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A hostage rescue gone wrong. A woman in fear of her life. And a Navy SEAL who’ll stop at nothing to save her.

Navy SEAL Ethan “Everglades” Flannigan feels an instant draw toward the woman his team is tasked with rescuing from the mountains of Afghanistan. Kidnapped and held by a terror cell, her condition is unknown. But when the innocent woman bolts from them in fear, he’ll stop at nothing to get her to safety.

Army Reservist Kimberly Turner was kidnapped after a bombing in Afghanistan. She’s been held in the mountains for nearly two months and given up hope of a rescue. When a group of armed men storm the camp and she’s held at knifepoint in the confusion, she runs. The buff and assertive Navy SEAL who chases after her won’t let any further harm come her way—but he won’t let her avoid the attraction simmering between them either.

Ethan knows Kim has been traumatized during her ordeal, but as she slowly opens up, he needs to persuade her that he’ll protect both her body and heart. When they return stateside and she slowly recovers, Kimberly realizes Ethan is the only thing she wants—but is it too late to have him?

SEAL’S REVENGE, a standalone novel, is book four in the addictive Alpha SEALs Coronado series.
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KIMBERLY TURNER GROANED as she rolled over on the thin, dirty blanket on the cave floor. She shifted slightly, her body stiff and sore from another night sleeping on the hard ground. Her stomach rumbled with hunger, but she’d gotten used to the feeling after nearly two months in captivity. Her long, dark hair was tangled and matted, and she’d kill for a hot shower. For soap and warm water to rinse the sand, dirt, and grime from her skin.

Bathing in her clothes in the river had sufficed on the few opportunities she’d gotten. There was no way she was undressing around the group of violent men who’d kidnapped her.

After walking for hours yesterday, her captors had moved her and another woman to this hidden location. It looked exactly like the last cave she’d been in, but Kim knew they were trying to avoid being caught. The more frequently they moved her, the less hope she had of being rescued.

She hadn’t seen the other hostage since yesterday, but she’d heard the woman’s screams last night.

Squeezing her eyes tightly shut, she shuddered.

They’d raped the other woman nightly but had only hurt her once. The other captive was blonde and American. She cried when they hurt her, which only seemed to urge them on more. Kim hadn’t fought the first night when a man had attacked her. She’d closed her eyes and willed it to be over as soon as possible. He’d climbed off her, spit in her face, and then stormed away yelling in Farsi while she’d righted her clothing.

Only after he was gone, and she was certain she was alone, had she cried. 

With Kim’s dark hair, she blended in more here in Afghanistan. Or she would’ve, had she been dressed in traditional attire. The camo fatigues she had on—the very one’s she’d been wearing when kidnapped from Bagram Airfield—gave her away as an American.

They knew when they’d kidnapped her that she was valuable—a female American servicemember. Kim wasn’t sure what the blonde woman did, or even if she’d been taken from Bagram. Despite being moved together every few days to new spots hidden in the mountains, they weren’t allowed to talk or communicate.

The men still taunted and harassed Kim, grabbed at her, but only one man had held her down in the dark tent that night. Kim wrapped her arms around herself, trying to keep from crying. Tears wouldn’t solve anything. Memories wouldn’t keep her safe. And fighting her kidnappers would only get her hurt.

Again.

After taking a few shaky breaths, she blinked in the dim light. It was early morning—too early for the men guarding her to be awake. They knew she wouldn’t run. She’d attempted escape only once before and been beaten because of it.

And aside from the first night she’d been taken, when the man had forced himself on her, they’d preferred to prey on the other woman. Kim wanted to vomit thinking about what she’d been through—wanted to tell her to stay quiet and stop crying so they’d leave her alone. She’d only caught glimpses of the woman though. They weren’t held near one another. They’d never been allowed to speak.

Rolling onto her back, she stared up at the cave ceiling, barely visible in the morning light.

Was anyone looking for her?

The explosion in her building at Bagram had resulted in chaos and utter confusion. Women had been screaming, rushing to get out the door as smoke filled the air. Flames licked up the sides of the building. Kim had been down in the lobby and one of the first women to rush out, yelling for help.

In the confusion, someone had grabbed her. Silenced her. Strong arms had wrapped around her, lifting her from the ground as she kicked and fought. She’d seen a group of men rushing toward the building, one who’d been with her friend Hailey moments before. Kim didn’t recognize them from base, but plenty of military personnel came and went. Kim was only supposed to be there for a month as part of her reserve duty.

But she’d been no match for the man who had taken her. And with the fire and smoke and screams piercing the air, no one had noticed as she’d been kidnapped in plain sight.

She didn’t know what had happened to her friends. To Hailey. The women had become friends when they’d both worked at the Pentagon. They’d just happened to be at Bagram together for a few weeks while Kim was TDY. Had Hailey escaped the fire? Did she wonder what had happened to Kim?

Did the Army think she’d gone AWOL or been killed in the explosion? Would anyone even know to come looking for her?

A stray tear ran down her cheek, and she squeezed her eyes shut again. Crying alone in the cave wouldn’t help her. She needed to hold on. To stay strong. Maybe someone was looking for her. Maybe they’d find her any day now.

Kim took a shaky breath, willing herself to calm down. She’d count backwards from one hundred to slow her breathing. To lull herself back to sleep. To keep her mind on anything else.

Later that morning, the sound of voices woke her. She squinted at the opening of the cave, listening to two men talk. They were nothing but dark silhouettes against the bright sun, and she wondered how late in the morning it was. Although they’d woken her early yesterday to walk all day, this morning they appeared to be in no rush to leave.

Kim only understood a few words in Farsi, but judging from the man holding the cell phone, she wondered if they were planning to take a video of her again. She hadn’t spoken a word last time. They’d filmed her sitting on the ground, staring blankly at the camera.

The irony.

They hadn’t filmed her after they’d beaten her weeks ago—the one time she’d tried to escape. Her shoulder still ached a little, but her bruises had long since faded. Kim knew she was mal-nourished though. She hadn’t been eating enough for regular day-to-day activities, let alone for the day-long walks as they’d moved through the desert and mountains.

She was conserving her strength and biding her time. If she ever had the chance again—when she was certain she wouldn’t be caught—she’d run.

One of the Afghani men began walking toward her, hand outstretched. “Come!” he demanded.

“What, no breakfast in bed?” she asked sarcastically as she stood.

He evidently didn’t understand her snarky comment. “Breakfast later. Now come.”

Eyeing him warily, she took a step forward. She’d gotten used to the man who usually guarded her, but she hadn’t seen him this morning. This guy was younger, with a slightly crooked nose and thin lips. Most of their faces blurred together after a while, but she remembered a few.

The men preferred tormenting the blonde and mostly left Kim alone. It was awful to listen to, but Kim couldn’t help her. She couldn’t fight off a group of armed men. And as horrible as it was, a part of her felt relieved it wasn’t her. She’d feel guilty for the rest of her life about that, but both women had been put in a horrible situation.

She’d never forget the man who had raped her the very first night. A part of her had blocked out the actual attack—like she’d witnessed it happening to someone else. She couldn’t forget the smell of his sweat though or the evil look in his eyes. He’d been missing part of his ear, a distinguishing feature she’d immediately recognized and loathed. As much as the other men blended together, she’d made sure to stay clear of him.

Every day Kim lived in fear that the men would harm her, that the evil man who’d attacked her would do it again. But she knew they wanted to get a rise out of her. To hear her cries and screams. She didn’t respond to their taunts, and they’d left her alone—aside from beating her the one night when she’d tried to run.

Her stomach roiled.

This wasn’t the time or place to show weakness. The guy with the crooked nose might have been younger, but that didn’t mean he was any less ruthless. He could hurt her just as easily as the others.

“We take new video. Too dark in here. Now move, filthy American!”

Their verbal jabs meant little. They were nothing but trash themselves—terrorists who set out to attack Americans and other westerners. She’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time, and they’d kidnapped her. No doubt these men were part of the group who’d bombed Bagram.

Clenching her jaw, she followed him out into the sunlight.

There were only a few other men around, and she saw no trace of the blonde woman. Crooked Nose grabbed her forearm, pulling her along when she didn’t move fast enough. A group of three men sitting together eating watched with interest but continued on with their breakfast when she willingly went with the man. It wasn’t too interesting to watch an acquiescent prisoner, she supposed.

If they weren’t going to torture or rape her again, she wasn’t entirely sure why they still held her prisoner. Had they been trying to obtain a ransom for her release? Did they want some sort of prisoner trade?

They hadn’t tried to get much information from her. Apparently being a woman had worked to her advantage in that sense. They didn’t think she knew anything of importance. She wasn’t permanently stationed in Bagram anyway. While they probably could’ve forced some information out of her, they hadn’t tried.

She’d been a prisoner far too long though, and with each day that passed, she grew more unsettled. They fed her, and her body remained in shape thanks to the forced marches through the mountains. She hadn’t been eating enough though, and her uniform was looser than it had been a month ago.

Would they eventually deem her of no use and just kill her?

Looking around in disdain at the mountains, she knew it would be nearly impossible for the military to find her. She’d completely lost track of how far they’d come from Bagram Airfield, but that hardly mattered. The mountainous terrain around the cave looked similar to nearly every other place they’d taken her. How would the U.S. military ever be able to pinpoint her location?

Unless someone tipped them off, revealing where she was held, they weren’t likely to just stumble upon her. And were they even looking? Or had she been presumed dead in the explosion?

There were mountains after mountains here, with green valleys far down below and snow-capped peaks in the distance. It was eerily beautiful for such a war-torn country. And while the mountains looked stunning from a distance, from the secure walls of Bagram, it was another thing entirely to be held captive while moving through them. To sleep in caves and march through the rough terrain.

She didn’t know where she was. She couldn’t provide any clues. Even if they did allow her to speak freely on the video, what was she supposed to say? She didn’t know the names of the men. She didn’t know where she was being held. Although she didn’t know the exact purpose of the video, she could assume it would be broadcast far and wide. Not much had happened after the first video they’d taken though, aside from them moving her yet again to a new location.

Two other men came hurrying up, yelling at one another in Farsi. Kim instantly cringed as she saw them. Both were carrying weapons and looking at her with hate in their eyes. One of the men pointed his finger at her, spitting on the ground in disgust. “You will tell your Americans to pay your ransom! We have given them plenty of time. I will not wait any longer!”

The second man started rapidly talking to him, arguing, and she froze. The first guy appeared agitated, tightly gripping his gun. Would he shoot her right now? Film her being executed? Her mind whirled. If they’d demanded a ransom, that meant the U.S. knew there was a chance she was still alive. That she hadn’t died in the explosion at Bagram Airfield.

“Stand there!” Crooked Nose ordered, pointing toward the rocky area next to the cave. “Move!”

She walked over uneasily, her gaze scanning the area. If she ran, they’d probably kill her right now. Besides, it’s not like she could get far. They’d search the nearby caves—spread out and track her down. Beat her again.

Her stomach churned as she turned to face him. The other two continued arguing, the outspoken man glaring at her. “You will speak on the video. Tell them how well we’ve treated you. Tell the world you are an American soldier! If they do not pay, you will be harmed!”

Swallowing nervously, she looked at the cell phone Crooked Nose held up. The other two men quieted, and the silence was eerie. Normally, she’d hear voices of men around the area they’d made camp in. She’d only seen a few men eating breakfast. She hadn’t heard or seen the blonde woman today. Had they moved her somewhere else? Killed her?

“You will start on my order,” Crooked Nose said, drawing her gaze toward him. He held up his cell phone as the other men watched, growing agitated. One of them lifted his weapon, aiming it at her. She knew it was for show. They wanted to intimidate and scare her. They wanted a reaction.

Her pulse pounded as she stared them down.

Normally she worked in an office in the confines of the Pentagon. She had reserve duty once a month and TDY that was usually only two weeks a year. She’d been deployed a month this time to Bagram Airfield. She’d been excited to know she’d been heading the same place her friend Hailey was working. What were the chances her friend from home would be where the Army sent Kim?

Hailey was a civilian DOD contractor. She didn’t deploy the way Kim did but had accepted a year-long assignment in Afghanistan. She was supposed to move out to San Diego for a new position, but Kim had no idea what had happened to her.

Had Hailey escaped the explosion? Was she wounded or killed?

Kim didn’t know what had happened to any of the women who lived in her building. She didn’t know if any of her friends had survived the explosion.

And now she was a prisoner.

The men talking in Farsi drew her mind back to the present. Her gaze shifted to the gun aiming at her and the cell phone that would record every word she said.

Crooked Nose glared at her. “Now!” he yelled as he pushed a button on his phone.

Kim’s mouth felt dry, and she nervously swallowed. It was hard to even think over the roaring in her ears. Her heart pounded so quickly that she could barely focus on anything else. She felt dizzy with the bright sun beating down and no food or water in her stomach. Her palms grew damp with sweat, and she frantically realized she needed to talk.

“My name is Kimberly Turner.” She cleared her throat, trying to speak louder. “I’m a U.S. Army reservist stationed at Bagram Airfield. I was kidnapped by a group of armed men after the explosion. I’m being held somewhere in the mountains of Afghanistan. The men holding me demand for you to pay a ransom for my release. They’ve threatened to hurt me if they don’t receive the money. Please do whatever they say.”

The guy abruptly cut off the video, and she listened as the three men argued some more as they played back the video they’d recorded.

Would her family see that? Her friends?

Her image would be splashed all over the news worldwide. She hadn’t looked in a mirror in months, but she knew her uniform was dirty and worn. She’d lost weight, and her hair was a matted, tangled mess.

Maybe it was a good thing the world would see her now. If they had proof that she was still alive, the U.S. Army would come looking for her. They’d send in the Special Forces to rescue her. They’d find her. That’s what those guys did—the impossible.

The men began arguing again, and Kim thought she heard one of them utter the general’s name. That was impossible though. They couldn’t know the names of the U.S. officers stationed at Bagram.

“You! Come over here!” one of the men demanded.

Kim warily moved toward them.

Crooked Nose grabbed her arm, yanking her back toward the cave she’d slept in. The men who’d been eating were gone, and uneasiness washed over her again. She’d been used to a large group, to lots of activity every day. The men usually hunkered together, discussing things in low voices. Not that she’d understand if they yelled it from the mountaintops.

Were they plotting another attack? Planning to kidnap others?

Kim assumed someone had snuck onto base to plant explosives at her building. There’d been a suicide bomber at the front gate preceding the attack. That’s when she’d seen her friend Hailey being escorted back to their housing by a tall, buff soldier. Or sailor. She wasn’t sure. When deployed, some of the Special Forces guys wore the same uniform as the others to blend in. She wasn’t certain that guy had been Special Forces, of course. But when Hailey said he’d tackled her to the ground after the first explosion, she’d gotten that impression. He’d seemed the protective sort. He’d insisted on walking Hailey back to their building, and her friend had said she’d just met the guy. Kim had even joked she needed her own superhero.

What she wouldn’t give for someone to storm in and rescue her now.

Maybe if the video footage was aired, the U.S. would come looking for her. She had no idea if she’d been presumed dead. But if her kidnappers had demanded a ransom, that gave her a sliver of hope.

Although she hated that her friends and family would see her looking scared and awful on the video her kidnappers had taken, at least it proved she was alive. Or did it? She hadn’t mentioned a date or how long she’d been in captivity. They could see it and assume it was months old.

Tears smarting her eyes, she let Crooked Nose shove her back into the cave. He hovered near the front, talking to one of the men. Kim sank down onto her blanket, frustrated. She hated being trapped here. She hated being at their complete and utter mercy. And she hated the feeling of helplessness that she carried with her daily, knowing this was her life now.
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ETHAN “EVERGLADES” Flannigan frowned as he shoved some of his clothing into his oversized duffle bag. There was still a little sand at the bottom from his last op to the African desert, but he’d only be trekking through more when they landed in Afghanistan.

His gaze flicked around his sparse, masculine bedroom. He wasn’t exactly sad to leave since it wasn’t like he had a girlfriend waiting at home for him. Half his buddies were now in relationships. Hell, his SEAL team leader was engaged. Ethan dated occasionally and had fun going out with his buddies to the bars, but damn. He felt restless lately. Like he was missing out on something. His friends seemed content, so he didn’t know what had crawled up his ass. The other single guys on his team were happy.

He scrubbed a hand across the stubble on his jaw and looked at the remaining clothes stacked in neat piles on his bed. Socks. Boxers. Extra tee-shirts. He grabbed his sunscreen and toothbrush, shoving them into a Ziploc bag with a couple of other toiletries.

Hell.

How many missions had he deployed on over the years? He and his SEAL team had rescued countless civilians, but this mission was personal. He was itching to go and wished they could get on the damn C-17 tonight. To rescue the two American women who’d been kidnapped. Ethan’s teammate Grayson “Ghost” Douglass had met his girlfriend Hailey when the team was on an op at Bagram Airfield. She’d nearly been killed when an explosion had rocked her building, and her friend had vanished. It was only after a few days and complete search of the damaged building that the U.S. military realized with certainty that she’d been kidnapped. Along with another innocent woman.

Had they been raped or tortured? Starved? Beaten?

His gut churned. He didn’t even know the women, but his protective side made him want to rush in, guns blazing, and get them the hell out of harm’s way. The same terrorist cell had killed multiple U.S. servicemembers in Afghanistan. They’d blown up a damn building. He wanted to make sure they paid for the lives they’d taken and hurt they’d caused.

His phone buzzed on his nightstand, and he saw Ghost’s name flash on the screen.

“What’s up?” Ethan asked, moving around his bedroom as he spoke.

“Just making sure you’re okay. You tore out of Jackson and Taryn’s place like it was on fire.” Ethan frowned. They’d all been at a barbecue earlier that night when word from the CO had come in that they were going wheel’s up tomorrow morning. It had dampened the mood, because every man there was ready to tear the hearts out of the bastards who’d kidnapped two American women. Hailey had been beside herself—both knowing that her friend might be found and knowing that her boyfriend was going into harm’s way. Although no one deserved to be kidnapped, it was rough seeing the effect it had on the victim’s friends or family.

“I’m surprised you aren’t busy comforting Hailey right now. She was pretty upset earlier.”

“She cried herself to sleep,” Grayson admitted in a low voice. “I got her calmed down, and she’s out cold on the sofa. I would move her to bed, but I’m trying to pack.”

“Hell. I hope this intel is solid,” Ethan muttered.

“It is. The CO has been on this for weeks. You know that as well as I do. We were just waiting on the final word to move in. They pinpointed her location after the first video came out.”

“We have no idea what condition she’s in or when that video was taken,” Ethan said.

“Shit,” Grayson said. “Turn on your TV.”

Frowning, Ethan crossed his bedroom and walked to the living room in the small house he rented in a few long strides. “Why? Are they showing Kimberly again?” 

Kimberly Turner was one of the Americans who’d been kidnapped. Hailey’s friend. Although he’d never met her, Hailey had told Ethan about her on a couple of occasions. She’d been in Bagram on TDY as an Army Reservist. She had some military training but nothing like the regular troops. Nothing like his SEAL team. They drilled daily for missions and combat. She worked in an office at the Pentagon.

Hailey had been terrified after the explosion and fearful for Kimberly’s life. Ethan had helped watch over Hailey when she’d been in danger, and something about that made him feel even closer to the woman who’d been kidnapped. He didn’t know his friends’ women well, but he was definitely closer to Hailey than the others. He knew it meant everything to her that Kimberly made it home safely.

Grabbing the remote, Ethan turned on his TV and flipped to a news station. “Okay, just turned it on,” he said in a low voice. “It’s just the anchorman on this channel.”

“Holy fuck,” Grayson said.

Ethan stiffened. Footage of some rocky terrain likely at the base of a mountain rolled across the screen. A blonde woman’s body lay in the distance. She looked like a ragdoll tossed on the ground. The image cut to Kimberly. She looked scared out of her mind staring at the camera, and then she slowly began to speak.

Ethan froze in place, watching. Without even knowing her, he could see the fear in her blue eyes. Her dark hair was tangled and her face dirty, but she didn’t appear to be injured. Just frightened. Who had filmed her? The terrorists who’d kidnapped her? Some other asshole?

“I had to turn it off,” Grayson said abruptly. “What if Hailey woke up and saw that? Shit. She’ll probably see it tomorrow on the news, and we’ll be gone by then. Damn it! Why is the media broadcasting this shit?”

Ethan let out a breath. “We don’t even know when this footage was taken. I’m assuming it was after the first video where she didn’t speak, but who the hell knows? Both could be weeks old. Months.”

“The CO will update us tomorrow. They’ve got ways to authenticate and date the footage.”

“I sure the hell hope so,” Ethan said. He frowned, watching the footage of Kimberly continuing to play. The anchorman was talking over it, announcing that the terror cell was demanding a ransom from the U.S. government for her release. But it was her haunted blue eyes that slayed him.

He could see the fear etched across her face. She was trying to be stoic but was clearly terrified. What had she been through during these past few months?

The anchorman continued talking about the ransom, and Ethan’s blood boiled. Like hell. The entire world knew that the U.S. didn’t negotiate with terrorists. Ethan’s team would storm in and save her. Get her away from those terrorist assholes and back to the States. She just had to hold on a bit longer.

***

[image: image]


ETHAN ROLLED INTO BASE at oh-four-hundred the following morning. He slung his duffle bag over his shoulder and strode toward the building, ready to gather the weapons and gear they needed with his teammates. They’d get their supplies, brief with the CO, and then hop on the flight across the Atlantic.

He’d slept fitfully last night after watching that damn footage on the news. He’d stared at the ceiling of his bedroom for hours, the haunted look in Kimberly’s blue eyes the only thing he could see. Normally he could shut his mind off and sleep practically on command. They were used to grabbing some shuteye whenever they could on missions, and sleeping in his own bed would be a hell of a lot more comfortable than the tents they’d potentially have to pitch up in the mountains.

Damn.

He didn’t even know the woman, but how the hell wouldn’t she be frightened? Although he and his teammates trained for all possible scenarios, including what to do if they ever were captured, he’d never been kidnapped before. He’d never been held by armed men against his will for months.

And let’s face it. He was a man. He would be tortured if the enemy ever did capture him or his teammates, but Kimberly was an innocent woman. She could’ve been raped or abused. His gut churned even imagining it.

Ethan barely made a sound as he crossed the parking lot, his combat boots quiet on the pavement. Headlights pierced the early morning darkness, and he knew his teammates were pulling in as well. He wasn’t ready to see anyone yet. He was tired and in a piss-poor mood. Neither were a great way to start a mission.

A car door slammed shut, but he pulled open the door to the building and strode inside. Their CO, Commander Slate Hutchinson, stormed down the hallway, a frown on his face. “Did you catch the news footage last night?” he asked.

“Affirmative. I saw Kimberly Turner speaking and the body of the blonde woman before it was cut off.”

“The Pentagon isn’t happy. CENTCOM assured them both women were still alive. The latest footage was blasted across the Internet worldwide and then shown on the evening news.”

Ethan scrubbed a hand over his jaw. “CENTCOM had access to the latest intelligence. It must have been quite recent if they were unaware.”

The CO muttered a curse. “Tell the men we’ll be briefing first thing. I need to update the team on the latest SITREP. After that, we’ll gear up and get ready to move.”

“Roger that,” Ethan said. He turned and headed toward the locker area as his commander headed toward the bullpen. The other guys would be here momentarily, and they wouldn’t be happy either. Hopefully no harm came to Kimberly in the time it took to cross the Atlantic and eventually land in Afghanistan.

His team had been there twice several months ago—both when Ghost met Hailey and again when they were taking out a terror cell leader. Kimberly had been held there all along. They’d been so close, yet with no actionable intelligence to rescue her.

Shaking his head, he stashed his gear as his SEAL team leader Blake “Raptor” Reynolds strode in. He grunted, dropping his own bag to the ground.

“The CO wants to brief with us now,” Ethan said.

Blake nodded. “I figured. That news footage last night was a huge misstep. The media never should’ve broadcast anything showing the body of an American woman.”

“Fuck,” Ethan spat out. “They were so quick to air the new footage they didn’t even sanitize it first. They could’ve shown Kimberly without the blonde woman’s body on the ground. Never mind that it was already blasted across the Internet.”

The door slammed open as Grayson hustled in. He said hello to his teammates and dropped his gear off. “Hailey headed into her office early this morning. She’s trying to get in touch with some of her old colleagues in Bagram.”

“I doubt they know any more than we do,” Blake said dryly.

“Yep. I tried to tell her that. Do me a favor and have Clarissa check up on her while we’re gone. I know she’s upset about Kim. I’m glad we’re the ones being sent in to rescue her, but it kills me that I can’t be here for Hailey.”

“I already did,” Blake assured him. “Clarissa and Taryn will be there for her while we’re gone.”

“I don’t like this,” Grayson said, pacing. “I’ve headed out on a few ops since we’ve gotten together, but hell.”

Ethan crossed his arms and leaned against the wall as some of their other teammates walked in. “She held herself together last night at the barbeque.”

Grayson nodded. “She did. I think she was in shock though, because the moment we got back to our apartment, she burst into tears.”

“She’s been worried for months,” Ethan observed. “When I stayed with Hailey when she was in danger, she told me about Kim. Kimberly. Usually, Army reservists put in a couple of weeks and then get back to their regular jobs. She’s not used to harsh conditions for extended periods of time.”

Jackson “K-Bar” Clinefield walked over to his teammates. “She’s strong,” he commented. “Last night Hailey told us that Kimberly passed through basic training with flying colors. She even bested some of the men.”

Ethan eyed his friend. Jackson had recently moved in with his girlfriend and lived next door to Blake and Clarissa. He was protective of Taryn. She’d been on the run from her abusive ex-husband, and when the team was deployed on their most recent op, Taryn’s ex had found and harmed her. It couldn’t be easy for any of his teammates to leave their loved ones behind.

“You don’t look too worried about deploying,” Ethan commented.

Jackson lifted a shoulder. “Taryn’s ex is dead. Last time I felt guilty as hell for leaving. I’ll never forgive myself for not being there when Austin showed up. It’s done and over with now.”

“And Clarissa is right next door if anything comes up,” Blake said.

“I’m relieved knowing her ex can’t stalk her anymore. It’s like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders. And you guys saw Taryn. She’s a totally different person now without worrying about that jackass.”

“Taryn’s lucky to have you,” Blake said.

“I’m lucky to have her,” Jackson said with a smirk.

“Touché.”

Logan “Hurricane” Hudson and Troy “T-Rex” Harrison walked in together, talking in low voices. “The gang’s all here,” Troy quipped.

“We’re meeting with the CO first,” Blake told them. “Drop your gear, and we’ll head down to the bullpen. It sounds like he’s got some updates.”

“He’s pissed,” Ethan said.

“Everyone’s pissed,” Grayson said. “One of the hostages is dead.”

The mood in the locker room sobered. The mission had already gone wrong before it had even begun. For months they’d planned on moving in and rescuing two women, not one. If anything, the op was even more urgent now. Rather than waiting for a ransom to be paid, the terrorists had killed a hostage. If they didn’t move in quickly enough, the same thing could happen to Kimberly.

Ethan moved away from the wall, punching his hand with his fist. Adrenaline surged through him, overtaking the exhaustion he’d felt when walking in. “Enough shooting the shit. Let’s roll.”
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KIMBERLY LOOKED UP from her spot on the ground as the man who usually guarded her walked in the cave entrance. “Come! We’re moving. Take the blanket.”

Her heart pounding, she rose from the ground and grabbed the dirty blanket she’d been sitting on. After they’d taken the video, they’d done nothing for the entire morning. No one had brought her food or water. No one had spoken to her. She’d barely even heard the sound of their low voices outside the cave.

Crossing toward him, she squinted as she moved into the bright sunlight. It had to be afternoon by now. “Water?” she asked.

“We go to river.”

The men she’d seen eating this morning were grabbing the gear they’d packed up, but she didn’t see Crooked Nose or the two men who’d been there filming the video. Had they moved ahead to the new location? Taken the blonde woman with them?

She followed behind her captor, listening to the other men murmuring behind her. Something had happened. They were all too quiet. Too secretive. Normally they spoke freely in front of her when moving to a new location, knowing she couldn’t understand most of what they said in Farsi. And even if she could, who would she tell?

She was their prisoner. They seemed to think the U.S. government would pay her ransom, but she knew they didn’t negotiate with terrorists. Unless her own family came up with the funds, the money would never materialize. And she knew her parents would follow the guidance of the military and State Department. Even if they magically raised whatever amount had been demanded, they’d follow the direction of the government and refuse to pay.

Which meant her only hope was for the military to go in and get her. The Army’s Delta Force soldiers. A Navy SEAL team. If anyone tracked her to the mountains, it would be the Special Forces.

Would her kidnappers upload the video online? Would they send it to some Middle Eastern television network like Al Jazeera? Had the entire world seen it now? Her only hope was that her picture and video were broadcast everywhere.

They walked for ten minutes, Kim growing thirstier as her stomach rumbled. The sun beat down on her face, and she wanted to rinse off her dusty and dirty uniform in the river. Wash the grime from her skin. Normally, they at least fed her some flatbread or rice for breakfast. Drinking the river water wasn’t smart without purification tablets, but she’d survived on the water they’d given her so far.

The guy in front of her looked to the right, and Kimberly followed his gaze before gasping. In the distance, she saw a body lying on the ground. A body with blonde hair. A woman’s figure. Western clothes.

Turning to the side, she hunched over and vomited.

The men behind her started arguing loudly, and a rough hand yanked her up, forcing her to march on. Her stomach roiled, and she heaved again. She’d had no food or water, so it was only bile. She wiped the back of her hand across her mouth, feeling dizzy as they urged her onward.

Had they murdered the blonde intentionally? Was she sick or injured and finally succumbed?

Kim would never know, because they were marching her hurriedly toward the river. She stumbled, feeling dizzy, but righted herself. They’d hurt that poor woman every night. It was horrific and awful to see her body, but at least she wasn’t suffering anymore.

An hour later, Kim heard the sound of water before the river came into view. She was dehydrated and woozy, but she hurried to the cool water as the men she was with did the same. They’d let her bathe in it before, and without asking, she knelt down, splashing the water onto her face and rinsing her mouth before gulping some down.

Her stomach had hurt all morning, both from lack of food and vomiting. She rinsed the sour taste from her mouth, wondering if they’d feed her at all today. Then men were kicking off their shoes as one stood watch.

Staying on the riverbank, she removed her boots and socks, quickly edging in and scrubbing some of the dirt from her skin. The men were farther away, giving her a modicum of privacy. She was a little surprised they’d always let her “bathe” in peace, but they’d seemed interested in cleaning themselves as well.

She turned slightly, rinsing her hair as best she could, and then shivering as she stood back up. The sun beating down would dry her body and clothing within a couple of hours. It wasn’t ideal having nothing to change into, but what could she do? She needed to get clean and rinse off her clothes, and it’s not like she could walk around naked.

She hustled to finish before them, not wanting any of the men watching her. It was better to draw as little attention to herself as possible. Yes, she was bathing near them, but they were occupied at the moment rinsing themselves off. There was no sense in giving them any ideas or an opportunity to hurt her.

She squeezed out her long hair, trying to wring out the clothing she was wearing as well. She was cold and wet at the moment, but at least slightly cleaner than before. She knelt down and took a few more gulps of water, then put on her dirty yet dry socks and combat boots. She remained sitting on the side of the river, looking off into the distance as they finished up.

One of the men walked over, tossing a scrap of flatbread her way. She snatched it up and took a bite, her stomach rumbling. They might want to feed her enough to keep her alive, but she knew her body was lacking vital nutrients. She’d lost weight. She was weaker than she’d been two months ago. She hadn’t had any protein during her entire time in captivity.

The men were talking and pointing to the distance. Long before she was ready to move, they called out to her. She stood, wearily crossing toward them. Now that they’d worked their way down to the river, they’d have to hike back uphill toward one of the caves. It seemed unlikely they’d camp down this low.

“Come! Much land to cover. We must hurry.”

Kim nodded and began following him once more, the other men bringing up the rear. She shivered slightly as the breeze blew, but the bright sun at least warmed her. Were they meeting up with others? Moving even farther away from Bagram?

She had no idea where they were. No idea which direction to head even if she escaped. Her head began to throb as she squinted, following the man in front. They could have another several hours to walk. She had no clue.

Looking up at the bright blue sky, tears smarted her eyes. It was a beautiful day. Sunny. Clear. And she was trapped, with no hope of anyone finding her.

***
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ETHAN CLENCHED HIS jaw as the team stood on the tarmac in Germany. Sometimes they flew straight through from San Diego, but they were refueling and going wheel’s up again in less than thirty minutes.

Troy glanced over at him, taking a swig of a soda he’d grabbed. “You look impatient.”

“I am impatient,” Ethan countered as he crossed his arms. “We’ve been waiting months to move in on this. I want to get there and rescue her.”

“Me too. I’ve got younger sisters. A part of me keeps imagining how I’d feel if they were ever in a similar situation. What if they were kidnapped? Helpless? It eats me up knowing that a woman has been held there so long.”

Ethan’s gaze flicked over to Ghost. “He’s been pacing ever since we landed.”

“Yep,” Troy said. “I don’t think he’d even know what to say to Hailey if the mission failed. It’s bad enough the other woman’s body was found.”

“Jesus. The only way we’d fail is if they kill Kimberly, too.”

The two men exchanged a glance, knowing that was a definite possibility. Somehow the situation had escalated in the past twenty-four hours. They’d gotten intelligence on the location in the mountains, a second video of Kim had been released to the world, and they’d all seen the body of the blonde American woman.

“All right,” Blake said as he jogged over. “I talked to the commander briefly. They moved her again earlier today, but we’ve got the new coordinates. We’ll fly to Bagram Airfield, briefly meet with the general there, and then move in.”

Troy blew out a sigh. “I feel like we’ve done this shitshow before.”

Blake narrowed his gaze. “We did when we were tracking Sayed, but this is different. Personal. That terror cell has been fractured. They have new leadership in place, but we have new intelligence.” He lowered his voice. “Aside from the sat imagery, we’ve got HUMINT.”

“Sources,” Ethan muttered. Human intelligence, or HUMINT, meant they had an informant on the ground. No doubt that was the only way they’d received solid intel on where Kimberly was held. It was difficult to track movement through the mountains. It wasn’t exactly the same as a caravan of cars crossing the desert that satellite imagery or drones could easily pick up.

“I’ll pull up the imagery when we’re in the air again. We would’ve seen the movement, but some of the insurgents moved out early this morning. They came down the mountain to waiting vehicles.”

“Shit. And we’re sure they didn’t take Kimberly with them?” Grayson asked as he walked over.

“Positive. The source says they’re planning to make another video. They won’t move her yet; they’re just moving from one location to the next in the mountains to avoid detection.”

“How far from Bagram?” Ethan asked.

No doubt after they landed, they’d climb into a convoy and head out if it were close enough. Otherwise, they’d helicopter to a drop point. They’d need to sneak in undetected so no further harm came to the hostage.

“An hour to the drop point. We’ll check in with the general, but I expect to move in at nightfall. The Pentagon doesn’t want to hold off on this mission.”

“No shit,” Grayson muttered. “Look what happened to the other woman.”

“And we have no updates on her condition?” Troy asked.

Logan and Jackson walked over to join their teammates, each looking as eager to head out as Ethan felt. All of them had been in Bagram at the time of the explosion two months ago. Had Kimberly been kidnapped right before their eyes? They’d rushed to the gate after the suicide bombing and then headed to the woman’s housing after the second explosion. Grayson had run in and saved Hailey, and the rest of the men had helped the injured women.

Kimberly had been taken at some point that evening.

Had she been wandering around, hurt, while they were literally outside? And who the hell was the person who’d taken her? A traitor? Someone who’d snuck in after the suicide bombing? There were plenty of loose ends, and Ethan didn’t like any of it.

“Negative,” Blake said. “The source says she’s in good health, but that’s subjective of course. She was talking on the video and not in any obvious pain, but she did appear somewhat pale. She’s likely weak from not enough food and exhausted.”

“Not to mention scared out of her mind,” Ethan muttered. “We have no idea what shape she’ll be in—mentally or physically—when we get there.”

Jackson cursed. “We’ll get her. Those bastards have held her for two months. There’s no way she’s spending another night in captivity.”

“Damn straight we’ll get her,” Blake agreed. 

Jackson looked to their team leader. “And what about the body of the other woman? Are we to retrieve it?”

Blake clenched his jaw. “Yes, if we see her,” he said grimly. “Our priority is getting Kimberly Turner out alive though.”

“Understood.”

Blake glanced down at his watch. “We’re leaving in fifteen minutes. Hit the head or do whatever you need to. We’ve got work to do.”

“Let’s get those bastards,” Ethan said.

“Hoorah!” Logan whooped, and then the men got moving. Nothing would stop them from completing this mission. Nothing.
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KIMBERLY WAS DEAD ON her feet by the time they’d finished walking. Although she’d grown used to the long treks and was thankful she had socks and combat boots, her body was exhausted. They’d only given her the flatbread earlier. She didn’t have nearly enough calories for the amount of exertion her body had been put through.

She practically cried with relief when they reached another group of men at nightfall. She didn’t enjoy being with a large group of her captors, but this was what she’d grown used to. She still didn’t know why they’d split earlier, but her heart was heavy at knowing a life had been lost.

A campfire roared in the distance, and her regular guard guided her toward an area near the outskirts of camp. He pulled a rope free from his bag, tying her ankles together. They’d done that sometimes when they allowed her to sit outside and eat. Why they weren’t immediately moving her into a cave was a mystery.

She wouldn’t complain though. She’d sit here alone if they gave her food and water.

Her body ached, her stomach rumbled, and she wanted to curl up and sleep.

Shuddering, she realized the man with part of an ear missing was talking to some of the others. He’d left her alone since that fateful night, but now the blonde woman was dead. Would they attack her tonight? Kidnap someone else?

They weren’t near any U.S. forces, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t ambush a convoy or something and drag the victims here.

Uneasily, she shifted in the growing darkness, trying to make her body as small as possible. She didn’t want to draw any undue attention to herself. Although she ate outside with the group sometimes, she definitely felt more comfortable secluded in a cave. It was somewhat contradictory. In a small, enclosed space, one of the men could easily sneak in and attack her. But more often than not, they were busy eating and making preparations and plans. If she was hidden away, she was out of sight and out of mind to some extent.

The young guy from this morning, Crooked Nose, came marching over toward her. He handed her a plate of food, and her stomach rumbled. “Eat,” he ordered, pulling out his cell phone. She had no idea if he’d let her finish the plate of food after he took whatever picture or video he wanted, so she hastily began to eat the rice and meat.

It was hot, nearly burning her tongue, but they hadn’t fed her meat ever. She knew it was for show—for the video, so they could claim again she was being properly treated. Why they cared so much when they’d taunted, hurt, and killed the other woman, she’d never know.

Was it because she was a soldier?

Kimberly took another bite of the meat. It tasted like lamb, which had never been something she enjoyed, but right now, it was practically the best thing she’d ever tasted. It was slightly charred in one spot, but she didn’t care. It was protein her body desperately needed.

“We feed prisoner,” Crooked Nose said as he filmed her. “Rice. Lamb. She is treated well.” He shifted, holding the phone out and recording himself. “If no ransom is received, we no longer feed her! Harm come to woman. Make a choice!” he yelled.

Kim wondered what choice he meant—whether she lived or died? Whether they fed her anymore or hurt her?

It didn’t matter. They’d post the newest video, and someone would come for her. Someday. Somehow. She knew what the military was capable of. She knew they’d find her eventually, now that the terrorists had released a couple of videos of her. She just hoped it wouldn’t be too late.

An hour later, one of the men approached her with a canteen. It had grown dark, and she’d set the dirty plate off to the side. Amazingly, Crooked Nose had left it with her, and she’d eaten every last bite.

“You drink water,” the man said, sinking down beside her. He smelled of stale sweat and smoke from the fire. She resisted the urge to shift away. The men wanted a reaction from her. They wanted her scared and crying.

His dirty hand landed above her knee, and she resisted the urge to shudder. Calmly, she took a swig of the water, trying not to think about how clean or unclean it was. She needed water to survive.

“I will untie you,” he said, squeezing her leg. “You spread your legs for me.”

She nearly choked on her water but took another swig, ignoring him. He hadn’t moved yet, although his hand still rested there. The two men from this morning looked over and noticed, and one of them began yelling at the man at her side.

He chuckled and stood, snatching the canteen from her. “Next time,” he said darkly, before turning and walking away.

The young guy who usually guarded her came over, ducking down to untie her legs. He yanked her to her feet and she stumbled as he directed her toward a small, partially covered area near the mountain. It wasn’t a cave, just a slight overhang. But it would suffice.

He took the rope, telling her to hold out her wrists, and she realized with disdain that he’d tie her up again. Of course. If she was in a cave, he could guard the entrance while she slept. She was practically out in the open here. He wouldn’t leave her untied and free to run the moment he fell asleep.

He bound her wrists tightly, then tied the rope around his own waist. She was quite literally tethered to him. She couldn’t run without him noticing. She couldn’t tug on the rope while he slept without waking him.

Any attempt at escape would be hopeless tonight. Maybe another night the men would put her in a cave again. The guards would be distracted and she’d...what?

Run away only to get lost and starve to death here in the mountains? If she went too far up, she’d freeze. If she went down to the valley, she’d run into other insurgents.

Sighing, she sank to the ground and leaned back against the rocks. They dug uncomfortably into her back, but she was tired. Her entire body was just...exhausted. Her stomach was full, her muscles sore, and she was sleepy.

The young guy walked ten feet away, nearly the entire length of the rope, and sank to the ground as well.

She heard laughter in the distance as the sun sank lower in the sky and watched some of the men around the campfire. A couple were pitching tents but most stretched out on the open ground. She didn’t even know what had happened to the dirty blanket she’d been using. She didn’t ask for it.

At least her clothes had dried during the day.

Shifting slightly to get more comfortable, she shut her eyes. It was too early for bed, but she was mentally and physically exhausted. She’d sit here and rest until the others fell asleep. Then she’d lie on the ground and sleep herself, hoping for a miracle.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


​Chapter 5



[image: image]




––––––––

[image: image]


ETHAN ADJUSTED HIS helmet, his gaze sweeping the area. The helicopters already had their rotors turning, and the men were ready to board. An Army Ranger platoon was moving in with them, flying in on the second chopper. They’d parachute to the ground, providing cover and taking out any insurgents that would no doubt come running the moment they heard them flying in.

Ethan and his team would disembark the chopper and then move up the foothills of the mountain, hiking several hours to the area where Kimberly was being held. Arriving under the cover of night might buy them some time, but the terrorists would likely know they were coming. It’s not like they could parachute onto the side of the mountain, landing in the spot where Kimberly was believed to be held and surprise them.

The terror cell would no doubt hear gunfire. Whether they suspected the U.S. military was coming was anyone’s guess, but they’d be on alert.

His team had gear with them to camp if necessary. Although the best-case scenario would be to find Kimberly using the coordinates they had, it was possible the insurgents would move her again. The team might have to track them to their new location, spending a couple of nights in the mountains as they closed in on them during the daylight hours.

Kimberly had already been moved earlier that day, according to their informant. Although she’d mostly been held in caves, at the moment, their source indicated the group was in an open area. That was both good and bad. It would be easier to grab her out in the open, but it also provided less cover. If the terrorists began shooting at Ethan and his team, she could be hurt. Killed.

They could’ve flown halfway around the world to miss their chance at the last moment. Which meant they’d have to proceed carefully. It would still be dark by the time they hiked to the camp, but they couldn’t wait around. They needed to move in and rescue her.

“Ready to board?” Blake asked into his mouthpiece, looking around at the men.

Ethan gripped his weapon, his heavy rucksack on his back. The bright lights of Bagram Airfield lit up the area, but once they were flying, night-vision goggles would allow them to see in the darkness.

“Roger,” Ethan said.

The other men replied affirmatively.

“Then we’re a go,” Blake said. He signaled to the Army Ranger platoon leader, who then jumped into the waiting helicopter behind his men.

Logan climbed aboard their chopper first, followed by Troy and Jackson. Grayson and Ethan exchanged a glance. Adrenaline pumped through Ethan’s veins, and he knew his friend and teammate felt the same importance of this mission. Every person they’d rescued mattered, but this was personal.

“I trust you’ll keep yourself in check?” Blake asked, eyeing Grayson. They knew Grayson was livid that Hailey had been hurt in the explosion, most likely caused by the very men who’d taken Kimberly.

“I’m good,” Grayson barked out. “Let’s get those motherfuckers and bring Kimberly home.”

“Hoorah,” Ethan said, nodding at the two men before climbing aboard.

Troy was double-checking the medical equipment as Ethan grabbed a seat. The men would rescue Kimberly, hike back down the mountain, and call for extraction. Hopefully she wouldn’t need urgent medical attention, but they had supplies just in case. She’d be examined at the hospital at Bagram Airfield and then possibly airlifted to Landstuhl. If she was stable enough, however, she potentially could fly back with the SEAL team.

Blake and Grayson climbed aboard, Blake speaking into his mouthpiece. The pilot replied, and then the helo was lifting up into the night sky. The whirring of the rotors soothed Ethan. He hadn’t even realized how much his heart had been pounding. They were heading on their mission. After months of waiting on solid intel, the op was a go.

Like his teammates, Ethan was a man of action. They were trained to charge into situations, take out the enemy, and accomplish their mission. Sitting around waiting for word had been rough. He’d seen how upset Grayson’s girlfriend had been. He’d witnessed the destruction at Bagram himself. This felt personal in every sense of the word. They might not know Kimberly, but she was a U.S. soldier. One of their own.

“The general seemed happy we were back,” Logan commented, and Ethan’s gaze shifted to him.

Blake chuffed out a harsh laugh. “No doubt. It didn’t look good a soldier was taken under his command. Two American citizens, although the other woman was a contractor.”

Ethan’s fingers tightened on his weapon. “Base security has been stepped up since last time we were here.”

“No shit,” Troy muttered. “Probably a good thing since the suicide bomber practically walked right in.”

“Heads rolled after that one,” Blake said. “Just about everything went south. And we were there to see it happen.”

“Ten minutes,” the pilot said.

Ethan tensed. Although they’d been an hour away by land, the flight was short. Too short. Kimberly had been so close yet a million miles away. Figuratively speaking. It killed him to know the women had been held there for months. His own team had been in the country twice, and she’d been kidnapped and held by monsters.

Would Kim be scared when they charged in? No doubt she’d recognize they were Americans, but in the chaos, she could be frightened.

Worry churned through his gut.

He remembered how frightened Hailey had been after the explosion. It was possible Kimberly had been scared and hurt as well. Yet unlike how Hailey had been rescued by his buddy, Kimberly had been kidnapped. Probably harmed. That shit ate him up. It might not have been his fault, but he couldn’t help but feel guilty. His team had been there the night she’d been kidnapped. They’d been at the fucking building, and she’d been taken.

He adjusted his night-vision goggles, looking out the window. The mountains were coming into view in the distance. He’d always thought of Afghanistan as a beautiful place in some regards—the mountains were stunning. The sunsets could be breathtaking. Yet the country was violent and unstable.

Clenching his jaw, he looked back at his buddies.

“We’ll get her,” Jackson said, sensing how uneasy Ethan was. “The only way we’re leaving this damn mountain is with Kimberly.” Ethan nodded at his friend but didn’t say anything. Of course they’d rescue her. The alternative was unthinkable.

***
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FLYING CLOSER THAN they’d anticipated due to lack of movement in the area, the men prepared to parachute in, landing near the base of the mountain. The second helo would remain in the air, providing cover to them as necessary.

There’d been no shots fired at them. No movement on the ground.

Where the hell were the rest of the insurgents?

Ethan moved forward to the open hatch, watching as Logan jumped out into the night sky. Troy moved next, and then Jackson. He exchanged a glance with Grayson and Blake.

“Let’s get our girl,” Ghost said before stepping out into the blackness. Ethan followed behind, sailing through the air before he tugged on his chute. His team practiced jumps frequently, but this one gave him an adrenaline rush he couldn’t believe. Practice jumps back in San Diego were one thing. Here they were jumping into enemy territory in the dead of night.

They’d land and be hiking up the mountain within minutes, going in to rescue the American hostage. If anyone had been awake to see them parachute in, they’d lose them in moments as the men disappeared behind the trees.

“This is Hurricane. I’m on the ground,” Logan said into the headsets as he landed first. “Clear.”

“Roger that,” the Army Ranger platoon leader said from the other helo. “No tangos in sight.”

“K-Bar clear.”

“T-Rex clear.”

Ethan hit the ground running, disengaging from his parachute. The discarded chutes would be left on the ground as the men moved forward. He saw his teammates running toward the base of the mountain, and his gaze swept the area. They’d expected to be met by gunfire when they arrived. There were several insurgents’ camps in the area, and most of them had the firepower to shoot at the helicopters from a distance. Had they all moved somewhere else? Or did they not have the capability to see them at night? If the camps were far enough away, they might not want to risk shooting at the unknown and catching each other in the crossfire. Certainly, anyone close by would’ve heard the helos on approach, rushed over, and fired at them.

“SITREP?” Blake asked over the headsets.

The men each reported back before the platoon leader spoke. “We’ll remain in the air until your team reaches the mountain. There’s been no movement on the ground. Over and out.”

Ethan jogged toward his teammates. The valley between the mountains made him feel like a sitting duck. Moving in under the cover of night afforded them the time they needed to safely parachute in though. Within minutes, the men were ducking into the tree line and disappearing from sight.

He heard the low whirring of the rotors as the helicopters turned and headed back toward Bagram. It would take several hours to hike to their coordinates. If the camp was asleep, they’d move in and rescue Kimberly without any major incidents.

And if not?

They’d fight, battling to bring home one of their own. It would be risky for the helicopters to extract them off the mountain. The plan was to hike back down. If Kimberly was too weak, they’d carry her or rig up a stretcher and bring her down that way.

None of their options were great, but they wouldn’t leave a man—or woman—behind. She was a U.S. servicemember. And even if she’d been a civilian hostage, they’d still do whatever was necessary to save her.

“At least there were no tangoes on the ground,” Troy said. “That bodes well for us making a silent approach.”

“Amen to that,” Grayson said. “The last thing we want is for them to know we’re coming.”

Jackson glanced back at them in the darkness, looking positively lethal. He was the biggest man on the team and could easily fight off several armed men with his bare hands. “Any word on new videos? I don’t want Taryn to worry too much if she sees something—that’s easier said than done of course.”

“Negative,” Blake said. “There’s been no new footage released. That doesn’t mean they won’t be uploading one soon.”

“Hailey has got to be beside herself,” Grayson said. “I know we’ve got a job to do, and I’m damn proud to be a part of the mission, but I worry like hell about leaving her.”

“You and me both,” Jackson muttered.

Ethan clenched his jaw, silently moving forward. Although he understood his friends’ protectiveness, their women were safe. They were at home in locked houses in safe neighborhoods with cell phones and Internet and food and running water. Kimberly was being held in a goddamn cave by terrorists.

They pushed through some thick vegetation, moving further up the base of the mountain. Ethan swiped at the branches blocking his way, wishing they could run straight up. Eventually they’d hit a road, which would make navigation easier for the short term. They didn’t want to stay on it long in case they crossed paths with the enemy, but that wasn’t too likely in the dead of night.

“Taryn is safe,” Blake assured Jackson. “Clarissa’s right next door, and I told a buddy from base to check in on them. Hailey too,” he told Grayson.

“Hopefully Hailey will be updated at work,” Jackson said. “Being DOD might give her a few advantages. Normally OPSEC would prevent her superiors from disclosing anything, but....”

“This isn’t normal,” Grayson finished.

“Hell,” Ethan muttered. “This is as far from normal as you can get. I just hope we don’t scare the hell out of Kimberly when we go in and grab her.”

“She’s a trained U.S. soldier,” Blake countered. “She’ll see our uniforms and know we’re not hostiles.”

“Hopefully,” Ethan said. “But like you said, she’s trained. We don’t want her grabbing a weapon and shooting at us.”

“Fuck,” Logan muttered. “We should’ve asked Hailey for some more info on Kimberly. If we do manage to sneak in and grab her undetected, it would’ve helped to know something to tell her.”

Jackson swung his gaze Ethan’s way. “You got a bad feeling?”

Ethan lifted a shoulder. “I don’t want this to go south. We’ve waited too long to rescue her as it is.”

“We’ve gone over multiple scenarios,” Blake said. “We’ve trained for this. We’ve rescued plenty of servicemembers before. Yes, she’s friends with Grayson’s girl, but that doesn’t change things. Treat her like any other hostage until we get the hell out of there.”

Ethan muttered a curse. She wasn’t just any other hostage. And if she’d been raped or hurt, she’d be frightened of a group of armed men storming the camp. Hell, even if they managed to sneak in there, no doubt she’d fight them when they grabbed her.

Logan looked down at the coordinates. “We need to veer slightly to the west. We can pick up the road and use that if no one is around.”

“How are we on time?” Blake asked.

“Good. We’ll be there in two hours. Less if we are able to make use of the dirt road. If we follow that for a mile, we’ll shave off some time.”

“Let’s hustle,” Blake told the men. “We’re coming for you Kimberly,” he vowed.
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KIMBERLY SHIFTED ON the hard ground, both of her hands numb from using them as a pillow beneath her head. Her wrists hurt from being bound together—and tied to her captor. If she moved too much and somehow tugged on the rope, he’d awaken.

She eased her hands from beneath her head, wiggling her fingers to try to get her circulation back. The rocks on the ground cut into the skin on her cheek and side of her face, but she lay there motionless. Listening.

The camp was quiet, and she blinked in the darkness, wondering what had woken her. The fire had died, only a few glowing embers remaining. They stood out against the inky black night. The air had cooled down, and she knew it would be worse at a higher elevation. Or the longer she was held in captivity. Winter would no doubt be cold, and she didn’t have a coat. She didn’t have a hat or gloves or anything to stay warm.

They’d probably kill her long before then though.

She might wish for a blanket and pillow and her own bed, but the reality was, she probably wasn’t going home. They’d grow tired of waiting for a ransom and shoot her. Hopefully it would end quickly, and they wouldn’t brutally torture her.

How many nights had she laid awake wondering how to escape?

A slight noise in front of her had Kim freezing in place. It was so dark, she couldn’t see anything. The men had all fallen asleep hours ago, and afterwards, so had she. It seemed unlikely that anyone would awaken in the middle of the night to come rape or otherwise hurt her. She’d been here all evening after all. No one would’ve stopped one of the men from hurting her earlier. She doubted they would approach her now. Not if they’d left her alone all day. Maybe they needed her unharmed for more videos.

Had anyone seen the two that they’d taken? Would the military come looking for her soon?

She heard the slight noise again. It was too quiet to be a footstep. Her heart pounded in her chest as she lay motionless on the ground, and her palms began to sweat.

She blinked, trying to see into the still night. She had a weird feeling that she was being watched, which was silly. The camp was asleep. They were alone up in the mountains, miles from civilization. She was on the other side of the world from home. No one was here. It was just her imagination.

Kimberly heard what sounded like a shuffle, and she jerked, panic rising within her as she tried to quickly sit up with her bound wrists. Was there some kind of wild animal here? Someone from another group of insurgents that had found them?

Looking to her left, she sensed the man she was tied to was still asleep. He didn’t tug on the rope at all, even though she knew it was still around his waist. It lay slack on the ground between them, only ten feet separating them from one another. He didn’t stir as she looked over at him in the darkness. She couldn’t see him but knew he was there. She didn’t hear him move.

She looked to the right, where the campfire lay dying thirty or so feet away, but she didn’t see any movement near there either.

Suddenly, she heard footsteps approaching only a few feet away, and as she parted her lips to scream, a gloved hand covered her mouth. A man crouched down in front of her, seemingly decked out in combat gear and holding a weapon. She couldn’t see him in the darkness, merely felt his vest, gun, and other equipment as he hovered over her. She tried to kick at him and wrestle away, tugging at the ropes binding her wrists as she did. Her back dug into the rocks she’d been leaning against, and she pulled harder, fighting both the restraints and the man silencing her.

Her captor felt the pull of the rope at his waist and mumbled in his sleep a few feet away before jumping up, yelling.

“I’ve got the package,” the man in front of her said in clipped tone. He pulled a knife from somewhere on his person and she fought harder, biting at his hand and then screaming as he pulled it away. She froze as he sliced through the rope binding her, while another man sprang out of nowhere and knocked her captor to the ground with a loud umph.

Voices were suddenly shouting from every direction, and she looked frantically around as the mystery man yanked her to her feet. Without thinking, she kneed him in the groin. He cursed as he bent down, and she heard him yelling something in English as she turned and ran the opposite way.

Her wrists were still bound together and tears streamed down her cheeks, but at least she was free. The guy had cut the rope tethering her to the insurgent.

Someone reached out, trying to stop her, but she leapt away and kept running through the darkness.

The men around the campfire were yelling and firing their weapons into the air now. She dove to the ground, crawling across the pebbles and rocks as best she could, staying low to avoid getting hit by a stray bullet. Her wrists hurt, but she didn’t stop. She didn’t look back.

She was panicked and scared, and she didn’t even know who it was that had covered her mouth, preventing her from yelling.

“Kimberly Turner!” a deep voice shouted.

In her fear, she didn’t even think to wonder how any of the men would know her name. She heard yelling behind her but jumped up and ran again, stumbling down the mountain and away from both groups of men. Away from the man wearing gloves and holding a knife. Away from the terrorists who’d kidnapped her.

Gunfire sounded again behind her, and she heard men fighting and yelling.

She tripped and fell in the darkness, wincing as she landed on her side. Luckily, it wasn’t too hard of a fall, and she struggled a moment before standing. She pulled at her wrists, trying to wrench them free, but the knot on the rope was too tight. After she got further away, she could work at it, trying to untie her bindings.

She needed to escape. To get away from all of them.

The sound of gunfire grew quieter the further she got. She tripped over some weeds, stumbling again, but kept moving. It was a long way down to the base of the mountain, but if she could get far enough away, she could hide. After she freed her wrists, she’d keep moving until morning. She wouldn’t stop until she was safe.

Kim heard rustling behind her and knew she was being followed. Would they shoot her rather than let her get away? How’d they even know which way she’d gone in the pitch darkness?

She heard yelling in Farsi, and her head swiveled to the right. A third group of men seemed to be rushing toward the area they’d been camped in. She heard footsteps thumping on the ground and wondered where they’d all come from. The camp had been small and relatively quiet today. Now it seemed like a large group was headed up the mountain.

“Kimberly!” a man’s voice called out. “Kimberly Turner!”

Stunned, she finally began to slow. It wasn’t just the fact that the man knew her name—it was the accent. The voice wasn’t speaking in broken English. It wasn’t shouting in Farsi. It was American.

She looked back, not able to see anything in the darkness.

“Kim!” the voice said again, and it was deep and assertive.

Her heart pounded as she looked around. She couldn’t see him. She couldn’t see anything. Before she could flee again, he was right in front of her. He gripped her bicep firmly as he towered above her, preventing her from running again. “Kim,” he said urgently. “I’m a U.S. Navy SEAL. Don’t run. We’re here to rescue you.”

She let out a choked sob and then collapsed to the ground in shock, relief coursing through her.

“Kimberly, are you okay?” he asked, crouching down in front of her. He glanced back, cursing. “Hell, we need to move. I’ll explain everything in a moment. Let’s head behind the tree line. I know you can’t see in the dark, but there are two guys after us.”

She gasped as the sound of gunfire pierced the air, and then the man was pulling her to her feet and talking in a low voice into his headset. “I’ve got the package, repeat, I’ve got the package. We’re being followed by two tangoes. Heading east toward the trees. A new group is headed north toward you. Over.”

He hustled her along, holding her arm firmly as she stumbled. “Wait here,” he said gruffly. She dropped to the ground as he turned, waiting for the men to get closer. They heard the low murmur of voices, and then two shots rang out.

“Let’s move,” he said.

Kimberly stood, and they hurried further away as the new group of men she’d heard moved up the mountain. The guy spoke into his headset again, and she wondered how many men he’d come with. Was it just a SEAL team? Had the Army sent in soldiers, too?

They hurried farther from the fighting and then ducked down behind some rocks. “I think we can stop here for a moment. Let me free your wrists,” he said gruffly. “Are you all right?”

“Why didn’t you say anything at the camp?” she asked.

He crouched down and held her wrists in his hand. Then after pulling his knife free, he carefully cut the rope, slicing upwards so he didn’t nick her skin. “What do you mean?” he asked, concentrating on the rope.

“You covered my mouth and didn’t say who you were. I thought you were one of the men who’d kidnapped me.”

The guy sliced her wrists free and then lightly rubbed them with his gloved hand. It was strangely intimate, and she wondered why he seemed so worried. Her wrists hurt but weren’t broken. They were the very least of her concerns.

“You didn’t give me a chance,” he said. He sheathed his knife and sank down beside her. “I was going to identify myself, but you were already fighting me and trying to pull away. I was trying to quiet you so we could sneak out.”

“I thought you were going to rape me!” she said angrily.

The man stilled. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to scare you. I’d never hurt a woman. Never. We were trying to get you out of there without alerting the others.”

She nodded but shifted slightly away from him.

“Seriously, I’m sorry. I should’ve realized you’d be terrified if I didn’t immediately identify myself. I thought you were asleep and didn’t expect you to fight me. My name is Ethan Flannigan. My SEAL team was sent here to rescue you.”

“How’d you find me?” she asked in shock.

“An informant gave us your location. We didn’t have solid intel for months, but believe me the military has been looking for you. We should’ve gotten to you sooner.”

“They kept moving me around,” she admitted. She looked around in the darkness, but it was quiet in the area where they’d stopped.

“We’re going to lie low here for a few minutes and then regroup with my teammates. We’ll all head down the mountain together and call in the helos for extraction.” He spoke into his headset again. “Yes, roger that. Over and out.”

The sounds of gunfire pierced the air, and she jumped.

“Easy,” he murmured. “Are you hurt? You never answered me before.”

“No, nothing serious. Mostly just hungry.”

“Shit. I’ve got some MREs and protein bars. Give me a minute to make sure we don’t need to run again, and then I’ll get you something.”

“Okay.”

She tensed as if expecting someone to spring up and attack them, but they were well-hidden. They could hear shouts in the distance, but for the moment at least, they were safe. She didn’t doubt Ethan would kill anyone else who got near them. She couldn’t bemoan the loss of life. They’d kidnapped and hurt her. They’d murdered the blonde woman. Anyone who came after them tonight deserved whatever fate befell them.

“Is the rest of your team up at the camp?” she asked.

“Affirmative. I chased after you when you ran.”

She nodded, shock still coursing through her. Everything had happened so fast, she barely had time to register it. One moment she was sleeping, and the next, the camp was being stormed by a team of SEALs.

“We were there two months ago when your building was bombed at Bagram Airfield,” Ethan said.

Kimberly gasped.

“We were. My team was on an op and was in the chow hall when the suicide bomber blew themself up at the gate. And there’s more to the story. Your friend Hailey—”

“You know Hailey?” she asked, reaching out and grabbing onto his arm.

She sensed rather than saw him nod in the darkness. He didn’t comment on the way she clutched onto him. “I do. She told me about you as a matter of fact.”

Relief washed over her. If Hailey had talked about her, that meant she was still alive. “How do you know her? Wait—are you the guy who walked her to the door after the first explosion?”

“No,” he said, sounding amused. “That was Ghost. Grayson. We were all in the mess hall, and he walked her back to your housing while the rest of the team and I headed to the front gate to help. They’ve actually been dating the past few months. Hailey moved in with him.”

Kimberly blinked, stunned. She released Ethan’s arm and sank back to the ground. “Wow. I really have been gone a long time.”

“She was worried sick about you,” Ethan said softly. “It’s a long story, which I’m sure she’ll tell you when we’re home. She’s had a tough time—not anything like what you’ve been through, but I know it hasn’t been easy for her.”

“Wait—where does she live?”

“San Diego.”

“So she took the job. Damn. We would’ve been back in Virginia at the same time if our building hadn’t been blown up. She was supposed to finish her assignment and be home for a couple of weeks before moving.”

“Yeah, she was briefly there recovering.”

Kim froze. “Recovering. She was hurt?”

“Yeah. When your building was on fire, Ghost went in there and rescued her. She was in the hospital and sent to Landstuhl. Eventually she went back to Virginia for a few weeks and then moved.”

“God. Wow. Is she okay?”

“She is,” Ethan assured her.

“I ran out the front door when the bomb went off. I was outside and completely disoriented. My ears were ringing, and people were running in all directions. I was standing there looking at the burning building, sort of in shock, I guess. The next thing I knew, someone grabbed me. They knocked me out, and I woke up in a tent in the desert, tied up.”

“Shit,” Ethan muttered. “Did they—were you—”

She stared at her hands, knowing what he was trying to ask. She couldn’t see him in the darkness, but she felt him looking at her. No doubt he had on night-vision goggles with how easily he’d been able to find her.

Kim nodded. “The first night. A man—hurt me. It was only that one night. I think he was one of the leaders because I didn’t see him much afterward. There was another woman that was captured, too. I don’t even know her name, but she had long, blonde hair. She cried and fought them. They basically left me alone after that because they liked hearing her screams.”

“Bastards. I’m so sorry you had to go through any of that.”

She didn’t say anything. It wasn’t his fault. And nothing he said would change what had happened. It felt like a million years ago now, like it had happened to someone else. In another lifetime. She was terrified of the man missing part of his ear, but for the most part, the other assholes had left her alone.

She didn’t want to remember that night. She wanted to forget everything she’d been through.

Suddenly, Ethan was speaking into his microphone again. “Roger that. We’ll head down and meet up with you.” He looked toward her. “Kimberly, are you able to hike down the mountain with me?”

“Yeah. What happened?”

“The team split because the group of insurgents was large. They’ve diverted them away from us, but Raptor’s worried they’ll loop back around near here. Let’s move farther away from this spot before I get you some food. We need to clear out. Now.”

“More men might be coming.”

“What do you know?”

She shrugged. “Not much. But I was held in a large camp for most of the time. There had to be at least a hundred men. I don’t know where the others went. Yesterday and today, I’ve been with a small group. I just mean there are others that are probably somewhere nearby.”

“And we want to avoid running into them,” Ethan said. “Let’s move out. The rest of the team might be able to catch up with us when you stop to eat.”

“Okay,” she said shakily. Suddenly, she felt utterly exhausted. She’d been woken up in the middle of the night. She was tired, and her muscles were sore from the long walk yesterday. She’d do anything to get off this mountain though. She’d walk however long it took to get away from her kidnappers.

Ethan rose to his feet, and he steadied her as she stood up and wobbled slightly. “I don’t like how weak you are,” he commented.

“I’ll be okay. Let’s go somewhere safer.”

The voices in the distance were growing farther away, and she wondered where his teammates had led them. But Ethan had just said they were worried the men would circle back. It didn’t matter. She had no doubt that a SEAL team could handle themselves. She just needed to get away from here.

She and Ethan began walking carefully down the mountain, with him gripping her arm. She didn’t protest. She couldn’t see in the dark, and she was exhausted. And even though she was a trained soldier, she didn’t have any weapons. Ethan was decked out and prepared for anything. It was safer to stay right at his side.

After ten minutes, they came to a small boulder near some bushes. “Let’s stop here for a bit,” Ethan said. “I’ll get some food in you before we move again.”

She sank to the ground, leaning against the large rock. Ethan rustled around in his rucksack, pulling out a protein bar and a canteen of water. “Here you go,” he said, handing them both over. “I’ve got MREs, too, but we should probably start with something small.”

She gratefully took the protein bar, tearing the plastic wrapper. She ate slowly, not wanting to upset her stomach. She’d barely eaten recently and knew that consuming too much too soon wouldn’t end well. She’d throw it right back up.

“Sorry I can’t turn on a flashlight,” he said. “I don’t want them to spot us.”

“It’s fine. I don’t want them to find us either.”

Kim took another bite of her protein bar and then stifled a yawn.

“You’re tired,” he said quietly. Somehow the low rumble of his voice soothed her. She didn’t even know the guy, but she’d be forever grateful that he was the one to whisk her to safety. Maybe he’d scared her at first, but right now, she felt a calm she hadn’t in months. She hadn’t been eating or sleeping well, so it was no wonder her body was exhausted. But most of the relief she felt was simply because she wasn’t alone anymore. She’d been by herself for so damn long, she couldn’t begin to say how happy she was to talk to another person. To trust someone for a change. Ethan would help her get off this mountain. Those crazy men who’d kidnapped her wouldn’t ever hurt her again.

“I can keep up,” she assured him. “I might not be a Navy SEAL, but I have been trained by the Army.”

“No doubt. But I don’t want to push you too hard. You’ve been in captivity for two months. We’re safe to rest here for a bit. Eat the protein bar and close your eyes. I’ll keep watch and wait for my team to update us. We’ll move when I get word they’re heading our way.”

She looked over at him in the darkness. She couldn’t see Ethan but knew he was watching her. “Is that safe?”

“I’ll keep you safe, Kimberly.”

She wanted to argue. She wanted to insist they keep moving, but she was even more tired now that she’d eaten. It was as if the adrenaline rush from earlier had worn off. She had a bit of food in her stomach, it was the middle of the night, and she had a Navy SEAL watching over her. She’d slept restlessly at the camp, even when she’d been secluded in a cave. “Maybe I’ll rest for a little while.”

“Yep,” he agreed. He dug around in his rucksack and pulled out a sweatshirt. “Use this for a pillow.”

She took it from him, nodding, as tears smarted her eyes. The assholes who’d taken her didn’t care if she slept on the hard ground. Hell, the first night the one guy had raped her. They hadn’t given her a choice in anything. They’d kidnapped her. Beaten her after she ran. Ethan was offering her what little he had. Promising to protect her.

Although she wasn’t the type of woman who needed a man, at the moment, she was grateful. She tucked the sweatshirt under her head, inhaling the slightly masculine scent.

“Here, I’ve got a blanket, too,” he said, handing her the reflective, thin blanket.

She gratefully took it from him, covering herself up. Even out here in the open, with a man she didn’t know, she felt safer than she had in months. “Sleep,” he said again, and she knew he was watching her.

She closed her eyes. Sniffled slightly in the darkness.

Of course, Ethan noticed. He didn’t move closer or reach out to touch her, but his voice comforted her all the same. “I’ll get you out of here, sweetheart,” he said in a low voice. “I swear that I will.”
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ETHAN SAT THERE FOR two hours before he got word that he’d need to wake Kimberly. It wasn’t nearly long enough for her to get the rest he knew that she needed, but the sun would be up in another hour or so, and they needed to move. His teammates had ended up hunkering down for a couple of hours as well. The large group of insurgents had canvassed the area, and there were just too many to easily fight off.

They’d remained hidden, waiting to move when the men gave up or fell asleep. Now he heard his team leader’s voice over the headset. “We’re about thirty minutes north of the camp where we found Kimberly. No tangoes in sight, so we’re headed down.”

“Shit. You went further up the mountain?”

“Roger that. We didn’t have a choice.”

“All right. Kimberly’s still asleep, but I’ll get her up soon.”

“We’ll head back your way and skirt around the camp. We should be able to meet up and descend the mountain together, then catch our ride out of here.”

“Roger that. I’ll send you my coordinates.”

He adjusted his night-vision goggles and then took a swig of water from his canteen. He hated that he’d have to wake Kimberly when she’d been sleeping so peacefully, but they needed to get moving before sunrise. No doubt the insurgents would come running when they heard the helos. The Army Rangers would probably be back to provide cover for them again. They were taking no risks on getting her the hell out of here.

Clenching his jaw, he glanced over at the woman only a few feet away. He’d never gotten a good look at her given that it was completely dark, but he already felt protective toward her. She only came up to his shoulder, and although she was an Army Reservist, he was Special Forces. He trained with an elite team of men daily. No doubt she worked hard, but it wasn’t a fair comparison. Regular military didn’t have the same training as men on the teams, and she wasn’t even regular military.

Her long, dark hair lay spread out on his sweatshirt, and she was curled up as she slept. Something tugged at his chest as he looked over at her. She didn’t know him but had trusted him enough to sleep at his side.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d watched a woman sleep. Had he ever? Normally he’d date someone briefly, take her to bed, and they’d go their separate ways. He clearly had no intention of sleeping with her. But it was his job to watch over her right now. The fact that it made his chest clench to look at her didn’t mean anything. Not at all.

“This is Raptor,” Blake said over the headset a little while later. “There’s no movement in the area. We’ll be there in ten.”

“Roger.”

Sighing, he edged closer to Kimberly. He didn’t want to freak her the hell out, but he needed to wake her up. He doubted she’d appreciate waking to a group of men standing around staring at her. He rested his gloved hand on her boot, lightly jostling it. “Kim,” he said in a low voice. “Kimberly.”

She startled, sitting up quickly as the reflective blanket fell to the ground.

“Easy, sweetheart, it’s Ethan.”

“Ethan.” She blinked.

“Yep. You slept a couple of hours, but the guys are almost here. It’s time for us to go. The sun will be up in another hour or so, and we need to move before daylight.”

“Okay,” she said groggily. “I’m ready.”

He chuckled quietly. She was half-asleep, not ready to rush down a mountain. He had to give her credit though—the woman was tough as nails. She’d been through hell and was willing to do whatever was necessary to get out of here.

“Are you hungry?” he asked. “We’ve got ten minutes before the guys get here.”

“A little bit,” she admitted.

“Have another protein bar,” he said, pulling one out and handing it over to her.

“Did anyone come near us while I was asleep?”

“Nope,” he assured her. “And the other guys hunkered down further up the mountain. I sent them our coordinates, and they’ll be here shortly.”

“Your entire team?”

“Yep. Don’t worry; they’re good guys. Just stick by me, and we’ll all hike down the mountain together. We’ll arrange for an extraction, and then fly on a helo back to Bagram.”

“Holy shit,” she whispered.

“We’ll get you out of here,” he promised.

“It just doesn’t seem real. After all this time....” She took a bite of the protein bar as Ethan scanned the area. He hated her uncertainty, but after what she’d been through, he didn’t blame her. No doubt she’d hoped night after night to be rescued or escape. When they’d snuck in to the camp, it had probably been like any other day to her. Except she was now free.

She stiffened beside him as they heard voices, and Ethan automatically reached out to rest a hand on her leg. “Easy. It’s just my teammates.”

“Okay. Right. Is Grayson with them? Hailey’s boyfriend?”

“He is. I’ll be sure to introduce you.”

“Wow. It’s so weird to learn she’s been dating him—that she lives with him. I feel like I’ve been gone forever and missed out on so much.”

“It’s nothing she can’t catch you up on,” he said, trying to make her feel better. She had missed a lot during her two months in captivity. He wasn’t about to remind her of that now. He wanted her to feel safe with them and focus on the present, not worry about life back home.

Ethan abruptly stood up as he heard his buddies approaching. He reached out a hand and helped Kimberly to stand. He didn’t miss the way she edged slightly closer to him. Damn. He’d do whatever it took to make her feel comfortable and safe with him. No doubt her captors had mistreated her. She didn’t need to fear anyone on his team though.

He stuffed his sweatshirt back into his rucksack and folded up the blanket. Then he scanned the area to make sure they hadn’t left something behind, before swinging his gear onto his back.

“Ready to get this show on the road?” Troy quipped as they walked up.

“About time you guys showed up,” Ethan said. “This is Kimberly.”

“Hi, I’m Blake Reynolds,” Raptor said, walking over to shake hands with Kim. “We’re thrilled that we found you, ma’am. I’m sorry you had to spend another night on the mountain, but we’ll be back on base before you know it. They’ll check you out at the hospital, and if you’re cleared for travel, you’ll be flying home to the States with us.”

“Okay,” she said uncertainly.

“We’ll keep you safe,” Jackson said, his voice deep.

Blake began talking to Bagram Airfield over his headset, and Ethan took Kim’s arm, guiding her forward through the darkness. He released it after a moment but remained close since she couldn’t see. They were moving more slowly than when they’d hiked up, but he knew his teammates would go at whatever pace she needed.

Grayson fell in step beside them. “Hi Kimberly, I’m Ghost. Grayson. I know this is probably strange for you, but I met Hailey at Bagram. She’s been so worried and can’t wait to see you.”
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