see to her release? She didn’t even know how much money he wanted.
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