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A jackhammer roared loudly in Caya's head, while at the same time, a percussion drill seemed to bore through her right temple. Her throat was dry as dust and the taste in her mouth was just plain sickening. Never in her life had she experienced such a hangover. But wait! She hadn’t even been to a party... there was too much work for having fun nights out.

Straining, Caya tried to open her eyes, but her eyelids would not obey her. If only her head didn’t hurt so much. 

Caya wanted to put her hand to her temple, where the pressure was bad, but her arm was too heavy and she couldn't lift it. 

Before she could get to the bottom of what was causing the pain, a dreamless sleep pulled her back into the darkness of the night. Surrendering, she let herself fall.

When Caya woke up the next time, her headache was better. It still throbbed behind her forehead, but it was no longer as bad as the pain she felt before. However, she was drenched in sweat and her clothes were sticking to her body. 

No wonder, because the temperature was like a sauna and it was excruciatingly stuffy. 

Had the air conditioning in her apartment broken down overnight? Instinctively, Caya knew that could not be the reason for her sweating. 

While Washington could be hot and humid in the summer months, it was never accompanied by such tropical humidity. Nor did the environment smell like her apartment. So, where on earth was she?

Caya tried to open her eyes once again, and this time, her eyelids conformed.  Warily, she glanced around. 

The small room resembled a dungeon. It was no more than three by five meters wide and not very high—two meters at the most. On the wall to her left was a small window opening, however, instead of glass, it was closed with four bars. 

A prison. She was in a prison, Caya realized. Panicked, she sat up and a wave of nausea immediately overtook her. 

“Slow down! Think, Caya!” she forced herself to calm down as her heart raced. 

Caya tried to recall her memories from the night before. She had been out to dinner with Michael Langton. Afterward, she returned to her office to work through some more files. It was after midnight when she finally shut down her computer and took the elevator to the underground parking garage of the district attorney's office. 

In her mind, she saw herself standing in front of her silver Mercedes E550 convertible. She heard the soft clack with which the door’s safety catch had sprung open when she pressed the button and then, all at once, it went black around her. 

No! That wasn't true... she suddenly remembered a shadow that she had seen from the corner of her eye. But before she could turn around, a strong arm had entwined her upper body and something sharp hit her in the side of the throat. 

A needle! Caya concluded as her fingers unconsciously rubbed over the corresponding spot. 

The heaviness of her hand and the accompanying metallic sound caused her to look down. She gasped for air as her eyes fell on the thick iron chain that was fastened around her wrist. 

Panicked, her heart began to race even faster. Why am I chained to the wall? How did I get here? 

A loud noise interrupted the silence and made Caya automatically look to a wooden door. Someone pushed aside a latch from the outside. Good. Now she would at least get some answers to her questions. 

Inevitably, she straightened up as three dark-skinned men entered the room, who Caya immediately classified as South Americans. Two of them wore camouflage clothing, and with their submachine guns, they each positioned themselves in a corner of the room. 

The third man was the smallest, but his posture undoubtedly identified him as the leader. 

Caya estimated his height to be no more than 5'7". His uniform was olive green from top to bottom, and his cold eyes taxed her through the round lenses of his glasses.

"Welcome to our little hideaway, Miss Campbell," he greeted in perfect, accent-free English. "I hope Jago hasn't overdone it with the narcotic. Sometimes he tends to do that." He shook his head regretfully. "But, I see you are awake and well."

"Who are you?" demanded Caya as she stood up. She wanted to meet this man at eye level.  Her legs wobbled a little, but they carried her. "What do you want?"

"Two questions at once. Tststs!" the man spoke in a tone as if he were dealing with a child. Then his features hardened. "I want to know where Marcos Giribaldi is."

For a moment, Caya stared dumbly at the man. Of course! Why didn't I think of that in the first place? My head must still be foggy from the drug I was administered. Of course it’s about Giribaldi. 

"I have no idea where he's being held, if that's what you want to know," she replied coldly, relieved that her voice didn't betray how much fear she felt inside.

"Oh, please, Miss Campbell, don't take me for a fool. You can’t seriously be telling me that the lead prosecutor doesn't know where her defendant is in custody? This is downright insulting!" 

The man paced up and down the room thoughtfully before finally stopping in front of her. 

"I'm not sure you have a good grasp of your current situation, Miss Campbell. After all, these medications continue to have an effect for quite some time and the body needs a little while to break them down completely. So, I'd like to take a few minutes and give you your options. Your stay with us can be pleasant or it can be unpleasant. It can be short or it can be very long. It may or may not end well for you. You see, everything is entirely up to you. If you tell me right away what I want to know, we will bring Giribaldi back and then you may leave our charming guest room and never see us again. But if you keep playing dumb..." With a regretful expression, he let the rest of the sentence hang in the air.

"Where am I?" Caya demanded.

"In South America," the man replied readily.

"I can guess I'm in Colombia," Caya returned sharply. "I mean, where am I exactly?"

The man's lips lifted into a knowing smile. "Apparently, what they say about you is true. You don't beat around the bush."

Caya remained silent and waited while the man eyed her again. 

"It doesn't matter where exactly we are. I can tell you, however, that our humble hostel is in the middle of nowhere. No one will bother us here. Even the nearest Native American tribe is a three-day walk away."

"Who are you?" 

"I am General Guttierez, but let's get to the point." The general's features hardened again. "Where is Mr. Giribaldi?" 

"I don't know in which prison he is being held at the moment," Caya repeated.

"Well, I must confess, I would have thought you more reasonable, but in the end, of course, it's your decision," the man said with a shrug as he nodded to one of his soldiers. 

Caya's eyes followed the action and her heart began to beat harder when three more men entered the room. One of them set up a camera while a second placed a spotlight next to it and a chair in the middle of the room.

"Please take a seat, Madam Prosecutor," the leader asked kindly after undoing the chain around her wrist. 

When she did not move, he nodded once more, whereupon one of his men brutally grabbed her by the arm and pulled her onto the chair. 

Tears of pain welled up in her eyes, but Caya held them back. There was nothing in the world that would encourage her to show weakness in front of these men.

"I hate having to hurt women," the supreme explained regretfully, his tone giving away the lie. "But sometimes in life, you just don't have a choice."

A quick nod, then without any warning, the soldier grabbed Caya's hand and broke her wrist. 

Caya cried out as all color fell from her face and cold sweat formed on her forehead. Stars danced before her eyes, but she refused to lose consciousness. 

She desperately tried to pump more oxygen into her system, but the warm humid air only caused her nausea to worsen.

"Where is Giribaldi?" a harsh commanding voice demanded to know from her, but it seemed to come from far away.

"I... don't know," Caya stammered out with the last of her strength before she lost the fight against the pain. The room blurred before her eyes, and she slid sideways off the chair.
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"Whoa, Skye! That's wonderful! Don't stop!" the long-haired blonde breathlessly groaned, lying stark naked on the bed with him. 

He smiled. No, he certainly wasn't going to... he didn’t plan to stop for a long time yet. They still had the whole night ahead of them, and the woman's body was just perfect. 

She was busty and possessed a tight, round butt that blew his mind while watching her in the bar two hours ago. Thankfully, the woman hadn’t been into playing mind games and was all in after Skye approached her.

Pure sexual appeal oozed from every pore of her body and the sounds she emitted left not the slightest doubt as to how close she was to her orgasm. The woman in front of him certainly didn’t lack confidence. She acted passionately and impulsively, and he loved women who held nothing back in the bedroom.

For a second, Skye took joy in her moans alone. This was exactly how he liked it—wild, fierce, and with no restraint. Skye wasn’t into vanilla sex. For him, it was all about raw feelings.

Better than most people, he knew how short life could be. Too short for some. To prevent himself or one of his teammates from being shot, his job demanded unrestrained discipline and self-control from him at all times and he gave it without any compromise.

Sex, however, was totally different. Actually, it was one of the few things in this world where control was not required—at least in Skye’s eyes. Here, passion was the only thing that counted. Passion driven by animalistic desires of lust.

"Yes!" the woman in front of him moaned again, closing her eyes as she pressed her sex firmly against his hand. 

What was her name again? Christa? Christina? Kristin? It didn’t matter. With pleasure, Skye closed his lips around one of her big breasts and began to suck. 

From the corner of his eye, he saw her reaching for the condom on the nightstand. When she slipped it over his manhood a moment later, he groaned. That was good. So very good. And it was time for the finale of the night. 

Aroused, he positioned himself above her and penetrated her. He didn’t move slowly or gently. He went straight for the core because he knew the woman was ready for him. Although he could smell her arousal and feel her hot wetness, he assured himself once again that the woman liked what he did. Then he thrust again.

Suddenly, one of his two cell phones vibrated, causing him to stop in mid-motion. 

Crap! It wasn't his iPhone, but his black Samsung Galaxy. Only one person in the world owned that number. In disbelief, Skye stared over at the nightstand where the phone's screen lit up. 

‘Unknown call’ it said on the display.

Unknown? What a joke! He knew exactly whose voice he was about to hear. Could Price have picked a more inopportune moment? Hardly!

"Skye! Not now! Let it ring," the blonde pleaded, but Skye knew that wasn't possible.

"I'm sorry, baby," he said, already pulling out of her. He grabbed the phone and got up. 

"I hope this is really urgent," he grumbled into the receiver.

"Get the team, Stryker. You've got twenty minutes," Dylon Price commanded, ending the call without giving him any time to respond.

Stunned, Skye stared at the phone in his hand. Twenty minutes? How was that going to work? It was Saturday night and they had just returned yesterday afternoon from an operation in El Salvador where they had freed three Americans and a Frenchman from the hands of their captors—a brutal guerilla group. 

"Skye?" Two big blue eyes stared in irritation at him across the bedroom.

"Sorry," he repeated, already stripping off the rubber and about to put on his jeans. "I have to go."

"You can’t be serious!" Angrily, the woman pulled the sheet over her naked body.

"I'll make it up to you, I promise."

"Forget it. If you leave me hanging now, you’ve had your shot. There are no second chances with me."

"I'm sorry, baby." 

Sighing, Skye reached for the rest of his belongings, then quietly closed the apartment door behind him. 

***
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"Do you know what a fiery Brazilian I had in my arms?" Furious, Pax stormed into the command center.

"Chill out, man, or do you seriously think you're the only one who was having fun when Skye called?" Blue retorted calmly. He had arrived five minutes earlier at the same time as Skye.

"We've been crawling through this fucking jungle in El Salvador for twelve whole days and we've barely had one night off. I can’t believe it," Pax grumbled.

"That's more than we've had many a time in the past with the Seals," Ash reminded him, entering the large briefing room at that moment. "Hello, by the way. Where's Cal?"

"Already here," the fifth man on the team exclaimed as he placed a tray of coffee, cups, and chocolate on the large semi-circular table. 

"I hope the brew is strong," Pax growled. "Does anyone know why Price called in this meeting?"

"I guess he'll tell us in a minute," Skye stated unemotionally as he plugged his Samsung cell phone into a small rectangular box under the table. Instantly, the projector kicked on and their logo—the black panther—appeared in front of them on the big screen. 

When the expected call came in a few seconds later, Dylon Price's voice sounded loud and clear over the speakers.

"Good evening, gentlemen. I'm sorry to cut into your free time, but you have to go to Colombia."

"Couldn't that at least have waited until tomorrow morning?" muttered Pax, still mourning his evening off.

"I'm afraid not, Mr. Carter. Every hour counts, if it's not too late anyway," the voice replied, and once again, each of the five men wondered not only how Dylon Price had been able to understand the words at all, but moreover, had assigned them to the correct team member. 

None of them had ever met Dylon Price, who was the founder and the background handler of the Black Panther team, and Skye suspected that his name was just an alias as the person himself was something close to a ghost.

It had been almost two years since Skye’s then-Seals captain had approached him. 

"Mr. Price is expecting your call, Commander Stryker," his captain had informed him while presenting him a number on a piece of paper without much more than a blink of an eye in his direction. The attention of the man had never left the files on his desk.

Puzzled, Skye had taken the paper and retreated to his room. After nine years of active Seals experience, Skye learned not to ask questions when it was a foregone conclusion that he would not get an answer. In the hope of finding out what this was all about, he had dialed the number. 

The call was answered after the first ring, and without any small talk, Dylon Price got straight to the point. In a few words, the man explained to him that the various intelligence agencies of the United States, together with the president, had decided to establish a secret elite fighting force. It was initially intended to have no more than five members to begin with, and it would be deployed wherever the U.S. was not officially allowed to operate. 

The men were expected to hunt down the country's enemies, undetected, and complete their operations reliably and successfully. To do so, they would be provided with the best equipment as well as the latest technology. 

The secret force would go by the name of 'Black Panther' and Price mentioned that the team did not officially exist, leaving them on their own if anything ever went wrong. The President of the United States would deny any knowledge about the team. Price had also informed him that the squad received all orders exclusively from him. However, the leadership of the team, as well as the planning of operations, would fall solely to Skye. 

Having taken one night to consider the offer, Skye made his decision. Provided he could choose his own team, he was in. 

Without any discussion, Price asked for the list of Skye’s chosen names, which had been approved that same evening. Eight days later, he had moved into a small apartment in Washington, D.C.

"So, what's this about?” Skye brought the subject back to the reason for the conference call. 

Dylon Price started a PowerPoint presentation. Instantly, an attractive young woman appeared on the screen. Her satin blonde hair fell smooth and glossy to her shoulders, while her green eyes glowed openly into the camera. Her slightly open mouth laughed, revealing gleaming white teeth. 

She wore a dark blue business suit—the skirt ending a hand's breadth above the knee, revealing shapely calves. Her feet were in pumps, also dark blue, and the high and narrow heels commanded Skye's respect. It was inexplicable to him how anyone was able to keep one’s balance while standing, let alone walking, in such shoes. 

"This is Miss Caya Aurora Campbell," explained Dylon Price, who was controlling the presentation from a distance. 

"Isn't she the prosecutor leading the charge against Colombian drug lord, Marcos Giribaldi?" Blue inquired, frowning as he watched the image on the screen change. It now showed a sixty-year-old bald man who, despite his stocky height, radiated a strong air of authority.

"That’s correct, Mr. DaSilva. Giribaldi has been in American custody for eight days and is awaiting trial. However, not even a handful of people know where Giribaldi is imprisoned because the risk of a release operation by his supporters is too high. This is also the reason why the CIA is keeping his cartel under special surveillance."

"If the CIA is on the case, why do you need us?" Ash wanted to know.

"Unfortunately, Giribaldi's own people aren't the only ones with an interest in the man returning to Colombia. A splinter group of the FARC wants him as well."

"Isn't the FARC the Colombian guerrilla movement that fights against the government?" Cal asked.

"Correct. Individual groups of the organization are always joining forces with drug cartels. That's how they finance their war," explained Blue, whose parents were originally from Venezuela.

"That's the way it is. We suspect that either someone is taking advantage of the opportunity to move up in Giribaldi's favor, which they will certainly succeed in doing if they can free the man, or someone is acting on behalf of another drug lord who has unfinished business with Giribaldi. In the last six months, the man has been tangled with not one but two other cartels, and these families prefer to settle their stories among themselves. They don't like to see us Americans interfering in their business."

"So, if I understand it correctly, the CIA fears that the FARC wants to free Giribaldi?" Pax clarified.

"Unfortunately, it's no longer just a fear, it's already a stark reality," Price enlightened the men.

"The FARC is blackmailing the United States? What are they threatening us with?" Ash inquired.

"With the death of the prosecutor," Skye made the only logical connection. "And if we have to go to Colombia, it means they have already taken the woman hostage."

"You’ve got the situation pegged, Mr. Stryker. Miss Campbell left her office about 00:30 Wednesday night. The camera outside the elevators clearly shows her entering the elevator. That’s the last thing we know for sure. She didn’t show up for work on Thursday, and her car is still parked in the underground parking lot."

"Aren't there any cameras on the parking levels?" wondered Blue.

"Yes, there are, but that night, they were down in the entire parking area." 

"And no one suspected anything?" Pax shook his head in disbelief.

"Unfortunately, no one noticed the failure of the system because there is no nighttime service in the garage. The on-duty guard of the following morning had the cameras fixed, but he didn’t tell anybody about the breakdown. So, nobody linked Miss Campbell’s disappearance to the incident. I don’t think anybody even realized that her car was still in the carpark. Tonight, we received a video. Please see for yourselves."

All the men's eyes turned forward to the screen again, which now showed an amateurishly shot film in poor quality. A small Colombian man in military uniform appeared in front of the camera.

"I am General Felipe Guttierez, and I have the American prosecutor, Caya Aurora Campbell, in my power. In exchange for the woman, I expect the release of Marcos Giribaldi by noon on Monday. To give you an idea of Miss Campbell's current state of health, I will provide a brief overview. Sit back in your comfortable leather chairs, gentlemen. We'll begin with a recap."

While Skye tried to shut out his emotions as much as possible, he analyzed the image of the sparse room, which resembled a dark hole. Through the only window fell the first rays of sunlight of the day.

He had seen enough rooms like this in his life to know how stuffy and unpleasant they were. He could almost smell the rottenness of the tropical dampness. 

The door of the room opened and in stepped a man carrying a motionless woman over his shoulder—Caya Campbell. 

Recklessly, he dropped her to the floor and Skye gritted his molars hard. The film showed a cut. 

In the next scene, Caya sat in a chair in the middle of the room. Dirty hands pressed on her shoulders from above. While Skye and his team listened to Guttierez's first interrogation, he eyed the woman intently.

She appeared vulnerable, yet a fire burned in her eyes. It told him that she was stronger than she seemed to be at first glance. She wasn’t a woman who gave up prematurely. 

However, when Skye heard Caya's wrist bone snap a moment later and he saw her slump unconscious after that, he had to summon all his self-control to keep himself in the chair. 

Automatically, his hands had clenched into fists and the muscles of his body had tensed. Ice-cold rage burned in his body and a look around showed him that his teammates didn’t feel any different. 

None of them were strangers to violence. Rather, it was a part of them, but they used it solely as a means against the enemy when they had no other choice. They never used it as a demonstration of their power. Using violence against weaker people, civilians, or against women and children was abhorrent to each of them. It went against their code of honor and was despicable.

Again, the scene on the screen changed. This time, it was night and the room was dark. As before, the picture quality was poor at first, but then someone brought in a floor lamp and the grainy gray dissipated. Caya was now clearly visible, sitting once again on the chair in the center of the room. 

She was still wearing the blue skirt, but neither the matching jacket she had worn before nor her shoes were present. Her pale pink blouse was ripped open and part of her bra was showing.

It was of the same color as her top, and a detail Skye had no business in noticing as he very well knew. Hastily, he suppressed the thought. 

––––––––
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At the time of the video shooting in Colombia...

Demandingly, General Guttierez's voice echoed through the bare room. "Where is Marcos Giribaldi held captive?"

"I don't know," Caya answered for the umpteenth time. Her voice sounded firm, but her breathing rate revealed that she was in pain and probably scared to death.

"Why are you making life so unnecessarily difficult for yourself, Miss Campbell? I just don't understand Americans," Guttierez said, shaking his head at the camera before turning around at lightning speed and slapping her across the face. 

Instantly, her cheek turned red and tears welled up in her eyes.

"You can hit me all you want. I can't tell you what I don't know," Caya explained as she regained her breath.

"You will talk, believe me. In the end, everyone talks," the man assured her, nodding to three soldiers. 

The tallest one stepped behind Caya. His arms snaked tightly around her body.

"Let go of me!" Caya exclaimed angrily, but Guttierez only laughed. 

A second soldier—no older than twenty—brutally pulled her head back and placed a towel over her face, while at the same time, applying a deft grip to her jaw muscles.

Horror gripped Caya. What was Guttierez up to? What would his men do to her?

Panicked, she tried to fight back. Her feet kicked out, her upper body tried to free itself, and her head wanted to go up. But she stood no chance. 

Another man sat on her legs. His hands pressed into her shoulders and held her tightly in position. Only a second later, water was poured over the cloth that covered her face. It flowed in a constantly solid stream.

Caya coughed and tried to close her mouth, but she couldn’t manage. Tightly pointed fingernails dug into her cheeks and held her mouth open. She fought with all her strength, but she couldn’t get rid of the men. Nor could she stop the water, no matter how hard she tried.

Water flowed up her nose, into her mouth, and down her throat. It wouldn't stop flowing and sheer panic overtook her. She would drown. No... she would suffocate. 

Involuntarily, she began to gag. Her chest rose and fell in wild movements, and her throat contracted tighter and tighter from the gag reflexes. She could no longer breathe, but her body was still trying to free itself with all its might.

Caya was close to losing consciousness when, suddenly, the water stopped flowing and all hands let go of her at the same time. She would have fallen off the chair if someone hadn't pulled her back by the hair at the same moment.

Caya gasped for air in between coughing like hell.

Once again, Guttierez's cold voice pierced the room. "Well, where's Giribaldi?" 

Caya’s chest was aching, her lungs were burning, and her heart was pounding, but she looked her tormentor in the eye as she answered him, "I. Don't. Know."

She saw Guttierez nodding and everything inside her screamed: No! No! No! Not again! But she knew that her wish would not be granted. 

Even before she could defend herself, brutal hands restrained her head back into the appropriate position. The cold jet of water hit her forced-open mouth again.

She swallowed more water and gagged, all while trying to fight back. It was a reflexive reaction that would lead to nowhere.

When the flow of water stopped, she vomited the water from her stomach until unconsciousness closed in again. 

Guttierez’s open hand hit her twice to keep her awake. Then he asked again. “Where is Giribaldi?"

“I don’t know!” Caya stated matter-of-factly, although her voice sounded weaker than before.

Another nod from the general started the torture again. Caya’s body struggled automatically, but her powers had already subsided even more, and when Guttierez repeated his game for the fourth time, she surrendered to the inevitable. If he wanted to drown her, he should do it. 

Immediately, Guttierez stopped the procedure.

"Oh no, Miss Campbell. I won't make it that easy for you," Guttierez's relentless voice reached her ear as his hand slapped her again. 

He stared at her for a moment, then snapped his fingers and someone handed him a black sack, which he placed over her head in one swift motion. He then pulled her arms and tied her hands behind her back.

Even though Caya had resolved not to scream under any circumstances, she was unable to suppress the cry of pain when the man had touched her broken wrist.

The pain was so intense that she felt nauseous. Bile came up in the back of her already sore throat, but she knew she couldn’t throw up. With the bag over her head, she would immediately suffocate. Caya might not leave this basement alive, but she refused to die that way.

Two more times, Guttierez returned to the chamber and repeated his torture. The third time, she spat at his feet. 

"Do you really think it would do you any good if I told you where Giribaldi is? Surely, Marcos Giribaldi has been transferred by now, or do you seriously believe that no one has noticed my disappearance?"

"You are right,” Guttierez turned off the camera and faced her again. He seemed slightly amused. “It’s time for the next step. There should be enough convincing evidence showing my willpower to get Marcos released on these various recording sequences we took. I'm going to edit these into a nice little movie and send it to your president. It's about time we find out how much you're worth to your country."

Provocatively, his hand passed over her cleavage. "You are a very beautiful woman, Miss Campbell."

"Don’t touch me."

The general laughed loudly. "I must confess, you have more guts in your bones than I gave you credit for. I've seen a lot of men collapse much sooner.” He looked at her thoughtfully, “I respect your will to survive, I really do. Although, this time, it will not change the outcome, believe me, I almost regret that you don't stand a chance in the end."

She kept his gaze because she didn’t want him to know how close she had been to breaking down. At that moment, she was just happy that the waterboarding torture had stopped, but deep down, she knew she wouldn't last much longer anyway. Her body couldn’t take anymore.

Guttierez’s eyes wandered across her body again. “You definitely are stunning. I’m sure my men would enjoy having some fun.”

Caya’s lips started to tremble slightly. 

Of course, Guttierez realized it and chuckled. “Well, let’s wait for the answer of your government first.” He stretched out his hand and someone handed him the black bag.

No! Everything in Caya cried out. No more darkness! But mercilessly, the fabric once again overlapped her head and took away all sense of space and time. 

Deep inside, Caya knew she wouldn't last much longer. She had just mustered her last strength against Guttierez not to let the man notice how close he already was to his goal.
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​Chapter 3
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"What a bastard!" Pax exclaimed as the screen turned black, signaling the end of the video. 

Everyone in the room nodded in agreement. Only Skye didn’t show any reaction. He didn’t trust himself. Rarely before had he felt such raw anger inside him. 

He admired the woman who hadn’t caved and given any secret information away, despite the cruel methods of torture she suffered—and they were extremely brutal. Waterboarding wasn’t only intense on the body, it was mentally violent as well. 

From his own experience, Skye knew what Caya Campbell had gone through. He knew all too well the reactions of the body, the overwhelming fear and panic. Waterboarding is a life-changing experience. Actually, it changes your personality. 

During his Seal training, Skye had voluntarily participated in a study on the waterboarding method. It took place in a controlled environment where all his vital functions were recorded, while being restrained and exposed to the flow of water. But although he was aware that nobody would let him die on that day and that he could stop the experiment at any time by pushing the emergency button he had been provided with, his sleep had been disturbed for weeks by evil nightmares. Even today, the mere memory of the experiment was enough to make him break out in a sweat. There was no doubt that Caya Aurora Campbell would never again be the woman she had been just a few days ago. 

Skye wished he could turn back time and prevent what had happened to Caya. No one was supposed to experience things like this. No one should ever know this hell, especially not a woman who didn’t do anything wrong and who fought for justice every day.

Skye was a good observer. While it was expected that Caya had grown weaker as the video progressed, he had also seen the hidden fear in her eyes. The woman made every effort to hide it, but she had reached her limit by now. 

Skye realized that Dylon Price was right. Time was of vital importance. Miss Campbell’s strength was already running on reserve power. But they would get her out of Colombia. No other outcome was conceivable for him. His hand fisted. The brave prosecutor hadn't lasted this long only to lose in the end. 

"Does she really not know where Giribaldi is?" Blue asked the question that Ash and Cal had also secretly asked themselves.

"Of course she knows," Skye replied with a confident voice. He had recognized her knowledge of Giribaldi’s whereabouts when Guttierez's first question had hit her. The realization had increased his utmost respect.

At the end of the day, Caya Campbell wasn’t a member of the Navy or the Army, nor was she a member of the Secret Service. She had no training to fall back on in such a situation. She was a civilian, and there was no doubt she had done better than many trained soldiers. Her mental strength was impressive. 

"Mr. Stryker is right. She knew," Price backed up the statement. "Even if the man has been transferred in the meantime. But this is irrelevant to you, gentlemen. Guttierez’s ultimatum expires on Monday at noon. You must have found Miss Campbell by then, although, I doubt the woman will survive that long.'

"What do we know about Guttierez?" Skye got straight to the point.

"Not much, I’m afraid. So far, the name has not come up in any of our databases. The little I have learned is that he grew up in southern Colombia and is twenty-eight years old. At the age of nineteen, he joined the FARC. According to rumors, he started assembling his own force about a year ago. We suspect he operates from the southeastern part of Colombia, but the information is not confirmed.”

“Why do you single out the southeastern area?” Ash wanted to know.

“His mother belonged to the indigenous people living in this area. Accordingly, he knows the territory very well." 

“This part of the country is sparsely inhabited. It is pure, wild nature,” Blue declared. “I don’t want to sound pessimistic, but without any further clues that restrict the area to more than a rough direction, there is no chance we will find her in time.” 

Skye, Ash, Cal, and Pax knew Blue was right and every one of the men felt frustrated.

“Satellite images show the landing of a seaplane in the area in the early hours of Thursday morning," Price reported. While he was still speaking, the projected image changed and the screen now showed the map of Southeast Colombia. An invisible hand painted a small red circle in the Caqueta River—a tributary of the Amazon River. 

“I know it’s not much,” Price admitted. “But I can’t stand the idea that we let Miss Campbell down without having given the search our best shot, and I know that if anyone can find her in time, it’s you guys.”

Skye took a deep breath. “We will find her,” he stated.

Four pairs of eyes looked at him with raised eyebrows, but nobody objected to the statement. Maybe the reason was that Skye didn’t give them any time to contradict because he wanted to believe in a happy ending for the courageous prosecutor, no matter how unlikely a positive outcome seemed to be at the moment.

"How do we get in and out of the country?" Skye asked.

"Quietly and unnoticed. Unfortunately, there is no support from the Colombian government. This means you are going in dark. A helicopter is already waiting for you at the airport. You’ll have to hurry if you want to take advantage of the darkness of the night."

"Consider us already on the road," Skye announced.

“It doesn’t make sense to think about any exit plans at the moment,” Price assessed. “We don’t know where you will be or what health condition Miss Campbell will be in when you get to her.”

Skye realized that Dylon Price had used the word when, not if. Thankfully, he nodded.

“We will improvise,” he concluded. 

“Once you've decided on a pick-up point, report back."

“Roger that.” 

"Alright. I’ll send all further information to your mobiles, so you can make yourself familiar with the territory during the flight to Colombia. Bring Miss Campbell home, Black Panther!" Dylon Price demanded and ended the call.

We will! Skye promised in his mind before turning to his team. “Well, let’s pack up and get this show on the road.” 

Without any further words spoken, Pax, Ash, Cal, and Blue left the room. There was no need to explain anything further because everyone knew what to do. During their assignments, time was one of their toughest opponents and they sure wouldn’t risk losing any precious seconds by organizing themselves—instead, they did this in advance.

In a matter of minutes, everyone changed into black camouflage clothing. In addition, the men equipped their bodies with hidden weapons and knives. They pulled already-packed backpacks from the shelves that would provide them with all the things they needed to survive in the jungle of Colombia.

Cal went to the medicine cabinet and reached for two larger packs, each containing five ampoules of morphine.

Skye nodded approvingly. He knew Cal always generally carried a smaller amount of morphine during their missions, but it was certainly a good decision to increase the amount. They didn’t know how quickly they would be able to leave the country and, after all, the woman had been tortured for days. The least they could do was take away the pain, and the drugs would do that.

Cal was the medic among them. Before joining the Seals, he had already spent three years in medical school. Later, he continued his studies and received his medical license. He kept his knowledge up to date with regular training in emergency medicine, which had saved the life of one of them or an innocent victim more than once in the past. 

"Miss Campbell needs something to wear. She also needs a pair of sturdy shoes," Pax expressed. All his displeasure at his canceled free evening had faded, but no one on the team had taken his words seriously anyway. 

Each of them lived for the Black Panther team and each of them gave three hundred and fifty percent. Giving up was never an option. Not as long as their own hearts were still beating and blood was pumping through the veins. Pax, however, seemed to be driven by a much stronger, darker force. 

After Skye, he was second in the chain of command, and everyone not only liked him but respected him. Anything else would simply not have been possible in their work. Still, there was something aloof about the man. He never lost control or even drank a glass too many. Alone, towards Skye, he relaxed his attitude every now and then.

"I’ll take care of it," Skye declared. "Size suggestions?"

"A six at the most," Ash said as he continued to stow his weapons without looking up.

"Man, where do you have your eyes? She's nowhere near a six. A four at most," Blue said.

"Definitely a four," Cal confirmed with a grin. "The size of her shoes are harder to guess. Take a seven and an eight for safety."

"All right. I'll meet you at the car in two," Skye confirmed, shouldering his backpack and reaching for his parachute backpack.

Before the Black Panther team left their black GMC Vandura at the airport, the men pulled on their balaclavas. The pilot did not know who he was flying to Colombia that night and nothing about them would tell him. 

Skye handed the man a note with the destination coordinates on it. In return, he received a radio frequency on which he could communicate with the pilot. If all went according to plan, he would not have to use it.

Silently, the men jumped into the helicopter, stowed their belongings, and not a minute later, Skye used his thumb to signal the pilot that he could take off. Instantly, the bird rose into the air, and Skye glanced at his wristwatch.

It would take them about five hours to reach their destination. Five hours to study all the information Price had put together for them, and to come up with a solid plan for their next steps as soon as their feet had touched the ground. Maybe they could even close their eyes for thirty minutes.

Through their helmet headsets, Cal, Blue, Ash, and Pax were connected to Skye. The men sat facing each other, their knees knocking, and Ash took advantage of the tightness to spread out a map on their legs.

"If we are lucky, Guttierez has set up his quarters close by. The area is inaccessible by car, and since Caya was anesthetized, he won't have carried her through the wilderness for hours," he reasoned aloud as his finger marked the spot where Price said the seaplane had landed.

"That means we're going to pick a three-mile radius?" asked Blue.

"Yeah. I think he stuck close to the riverbank and three miles is already quite a distance in the jungle, at least if he hasn't beaten a path," confirmed Ash

"If he did, all the better for us," Cal said with a grin.

"What's the other option?" asked Pax. "You said if we’re lucky."

"The alternative is that he continued the journey by boat."

"That would be bad for us," Pax stated without any emotion. "Then we would need a raft, the construction of which would delay us."

"In other words, an already bad situation would get worse," Cal concluded.

Ash grinned. "It's not quite that bad because the Caqueta River has a lot of smaller and larger rapids in this area. It is, therefore, not suitable for long hauls. Still, it increases our search area, of course."

"How big an area are we talking about?" Skye wanted to know.

“If we remove ourselves no more than three miles on either side of the river, I should say about a hundred square miles. But I think it is more than unlikely that he’s camped upstream. The river is much wider up here, so his seaplane could just as easily have landed there. There must be a reason why Guttierez chose this spot." He tapped his finger again on the same position on the map. 

"In any case, the men will have left tracks on the shore. I suspect the sun will rise quickly once we're down and then we'll find them," Ash declared in confidence, to which everyone nodded.

While Ash, Cal, and Blue continued to study the map, including discussing the various withdrawal options, Skye and Pax went over the documents on Caya. 

Her father was in the U.S. Senate and was running for president in the next election, which he had narrowly missed last time. Her mother had died when Caya was still in elementary school, and since her politically ambitious father did not have time to care for his daughter, she was raised by her grandmother. 

Caya's CV did not contain any twists or turns. She had always been a good student, and directly after graduating from school, she continued her studies in law, which she had finished with flying colors. 

In recent years, she worked her way up in the prosecutor’s office. Her conviction rate was quite impressive and explained why the chief prosecutor had put her in charge of the Giribaldi case. 

Her private life also did not contain any exciting surprises. Since her student days, Caya had been in two relationships, with both men being lawyers.

Involuntarily, an uneasy feeling spread through Skye. Surprised, he looked up. Why didn't he like what he was reading?

Caya Campbell was thirty-two years old. It was perfectly normal for her to have some steady relationships in her past. If anything, he should be surprised that the woman had only had two men by her side in all these years. 

"Is something wrong?" he heard Pax's voice in his earbud.

"No, everything is fine. I just read these two names." With his finger, he pointed to Marc Jordan and Dennis Richard. 

"Marc Jordan? Isn't Giribaldi's lawyer’s name Jordan, too?" Pax frowned, flipping back a few pages. "Here it is. The lawyer’s name is Douglas Jordan. He’s Marc's father, and the son works in the law firm, too. I bet he's also working on the Giribaldi case.'

"There are probably more pleasant situations than meeting your ex in court," Skye noted, relieved that his friend hadn’t caught on to his true feelings. Jealousy was completely out of place at this point, and also completely alien to him. Not to mention that he didn't even know the woman.

"Miss Campbell seems to have grown up well guarded in a pink cloud cuckoo land," Pax judged. "Apart from the early death of her mother, there seems to be no drama."

"It makes the last few days all the worse for her," Skye concluded, feeling a cold hand reach for his heart. 

How was Cara Campbell doing? Was she asleep or was Guttierez just torturing her one more time? The idea alone turned his stomach. 

As sure as day follows night, Skye knew he would happily pull the trigger if he got the man in front of the barrel of his gun. Although, such an ending would be far too good for Guttierez, he added in his mind.

Not knowing when he would next have the chance to rest, Skye closed his eyes and deliberately relaxed his muscles. Every minute of sleep counted because once he was back on solid ground, he needed not only a battery charged with energy, but a fully charged reserve tank, too. 

Twenty minutes later, a voice in his ear startled him. "One hundred and eighty seconds left."

Instantly, Skye was wide awake. He passed the information on to his men, and each of them strapped on their parachutes and checked their equipment one last time.

"Thirty seconds," the pilot informed shortly afterwards, and Skye relayed the timing with silent sign language. He counted down the last five seconds clearly visible to everyone. 

As Skye held only his fist aloft, Pax, Ash, Blue, and Cal jumped silently one after the other into the darkness of the night. Skye followed last.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 4
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Her body was shaking violently, which increased the pain in her head. Caya wanted to scream, but she didn't even have enough strength for that anymore. Her tears had also dried up long ago. It was likely that her body no longer had enough fluid to cry. At least the feeling of thirst had subsided—she should be grateful for the small relief. 

Caya no longer knew what day it was or how long she had been in the hellhole. She just wanted to go home, although she doubted that she would ever return to Washington.

She kept her eyes closed because with the cloth over her head, everything was dark anyway. 

Sometimes she was lucky and she dozed off for a while. When she woke up again, she couldn't tell if it had been a few minutes or a few hours. But as long as it was quiet, everything was good because it meant she was alone. 

The last time Guttierez had returned with his men, he didn't even bother to take the sack off at first. Instead, he poured the ice-cold water directly over the fabric, while one of his men pushed her mouth open. Same old same old.

She had screamed and Guttierez laughed. Only then had he released her from the darkness, for he wanted her to see him run his long sharp combat knife over her arm. Her blood spilled onto the floor as well as onto her clothes—or at least what was left of them.

Finally, he placed the tip of his knife vertically below her shoulder and carved a 'G' into it. 

'G' for Guttierez. 'G' for guerrilla. 'G' for Giribaldi, he had said. 

"The next time we see each other, sweet Caya, it will be just you and me. I promise you some different kind of fun then," his voice had sounded frighteningly soft at that, and Caya dreaded that moment more than anything.  

Again, she must have fallen asleep because she was suddenly startled. With a racing heart, she listened intently into the darkness. 

There it was again. It was footsteps that had awakened her. Quiet footsteps, but nevertheless, they could be heard quite clearly... just as clearly as the door opening. Someone was coming in and it was only one pair of feet coming towards her. 

Panic overtook her. Guttierez was back.

No! She screamed in her head. Noooo! 

Desperately, she sat up and tried to slide backwards on her bottom, which was difficult with her hands tied behind her back, but Caya wouldn’t let Guttierez touch her. At least not without a fight. Somehow, she would summon up more energy—she had no choice. Her shoulders bumped against the wall, but she felt no pain.

"Don't touch me. I will..." she screamed, but the rest of the words suffocated in the hand that pressed firmly on her mouth.

Wildly, Caya kicked around as she tried to bite, but her teeth only caught the fabric in front of her lips.

"Shh, Caya. I'm not going to hurt you. I am here to help you," whispered a voice close to her ear, but she did not perceive the meaning of the words. 

She would not make it easy for Guttierez. As long as she still had a spark of energy, she would fight back.

Skye cursed inwardly as a fine crack tore through his heart. Never before had he felt so much fear and desperation combined with a willingness to fight, even though total exhaustion had already stretched out its hand. 

He had no trouble dodging Caya's kicks, let alone stifling the sounds coming from her mouth. But he hated having to restrain the woman who had already suffered so much over the last few days. However, at this moment, she left him no choice. 

So far, no one had noticed that he was in the house. The five guards he had encountered on the way were silently taken out by Pax and him. Skye wanted it to stay that way for as long as possible. But for that to happen, the prosecutor had to calm down. 

It would have been easy for him to take her out for a few minutes with a flick of his wrist, but something in Skye resisted that option. He didn't want to cause her any more pain. Besides, he wanted her to trust him.

"Caya. Miss Campbell," he tried again. "I'm with the U.S. Navy." 

This was the information the team basically used officially. It simplified things. After all, they could not reveal their true identities, and the U.S. Navy was associated by every American in an emergency situation with the correct attributes—honor, courage, and last but not least, help. 

"I'm here to bring you home," he added.

The words didn't miss their mark this time, and Skye felt the resistance draining from her body. However, he knew enough about Caya Campbell not to trust that alone. 

"I'm going to take my hand off your mouth now and pull the cloth bag off your head so you can look at me. If you scream, Guttierez's people will hear you and you'll not only put both of us in danger, but my men as well. Do you understand?"

It took two seconds, but then Caya nodded in agreement. 

Slowly, Skye removed his hand, and as he promised, he untied the knot in her neck and removed the sack. 

Big, frightened, wild eyes stared at him from a pale face. 

"You..." her voice sounded rough and she tried to swallow, but without saliva, even that was difficult. "You're American?"

"Yes," Skye confirmed, trying to smile confidently. 

He knew that in his battle gear and with the black paint on his face, he looked more scary than confidence-inspiring. 

If he had his way, he would have gladly given Caya a few more minutes to absorb the new situation, but loud gunshots suddenly rang. Obviously, Guttierez's people had noticed them. 

"We should get out of here. Come on." With a lightning-quick movement, Skye pulled a knife from his hip, and Caya gave a startled cry. 

Panicked, she looked at him and tried to back away, but her back was already against the wall.

Well done, Stryker! Skye praised himself sarcastically, while he forced himself to be calm inside, although he heard Ash in his ear. 

"Skye, Pax, get out of there."

"Buy us some seconds!" he requested before turning his attention back to Caya. "I'm going to cut your bonds. All right?"

The next two seconds seemed like half an eternity, but finally, the woman willingly turned her back on him, and Skye cut the sisal rope with one deft cut. 

"Come on," he took her healthy hand and helped her up. 

Caya wasn’t even standing properly when she started to feel dizzy. Her vision blurred and her legs began to shake. 

Immediately, Skye grabbed her shoulders to keep her from falling. He had already expected the reaction of her body. Therefore, Pax waited outside the door. That way, he could take care of Miss Campbell while his partner still had both hands free to cover them.

Without thinking any further, he lifted Caya onto his shoulder to carry her out. He hadn't walked two steps when she slammed a fist into his back. 

"Put me down! Now!" she demanded in a low but firm voice.

Astonished, Skye stopped and put Caya down in front of him. For safety's sake, he kept his hands on her upper arms, for he was not sure how long her legs would carry her. 

"I will leave this house on my own two feet," she stated, at which Skye raised his eyebrows in surprise.

"You are too weak to walk, Caya," he explained. "You are injured, half-starved, and worse... completely dehydrated."

"I don't care what I am. After everything that's happened, I have to walk out of here alone," she replied defiantly, and then she added quietly, looking at him with her big green eyes, "I thought, someone like you would understand the necessity of this."

Thoughtfully, Skye nodded as he swallowed hard. Any other woman he knew would have been glad to get out of this hole in the quickest way possible. No matter how. This woman, on the other hand, was different. She was special. 

"I do, Caya," he returned softly, and with that, he had spoken the truth. His respect for this woman rose, and if Skye hadn't been in the middle of a combat zone, he would have leaned down and kissed her. 

Startled, he winced. Kissed? Had he actually thought about kissing in a war zone? He had to be crazy. Totally crazy. 
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