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      Navy Nurse Avery Nelson never dreamed she’d be taken hostage during her deployment in Afghanistan. She’s assisting local women with healthcare, not fighting in a war. But digging her way out of her would-be grave turns out to be the battle of her life. She’s not the type to simply lay down and die, or sit around crying, waiting for someone to save her…though Avery can’t deny it’s a massive relief when the very SEAL she’s been flirting with for months comes to her rescue.

      

      Cole “Rex” Kingston has saved his fair share of women over his time as a SEAL, but no mission has ever seemed as important as the one to find Avery Nelson. Digging the woman out of the rubble of a mountainside in Afghanistan hammers home to them both just how short life is, and they waste no time acting on their attraction, getting closer as Cole helps Avery deal with the aftermath of her ordeal.

      

      But someone isn’t happy that Avery didn’t die in the mountains…and they’ll do anything to make sure she doesn’t live long enough to talk about what she might’ve heard and seen while deployed.

      

      ** Securing Avery is the 5th book in the SEAL of Protection: Legacy Series. Each book is a stand-alone, with no cliffhanger endings.
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      Cole “Rex” Kingston wasn’t happy.

      Neither were any of his teammates.

      They’d just gotten back from a mission, only to have to turn right around and leave for another. That wasn’t what made them unhappy though; they were used to occasional back-to-back missions. But this one was personal. More so for Rex than the others. Not only had servicemen and women from their own base been kidnapped, but the woman Rex had been crushing on was one of the missing.

      Rex had been flirting with Navy Nurse Lieutenant Avery Nelson for weeks, finding reasons to go to the hospital on base where she worked to talk to her. He loved her smile and sense of humor, the way she was always willing to help her fellow nurses. He could tell she was well respected by her colleagues.

      He was also very physically attracted to the woman. She kept herself in shape, but had curves that filled out her scrubs nicely. What he really loved, however, was her adorable freckles and red hair.

      Rex had never really thought much about the color of a woman’s hair. He’d been with blondes, brunettes…women with black hair. But there was something about the combination of Avery’s red locks and her freckles that got to him.

      And now she was missing. Taken captive by a group of insurgents who lived in the town and caves near the military base where she was stationed in Afghanistan.

      He may never get to hear her infectious laugh or see those cute freckles again. He never should’ve waited to ask her out. He had no idea why he hadn’t gone after what he’d wanted. He just hoped it wasn’t too late, that the team would be able to find Avery, and he’d get a chance to let her know how fascinating he found her, and how badly he wanted to get to know her better.

      The SEAL team had arrived in the country twenty-four hours ago and had interviewed as many people as they’d been able to find who were willing to help, and what they’d learned wasn’t good.

      Two army privates who’d been driving two of the trucks filled with weapons bound for the military base had been taken hostage. The vehicles themselves were also missing, which was bad. Very bad. The insurgents now had a huge amount of firepower at their disposal.

      For some reason, Lieutenant Avery Nelson was also missing. She was in the Navy Nurse Corps. She’d been in the country on a special assignment to assist locals in setting up clinics for Afghani women. There should’ve been no reason to take her, especially since she wasn’t involved in the weapons convoy in any way. Apparently, however, she’d been working in a small local clinic near where the convoy had been attacked and, after the building had been destroyed, was taken, along with the drivers of the trucks.

      Rex’s team had lucked out big time and found a local who was willing to talk. If anyone found out the man had been helping the Americans, he’d most likely be killed on the spot. His family too. His children and wife likely tortured. The insurgents would make an example of him to everyone else.

      Talk to the Americans and die.

      The man had been ordered by the insurgents to take up arms so they could drive the infidel Americans out of the area. But an American had saved his wife from dying in childbirth. A soldier, who had stayed with his wife in their home for over twenty-four hours as she’d labored. Without that woman, he wouldn’t have a family. Both his child and his wife would’ve died. That was three years ago, and the man had never forgotten.

      Outwardly, he obeyed, but he knew firsthand that not all Americans were bad.

      So when he’d seen the American woman being held captive when he’d been sent to arm himself with a weapon stolen from the convoy, the man had been sickened. He’d recognized her as one of the nurses who were there to teach their women about childbirth. She was trying to help them, not kill them.

      In the middle of the night, he’d snuck out of his small hut, leaving his wife and child to come to the military base to tell them what he’d seen.

      Luckily, Rex and his team had been there. Through an interpreter, they’d found out the location of the cave, deep in the mountains, where Avery was being held hostage.

      It was a huge stroke of luck. Without that information, they would’ve had to search every nook and cranny they came across, which would’ve been a suicide mission.

      Now they were getting ready to head up into the mountains to retrieve Avery, and hopefully the two missing men as well, though the local man hadn’t mentioned seeing the latter.

      Right before they were about to leave, a sergeant major came into the room they were using as a command post and informed them they’d just found the two missing privates.

      They were deceased.

      The information made Rex’s heart rate spike.

      “And the lieutenant?” he asked.

      “No sign of her,” the sergeant major answered.

      That should’ve been bad news, but at the moment, Rex couldn’t think of anything better.

      “We’re damn sorry about the loss of your men,” Rocco told him. “Where were they found?”

      “Their bodies were dumped alongside the road outside of town,” the sergeant major told them.

      “What was their condition?” Gumby asked.

      The other man winced. “Not good. They’d been tortured for sure. The bottoms of their feet were torn up, as if they’d had to walk barefoot for quite a ways. They’d also lost quite a bit of weight, so we’re figuring they were most likely starved in the days since the attack.”

      Rex ground his teeth. The thought of Avery being treated like the privates had been made him want to fucking kill anyone who dared lay a hand on her.

      “Estimated time of death?” Rocco asked.

      The sergeant major shook his head. “It’s hard to tell for sure. But we’re guessing within the last day or so. As you know, the heat out here is extreme, so it’s possible it was even more recent.”

      “Thank you for letting us know,” Phantom said. “The last thing we need is to be searching for someone who’s already been found.”

      The sergeant major nodded. “Are you sure you don’t want some of my men to go with you? I’ve got a team of Army Rangers who’re ready to go.”

      “Thank you, but no,” Rocco said. “Since receiving intel from the eyewitness, our plan is to go up into the mountains, find the lieutenant, and get the hell out of there. The more people we have, the more visible we’ll be. But again, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m not happy about that convoy being attacked. It wasn’t random. We have trucks coming in and out of this base all the time. There’s no way the locals could’ve known we were bringing weapons in at that specific time and place unless they had an inside source.”

      “You think you’ve got a traitor?” Bubba asked.

      The sergeant major nodded. “Yeah, I do. And I’m going to find out who it was and nail his or her ass to the wall. The repercussions of those weapons getting into the hands of the insurgents goes beyond the murder of those two privates and the kidnapping of the navy lieutenant. Our mission here has taken a huge step backward in regard to peace in the region as a result. With the enemy now armed as well as we are…I don’t have to say that it puts everyone—innocent civilians and military personnel alike—in extreme danger.”

      Rex nodded along with his teammates. He knew as well as they all did how dangerous the situation had gotten with the theft of the weapons. Rifles, grenades, bullets, RPGs, even a missile or two, had all disappeared in the blink of an eye. The thought that one of their own, an American soldier or sailor, had betrayed their country was a devastating slap in the face.

      But at the moment, Rex was more concerned about Avery. She’d been gone almost two weeks. At the mercy of dangerous and unscrupulous men. He prayed their source was correct and she was still in the cave where she’d last been seen. He hated to think of the friendly woman he’d been too chicken to ask out being tortured and brutalized.

      Taking a deep breath and turning to check his gear for the tenth time, leaving Rocco to deal with the sergeant major, Rex made sure he had everything they’d need when they found the missing lieutenant. Extra clothes, a pair of boots—since their source said she’d been stripped of her own—water, food, energy gel packs, and medical supplies. He had no idea what shape they’d find Avery in, but he prayed harder than he’d ever prayed before that she’d be alive.

      He hated that he hadn’t had the guts to ask her out before she’d left California. He knew better than most how short life was. But for some reason, he’d decided to just visit her when she got back from overseas and see if she’d be interested in having coffee. Or lunch. Then dinner. But everything had changed now.

      Even if they did find her alive, he had no idea what condition she’d be in. Physically or mentally. She might never want to be touched by a man again. Her sunny disposition may have been doused forever.

      The thought of the beautiful woman he’d been drawn to getting beaten to within an inch of her life made him angrier than he could ever remember being.

      Picking up the extremely heavy pack, he shrugged it onto his back over his desert camo uniform. They were about to head into very rough terrain, though it wasn’t as if they hadn’t done it before. But this time, it was more personal for Rex.

      Hang on, Avery, he thought to himself as he turned to listen to Rocco giving them last-minute instructions. Just hang on. We’re comin’ for you.
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      Avery Nelson sat with her back to the rough rock wall behind her and opened her eyes…except everything was still as black as it had been before she’d closed them. She was slowly going crazy because she had no idea how much time had passed since she’d been entombed inside the cave.

      She knew it’d been at least a week since she’d been captured. An RPG had hit the house that served as a clinic, where she’d been teaching some of the Afghani women about childbirth, and a chunk of the ceiling had fallen on her head. She’d stumbled outside, right into the arms of the terrorists hijacking a convoy of trucks going through town.

      She hadn’t been armed. Wasn’t even a part of the weapons convoy. She was a navy nurse, helping the inhabitants of the village. Regardless, she was pretty sure she knew why she was here. The man who’d hauled her into the mountains had made it pretty clear. And she’d had no chance to fight back, not really. She wasn’t exactly petite. At five-ten, she was taller than a lot of the men she worked with. But with her head injury and all the confusion, she’d been no match for the bigger, scarier insurgents.

      They’d taken her into the mountains, along with the weapons that were inside the trucks, and beaten the hell out of Avery. They’d chained her by the ankle and taken great delight in mentally and physically torturing her.

      In the meantime, men came and went from the cave, collecting the US Army weapons that had been stolen. It had taken a week for all of them to be dispersed. And after those seven days—during which she’d been beaten, laughed at, spit on, and practically starved to death—they’d all left.

      But not before blowing up the entrance to the cave, sealing her inside with no way out.

      Fuck that.

      Avery had managed to use a rock to crush the links of the chain that held her to the ground, and she’d used a trickle of water flowing down one wall of her tomb to stay alive.

      She’d thought she’d known hunger before, but after a week with no food, she truly understood what being hungry was now. The water was keeping her alive, but she was weak and dizzy from not eating anything since she’d been trapped inside the mountain.

      After being beaten by the terrorists, and then moving rocks day in and day out in the hopes of unburying herself, every muscle in her body was screaming in pain. Her fingernails were probably gone. Her head still throbbed from the concussion she’d received when her ordeal had started, and her ribs were still sore from the beatings.

      But dammit, she was alive.

      The bastards had fucked up by not putting a bullet in her brain before they’d buried her in the cave. They obviously thought they’d either killed her with their last beating—which had been the most brutal yet—or, if not, she’d die buried behind the rubble at the entrance of the cave.

      Avery was stronger than that.

      She was going to claw her way out of this cave if it took another year.

      Avery refused to think about the fact that there was no way she could last even a month without food. She was completely focused on moving one rock at a time until she broke free.

      For whatever reason, they hadn’t sexually assaulted her, for which she was more than grateful. She was still wearing her tan camo uniform pants and an olive-green T-shirt. Her feet throbbed because her captors had taken her shoes and socks the first day she’d been in their company. They’d held her down while some of their buddies wacked at her soles with a stick. It had hurt so damn bad, but now she couldn’t feel much. She figured her feet had gotten used to the abuse that had been forced on them since she’d been there, or the nerves had all been damaged.

      Either way, it was nice not to have to think about them anymore.

      Picking up a rock the size of her head, Avery felt her muscles quiver with exertion. Damn. She had no idea moving rocks could be so strenuous. When she got back to Riverton and the naval base, she was going to talk to Wolf. He and his team of former SEALs were in charge of training the wannabe SEALs. She was going to suggest they bring in a mountain of rocks and make the recruits move the entire thing, one rock at a time. They’d be piles of mush in no time.

      Thinking about home was comforting. It buoyed her flagging spirits. Avery loved living on the West Coast. Loved the beach and the temperate climate. And she loved being a nurse. Enjoyed helping others. One of her favorite assignments was hell week for the men trying to become SEALs.

      Oh, she didn’t like watching them suffer in the cold surf, or while attempting to do every impossible task assigned by their instructors. But she did love the camaraderie and determination in the ones who made it. By the end of the week, they were dehydrated, often suffering from a bit of hypothermia, and were literally so exhausted they could barely stand up…but the pride on their faces, knowing they’d survived the brutal conditions they’d been put through, was beautiful.

      Avery had no desire to be a SEAL. Her strengths lie in helping others. She had a way with people, could soothe them when they were hurt. And she was a problem solver. Always had been, always would be.

      Like now.

      She had a problem, and she would solve it or die trying. Literally.

      The problem was the tons of rocks between her and freedom.

      To solve it, she just had to move the rocks one at a time. Little by little. Baby steps.

      It was what she told her patients when they wanted to go home. Wanted to get better. Wanted to get back to active duty.

      As Avery was crawling with the rock clasped to her chest, her knee landed on a sharp pebble on the dirt floor of the cave. Gasping in pain, she instinctively put her hand out to catch herself when she began to fall, dropping the rock she’d been holding and smacking her forehead against it in the process.

      “Shit!” she exclaimed, bringing her hand up to her head and feeling the spot she’d hit. She didn’t feel any blood, thank God, but the accident hadn’t been her first lately. She was becoming clumsy and getting more and more uncoordinated with every hour that passed.

      Deciding it was time to take a break, she carefully crawled back toward the alcove she’d been held in before the terrorists had blown up the entrance to the cave. She wasn’t thirsty, but she stopped to lap up some of the dripping water anyway. Anything to fill the emptiness in her belly.

      Then she lay down on her back and stared upward. It was pitch black, but she could still imagine the rocky ceiling of the cave above her head. She’d lain awake looking at it for many hours when the terrorists had been there.

      Feeling herself sinking into a depression she could ill afford, Avery couldn’t help but think about all the things she’d yet to do. All the stuff she desperately wanted to do but, as things were going, likely wouldn’t make it out alive to accomplish.

      At the top of that list? Getting up the courage to ask out the very handsome SEAL who’d been stopping by the hospital more and more often.

      Her fellow nurses had told her he was coming solely to see and talk to her, but she hadn’t believed them.

      Then, right before she’d left the country, she was sure he was going to ask her out. Something about the way he’d looked at her made Avery finally believe her friends.

      Normally she wasn’t all that into men with beards or mustaches, especially not beards as full as his. But on him, the facial hair was positively delicious. He had thick black hair that was too long for a regular navy man’s. She knew the SEALs were allowed leeway in their grooming standards because of the undercover work they did.

      She’d asked around and learned his name was Cole Kingston. His buddies called him Rex, but Avery preferred Cole. His eyes were dark, almost as black as the coal his name suggested. And one time, when he’d worn his PT T-shirt into the hospital, she’d caught sight of the colorful tattoos that ran up and down his right arm. She wondered if he had anymore.

      Fantasizing about a man’s looks wasn’t normal for Avery. She was usually much more concerned with how they acted. Were they conceited? Did they look down on her because she was “merely” a nurse? Did they act like a complete baby when they got hurt?

      But she just couldn’t get over how good-looking Cole was.

      Which was why she’d convinced herself there was no way he kept showing up at the hospital because of her.

      She wasn’t anything special. She had thick red hair, but most of the time she was too busy to do anything with it. When she was out in the sun too long, she got even more of the atrocious freckles across her cheeks and nose. In her experience, men didn’t really like that she was so tall. They liked petite women. And Avery had muscles. She could outrun a lot of men and even do more pull-ups than some. Add all that up, an athletic, independent, smart, tall, freckle-faced woman…it made for some lonely nights.

      But for some reason, Cole kept coming back to the hospital. He was only a little taller than her, and if she wore heels, she’d be at eye level with him for sure. He was built, even a little dangerous-looking. And she’d thought for sure he was going to ask her out that last time she saw him. And Avery’s answer would have been yes. Hell yes.

      But then an alarm had gone off in a nearby room, and she’d had to check on the patient.

      She’d wanted to tell Cole to wait, that she’d be right back, but he hadn’t given her a chance. He’d smiled and told her to be careful and he’d see her when she got back from Afghanistan.

      Sighing, Avery opened her eyes to pitch blackness. It was so disorienting. She knew her eyes were open, and that meant she should be seeing something, but all she saw was blackness all around her.

      Avery decided if she got out of this cave and somehow made it back down the mountain to safety, after she arrived back in California, she was going to track down Cole Kingston and ask him out.

      If he said no, fine, but she was done sitting back and waiting for the things she wanted in her life. And she wanted to go on a date with Cole. Wanted to sit next to him in a restaurant and learn as much as she could about him. And she wanted to feel his lips on hers at the end of the night. Wanted to find out how it felt to be kissed by a man with a full beard and mustache. Would it tickle? Was he a messy eater and would it gross her out if food got stuck in his facial hair? Did he wash it in the shower like he did the hair on his head?

      There was so much she didn’t know about him but wanted to find out.

      And dammit, when she got out of this fucking hole in the side of the mountain, she’d do just that.

      Her spirits once more restored, Avery took a deep breath and sat up. If she was going to ask Cole on a date, she had to get moving. She’d move ten more rocks. After that, she’d take a short break then move ten more. Then ten more. Eventually, she’d move enough that she could wiggle through to freedom.

      Turning over onto her hands and knees, Avery slowly and carefully crawled back toward the opening to the cave. Picking up another rock, she turned and threw it off to her right, away from the path to and from the alcove with the water.

      One down, nine to go.

      Easy-peasy.
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      Rex and Phantom moved silently and steadily toward the cave where their informant had said Avery was being held. Rocco and Gumby were on their six, and Ace and Bubba were watching for insurgents nearby.

      No one was happy about the fact that they hadn’t come across anyone. If there was a prisoner of war close by, the area should’ve been crawling with bad guys. The fact that it seemed deserted wasn’t a good sign. Not at all.

      Not wanting to consider the fact that their informant could’ve lied, Rex and Phantom pushed on. The terrain was rough, but that could be because they were avoiding the road that led straight up the side of the mountain toward their target.

      They’d been cautious, moving slowly so as not to draw attention, but it was looking like they could’ve just walked straight up the road because they hadn’t seen even one person.

      “I’m not liking the feel of this,” Phantom said.

      “Me either,” Rex agreed.

      “We sure that guy was being straight with us?”

      Rex shrugged. “He seemed on the up and up, but…” His words trailed off as they climbed over a ridge near their target.

      “What’s wrong?” Phantom asked.

      Rex frowned and turned to his friend. “Are we sure we have the coordinates right?”

      “Positive.”

      Rex gestured to the side of the mountain in front of them. “Then where’s the fucking cave?”

      Phantom looked around them and swore. “Fuck.”

      Rex’s heart was beating double time, and he reached for the button that would switch on his radio. “Rocco, can you confirm the coordinates for the target?”

      It took a minute, but then Rocco’s voice was in his ear telling him exactly what he’d put into his own GPS. “Why, what’s wrong?”

      “We’re at those coords,” Phantom said. “And all we’re looking at is a pile of rocks against the side of the mountain.”

      No one said anything for a long second. Then Bubba asked, “Any sign of any tangos around?”

      “No, nothing,” Rex said. “It’s quiet. Too quiet.”

      “Do you think it’s a setup?” Gumby asked.

      “Nothing feels off,” Rex told his team. “I mean, I’m not getting any vibes that this is an ambush waiting to happen.”

      “Wait—oh, shit,” Phantom said.

      Rex glanced at his friend. “What?”

      “Look,” he said, pointing to the rocks along the mountainside. Then he pointed above. “It looks like there was a recent landslide or something. See how the rock is darker up there? As if it hasn’t been exposed to the sun for hundreds of years?”

      “Dammit!” Rex swore.

      “What?” Ace asked impatiently through the radio.

      “We were confused because we didn’t see a cave up here, but we think we’re seeing evidence of a recent explosion, causing the mouth to be caved in.”

      “Damn,” Rocco said.

      “There are also a ton of tire tracks leading up to the side of the mountain. Tracks that seemingly lead to nowhere. I’d bet everything I’ve got this is where one of the missing trucks was located, like our informant said.”

      “So where’s the lieutenant?” Ace asked.

      “Behind those rocks,” Phantom said with no uncertainty in his tone.

      Rex moved at a fast clip toward where the mouth of the cave should’ve been. The closer he got, the more obvious it was that the insurgents had blasted the entrance, sealing it up in the process.

      Interestingly enough, it looked as if whoever had set the explosives didn’t know what they were doing, and they’d used too much. The rocks had been blown to pieces. Yes, there were some large boulders at the entrance, but there were way more smaller basketball- to fist-size rocks.

      Rex looked at Phantom when he appeared next to him, and his friend looked back.

      Without a word, Rex bent and grabbed a large rock and heaved it behind him. “If nothing else, we can use these rocks to block the road to any other traffic,” Rex said as he picked up another.

      “You know she could’ve been killed in the explosion, right?” Phantom quietly asked, even as he moved next to his friend to attempt to unbury the cave they both knew had to be behind the rocks.

      “I know.”

      “Or they could’ve just shot her in the head before they blew the entrance.”

      “I know,” Rex repeated.

      “But if they did either of those things, why didn’t they just leave her body where it could be found, like they did the other two?” Phantom asked rhetorically.

      Rex ignored his friend and continued moving rocks as quickly as he could.

      “Rocco, we need help,” Phantom said into the radio. “Ace and Bubba can keep watch, but if you and Gumby could come to the coordinates, we’ve got a shitload of rocks to try to move before any insurgents decide to come back up this way.”

      “Good thing I’ve got this backhoe in my pocket,” Gumby joked.

      Rex shook his head, but didn’t stop what he was doing. Most of the time he was amused by his friends’ bantering, but he couldn’t find one thing funny right now.

      Avery was behind these rocks. He knew it. He had no idea what kind of shape she was in, but like Phantom had said, there had to be a reason they hadn’t found her body. Had to be a reason the insurgents decided to block the cave rather than simply abandoning it once they’d moved all the weapons. The only reason he could think of: Avery was still alive and they didn’t want anyone to find her.

      But why?

      Rex nodded at Phantom when he leaned over and grabbed another rock, doing his best to unbury the cave entrance.

      It was insane, they had no idea how much debris was between them and the entrance, but Rex wasn’t going to stop until they’d made a hole big enough for one of them to climb through…or for Avery to climb out.

      Soon, Rocco and Gumby joined them. The four men labored tirelessly, throwing smaller rocks out of the way, and working together to try to get the larger ones to budge. They’d been at it for at least an hour and a half, and it didn’t look like they’d made any progress. But the pile of rocks now in the rough dirt road behind them belied that feeling.

      Every fifteen minutes or so, they’d all stop and Rex would call Avery’s name. He couldn’t be as loud as he wanted, because sound traveled easily in the canyons and hills, but if Avery was behind the wall of rocks, he wanted to do what he could to let her know that he was there. That she wasn’t alone anymore.
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      Avery’s hands shook nonstop now. She knew she hadn’t moved nearly enough of the rocks recently. She was slowing down, and it was both annoying and scary.

      “Just keep going,” she said out loud, trying to motivate herself.

      “On the other side of these rocks is a giant cheeseburger. No, a stack of cinnamon pancakes. An ice-cold popsicle.” Dreaming about all the different kinds of food she wanted to eat wasn’t really improving her situation, but she couldn’t help it.

      She wasn’t even hungry anymore, really, which wasn’t a good sign, and she knew it. She could live for quite a while with just the water she’d been drinking, but her body would continue to get weaker and weaker with every day that passed without any nutrients.

      She would eventually be unable to get up at all, and she’d just lie there. And if she couldn’t get to her water source, she’d go downhill fast. Until she simply closed her eyes and died.

      That thought was enough for her to shake her head with determination.

      “No!” she said out loud.

      The word echoed around the cave, as if mocking her. So she said it again, louder. “No!”

      Then again. “No!”

      She was panting by the time she’d gotten her frustrations out. She refused to think about how fucked she was if yelling exhausted her. But she felt better—

      “Avery?”

      She froze.

      Was she now hearing things? She could’ve sworn she’d heard her name…but that was crazy, wasn’t it?

      “Avery?”

      Holy shit—there it was again! And this time she knew it wasn’t a hallucination.

      “I’m here!” she yelled, frantically clawing at the rocks between her and whoever was on the other side, shouting her name. “Don’t leave me! I’m here!”
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      Rex looked over at Phantom as they both bent to grab another rock from the pile.

      “Did you hear that?” Phantom asked.

      Rex nodded, and both men leaned closer to the rocks in front of them.

      “No! No!”

      “Fuckin’ A!” Phantom exclaimed.

      Rex leaned forward and called out, “Avery?”

      All four men held their breath as they waited for an answer. Waited to see if it was indeed the missing lieutenant they’d heard a second ago.

      When they didn’t hear a sound, Rex again called her name.

      Then they all heard the frantic response. “I’m here! Don’t leave me! I’m here!”

      Rex’s heart felt as if it would beat out of his chest.

      “We’re comin’ for you!” Rex yelled back, and all four men frantically began moving rocks, throwing them every which way, trying desperately to break through to the woman on the other side.

      It took way too long, and Rex’s hands and back were killing him when he reached for a small boulder that weighed easily seventy pounds—and heard a small avalanche of stones and rocks falling on the other side.

      They’d been removing rocks from high to low, trying to prevent the pile collapsing from above and negating any progress they’d made. Now, finally, praying the mini collapse hadn’t injured Avery anymore than she might be already, Rex used his hands to wrench that rock away—and a small opening appeared at the top. Rex peered down inside.

      He saw nothing but darkness.

      He didn’t take his eyes from the opening, but reached back with a hand and bit out, “Flashlight!”

      Within seconds, one of his teammates had put a penlight in his hand. It was small, but the beam of light was surprisingly strong. Clicking it on, Rex pointed the beam down the hole.

      What he saw almost took his breath away.

      Avery Nelson was on her knees on the other side of the landslide. She’d turned her head and was shielding her eyes from the tiny shaft of sunlight streaming in through the hole they’d made, and likely because of his flashlight as well. She was covered in dirt from head to toe and was at least twenty pounds lighter than the last time he’d seen her. But she was alive. At the moment, that was all he cared about.

      With a quick sweep of the beam, Rex saw rocks all around her inside the cave, some neatly placed along the edges of the area where she was kneeling, and others seemingly thrown haphazardly. It looked like she’d been doing the same thing he and his team had been, removing the rocks one by one. He wasn’t surprised she hadn’t sat in a corner crying or simply waiting to be rescued. She was actively doing all she could to save herself. And he had no doubt she would’ve made it out eventually. She’d made a hell of a lot of progress on her own.

      “Avery?” he said, when several moments went by and she hadn’t moved.

      She nodded, but she didn’t look at him and didn’t take her hand from her eyes.

      Realizing he was an idiot, Rex lowered the light so it wasn’t in her face. The sunlight still streamed into the cave, but at least he wasn’t intentionally blinding her anymore. He turned to Phantom. “I need to get in there.”

      “She all right?” his friend asked.

      “I don’t know. But by the looks of her, she’s in rough shape.”

      Nodding, Rocco, Gumby, and Phantom began pulling more rocks away from the hole they’d uncovered. Within five minutes, they’d made it big enough for Rex to wiggle through.

      “I don’t like this,” Rocco said. “The last thing we need is for more rocks to come down and bury both of you in there. Get her the hell out so we can get off this fucking mountain.”

      Nodding, Rex turned onto his stomach and put his legs through the hole, backing his way in. He eased his body down slowly, feeling smaller rocks giving way beneath his feet as he lowered himself into the cave.

      It took his eyes a moment to adjust. While the sun streaming in gave him enough light to see, it was still black behind the wall of rocks compared to outside. He leaned over and placed his bright flashlight on the ground so the beam was facing the ceiling, lighting the area around him even more and allowing himself to better assess Avery’s condition and the situation in general.

      Up close, she looked even rougher than she had from his previous vantage point above. Her skin was paper white and her hair was hanging limp and loose around her shoulders. Her face was covered in bruises, she had a split lip, and he saw her arms had bruises in the shapes of fingers on them, as well.

      She didn’t have shoes, as they’d been told, and a metal cuff was around one of her ankles. Her fingernails were broken and jagged, with dirt caked underneath. The navy-issue, olive-green T-shirt she wore was torn at the hem and dirty, but he was relieved both the shirt and her pants were still intact.

      Avery tried to look up at him from where she was sitting on the ground, but her eyes were squinted in slits so narrow, he didn’t think she could see much.

      “I know it’s bright, give your eyes time to adjust,” he told her.

      “I haven’t seen any kind of light in…well, I’m not sure how long. But it seems like weeks.”

      Unable to stop himself, Rex reached out and took one of her hands in his own. She latched onto him as if he was the only thing between herself and certain death, which he supposed perhaps he was.

      “Are you hurt? Can you stand?” he asked. He needed to get them out of there, not only because it made him sick to see her in this situation, but because he was ever aware that at any time, someone could decide to come back to check on their captive and make sure she was still where they’d left her.

      “No and yes,” she said, getting up on her knees in preparation for standing. She hadn’t let go of his hand, and Rex wasn’t about to suggest it. He helped her to her feet—and realized how weak she was when she swayed.

      “Sorry,” she muttered.

      “Don’t apologize,” Rex said a little too harshly. He consciously gentled his tone when he asked, “Have you eaten anything?”

      “Not really. I don’t think the moldy and stale crusts of bread they tossed at me for their own entertainment counted,” she said wryly.

      “How in the hell are you standing?” Rex asked, more to himself than her.

      “I’m stubborn,” Avery responded. “And they may not have fed me, but they stranded me in a cave with my very own water source.” She gestured behind her. “There’s a small trickle along a wall in the back. I’ve been hydrating as much as possible.”

      “Good girl.” The words were slightly chauvinistic, but Rex couldn’t hold them back. With every second he spent with this woman, he was more and more impressed. He’d liked her back in California because of her smile and her looks and her wit. But as he was quickly discovering, there was a core of strength inside Avery that was a hell of a lot more attractive than the color of her hair or how straight and shiny her teeth were.

      “If you can keep me from falling over, I’m ready to get out of here,” she stated.

      Rex stepped closer and wrapped an arm around her waist. “Is this okay?” he asked, not wanting to contribute to any horrible memories she might have of what had been done to her while a captive.

      She nodded and wrapped her own arm around him, keeping her head down and grabbing onto his shirt with surprising strength. “Yeah. Look, we’re the perfect height to win a three-legged race,” she quipped.

      Rex snorted. It wasn’t quite a laugh, he couldn’t bring himself to laugh at a time like this, but he agreed with her assessment. They fit together perfectly. He walked them over to the hole where he’d entered the cave.

      She was squinting and doing her best to look through the hole, toward the bright sunshine outside, but it was obvious it was causing her pain.

      “Hang on,” he told her, then raised his head and yelled, “Phantom?”

      “Right here,” his friend said.

      “I need your sunglasses.”

      Without a word of question, a hand thrust a pair of sunglasses down the hole. Rex grabbed them and turned to Avery. “Here, these will help until your eyes can adjust.” Then he slipped them onto her face, brushing her hair behind her ears in the process.

      He heard her sigh in relief. “Thank you, you have no idea how…” Her voice trailed off when she finally looked at his face.

      “What?”

      “Cole?” she whispered.

      Rex did chuckle this time; he couldn’t help it. “Man, it’s been a long time since I’ve heard anyone call me that. How’d you know my name?”

      She shrugged. “I may or may not have asked around,” she admitted freely.

      “You can call me Rex,” he said, flattered beyond belief that she’d wanted to find out more about him. He knew she wouldn’t have learned anything but the basics. Because of his top-secret clearance and the secrecy surrounding the SEALs, anything said about him would’ve been general knowledge.

      “Thanks, but I think I like Cole better. I can’t believe you’re here,” she said quietly. He couldn’t see her eyes behind the dark lenses of the sunglasses, but he could feel her gaze boring into him nonetheless.

      “Wanna go out sometime?” she blurted.

      Rex knew his mouth was hanging open, but he couldn’t believe what he’d just heard.

      “I mean…” She began to falter at his obvious astonishment. “I just…I made a promise to myself that if I got out of this hole in the mountain, I’d go after what I wanted.”

      “And what you wanted was me?” Rex couldn’t help but ask.

      He saw her cheeks pinken, and it was a welcome sight. She was way too pale for his peace of mind. She shrugged. “Yeah.”

      “You should know, I was kicking my own ass for chickening out and not asking you out for coffee before you were deployed,” Rex told her honestly.

      They smiled at each other for a long, quiet moment before Avery swayed.

      And just like that, Rex recalled where they were and what the hell they were doing.

      “Okay, this should be an easy fit for you, you’re a lot less broad than I am,” Rex told her. “I’m going to give you a boost. Put your arms out of the hole when I lift you and my teammates on the other side will grab hold and do all the work from there. I’ll help from this side, making sure you don’t scrape the hell out of yourself as you’re pulled through. Sound good?”

      Avery nodded. She loosened her grip from his hand and edged closer to the hole. She lifted a foot and he took a firm hold, slowly lifting her. Her arms disappeared out of the hole he’d lowered himself through, and within seconds, she’d been pulled out of the cave by his teammates.

      After grabbing the flashlight, Rex was right on her heels, his extraction from the cave going a lot faster than when he’d gone in, since his teammates were there to help pull him out.

      The second he was free of the rubble, he stepped toward Avery, who was standing beside Phantom. The other man had his arm around her waist and looked like he was literally holding her up.

      He ran an assessing gaze from the top of her head down to her toes. She was far skinnier than she’d been before she deployed. The bruises and marks on her skin looked more stark in the sunlight than in the darkness of the cave. She’d definitely been beaten. She was holding on to her side with one arm even as she held onto Phantom’s camo top at his waist with the other.

      Things had been quiet the entire time they’d been working to free her, but of course, now that they were out, Bubba’s voice came over the radio. “Looks like we’re going to have company soon,” he said.

      “Fuck, how many?” Rocco asked.

      “Two trucks with an unknown number of tangos,” Bubba responded. “They aren’t speeding up the hill, but they aren’t taking a Sunday stroll either. I’m guessing they were tipped off that we were here for the lieutenant and are going up to make sure she’s still trapped.”

      “She’s hurt,” Gumby said. “We’re going to need to be extracted.”

      Before their teammate could respond, Avery said firmly, “I can walk.”

      “Lieutenant Nelson—” Gumby started, but she cut him off.

      “I. Can. Walk,” she enunciated. “The last thing we need is a chopper coming in here to pick us up. There were missiles and RPGs in that convoy. They won’t hesitate to use them to shoot us down. We’re better off disappearing into the terrain. If they can’t see us, they can’t kill us.”

      She had a good point, but Rex knew he was thinking the same thing the others were. “You’re right, but the question is more about your physical condition. You’ve been held captive for two weeks. Your body isn’t in good shape, you haven’t eaten much, if anything. If you can’t make it, you’ll be more of a liability than if we risked a helicopter extraction.”

      Slowly, Avery reached up for the sunglasses on her face. She pulled them off and tilted her chin to look him in the eye. She was squinting, and it was obvious the sunlight was still painful to her sensitive eyes, but she didn’t back down. “I’ll be damned if those assholes are going to succeed in killing me after everything I’ve been through. I admit that I’m weak and it’ll be a challenge, especially without shoes, but with the way I’m feeling right now, I can run down this fucking mountain barefoot if that’s what it takes to get away from them.”

      Impressed anew at her fortitude, Rex nodded once, then turned to Gumby. “Figure out a route for us to take that doesn’t include the roads. She’s right, we don’t need to be shot down by our own weapons. I’m not adverse to risking a chopper extraction, but not right now, and not here.”

      “Rex,” Rocco said in a tone that clearly stated he didn’t think the right decision was being made, but Rex ignored him.

      He nodded at Phantom, then pushed him aside and put his own arm around Avery’s waist. His team already knew what Avery meant to him. They might not be a couple, but the others were well aware he’d been interested in the woman before she’d been deployed. The fact that she’d been in danger, and had obviously had the shit beaten out of her, had only strengthened his protective instincts.

      He knew his teammates already liked her. They’d seen her in action during BUD/S week, how she’d professionally dealt with the trainees’ injuries. But seeing her strength and determination in the face of her obvious pain now would make them respect and admire her all the more.

      Rex led her over to a boulder and helped her sit. “Walking around on these rocks and the hot sand hurts like a bitch,” he said as he unzipped his pack and reached inside. “How about you wear a pair of socks and boots instead?”

      Avery had put the sunglasses back on, but she gaped at him in surprise.

      “We had every intention of finding you, Lieutenant,” Rex told her. “We didn’t know what kind of shape you’d be in though, so we’ve got all the basics covered. Shoes, shirt, pants, you name it, we’ve got it.” He dug around some more and pulled out a pair of small bolt cutters. Then he picked up her foot that had the cuff around it and got to work freeing her from the rusty metal.

      When he was done, he scowled down at her ankle. It was chafed and bleeding from the metal rubbing against her skin. It looked like she’d used a strip of her T-shirt to wrap around her ankle to prevent it from rubbing, but it had been lost at some point.

      “It doesn’t look too bad,” Avery said.

      Looking up at her, Rex frowned.

      “Seriously. It could’ve been a lot worse. I’m glad the cushion that I used worked. At least a little bit.”

      Shaking his head, Rex quickly went to work cleaning the cuts with an alcohol pad. She winced, but didn’t pull away from his grip, letting him clean the wound as best he could at the moment.

      “We need to get going,” Gumby warned.

      Nodding, Rex reached inside his pack once more. He pulled out a small tube and handed it to Avery. “Until we’re away from here, this is the best I can do. You weren’t lying about the water you’ve been drinking, right?”

      She shook her head. “No. I’ve been forcing myself to drink as much as possible.”

      He nodded. “Good. This is a high-calorie protein gel. It’s also got electrolytes and carbs to give you a short burst of energy.”

      Avery took it from him and studied it for a moment.

      Knowing they didn’t have much time, Rex reached for one of the socks he’d pulled out of his pack. He would’ve preferred to clean and wash her feet before putting the boots on her, but that would have to wait.

      “I…thank you,” Avery said.

      Rex nodded. “I’ve got plenty more of those in my pack, so whenever you think your body will tolerate it, let me know and I’ll give you another.”

      She struggled to tear the top off the small plastic gel package, and Phantom reached over to help her. She thanked him when he handed it back, and then brought it up to her mouth.

      Just when Rex had finished tying her second shoe, she began to gag. She’d consumed about half of the small packet and was trying to get the rest down.

      “Easy, Avery. Don’t rush it.”

      Her hands shook as he helped her stand. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just…my throat closes up and it’s really hard to swallow.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Rex said. “It’ll take a while for your body to get used to eating again. But the more you can get down, the better off you’ll be.”

      Avery nodded. “I know. I’m trying.”

      Rex was proud of her. “How do the boots feel?”

      Taking a deep breath, Avery picked up one foot, then the other, testing the fit. “Good,” she said after a moment. “Much better than walking on the rocks and dirt.”

      “We need to go,” Gumby said in a warning tone.

      “I’ve got a long-sleeve shirt for you,” Rex told Avery, “but it’s going to have to wait until we’re in a safer location.” He shrugged on his pack and reached for Avery. Putting an arm around her waist to support her, he turned them until they were walking away from the cave. They were going to have to go down the drop-off on the other side of the road. They couldn’t exactly walk along the dirt road and avoid the insurgents.

      “I’ll let you walk as long as it doesn’t endanger the mission,” Rex told her. “If it comes to it, I might have to suddenly pick you up and run. Don’t scream, okay?”

      He watched as Avery nodded. He could tell she wasn’t thrilled with that prospect, but she didn’t protest.

      “My ribs are a bit sore,” she warned him. “Not broken, but definitely tweaked.”

      Rex hated that for her, but nodded. “I’ll be as careful as I can, but if we have to move fast, I’m probably going to hurt you unintentionally.”

      “Better you than them,” Avery told him calmly.

      Once again, his respect for her rose. She’d obviously been through hell, but was doing her best to make things as easy as possible for all of them.

      “Come on. Let’s get out of here,” he told her.

      Within seconds, they were out of sight of the road and the cave where she’d spent the last two weeks being held prisoner. If they had more time, they probably would’ve done their best to cover the hole they’d made, to make her captors think she was still inside. Now they were going to know at a glance that she was gone. But it couldn’t be helped.

      Rex looked over at Avery and saw her biting her lip as he helped her down the steep side of the mountain. It was obvious Avery was hurting, but she was doing everything she could to be a help and not a hindrance.

      They’d just reached the bottom of the hill when the first sound of the trucks reached their ears. Rocco and Gumby picked up the pace ahead of them, and Rex tightened his hold around Avery’s waist. There weren’t a lot of places to hide out here in the desert, but with every step without a complaint or whine from Avery, he vowed to do whatever it took to get her home to California safe and sound.
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      Avery clenched her teeth and somehow kept her screams of pain from escaping. Every step was agony. Her ribs hurt. Her feet hurt. Her eyes hurt. Hell, even her bones hurt. The aftertaste of the energy gel she’d tried to choke down was overwhelming, since she hadn’t eaten anything in so long. It was sour and sweet all at the same time. Her taste buds were on overload, and the taste and consistency of the gel made her want to hurl. She’d thought she’d been in hell inside that cave in the pitch darkness, but somehow this seemed worse.

      She had no doubt the men around her were capable of getting her back to the base safely, but at the moment, all she wanted to do was lay down and cry.

      She was a naval officer. Technically, she outranked the SEALs who’d been sent in to rescue her. There was no way she was going to act weak in front of them. Especially not in front of Cole.

      She was well aware he was practically carrying her as it was. The arm around her waist was taking so much of her weight she was barely on her feet. But that was probably a good thing, since she felt so shaky and weak she honestly wasn’t sure she could walk on her own, no matter how much she’d insisted otherwise.

      And the bright sunlight was still playing havoc with her eyesight. The sunglasses helped, but everything was still way too bright for her to see comfortably.

      Being a nurse was both a blessing and a curse. It meant she knew exactly how much abuse the human body could take and still keep on ticking, but it also meant she was well aware of every one of her aches and pains…and what they meant.

      Her stomach had probably shrunk to a fraction of its normal size as a result of not having any food. Her ribs were likely fractured. The scrapes around her ankle from the restraint could easily cause an infection that might spread upward through her bloodstream. She definitely had a concussion from the wound she’d received in the initial attack on the convoy, when the clinic collapsed. And she didn’t even want to think of what kind of parasites she could’ve consumed by drinking the water in the cave.

      But she was alive.

      She was counting that as a win.

      And now she had four—no, six—SEALs to help her escape.

      That was way better than having to slink around the desert on her own to elude the insurgents.

      “What are you thinking about so hard over there?” Cole asked.

      She shrugged and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other. One step at a time. Just like it had been one rock at a time. All she had to do was keep moving forward and she’d be rewarded by getting to the base safely.

      “Just stuff,” she said softly. “Partly how lucky I am. That when I was taken, nothing mattered but surviving. Not my job, what petty worries I had, my gender, my rank, or anything. It was all about survival.”

      “You know you outrank us,” Phantom said from behind her.

      The other SEAL had been right on their six as they made their way down the hill and away from the cave. They’d known the second the insurgents realized their captive had escaped, because they’d begun shouting. Avery had looked back up the hill once, only to be reprimanded by Phantom.

      “Never look back, you can’t change anything about the bad guys following you. You need to always be focused on what’s in front of you. On places to hide. On what you can use for cover if necessary.”

      He’d been right. All looking back did was trip you up, in more ways than one.

      Avery shrugged at Phantom’s observation.

      “Don’t you want to start ordering us around?” he asked.

      Avery turned her head to look at him and tried to read his tone. He wasn’t being belligerent, she decided. Was simply asking a question…but there seemed to be more to it than that.

      “Why would I do that?” she asked.

      Phantom didn’t respond, but his brown eyes bored into her. Suddenly glad for the sunglasses that hid her own gaze, feeling as if he’d be able to read way too much if he could see her eyes, she sighed and turned to face front once again. It was taking all her concentration to put one foot in front of the other and not trip. Not that Cole would let her fall, but she didn’t want to test it.

      “You guys have way more experience in evading than I do. You’re stronger than I am. In better condition health-wise at the moment as well. This is what you do. If this was a battle situation and we had wounded, then I would absolutely take control and give orders. I know you’ve all got medic training, but I’m one hundred percent confident my knowledge supersedes yours when it comes to the medical field. Right now, I’d be an idiot to use my rank to try to order you guys around. It would make me look stupid, and you’d lose any respect you might have for me. Rest assured, until we’re back on base and safe from the assholes who did their best to break me and bury me alive, I’m just Avery. Not Lieutenant Nelson.”

      Avery briefly glanced back at him. It had been the right thing to say.

      Phantom’s shoulders dropped and a little of the defensiveness went out of his posture. He nodded at her and fell back a bit, giving her and Cole some space.

      “What was that about?” Avery whispered.

      “I trust Phantom one hundred percent,” Cole told her. “If I had to pick just one of my fellow SEALs to have my back, I’d pick him. But he hasn’t had an easy life. From what I understand, his childhood was hell. He lived with his mom and aunt, and they were extremely abusive. He doesn’t trust easily, especially women. He’s a little too blunt sometimes and that can get him into trouble. That was his way of testing the waters with you.”

      “If I ordered him to do something, would he do it?” Avery asked.

      Cole shrugged. “It depends.”

      “On?”

      “If it was something he was going to do anyway.”

      Avery couldn’t help but chuckle. “Right.”

      Cole smiled at her. “But seriously, he’s a good man. He didn’t let his childhood ruin his dreams of becoming a Navy SEAL. He’s great at his job, and I know without a shadow of a doubt that he’ll do whatever it takes to get you to safety.”

      Avery nodded. That was exactly what she needed to hear. “I’ve watched you guys train,” she said. “I know that you’re the best of the best. I’ll do my best to make your job easier, not harder.”

      “And we appreciate that. We need to—”

      His words were cut off abruptly when they heard shouting from the road high above them.

      “They’ve spotted you guys,” Ace confirmed via the radio.

      “No shit,” Rocco returned.

      Without a word, Cole tightened his hold on Avery and picked her up so her feet were off the ground. The position was awkward, as she was plastered to his side, but he didn’t run far. He dropped down behind a large boulder and Avery sank to her knees next to him, doing her best to pant through the pain coursing through her side at the brutal hold he’d had on her ribs.

      Cole shrugged off his pack and handed it to Phantom, who was kneeling alongside him. The other man put his arms through the backpack so it was lying against his chest. He tightened the straps and nodded at Cole.

      Turning to face away from her, Cole ordered, “Get on my back.”

      Avery looked from him to Phantom, then back to Cole. She wanted to protest. To say that she was too heavy. Too tall. Too…something, but that would only cause them time. She scooted closer and cautiously climbed onto his back.

      “Hold on tight,” Cole warned. “I might not be able to support you at times, so you’re going to have to do whatever you can to hang on. Use your legs to cling to my sides, and whatever you do, don’t strangle me with your arms. You can put them around my neck, but don’t cut off my air. Understand?”

      Avery nodded. She didn’t like this. Not at all. But she’d just gotten done saying she wasn’t going to question them, and she knew they were the experts at this kind of thing. If Cole wanted her to cling to his back like a monkey, then that’s what she was going to do.

      “And before you ask, you weigh less than my pack does, so this isn’t a problem for me. Okay?”

      She nodded and tightened her hold on him when he stood, staying hunched over so they were hidden behind the rock.

      “What’re they doing?” Rocco asked Ace.

      “Looks like they’re headed down the hill after you. Get the fuck out of there,” Ace told them all.

      “If they’re so fired up to make sure you’re dead, why didn’t they kill you before they blew that cave?” Phantom asked.

      It was something Avery had already wondered about. She had a pretty good hunch why, but this wasn’t exactly the time or place to sit and have a chat about it.

      “We need to split up,” Rocco said. “Gumby and I will head east, toward the base. You and Phantom take the lieutenant and head toward the river to the west. They’ll automatically assume Avery is headed to the base. Between all our packs, and at this distance, they won’t be able to tell which group she’s in as easily. They’ll have to split up to follow us both. With any luck, Avery will look like another backpack as long as she keeps her head down, at least briefly. We’ll be in touch and plan an extraction. Guess we should’ve taken our chances with the helicopter, but it’s too late now. Ready?”

      Everyone around her nodded.

      Avery wanted to say she wasn’t ready. That she wanted to head toward the base, which represented safety. She didn’t want to go farther away from it. But she kept quiet. She was well aware these men were putting their lives on the line for her. She hated that just as much as anything else. If anything happened to one of them, she’d feel responsible. It was silly, she hadn’t kidnapped herself, but the feeling was there just the same.

      “Be careful,” she said quietly before Rocco turned away.

      He smiled at her. “Always. I’ve got a wife waiting for me back home. Nothing will keep me from her.”

      “On the count of three,” Cole said. “One. Two. Three.”

      On the last word, the four men took off running. As they’d planned, Rocco and Gumby headed east, and Phantom and Cole went west.

      Avery ducked her head and held on for dear life as Cole ran. She couldn’t believe how agile and fast he could move with her on his back. Phantom was right behind them, she supposed covering her since she was exposed, being on Cole’s back like she was.

      They swerved left and right, using every available boulder as cover as they ran. Avery did her best to be as little a burden as possible. She made a conscious effort not to choke Cole and her thighs shook from squeezing his sides as she held on.

      They heard shouts above and behind them, but neither Cole nor Phantom slowed down. Avery began to feel sick from the jostling as Cole ran, so she closed her eyes. The last thing she wanted to do was puke on him. Not that she had anything in her stomach to throw up, except for the few swallows of the protein gel she’d managed to get down.

      She could feel them swerving more and more, and when she opened her eyes, Avery saw that the harsh desert climate had given way to a greener terrain.

      The closer they got to the river, the more trees there were, but they didn’t slow their pace. Avery was impressed by the fact that both men were running so fast. She barely heard Cole breathing hard. She shouldn’t have been surprised; she’d seen firsthand how much conditioning they endured. Running in the sand and long half marathons were the norm for their training. But it couldn’t have been easy to run with a person on his back, or for Phantom with two packs.

      “Can you swim?” Cole asked as he ran.

      Shit. “Yeah,” Avery told him. She didn’t like to, but she could. When she’d decided to join the navy, she’d forced herself to learn to do more than dog paddle, just in case. It had seemed like the smart thing to do. “Are they following us?”

      “Yeah. Bubba and Ace were able to monitor them until the insurgents split up, just like we thought they would. They’re being very determined for some reason and haven’t given up the chase. We’ve got about a dozen insurgents on our tail, the last Ace saw. With the kind of firepower they have, it’s imperative that we lose them. We’re going to have to get a little wet.”

      “A little?” Avery asked, trying to block out the part about twelve men trying to find and kill them.

      Cole chuckled. “Yeah. Just a little.”

      They ran for another couple of minutes before coming to a stop alongside a fairly wide river. She knew it was the same one the villagers used for water, for bathing, and for washing their clothes. She didn’t want to get near it, but of course had no choice.

      Cole knelt and tapped on her legs. She dropped her feet to the ground and would’ve gone down in a heap if Phantom hadn’t grabbed her arm, holding her upright.

      “Thanks,” she muttered, locking her knees to try to stay standing.

      Cole took her other arm, and she listened as he and Phantom had a quick conversation about whether or not to get into the fast-moving water or try to evade the insurgents on foot.

      The sound of a gun firing made the decision for them. Cole grabbed his pack from Phantom, shrugged it on, then headed for the river.

      Avery didn’t want to get into the water, but it wasn’t as if she had a choice. She didn’t want to be back in the clutches of the men who’d beaten her and left her for dead either. She figured she’d used up her one free pass with them, and if they got their hands on her again, her previous time with the insurgents would seem like a walk in the park.

      “Keep your feet in front of you and let the current do the work,” Cole coached as they stepped into the water. “I’ll be near you the entire time. If I tell you to duck, take a deep breath and go under the water. Got it?”

      “Got it,” Avery confirmed. She was shaking with fear and adrenaline, but didn’t hesitate to lower herself into the water next to Cole. She looked behind her and saw Phantom standing on the bank with his rifle aimed at the trees the way they’d come.

      “Isn’t he coming?” she asked in a semi-panic.

      “Yes. Once we’re away from the bank.”

      The water was lukewarm and wasn’t as refreshing as she hoped it would be, but in seconds, the temperature was the least of her concerns. One second she was floating lazily near the bank, and the next, Cole had taken her arm and steered her closer to the faster-moving current.

      Immediately, her body flew forward, and she held her breath as the water momentarily went over her head.

      She spluttered for a second, then righted herself, pointing her feet downstream and kind of sitting in the water. Luckily, she was naturally buoyant and didn’t have to work too hard to keep herself from sinking. She felt Cole’s hand on her arm and looked to her left. He’d put himself between her and the insurgents, and held on to her so she didn’t get swept out into the middle of the river.

      He had a look of intensity on his face that reassured her. His long dark hair was dripping into his eyes and she wondered how he could see anything. Avery figured she didn’t look much better than he did. She’d lost the sunglasses she’d been wearing the first time her head went under the water and felt bad, but she didn’t have time to mourn the loss of the eye wear before Cole turned to her and shouted, “Hang on!”

      Turning to face forward again, Avery gasped. Ahead of them was a long stretch of white water, which was scary as hell from her current vantage point. She’d been white-water rafting before, and it had been fun and exhilarating, but without a boat, and a knowledgeable guide to steer them through the rapids, it would’ve been terrifying.

      Kinda how she felt right now.

      “I’ve got you,” Cole told her, right before they hit the churning water.

      Feeling like a cork bobbing repeatedly, Avery did her best to keep her head above the surface and her feet in front of her. Her ass hit quite a few rocks as she flew downstream, but she barely felt it with all her other aches and pains and the adrenaline coursing through her veins.

      Just when she thought they were through the worst of the rapids, she heard Cole swear from next to her. She glanced over at him just as he pushed her away from him as hard as he could and yelled, “Get around that tree!”

      Avery looked back up just in time to see a thick tree trunk blocking their path. It had gotten caught up in some rocks or debris and was stuck lengthwise across the side of the river they were currently rushing down.

      She did her best to paddle around it, and probably would’ve made it—except once Cole let go of her, he powered through the water a lot faster. He’d tried to clear the left side of the tree, but didn’t quite make it. The rushing water closer to the middle of the river smacked his legs against the large trunk, which made his upper body jackknife around the end. He grabbed hold of the tree, trying to right himself, but the water pressure was too strong and it sucked him under.

      Instinctively, Avery reached out and grabbed hold of the right end of the trunk right before she passed. The water whooshed over her head in a torrent so strong, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to hold on. She managed to right herself and look down the trunk—and her eyes widened in horror.

      A strap from Cole’s backpack was snagged on one of the branches of the tree. His body had been partly washed under the trunk, but now he was pinned down by the pack. The river water rushed over the back of his head as he visibly struggled to free himself. After a few seconds, he lifted his head to grab a breath before being forced underwater again.

      Frantically looking around, Avery saw the current had already taken Phantom past them. He was struggling hard to swim back, but she knew it would be almost impossible for him to make it, not with the rapids.

      Using all her strength, Avery inched her way down the trunk of the tree, holding on for dear life and swearing every time she slipped. She wasn’t even thinking, just reacting. She couldn’t leave Cole there. She had no idea how he would free himself if she did. If he’d been able to, he would’ve shrugged out of his pack already, so something was preventing him from doing just that. Unless the branch he was snagged on broke, he wasn’t going anywhere.

      It seemed to take forever for her to get to him. Every inch she moved down the tree felt like a mile. Her limbs were shaking even harder now, and Avery knew she wasn’t going to last much longer. She’d been without nutrients too long for her body to be able to sustain the effort she was forcing it to endure.

      When she reached Cole’s side, she knew the situation was extremely urgent. He was taking longer and longer to push himself up to take a breath, and she could see that his energy was fading. She eyed the backpack and knew there was no way she could move it. The force of the water made it twice as heavy as it already was, so trying to pull it off wouldn’t help at all.

      She turned her attention to the part of the branch it was stuck on. It was just five inches long or so, but fairly thick, which is why it didn’t snap right off when the pack snagged it.

      Knowing the only chance Cole had was if she got the pack off the branch, Avery maneuvered her body until she was straddling the tree trunk and facing away from Cole. The force of the water kept her pinned as she leaned to the side, just like she’d hoped.

      She managed to lift one leg and stomp on the broken branch with all her might.

      The move jostled her ribs and hurt like hell, but it didn’t break the branch.

      Swearing, she kicked it again. Then again.

      The water flowing over the tree splashed in her face, hampering her ability to take full breaths whenever she wanted and needed to. Knowing time was running out for Cole, she turned her head away from the water so she could get a deep breath, then let out a small scream of frustration as she kicked out once more as hard as she could.

      She didn’t hear the crack of the branch as it gave way, but she felt the tree trunk she was propped on sway, and then Cole was swept downstream.

      Wanting to cry with relief, Avery forced herself up and over the tree branch and let go, letting the water take her downstream as well. She tried to turn herself over so she was once again in a semi-seated position and her feet were facing downstream, but she couldn’t get her exhausted body to work. She floated sideways, coughing and choking as the fast-moving water swept over her face again and again.

      In minutes, she was out of the rapids but the river was still moving extremely fast, pushing her farther and farther downstream. Avery was disoriented, and she had no idea where Phantom or Cole had gone. All she could do was hold her breath and attempt to keep herself from sinking and drowning. She had no strength left. Couldn’t even lift her head to look around.

      One second she was floating like one of the loose branches around her, and the next, someone grabbed her wrist and tugged—hard.

      She let out a small scream before her head went under the water. But just as soon as she went under, the person had their arm around her chest and was towing her to the bank. Avery grabbed onto the strong forearm across her chest and dug in what was left of her fingernails. She wanted to struggle. Wanted to do whatever she could to save herself from being captured again, but her body wouldn’t cooperate.

      “I’ve got you, Lieutenant!” a deep voice shouted from above her head.

      Every muscle in her body went limp. It was Phantom.

      But a second later, she started fighting again. “Cole!” she managed to get out between waves.

      “Safe!” Phantom yelled back.

      Relaxing once more, Avery let herself be towed across the river toward shore. When she felt Phantom’s arm unwind from around her, she tried to sit up to help him, but it was no use. Her body was completely exhausted.

      She looked up into his worried face and felt his beard dripping water onto her as he reached for her, but after that, everything went black.
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      Rex watched Phantom grab hold of Avery before she was completely washed downstream away from them and start to head back to shore.

      He knew he’d come very close to dying. He couldn’t reach the branch his pack had snagged on, and the force of the water wouldn’t allow him to turn over or to keep his head above water for longer than a few seconds at a time. He’d been weakening, and it wouldn’t have been long before he no longer had the strength to lift his head out of the rushing water at all.

      Then he’d felt something hammering along his back. Before he’d even realized it was Avery, she’d managed to break the small branch holding him captive, and he’d catapulted downstream. Phantom had caught him and helped him into the slower-moving water closer to shore, then he’d gone after Avery.

      Rex had followed their progress from his position and held his breath until Phantom had grabbed Avery’s hand and begun hauling her in. He hadn’t realized how tense he’d been until right that second.

      He floated down to Phantom and Avery just as they reached the shoreline. Rex had no idea how far downstream they’d gotten, but for now, it was going to have to be enough. Both he and Phantom had lost their radios to the rushing water, but they’d worry about that later.

      He saw the second Avery went unconscious. Standing on his own shaky legs, he helped Phantom drag her to dry land. Once he reassured himself that Avery was breathing and had a heartbeat, Rex allowed himself to crash for just a moment. He shrugged off the pack and fell to his back on the mud-soaked shoreline. Phantom did the same.

      “Shit, man,” Phantom said after a long moment. “I couldn’t get to you. The rapids were too strong.”

      “I know,” Rex said. And he did. He’d seen his teammate trying frantically to swim upstream toward him, but knew he’d never make it.

      “She shouldn’t have been able to do what she did,” Phantom continued. “Not after all she’s already been through. Not with cracked ribs. Not with no food for two weeks. No fucking way.”

      “But she did,” Rex said softly, sitting up. “We need to get away from the river.”

      Phantom nodded. They were all soaking wet, but would dry soon enough in the warm desert air. Rex took Avery’s pulse once more and, satisfied it was normal, that she was simply exhausted after everything that had happened, he picked her up with one arm under her knees and the other behind her back. She was tall, but not too heavy for him. Phantom helped get her settled in his arms, placing her head on Rex’s shoulder and tucking her arms in front of her. Then he picked up both packs and the trio started walking away from the river.

      Ten minutes later, Avery stirred in Rex’s arms. She came to slowly, as if her body was reluctant to emerge from its much-needed sleep.

      One second she was deadweight in his arms, and the next she was flailing, trying to get away from him.

      Rex immediately went down on one knee. If she squirmed out of his hold, he didn’t want her to get hurt by falling to the ground. “Easy, Avery, it’s Rex…er…Cole. You’re safe.”

      She stilled and her eyes opened. She was squinting, the sunglasses she’d been wearing lost to the river. “Cole?” she asked in a tentative voice.

      “Yeah, it’s me.”

      Then she surprised him by reaching up with one hand and palming his cheek. “Are you all right?”

      Rex heard Phantom give a startled snort behind him, but he didn’t take his eyes from Avery’s. “Yeah, I’m good. Thanks to you.”

      She looked around. “And Phantom?”

      “I’m here. And I’m fine too,” Phantom said, stepping to the side so she could see him.

      The longer she was awake, the more aware she became. Rex knew the second she realized he was holding her because her hand dropped and she wiggled a bit. “Were you carrying me? I can walk.”

      “You passed out,” Rex told her. “We needed to get away from the river.”

      “Oh.” She tried to sit up. “I’m okay now.”

      Ignoring her, Rex stood up again and began walking.

      “Cole? Did you hear me?”

      “I heard you,” he told her. “I’m just ignoring you.”

      She sighed in frustration, and Rex had to hold back the smile that was threatening to break free.

      “I could order you to put me down so I can walk,” she said.

      “You could,” Rex agreed. Then added, “But I’d ignore the order, so you might as well save your breath.”

      She was quiet for a minute or so before asking, “How far do we have to go?”

      “Not sure,” Rex said. “We need to get far enough away from the river so if we were followed, the insurgents don’t have a good idea of where we might’ve gone. We also need to get to higher ground. We lost our radios in the river, so we’re going to have to use the sat phones we’ve got in our packs to contact the rest of the team and arrange for extraction.”

      “Will they still work?” she asked. “I mean, after getting wet in the river?”

      Rex nodded. “We’ve got dry bags inside the packs holding the phones and other odds and ends that wouldn’t survive a dunking. Bandages, water purification tablets, that sort of thing.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “Speaking of which, Phantom, can you grab another gel pack for Avery?”

      “Sure thing,” the other man said. A minute or so later, he came up beside them and handed another one of the high-calorie, protein, and carbohydrate gels to Avery. He’d already torn off the top.

      She took it with a grimace.

      “I know they aren’t the best-tasting thing in the world, but your body needs it,” Rex told her gently.

      She nodded. “I know, but I’m really not that hungry, believe it or not, and as you saw, my body didn’t like the last one.”

      “I get it. Your body hasn’t swallowed anything other than water in over two weeks. Take very small sips and do your best to see how much you can get down.”

      One of the things Rex liked most about Avery was that she didn’t complain for the sake of complaining. Hell, she didn’t bitch about her situation at all. She was a credit to the US Navy.

      They walked on, and as Avery did her best to consume the energy gel, he and Phantom discussed their next course of action.

      “We have to assume the insurgents saw Avery with us,” Phantom said. “They’ll be all over this area by morning. Especially since we weren’t able to get out on the other side of the river like we’d planned.”

      “Agreed. So I’m thinking we double back and head for the same mountain we just left,” Rex said.

      Phantom thought for a minute, then nodded. “That’s a good plan. They’ll expect us to have gotten out on the other side, then double back and head for the base and presumed safety, but I don’t think they’d guess in a million years we’d go right back to where we’d started.”

      “Just tell me we aren’t going to spend the night inside a cave,” Avery pleaded softly.

      Rex shared a look with Phantom. Using a cave for shelter was the smartest option. They could light a fire to help dry their clothes and other things in their packs that had gotten wet. They’d also be hidden from any drones flying overhead. But it was obvious by the slight tremor in Avery’s voice that it would do her psyche more harm than good.

      Rex opened his mouth to reassure her that, no, they wouldn’t be sleeping in a cave, when she shook her head.

      “Sorry, ignore me. A cave makes the most sense, tactically. The last thing we want is to be out in the open.”

      Surprisingly, Phantom commented before Rex could. “No. That’s exactly what they’d expect us to do. And the last thing we want is to be predictable. Besides, you’ve already seen what Afghanistan has to offer in the way of cave hospitality. We need to expand your horizons.”

      Rex tightened his hold on Avery as she smirked. “Right. Maybe we can find a three- or four-star hotel while we’re walking around. I could use a nice long soak in a hot tub and a massage.”

      Amazingly, Phantom chuckled. “I’m not sure about that. A rent-by-the-hour motel is probably more the speed you’re gonna get.”

      She was quiet for a moment before saying in a low, earnest tone, “Thank you for coming for me.”

      “You’re one of us,” Phantom said simply. “We protect our own.”

      “Besides, once we heard it was you, there was nothing that was going to keep us away,” Rex added.

      He looked down at her—and knew he’d never forget this moment for the rest of his life. Her auburn hair was in complete disarray. It had begun to dry and wisps were curling around her face. She was still very pale, which made her freckles stand out even more on her nose and cheeks. He could feel her ribs clearly through her shirt under his arm and the bruises on her face stood out in stark contrast to her skin tone, the greens and purples almost obscene. He knew the pain she must’ve felt when she’d received them had been intense.

      But she was smiling.

      Some people would be complaining about each and every ache. She could’ve been paralyzed with fear that she was being hunted by a mob of men who wanted to kill her. She’d just survived being starved, beaten, and buried alive. Not to mention the frantic and frightening run down an Afghani class-four rapid, where she’d almost saw him die in front of her.

      But she was fucking smiling.

      “Once I heard it was you, nothing was going to keep me away,” he clarified.

      He saw her interest. The same connection he felt toward Avery was reflected back in her eyes.

      “Yeah, he was pissed he hadn’t asked you out. And a SEAL never fails. So he had to come all the way over here to see if you wanted to have a coffee or something,” Phantom teased.

      Rex looked over at his friend in disbelief. Phantom wasn’t a kidder. Didn’t really join in the good-natured teasing he and the others engaged in from time to time. For him to be bantering with Avery so much was way out of character.

      Ever since their mission to Timor-Leste, Phantom had been out of sorts. Something was bothering him about their time there. He felt as if he’d missed something during that mission. They’d all sat down and tried to review everything they’d done, but it still hadn’t helped. Phantom had even recently admitted he was going to see a hypnotist, to see if that would jog his memory, but because of their frequent missions, he hadn’t had a chance yet.

      “Well, he still hasn’t asked me,” Avery said with another smile. “I mean, I proposed the idea to him, but I’m not sure he ever really answered.”

      Rex thought back to when they were inside the cave together and realized he hadn’t answered her. “I think I’ve got some coffee packets in my bag. We can have a nice hot cup of joe tonight when we get settled.”

      She chuckled, and the sound made his belly do summersaults. It was crazy to be this attracted to someone. Rex had liked her for months before now, but seeing how calm she’d been under pressure so far, and her positive attitude, made him realize he’d had no idea how truly amazing she was. And he mentally kicked his own ass for not acting on his attraction for her earlier.

      “Deal,” she said with a nod. “I could use a good cup of coffee.”

      “I didn’t say it would be good,” Rex warned with a grin.

      They walked for another couple of hours. Avery insisted on being put down and reluctantly Rex complied. They could probably move faster with him carrying her, but he understood more than most the psychological importance of being able to carry your own weight. Avery managed to get down three more of the gel packets while they walked. And while he and Phantom watched her like a hawk for signs of faltering, she continued on as if she went for hikes in the hot desert after being starved and beaten all her life.

      The sun was setting when they finally found a place to hole up for the night. It wasn’t a cave, but it afforded some protection. There were at least a hundred large boulders strewn across a dusty landscape near the foot of the mountain they would be climbing the next day. They could hunker down next to some of the bigger ones and soak in the heat they’d absorbed during the day and blend in with their surroundings.

      They wouldn’t be able to build a fire or use their lights, just in case the insurgents were nearby and looking for them, but they’d be as safe as they could be, under the circumstances. When it got dark, Phantom would climb up the mountain and see if he could get reception on the satellite phone to touch base with the rest of the team and arrange to be picked up.

      Rex got Avery settled, happy to see her relaxing for the moment, and he and Phantom got to work emptying their packs and spreading out the clothes that needed drying. He gave Avery another gel packet and his canteen while he prepared an MRE.

      Then the three of them sat down to eat.

      Rex had known hunger. He and his SEALs had been POWs before, and he could even remember during hell week of SEAL training how hungry he’d been. But he’d never gone two weeks without food. Hadn’t had to hike miles in the heat without eating afterward. Had never saved someone’s life after being beaten and starved.

      When Avery was handed the hot pasta from the MRE, she didn’t gulp it down like the starving woman she was. She very daintily ate the elbow noodles one forkful at a time, pausing between bites to take sips of water.

      Doing his best not to stare, Rex quickly swallowed his own meal, hardly tasting it.

      Before she’d finished even half the noodles, Avery set the MRE aside and claimed she was full. Rex wasn’t surprised. Her stomach had most certainly shrunk, and she wouldn’t be able to eat regular-size meals for a while.

      “In about an hour, you can see if you can eat some more,” he told her, reaching for her uneaten portion. “I’ll wrap this up until you’re ready.”

      Nodding, Avery rested her head against the rock behind her.

      “Can I take a look at your feet before it gets too dark to see?” Rex asked. “We need to let those socks dry out the rest of the way anyway.”

      Avery hesitantly nodded. “They hurt, but I don’t think it’s anything serious,” she told him.

      Rex didn’t bother commenting. He wanted to see for himself. He knew Avery well enough by now to know she’d downplay her injuries.

      He unlaced her boots and gently eased the socks off. Her feet were wrinkled from walking in wet socks, and he winced anew at the scrapes and welts on her soles.

      Phantom handed him some antiseptic wipes and Rex methodically cleaned her up the best he could. As far as he could tell, she didn’t have any cuts deep enough to warrant stitches, but he made a mental note to keep watch just in case they got infected.

      Throughout his care of her feet, Avery didn’t say a word, merely watched him with an inscrutable look on her face. When he was finished and had replaced her damp socks with a dry pair that had been inside one of the waterproof bags in his backpack, she said, “You’re good at that.”

      Rex shrugged. “Lots of experience.”

      Knowing she shouldn’t be drinking coffee, that she should instead be filling her stomach with more nutritional fare, but wanting to give her something to smile about, he reached for one of the instant packets of coffee that came inside an MRE. He used the heating pack from an MRE to warm up some water and handed her a cup of the strong brew when he was finished preparing it.

      He watched, contentment filling him, as she inhaled deeply before bringing the mug up to her mouth. He could watch her inherent joy for life all day and never get tired of it. She truly enjoyed the little things, and it reminded him that he should do the same more often.

      “This is seriously the most amazing cup of coffee I’ve ever had,” she said softly after she’d taken a sip.

      Rex snorted. “It’s shit, Avery. If you think that’s good, you’re going to flip over the double-chocolate espresso I can make you from fresh beans at my house.”

      She groaned. “God…chocolate. I would kill for some right about now.”

      Phantom reached into his MRE packet and pulled out a Hershey’s Kiss. It was mostly melted and smushed. “No need for murder,” he said as he held it out on his palm.

      Avery moved faster than Rex had seen her move thus far and snatched the candy from Phantom’s hand. She carefully put down her coffee and peeled back the foil on the chocolate. Rex watched in amusement as she sucked the melted candy into her mouth, then licked every bit of the chocolate off the wrapper. When she was done, she smiled huge at them both.

      “I’m feeling very spoiled,” she said. “First coffee, now chocolate. You sure do know how to treat a girl.”

      Rex scowled. Instead of her words making him feel good, as intended, they did the opposite. She’d been through hell. And they not only hadn’t gotten her back to the base so she could get medical attention, they’d pushed her body so hard she’d passed out from exhaustion. Then made her walk for miles through the desert. It wasn’t like they’d done it for fun, but that didn’t make his guilt lessen.

      This shit had to stop. He needed to get her to safety. Pronto.

      Avery obviously noted his scowl, because she stopped smiling and looked at him worriedly. “Are you all right? Shit, Cole, I didn’t even think about the fact that you probably swallowed a bunch of water from the river. And it was probably polluted as hell. Do you have any antibiotics in that pack of yours? Do you feel sick? Maybe we should keep going. I don’t know how far we are from the base, but maybe we can get there tonight.”

      “I’m fine,” Rex said when she took a breath, wanting to stop her from worrying.

      “But you could’ve died,” she said quietly.

      “And I probably would’ve if you hadn’t been there,” Rex told her honestly.

      They stared at each other for a long moment until she said, “Just like I would’ve in that cave if you hadn’t gotten there.”

      Rex shook his head. “Nope. You were almost out by the time we got there. You would’ve dug yourself out in another day or so. My time was up, though. I was stuck on that branch. Phantom couldn’t get to me. If you had let go of that tree and gone downstream, it would’ve been a very different outcome. I haven’t thanked you yet…so thank you, Avery.”

      “Yeah, Rex is a bastard sometimes, but he’s like my brother. I wouldn’t want to think about what the team would do without him. You definitely have my thanks as well.”

      Avery looked uncomfortable with the praise, which didn’t surprise Rex in the least. Having pity on her, he reached over and picked up her coffee, handing it to her. “We need to talk about what happened to you,” he said quietly.

      She took the coffee and sighed.

      “I know it’s probably not high on the list of things you want to do, but, Avery, you have to know that the tenacity these guys are showing about finding you isn’t normal. Especially when they already had their chance to kill you, but didn’t.”

      “The two army privates are dead, aren’t they?” she asked.

      Rex pressed his lips together and nodded.

      “I figured as much.”

      “Did any of your captors speak English?” Phantom asked, sitting on the ground nearby.

      “Yeah,” Avery said after a moment. “Although I only saw him twice.”

      Rex leaned forward. “Where? Did he say anything to you?”

      She turned to him, her eyes huge in her face. The sun had set and it was getting darker by the second. Soon he wouldn’t be able to see anything other than her silhouette from the light of the moon.

      Her next words changed everything about their mission—and made Rex realize that she was in much more danger than they’d suspected.
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      Avery stared at Cole and really thought about her situation for the first time in over two weeks. She’d been too worried about what was happening to her—about trying to function through the pain coursing through her body than on getting out of the cave—than to think too much about the hows and whys.

      Did the Afghani man say anything to her? Yeah. He had. She’d never forget the venom in his tone.

      “I was in the clinic in town, talking with a group of women. I was going over prenatal nutrition and the basics of childbirth and the necessity to keep everything sterile. I happened to look up, and I saw an American dressed in the traditional khet partug…you know, the loose linen top and pants. He caught my attention because we aren’t allowed off base, not without being in uniform. He was talking with an Afghani in the shadows between two buildings. It looked completely shady. They shook hands, and then went their separate ways, but he turned and caught me watching him before he left.”

      Avery could tell Cole had a million questions, but he kept quiet, letting her speak.

      “The Afghani man hung out around the clinic for a while, and when we went on break, he was giving my students a hard time. I told him he needed to move on, that he was making my students nervous. He turned to me, sneered, and told me that I was interfering with the Afghani way of life. That women belonged in the home, and no way would anyone dare allow one of my students to doctor their women.”

      “What did the American look like?” Phantom asked.

      “Dark hair, medium build. About my height,” Avery said. Then grimaced. “I know, that’s not much help, but I was more concerned about getting my students back inside and protecting them from the vitriol the man was spewing at them.”

      “You said you saw the Afghani man twice. When was the second time?” Cole asked.

      This part was harder. It forced her to remember what had happened the day the convoy had been attacked. “I was at the clinic, and the convoy had just started going through. We all heard shouts and gunfire. My students immediately ran for the door at the back of the clinic to escape and disappear into the chaos. I went for the front door, thinking maybe I could do something.

      “One second the house was intact, and the next it was falling down around me. Something hit my head, knocking me to the ground. I knew I was bleeding, but managed to stand up and get out of the house before it collapsed.

      “I walked straight into hell. The insurgents were in an all-out battle with the soldiers over the trucks. The same Afghani man who I’d seen the day before was there, almost like he’d been waiting. Well…I guess he was. He bum-rushed me and put a gun to my head. I thought he was going to kill me right then and there. Instead, he smiled and said, ‘I’m supposed to kill you, to make it look like you died in this firefight, but that’s not what I’m gonna do. Instead, you’re going to wish I’d shot you—and you’ll enjoy a long, slow death.’

      “I asked him why, and he shrugged and gave me a horrible grin and said, ‘Because you shouldn’t be educating our women. They’ve got their place, and no American should be trying to change that.’ Then he shoved me toward a group of insurgents and barked something at them in their own language. I was thrown into the back of one of the trucks filled with weapons and ammunition and we roared off toward the caves.”

      Telling the story out loud made it sound so dramatic, Avery was almost embarrassed. But every word was true.

      “What happened in the caves, Avery?” Cole asked. He’d moved closer, and while she couldn’t see him well anymore, she felt him there next to her. His knee touched her calf, and knowing she wasn’t alone anymore was a huge relief. She’d spent too many hours in the dark by herself. She had a feeling she’d never be able to sleep in the pitch dark again. She was going to have to have a nightlight or leave a light on in the bathroom like she was four years old and afraid of the boogeyman.

      But now she knew that boogeymen were real.

      “I already told you,” she said flatly. “They beat on me, and let the men who came for weapons beat on me as well.”

      “How many?” Phantom asked.

      “How many men came to the cave?” Avery asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not sure. I was chained up in a back portion. I didn’t have a direct line of sight to the front. But it was a lot. Dozens at least.”

      “Was the American there at any point?” Phantom asked.

      “Not that I ever saw.”

      “Were you raped?” Cole asked.

      The question was so blunt. So abrupt. Avery couldn’t answer for a moment. Then she took a deep breath and said, “No.”

      She felt Cole take her hand in his. “If you were, it’s not your fault,” he said quietly. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. It’s their shame, not yours.”

      Avery appreciated his words. “I know, but I’m not lying. They beat on me and taunted me…not that I could understand them, but I could tell by their tone they were telling me all sorts of terrible things. They brought moldy bread and threw it at me, laughing when I picked it up out of the dirt and ate it without a second thought. I guess they didn’t know or were too stupid to think about the water running down the side of the rocks near me, because they’d bring water and throw it in my face, delighting when I gave them a show by kneeling in the dirt and pretending to lick it up. I knew I couldn’t let them find out I was drinking at night until my belly hurt.”

      “Smart,” Cole said.

      That one word went a very long way toward soothing the humiliation she’d felt at the hands of her captors.

      “I was counting the days I was there, and it was on the seventh day when things changed.”

      “How so?” Phantom asked.

      “No one came back to the alcove I was chained in to hit me or torment me. They were too busy doing something at the mouth of the cave. I was enjoying the reprieve when it got oddly quiet. That’s when I got really scared. The anticipation of what they were planning was almost overwhelming. Then, one second I was sitting in the back of my alcove, wondering what everyone was doing, and the next there was a huge boom, and it was pitch dark and I was struggling to breathe because of all the dust and debris in the air.”

      “Did you know they’d blown the entrance?” Cole asked with a squeeze of her hand.

      “Not at first. I was too disoriented. It was so dark and my ears were ringing. But when the dust settled and still no one appeared, I panicked. That’s when I got most of the injuries on my ankle,” she admitted. “I yanked on the chain over and over until I was exhausted. I felt around me until I found some rocks that had been knocked loose by the explosives, and I hit the chain over and over until it snapped. The first thing I did was feel my way over to where the water had been dripping down the side of my prison, and I thanked God that it was still there. I knew without water, I was dead.”

      Experiencing the emotions she’d felt when the cave had been sealed shut was almost too much, and Avery just wanted to be finished telling her story so they could move on. So she quickly summed up the rest of her time in the cave by saying, “I didn’t want those bastards to win, so I decided to dig my way out. One rock at a time. Then you were there…and now we’re here.”

      “Sounds like you saw something you shouldn’t have,” Phantom said after a beat. “And that’s why you were supposed to be killed in the first place. The American must be a traitor to his country; why would he want you dead if he wasn’t? But instead of killing you quickly, the Afghani man kidnapped, tortured, and left you to die a slow death because of his beliefs. Does that sound about right? Do you think your death was ordered simply because you saw the Afghani with an American? Or did you see or hear something else?”

      Avery’s head hurt. Hell, everything hurt. The food she’d consumed earlier felt as if it were sitting in a large lump in her belly, ready to come up at a moment’s notice. Her feet were sore, her ribs were throbbing, and she swore she could feel every bruise from where she’d been hit, punched, and kicked.

      Knowing someone had deliberately ordered her death was bad, but comprehending that the insurgents and his compadres had done everything they could to make sure she suffered first was a whole new level of cruelty.

      “The American shouldn’t have been wearing what he was, trying to blend in with the locals. It’s against regulations. I’d bet everything I have that he tipped off the insurgents with the details about the weapons convoy.”

      “I agree,” Cole said. “The army keeps the details of those convoys very hush-hush, on a need-to-know basis. There’s no way the locals would’ve been as prepared as they were to attack it and had that cave ready to store the weapons. Not to mention rallying their supporters to come up and take the weapons to hide them.”

      For a moment, she was glad the mystery of why she’d been taken had been solved. But then she realized that, in actuality, nothing had been solved at all. “Shit,” she said softly.

      “Yeah,” Cole agreed, as if he could read her mind. “Unless you can tell us who the American was, you’re still in danger. And I have a feeling he’ll be even more desperate to do whatever it takes to keep you quiet about what you saw, now that you’ve escaped.”

      “I don’t know who he was,” she said with a hitch in her voice. “I’m ninety-nine percent sure there aren’t any Americans living in the village, so the man had to be from the base. But with hundreds stationed there, I don’t think I’ve ever seen him other than that one time in town. I don’t even know if he’s army or navy!”

      “Don’t panic,” Cole said, squeezing her hand once more.

      “Don’t panic?” she asked a little hysterically. “How can I not? Someone thinks I can ID him and wants me dead! Who does that? When he finds out I escaped, he’s going to do whatever he can to find me and finish what the insurgents fucked up.”

      Avery knew she was losing control, but she couldn’t stop. Her heart rate kicked into high gear and bile rose in her throat.

      Before she knew what was happening, Cole had taken her in his arms and was holding her head to his shoulder. A part of her knew it was to muffle her increasingly loud words, but her body didn’t care. He’d been the first human she’d had contact with after a very long week in the dark and with only the sound of her own voice to keep her company. He was the one who’d helped her walk when she didn’t think she could go another step. He was the one who’d kept her afloat in the very scary trip down the river, and he was the one carrying her when she’d came to after passing out. It was no wonder she associated his arms with safety.

      “Breathe, Avery,” Cole ordered.

      It was hard, but she did as requested. She took a deep breath. Then another. She realized that Cole was breathing with her.

      “We’re not going to let him get to you,” Cole vowed.

      “But how can you stop him? I have no idea who he is, and he obviously knows exactly who I am,” she reasoned.

      “One of us will be by your side until he’s caught,” Cole told her.

      “And don’t think that won’t happen,” Phantom said before she could protest and say that wasn’t feasible. “The second we get you back to the base, we’ll arrange for you to come home with us. Once back in California, we’ll get the records of every serviceman stationed over here and you can look through them one by one until you recognize the traitor.

      “We’ll also have our computer-genius friend Tex start looking through bank records. I’m doubtful this asshole gave up state secrets out of the kindness of his heart. He was probably paid a shitload of money. Someone had to have a large amount of money deposited into their account. It’ll stand out like a sore thumb,” Phantom finished.

      “And between me and the rest of the team, we can keep you safe until we flush the rat from his hiding spot. He won’t get away with this, Avery. I give you my word as a SEAL,” Cole told her.

      Their absolute confidence that they’d find out who was behind everything—the attack on the convoy, the death of the two army privates, and her torture—was incredibly soothing. But she still wasn’t convinced they could keep her safe. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to recognize him from an official military picture,” she admitted. “He could’ve changed his looks from the time that picture was taken. And it could take weeks. Months. You can’t stay by my side twenty-four seven. You have jobs, and so do I.”

      “I’ve got confidence in you, Avery. I think you’re underestimating yourself. You’ve been trained to remember details, both as a naval officer and as a nurse. I think once you aren’t in the middle of the desert, and you’re back in the comfort of your own home, your belly full, and your injuries healed, you’ll find that you’re better able to concentrate,” Cole said. “And you’re right about our jobs, but we know a lot of people, including other SEALs, who would be more than willing to help protect you until this is solved.”

      “I don’t want to put anyone out,” she said immediately.

      Cole chuckled. “How did I know you were going to say that?” he asked rhetorically before continuing. “Believe me, no one will be put out in the least. And I’m guessing once they hear your story, they’ll be clamoring to see who gets the privilege of keeping you safe.”

      She shook her head against his shoulder, and she felt more than heard his rumble of laughter deep in his chest. He leaned over and grabbed something, then held it up to her. “Why don’t you see if you can finish the rest of your pasta now.”

      Avery blinked. One second she was about to have a mental breakdown, and the next it felt as if her life had been organized and she was being told to eat as if she were a toddler. And realizing she was a little hungry had her reaching for the plastic pouch Cole was holding.

      “I’ll come back as soon as I can,” Phantom said from somewhere above their heads.

      Avery looked up but didn’t see much more than his silhouette. “Be safe.”

      “I will. If I’m not back by sunup, continue on as we planned.”

      “Will do,” Cole assured him.

      “Phantom?” Avery said quickly.

      “Yeah?”

      “If you don’t come back before sunup, I’m gonna track your ass down and beat you over the head with a stick.”

      There was silence before she felt a hand gently caress her hair…then it disappeared again. “I think that was the nicest thing a woman’s ever said to me, Lieutenant. I’ll be back,” he vowed.

      She heard his footsteps walking away and had a feeling he deliberately let himself be heard. If he’d wanted to be undetected, she knew he could’ve faded into the night completely silently.

      “Was he being sarcastic?” she asked after Phantom’s steps had faded away.

      “Nope. I told you, he had a not-so-good childhood. We used to suspect Phantom’s the way he is because of a perfectionist father, someone who was extremely hard on him, but we’ve since learned that wasn’t the case. Instead, it was his mother and aunt who were physically and mentally abusive. He’s always shied away from relationships, and I don’t think he’s ever trusted a woman in his life as a result.”

      “Well, that sucks,” Avery said. “He’s a little prickly, but he’s a good man. I can tell.”

      Cole tightened his arm around her, and she realized she was still sitting in his lap. She tried to move off but he refused to let her go. “My lap is a lot softer than the ground,” he told her. “Eat.”

      Swallowing hard at how nice he was being, Avery decided to stay right where she was. He was right, his thighs were a lot more comfortable than sitting on the hard-packed ground and having rocks poke her in the ass. She finished up the rest of her dinner and once again felt as if she were going to burst. But she could almost feel her body absorbing the nutrients as fast as she swallowed. It would take time before she was back to her old self, but she was getting there.

      After a while, she said, “I feel as if I should be doing something.”

      “Like what?” Cole asked.

      “I don’t know. Something. Anything. Trying to remember what the traitor looked like. Coming up with a plan to get us back to the base. Cleaning a weapon. Something.”

      “There’s literally nothing you can do right now that will help you more than relaxing. Your body has been through hell. You need to heal. How’s your head feel? You said you thought you had a concussion?”

      “I did have a concussion,” she retorted. “I’m a nurse. I know every single thing that’s wrong with me.”

      “Like what?” he countered.

      “Bruised ribs. Malnutrition. Muscle atrophy. My eyes were just beginning to adjust to the bright light when it got dark, and I have a feeling tomorrow’s gonna suck trying to get used to the light again. My face is tight, which means I probably got sunburned today, and while my feet feel okay, I’m worried about my ankle getting infected.”

      “I can’t do anything about your ribs, but I’ll continue to feed you the protein and carb energy packs until I run out. Your muscles will probably be sore from the exertion you’ve been putting on them, but we have painkillers to help. I’m sorry the sunglasses were lost, and about the sunburn…but I’m kinda looking forward to seeing even more freckles on your face tomorrow than you had today. I’ve got some sunscreen you can use. And in the morning, I’ll check your ankle, re-clean it, wrap it, and give you some antibiotics.”

      “Do you have an answer for everything?” she asked a little testily, even though she melted inside at each of his answers to her complaints.

      “Yup,” he said without a trace of hesitation.

      Shaking her head, Avery slowly settled more of her weight against his chest. “Cole?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I was terrified in the river today.”

      His arm tightened around her waist for a second before he relaxed again. “Me too,” he said softly. “I knew I was fucked. I was pissed at myself for letting you down. I’ve been shot at, held captive, and hunted by the meanest terrorists in the world, but knowing I was going to be taken down by a damn tree branch was humiliating and so damn pathetic.”

      “I feel as if it happened to someone else. As if I were floating above everything, watching.”

      “You were there, Avery. Right fucking there.”

      “I was scared to death that I was going to lose my grip and float away. Or that I wouldn’t be able to stomp on that small branch hard enough to break it. Every time you lifted your head to grab a breath, I thought that would be your last. I know we don’t really know each other, even if we do seem to have crazy chemistry, but I swear to God I had the depressing thought that if you died…I’d have lost something extremely precious. That I would’ve lost out on a hell of a lot.”

      Cole didn’t answer her for the longest time. He just held her against his chest. She counted thirty-one inhalations before he finally spoke, and his voice was a little wobbly when he said, “You’re going to think I’m lying, but I swear I’m not. I had a flash of a little boy kneeling in the water downstream. He was staring at me, begging me to hold on. Said I had to live, so he could too. It gave me the strength to push myself up one more time to get another breath of air. Then I was free and careening downstream toward Phantom.

      “Don’t think for one second that I don’t know you saved my life, Avery. I’m fully aware of it, and I owe you more than I could ever repay.”

      “Don’t,” she ordered.

      “Why not? It’s true,” Cole countered.

      “No. I feel the same way about you. You’ll never know how amazing it was for me to see your silhouette in the cave entrance. I hadn’t seen another human for what felt like forever. And you climbing through the rubble was literally a miracle I didn’t think was going to happen. You saved my life, and I saved yours. I think we’re even.”

      “No, we’re not,” Cole argued.

      “Cole,” Avery said in exasperation.

      “You don’t get it. You shouldn’t have been able to do what you did,” he told her. “Not in your condition. Not after everything you’d been through. I’m well aware that women are tough and strong, this isn’t about that. But I’ve been in your shoes. I know exactly how you felt after not eating and getting beaten. And I’ll admit, I don’t think I would’ve been able to do what you did today. You can think we’re even all you want, but Phantom and I know the truth.”

      Avery wanted to disagree and argue with him more, but suddenly, she could barely keep her eyes open.

      She was scared about what tomorrow might bring. Apprehensive that someone could still want her dead. Terrified that they’d be chased down and re-taken captive. But most of all, she was just…tired.

      Exhausted. Mentally and physically.

      “Sleep, Avery,” Cole murmured into her ear. He scooted his body down and shifted until he was using his pack as a pillow. She was draped over his body. Their legs were intertwined and their bodies aligned.

      “We fit together perfectly,” Avery murmured, not even aware of what she was saying.

      “We do,” Cole agreed. “Now hush and sleep. It’s what your body needs to heal.”

      She was out in seconds.
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      Rex didn’t close his eyes. He was alert for any kind of movement. No one was going to touch a hair on the head of the woman in his arms. Not if he could help it.

      He had no idea what was in store for either of them. All he knew was that he wanted to see where things between them could go. Wanted to see if the chemistry they had was real or simply a product of their situation. He respected Avery more than he could say. She stayed calm under pressure, and she did what needed to be done without fanfare.

      What he hadn’t told her when he’d admitted to seeing a little boy while trapped in the river was that the child had bright auburn hair.

      That he had green eyes that looked a hell of a lot like Avery’s.

      It sounded crazy even to Rex. There was no way he was going to freak Avery out by telling her he’d had a vision of her kid (their kid?) when he’d thought he was dying.

      But he knew deep down what he’d seen and what it meant for their future.

      It was safe to say he was going to do whatever it took to make sure Avery survived this. That whoever had betrayed his country wasn’t going to bring Avery down with him.

      The bottom line was that Rex had liked her when he’d known her as Lieutenant Nelson back in Riverton, but he liked and respected her even more as the woman who’d shown an extraordinary amount of courage and strength when, in light of what she’d been through, she had every right not to have either.

      Two hours later, Phantom reappeared.

      “We’re all set for tomorrow,” he told Rex, then explained the plan. He’d been able to connect with Rocco and the others, and they were planning their extraction. It couldn’t happen fast enough for him, especially after everything Avery had told them about the attack on the convoy and why she’d been taken prisoner.

      A traitor was on the loose, and the faster they got Avery the hell out of Afghanistan, the better. She could tell everything she remembered to the police and Naval Criminal Investigative Services, and they in turn could find the asshole who’d betrayed his country, caused the deaths of two innocent men, and had attempted to kill Avery.

      After Phantom had settled nearby to catch a few hours of sleep, Rex let his own guard down, just a bit. He needed to get some sleep as well, and he knew he’d be sore tomorrow after everything that had happened. But a few achy muscles were nothing compared to being dead.

      Without thinking, he turned his head and kissed Avery’s forehead gently. She shifted in his hold and snuggled further into him. An odd feeling coursed through Rex. A sense of rightness he’d never felt before, especially not in the middle of a mission.

      Avery was special. He could feel it with every atom of his being. And he’d do whatever it took to make sure she could continue on with her life the way it was before she just so happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      No one would snuff out the light that was within her.

      No one.
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      Early the next morning, Rex leaned over Avery and gently shook her. He’d slipped out from under her thirty minutes earlier and had repacked his bag and gotten everything ready for them to head up the mountain to their extraction point.

      He had another MRE ready to heat for her and some first aid supplies so he could see to her ankle and feet. He also had another cup of the crappy instant coffee already prepared, as well as a heavy-duty painkiller. He was extremely sore this morning and knew she’d probably be even more uncomfortable.

      One second he was shaking her shoulder, and the next he was on his ass in the dirt. She woke up fighting and managed to kick him in the thigh hard enough to knock him off balance. But he was up in a second with one hand over her mouth and using his body to hold her down.

      She struggled against him so fiercely, Rex had trouble keeping her still. Phantom came over and assisted while Rex did his best to fully wake her up and bring her back to the present.

      “Avery, it’s me, Cole. You’re okay. You’re safe.”

      She flailed in their hold for a beat longer, then his words seemed to sink in. She froze under their hands and her eyes popped open and she stared up at him.

      “Are you awake now?” Rex asked.

      She nodded.

      He slowly lifted his hand, ready to clamp it over her mouth again if she yelled, but she simply licked her lips and frowned up at him.

      Rex felt Phantom ease off her legs and step back. Running a hand over her hair, Rex asked softly, “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?”

      She immediately shook her head, and Rex snorted. Avery hadn’t moved an inch, so she’d have no idea if he’d hurt her or not.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “Did I scream? Is our position compromised?”

      “Don’t apologize,” Rex said harshly. He did his best to rein in his emotions. He wasn’t pissed at her, but at the situation. She hadn’t been messing around with that kick. She’d been fighting for her life, and knowing she’d thought he was one of her captors upset him. He hated the thought that she’d been in a situation where she’d had to protect herself from men who’d abused her. He was proud that she hadn’t hesitated to do what was necessary to try to keep herself safe, but it still didn’t sit well with him. Intellectually, he knew she was a soldier and had training in self-defense, but that didn’t make the reality of seeing her fighting for her life any easier. “You didn’t scream. But I didn’t know if you might, so I had to be cautious,” he said, making an effort to keep his tone more relaxed than he felt.

      She nodded. “I understand.”

      “Let me help you sit up,” Rex said and reached for her shoulder. He saw her flinch slightly, then do her best to hide her reaction to his touch. He hated that, as well, but he understood it. After he’d come home from being held captive, he hadn’t wanted anyone to touch him for the longest time. Even the slightest movement of someone’s arm made him recoil.

      Avery groaned when she was upright, and Rex could see the pain on her face.

      “Here,” he said, holding out two more of the pills she’d taken the day before. “They’ll take the edge off.”

      “Thanks.” She didn’t hesitate to reach for them. That alone let Rex know she was probably in more pain than she was letting on. Her split lip looked a little better but she still had fading blue and green bruises on her face and arms.

      Phantom’s hand came over his shoulder, and Rex took the mug of instant coffee from him and handed it to Avery. She smiled at them both and took a sip, her eyes closing in appreciation. She swallowed the pills while Rex quickly heated up an MRE for her before they set off. The sun was just rising, making everything around them glow a kind of hazy pink.

      Rex sat next to Avery as she ate.

      “I’ve missed this,” she said between bites, looking into the distance.

      “What?”

      “This. The sunrise. It’s so beautiful in the desert. I think being in the dark for so long was harder than the beatings. There’s just something about the sun rising in the morning sky that makes me think of new beginnings and hope.”

      Rex couldn’t say he’d ever thought of it like that. Usually the sun rising meant working out with his teammates or, if they were on a mission, having to be extra careful since the light meant their enemies could spot them easier. But he liked seeing the morning through her eyes.

      She finished eating with more than half the meal left, but he didn’t try to convince her to eat more. She was an adult, and a nurse, and knew what her body could and couldn’t do. He finished off the meal in four huge bites and got up to stash the empty container in his bag.

      “What’s the plan?” Avery asked from behind him.

      “First, I’m going to take a look at your feet. Then we’re going to head up that mountain.” He gestured to the tall peak to their right. “Then a helicopter is going to come pick us up and bring us to the base, where we’ll regroup with the rest of the team and head home.”

      She stared at him for a beat, then asked, “So, I’ll see you when I get back to California, whenever they send me home, right?”

      Rex shook his head. “No, you don’t understand. When I say we’ll regroup and head home, I meant all of us. Together.”

      Her brow furrowed. “I know that I’ll be sent back stateside even though my deployment isn’t up, that’s procedure for any POW. I thought I’d misheard Phantom earlier when he said I’d be going home with your team.”

      “You didn’t mishear,” Rex told her.

      “Can… How is that possible?”

      Rex moved slowly so as not to startle her again and put a hand on her shoulder. “The how isn’t important, just know that it’ll happen. You need to get home fast, and we’ll take care of it. Being in this country isn’t safe for you, obviously.”

      Rex saw understanding in Avery’s face. “Right. I need to identify the man I saw in the village,” she said. “He wanted me killed on the spot and he could easily hire someone else to make sure that happens if I’m here long enough.”

      “Exactly,” Phantom agreed.

      “Thank you,” Avery said. Then she glanced at Rex. “I can take care of my feet if you have other things to do to get ready to leave.”

      Rex shook his head. “I got ready while you were still sleeping this morning. It’ll just take five minutes or so.”

      She grinned at him. “Okay, but you should know that I’ll totally be judging you the whole time. I mean, I am a nurse.”

      He smiled back. “I’d expect nothing less, Lieutenant.”

      He liked the easy banter between them. Liked more that she seemed to get along just fine with Phantom. He wasn’t the easiest man in the world to connect with. And while they’d all been very busy the last twenty-four hours, and Phantom hadn’t had much time to sit and chat—and offend her—he hadn’t exactly been Mr. Congeniality either. But Avery didn’t seem to have noticed.

      She thanked Phantom once again for the coffee then sat by the boulder they’d slept next to. Rex followed with the bandages and another pair of clean socks and deftly cleaned and re-bandaged her feet. They looked swollen and sore today, but unfortunately they didn’t have the luxury of waiting an extra day and letting her rest. Since they’d backtracked near to the cave where she’d been held, and where the weapons had been distributed to insurgent sympathizers, they were very definitely in danger.

      The helicopter extraction was just as risky today as it would’ve been yesterday, but hopefully they’d have a little more time to get into the chopper than they would’ve the day before. For one, there were only three of them and not all seven. And secondly, there wouldn’t be a group of insurgents baring down on them, as there was yesterday, when the helicopter showed up.

      If they were lucky.

      Until they were safe behind the walls of the American base, Rex wouldn’t rest easy…and probably not even then. The reality was, if what Avery had seen was correct, the sergeant major was right—there was definitely a traitor in their midst. An American who had no problem arming the very people they were there to fight against. It was possible he’d single-handedly pushed back their progress a couple of years. The army and navy had worked hard to protect the locals and prevent the insurgents from getting their hands on the kinds of weapons they now had access to. And if whoever it was who’d sold out the convoy and ordered Avery murdered was at the base, she definitely wouldn’t be safe.

      Rex tied the laces of her boots, but before she could get up, he put a hand on her shin to stop her. “Are you all right?” he asked quietly.

      She stared at him for a long moment before saying, “No. But I will be.”

      His respect for her rose tenfold for being honest, and that was saying something, because he already respected her a hell of a lot. “You’re allowed to be human, you know,” he told her.

      Her lips quirked up into a semblance of a smile. “So says the Navy SEAL who could probably live on dirt and air for months if he had to.”

      Rex smirked. “Years,” he quipped. Then got serious. “Honestly, you’ve held up much better than I would’ve expected.”

      “For a woman?” she asked somewhat archly.

      But Rex didn’t rise to her bait. “No, for someone who was kidnapped, beaten, tortured, and who hasn’t eaten in two weeks. You saved my life yesterday, and I don’t take that lightly. You ran without complaint even though I know your feet and body had to be sore as hell. You jumped into that river without a second thought and when things went FUBAR, you did what had to be done. You’re a credit to the navy, Lieutenant.”

      She took a deep breath, then said, “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. Any questions about today?”

      “No. You lead and I’ll follow. I don’t need to know all the details.”

      Rex nodded. She was right. He would’ve been willing to tell her everything he knew, but they didn’t have time and when push came to shove, they both knew he, Phantom, and the rest of their team were the experts here.

      “Cole?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’d like to get in touch with my family as soon as possible. They have to be worried sick. Do you think that can be arranged when we get back to the base?”

      “Of course,” Rex said immediately.

      “Thanks. My sister lives in Florida and my parents are in Texas. They were all nervous about me being deployed, and while I’m not looking forward to them telling me ‘I told you so’ because I blew off their concerns about it being dangerous over here, I really need to hear their voices.”

      “I’ll make sure you connect with them before we head out,” Rex reassured her.

      “Thanks. Do you have family?”

      “Yeah. My parents are divorced. Mom lives in Northern California and is remarried, and my dad is out in New York, happily single.”

      “I’m sorry,” Avery said with a small frown.

      “Don’t be. They’re better off separated. They’re both great people and they’re much happier apart than together.”

      “Do they know what you do?”

      “That I’m a SEAL? Yes.”

      She shook her head. “Okay, but, do they know how much you mean to people like me? People who are literally at the end of their ropes and know they’re going to die, before you and your team swoops in to save the day?”

      Rex shook his head this time. “I’m no superhero,” he warned. “I’m a normal guy. I swear too much, watch too much sports on TV, and can only cook the basics. Don’t make me into something I’m not.”

      Avery rolled her eyes. “Whatever. And for the record, real women don’t give a shit about any of that. We want someone we can count on when we need it. I’d gladly put up with football on the TV all day and night and being in charge of the kitchen if I had someone who I knew would drop everything to get to me when I needed him most. And you, Cole, are definitely that kind of man, whether you want to admit it or not.”

      They stared at each other for a long moment. Rex couldn’t help but love that she saw him that way, but he also worried she was putting him on a mighty high pedestal—and if he took one wrong step, he’d have a hell of a fall.

      “Ready to go?” Phantom asked from nearby, breaking the intimate spell that had woven around Rex and Avery.

      “We’re ready,” Avery said, dropping her gaze from Rex’s as she went to stand up.

      Rex immediately put a hand on her arm to help her. She swayed for a second, then got control of herself. He frowned. “You going to be able to make it to the top?” he asked, his eyes going to the mountainside they had to scale then back to her.

      “Yes,” she said firmly.

      Rex nodded. He should’ve known that was going to be her answer. He turned to look at Phantom, and the other man gave him a slight chin lift. He knew as well as Rex did how tough and stubborn the lieutenant was. He’d be on watch as much as Rex for how she was holding up.

      He went over to grab his pack and Avery asked, “Can I carry anything?”

      Snorting, Rex didn’t bother to answer.

      “Seriously, I feel like a slug for not helping. I know those bags have to be heavy.”

      Rex turned to answer but Phantom had already walked over to her, putting a hand on her shoulder. Wary, Rex stood nearby, ready to do damage control if Phantom said something inappropriate.

      “You’re helping,” he told her. “You’re helping by doing what we ask. By not complaining. By staying upbeat. You’ve carried a heavy enough load on your shoulders and heart for the last two weeks, and you’ll probably continue to carry it for a while. Your job is to put one foot in front of the other and keep going no matter what happens. Can you do that?”

      Avery immediately nodded.

      “Good,” Phantom said. “Then how about we get the hell out of this desert and back home, huh?”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Avery responded.

      Phantom turned away without a backward glance and started walking toward the side of the mountain.

      “Ready?” Rex asked quietly, seeing Avery was watching Phantom’s back with an inscrutable look on her face.

      She took a deep breath and nodded. “Ready.”

      They locked gazes for a second, and Rex saw a vulnerability he hadn’t seen before in her eyes. Phantom’s words had struck a chord. She was strong and resilient and all the other things Rex admired her for, but she’d also been damaged by her experience. Phantom had recognized that, openly acknowledged it, and accepted her anyway.

      He made a mental note to do his best to follow Phantom’s lead. To not force Avery to shove what had happened to the back of her mind. She had to deal with it. To cry, to get angry, to be pissed. Only then could she move on.

      Two hours later, they were still steadily walking upward. They were close to the cave where they’d originally found Avery, and on a relatively flat piece of ground at the moment. Once at their destination, they’d still have about a thousand more feet to climb before getting to the point where a helicopter could pick them up. Phantom had prearranged a time for the extraction. If something happened to make them miss the pickup, he’d call and inform the team. But so far they were on track.

      They’d just left the relative safety of a small group of boulders when they heard voices.

      Without thought, Rex rushed the three steps required to get to Avery and took her to the ground. Hard.

      She let out a soft umph, but didn’t make any other sound when she hit the dirt. Rex had done his best to use his arms to make her fall lighter than it might’ve otherwise been, but it still couldn’t have felt good to have him basically tackle her. Knowing Phantom had also hit the dirt, Rex concentrated on reassuring Avery.

      He was lying on top of her, hopefully covering every inch of her body with his. He lowered his head until his lips were against her ear. “Hold very still, Avery. They’ll walk right by us.”

      Her heart was pounding double time and he saw the pulse in her throat mirroring that of her heartbeat. She didn’t say a word. Didn’t nod. Didn’t even shift under him. Tucking his arms closer to her body, Rex prayed that the tan camouflage uniforms they were wearing did their job.

      They were out in the open, surrounded by tumbleweeds and other scraggly brush, with a few good-sized rocks here and there. If they were spotted, they could run back to the boulders they’d just passed, but they’d be sitting ducks as they ran. Both he and Phantom had weapons, and while it sounded like there were only a couple of men, discharging their firearms would alert any others in the area.

      “Breathe, Avery. Don’t hold your breath. Match my breaths. In…out…that’s right.” Rex did his best to reassure her. He didn’t dare turn his head or look up to see where the men were. He could still hear them talking, and out here in the desert, that could mean they were right on top of them or far enough away that they couldn’t spot them. But he wasn’t going to take any chances. Not with Avery’s life.

      There was a road nearby, as well as other caves. They just had to wait them out. A bead of sweat slowly moved down his forehead and fell to the dirt below him. He saw Avery’s face was also covered in sweat. She had to be hot against the warm sand and with his heavy body on top of her. But she didn’t move a muscle. Did exactly what she was supposed to be doing. Namely, becoming a part of the desert they’d been moving through.

      It took almost thirty minutes, the longest thirty minutes of Rex’s life, but eventually the sound of the men talking faded away. He and Phantom stayed right where they were for another ten minutes, just to be sure.

      When Rex slowly eased off Avery, he saw her inhale deeply. “Did I crush you?” he asked in a toneless voice, ever aware that since the men’s voices had carried so easily, so would theirs.

      Avery didn’t move to sit up, merely lay in the sand and shook her head.

      Rex put his hand on the back of her neck and said, “Look at me.”

      She turned her head and rested her cheek on the sand. Her neck was wet with sweat under his hand and he could see her hair plastered to her forehead.

      “We’re good,” he reassured her. “They didn’t see us.” She knew that, but he wasn’t sure what else to say to reassure her.

      “I know,” she whispered back. “I just…I need a second.”

      Rex wanted to give her all the time in the world to get her equilibrium back, but unfortunately, they didn’t have it. Still, he nodded, deciding he could give her a minute or two after how well she’d done in the extremely nerve-wracking half hour they’d just been through.

      He was used to hiding in plain sight, but it was still stressful, even for him. For someone like Avery, who hadn’t ever had to evade capture like he and his fellow SEALs, the thirty minutes had to have felt like an eternity.

      Looking up at Phantom, he saw the other man was being extremely patient, which Rex appreciated.

      Just when Rex was about to tell Avery they had to get going, she moved. She lifted her head and scooted to her knees. She knelt in the sand and took another deep breath. She brushed the sand off her cheek and forehead as best she could then got to her feet.

      Rex hadn’t been as proud of someone in a very long time.

      “I’m ready,” she said, and Rex ignored the wobble in her voice.

      But this time when they set off, he took her hand in his. They walked side by side through the rock-strewn terrain toward the next incline they’d have to take to get to the rendezvous point.
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      Avery sucked on the gel packet that Cole had handed her before he’d set off to scope out the area where the helicopter was supposed to pick them up. They were about an hour and a half early. She was nervous as hell about staying in one place that long, but Phantom and Cole didn’t seem concerned.

      She supposed she could be glad they were ahead of schedule. But she couldn’t help remembering how scared she’d been earlier. They’d been caught out in the open with no cover. She appreciated Cole’s protection, even though the weight on her back had been extremely heavy. Her ribs had protested, and it had been hard to get a deep breath. She’d had no idea how in the world they wouldn’t be seen, but miraculously, they hadn’t. They’d blended into the tans and browns of the desert floor so well, if the men talking had looked out at the landscape at all, they clearly hadn’t seen them.

      The whole experience just brought home once more how much she owed to Cole and Phantom. Their whole team, really. And to think they did this all the time, put their lives on the line to help others, to track down terrorists, gave her a brand-new appreciation for SEALs and all the other special forces teams.

      She wasn’t thrilled Cole had left their safe little hidey-hole to look for any dangers around them, but she couldn’t exactly protest and beg him to stay. Phantom was by her side, and he was just as capable of protecting her, but something about Cole just made her feel settled.

      “You done with that?” Phantom asked.

      Avery jumped a foot. She’d been so lost in her thoughts that his words scared the crap out of her.

      “Sorry,” Phantom said. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “It’s okay. I should be paying more attention.” Avery handed over the empty gel packet. They weren’t the best-tasting things she’d ever eaten, but she couldn’t deny that they’d done a very good job in helping her get some energy back. They were the perfect size too. She could finish an entire one now without feeling as if she was going to puke.

      Phantom tucked the empty container into a pocket on the side of his backpack and turned back to her. “So,” he said, “what’s a beautiful creature like you doing in a place like this?”

      Avery chuckled softly and rolled her eyes.

      “Okay, the delivery was bad, but seriously…we’ve got time to kill. What made you want to be a nurse and why are you here in the middle of nowhere?”

      Desperately wanting to be distracted from worrying about Cole, Avery wrapped her arms around her updrawn legs and told him her story.

      “When I was around ten, my mom had to go to the hospital. I thought she was dying, though it was only her appendix. But they kept her in the hospital for a day or two, trying to get the swelling to go down before they decided to operate. My dad spent every night in her room with her, and a neighbor looked after me and my sister. But we went to visit every day. I was in awe of her nurses. They were always smiling and reassuring both her and us. They entertained us and brought us little goodies. When they took my mom away to have surgery, I remember crying, and one of the nurses took me aside and told me that she was going to be all right. That she’d be there all night and would take good care of her. I decided right then and there that I wanted to be just like her.”

      “Interesting,” Phantom said.

      Avery tilted her head. “You say that, but I’m not sure you really mean it.”

      “No, I do mean it,” Phantom protested.

      Studying him for a long moment, Avery asked, “What’s interesting about it, exactly?”

      Phantom chuckled. “You’re very good at reading people, did you know that?”

      “Yes. Now stop avoiding the question,” Avery chided.

      “I just find the relationship between you and your mom—and that nurse—interesting. That’s all.”

      “Why?”

      Avery didn’t think he was going to answer. From the little she knew about Phantom, she had a feeling he didn’t talk about himself much. “Look, you know a hell of a lot about me,” she said. “You know what I look like after two weeks of not showering. That I’m addicted to coffee. That I’m not a fan of bugs. That I’m now afraid of the dark. And when it comes to medical situations, I’m in charge, and if someone dares try to butt in and undermine me, I’ll cut a bitch. So talk.”

      He smirked, then looked away from her. She was about to open her mouth and tell him that she was kidding, he didn’t have to say a damn thing to her, when he began to speak.

      “I never knew my father. He was just some guy my mom fucked. She lived with her sister and neither was all that thrilled that I turned out to be a boy. Things were okay when I was very young, but the older I got, the more their hatred of the male species got taken out on me. I’ll spare you the finer details…but let’s just say there wasn’t a day that went by when I wasn’t physically or mentally abused. I had to do everything perfect, otherwise I was punished. I never went two weeks without food like you did, but that was only because I stole it from lunchboxes at school. My mother and aunt certainly didn’t bother to feed me.”

      “Shit, Phantom, I’m sorry,” Avery said, appalled.

      “Yeah. But I also find your story interesting because I was around thirteen when my appendix burst. And I was locked in my room and told to stop my bitching. After a day of thinking I was going to die from the pain, I broke my window and snuck out of the house. I walked two miles to a clinic and begged them to do something to stop the pain. They called my mother.”

      Avery grimaced.

      “Yeah,” Phantom said. “She wasn’t happy. I knew if she took me back home that I’d die. Something was really wrong with me. Something bad. I didn’t know what, just knew if I didn’t get medical attention, I wouldn’t make it. I told my mother if she didn’t take me to an emergency room right that second, I’d make sure everyone knew how badly she and her sister had been abusing me. She must’ve heard something in my voice that told her I wasn’t kidding. She drove me to a hospital and left. I lied about my age. Even at thirteen, I was taller than most other kids, so I lied and said I was homeless and didn’t have insurance. They did surgery that afternoon. Except the nurses who were looking after me weren’t like the ones you had. Because I was a nobody who didn’t have anyone there with my best interests at heart, I was mostly ignored.”

      Avery couldn’t keep from reaching out for him. She leaned forward and put a hand on his knee. “I’m sorry, Phantom.”

      He shrugged.

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing. I went home the next afternoon because I was sick of being disregarded.”

      “You went home?” Avery asked incredulously.

      “Yeah. I didn’t have anywhere else to go, and even then I already knew I wanted to be a SEAL. And in order to do that, I had to have a high school diploma. If I lived on the streets it would be hard to graduate…so I went home.”

      “And your mom and aunt?”

      “I guess because I’d finally stood up for myself, they realized they couldn’t control me anymore. So they ignored me too. Totally. Which was fine by me. I stole money from them when I could and bought my own food and clothes. When I turned fifteen, I got a job at a local hardware store and had my own money. I moved out the day I graduated from high school and joined the navy.”

      “And here you are,” Avery concluded.

      “And here I am. So to answer your question, I found your story about how you decided you wanted to be a nurse interesting. One, because I didn’t have parents like yours. And two, because of the positive experience you had with your mom’s nurses and how they inspired you.”

      Avery leaned forward and stared into Phantom’s eyes. “Being a nurse is hard. Really hard. I’m tired all the time. I have to be upbeat and happy even when someone is dying because their relatives don’t deserve to have someone looking after their loved one who’s grumpy and pissed off. I’ve been spit, peed, shit, and puked on. I’ve cried my eyes out when one of my patients died and cheered when an obnoxious patient was discharged.

      “But I’ve never—and I mean never—treated any of my patients differently based on how much money they have, the color of their skin, or whether or not they have insurance. Every single person that I’m responsible for is treated like they’re my daughter, son, parent, grandparent, or best friend. If I was your nurse when you were thirteen, you would’ve seen what a pain in the ass a caring, concerned nurse was like.

      “Being a nurse is a calling, just like I imagine being a SEAL is for you. But have no doubt, I’m not a saint. If one of my captors or that traitor was lying in front of me bleeding to death, I’m not sure I’d find it in my heart to help them.”

      “Rex is a lucky man,” Phantom said.

      Avery frowned. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “I did, but I’m not sure why you’re telling me that.”

      “Because I see the way the two of you look at each other. I see how protective he is of you and how your eyes follow him wherever he goes.”

      Avery wanted to deny his words, but couldn’t.

      “In case there’s any doubt in your head, he likes you, Avery. Before you were deployed, he’d make up excuses to go to the hospital just so he could see you. We gave him crap because he was being a chicken shit about asking you out. It was obvious he liked you then, and when he found out that you were part of our mission, he about lost his mind. He’s a lucky man to get a woman like you. That’s what I meant.”

      “I think it’s probably the other way around,” Avery said honestly. “I mean, he’s pretty darn amazing. I have no idea how in the world I caught his eye. All the other nurses at the hospital teased me about him. I knew he didn’t really have a reason to be at the hospital all the time.”

      Phantom nodded. “Women like you are hard to find. But the other guys have all managed to find their diamonds in the rough, and things between us have changed.”

      Before she could ask how, he continued.

      “And I don’t mean that in a bad way. Things are just different. Instead of us all hanging out, we have barbeques on the beach and play with Ace and Piper’s kids. Or we’ll go to a bar and watch the women have a night out, then the rest of the team drives their women home to make sure they get there safely.”

      “Do you want that for yourself?” Avery asked.

      Phantom snorted. “No one would have me.”

      “That’s not what I asked, but fine, I’ll bite. Why not?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not exactly the smoothest guy out there. I say what I mean. I don’t like beating around the bush, and I’ll never be the kind of guy who will tell a woman she looks beautiful when she doesn’t. If someone asks me if their pants make their ass look big, I’ll be honest, which most likely won’t be what they want to hear. Besides that, I didn’t have the best role models growing up.”

      “But you have them now, right?”

      When Phantom didn’t answer, Avery went on. “Your teammates are all married or attached? And you said you hang out with them all. So what if you didn’t learn what a relationship should be from your mother and aunt? Fuck them. Seems to me that you’ve got some of the best role models right in front of you. You admire and respect your teammates, so why can’t you learn from them?”

      She didn’t think Phantom was going to answer when his silence lingered.  But then he said softly, “I’d make the worst father ever.”

      “Do you want to be a father?” Avery asked.

      Phantom shrugged. “Yeah, I think so. Not anytime soon, it’s just…I didn’t get an ounce of love when I was young. I don’t know how to talk to kids or what to do with them. When I’m around Ace’s kids, I just do what he tells me to.”

      “I think out of all your friends, you’d make the best father, hands down.”

      Phantom’s gaze met hers. “How can you say that? You don’t know the shit I went through growing up. I’m afraid the first time my kid pissed me off, I’d turn into my mother and hit him or her. That’s the last thing I’d want to do.”

      “And that right there is why you’d make an amazing dad,” Avery said with conviction. “You know what it’s like to be abused and ignored. You know how it made you feel and what it did to you. So I think you’ll do whatever you can to not be that kind of parent to your own child.

      “You’re a good man, Phantom. A little blunt, yes, but that’s not exactly a bad thing. It’s tiring trying to always figure out what you should and shouldn’t say all the time. And being nice to someone you don’t like sucks. I kind of envy you that. Anyway, back to my point, you’ll be one of the best fathers out there precisely because of what you’ve been through. You’ll be overly protective and possessive and will treat your wife and children like they’re the most precious things in the world…because to you, they are.

      “Instead of fearing your background, you should embrace it. It’s made you the man you are today. The man who I have no doubt would do whatever it takes to keep me safe and get me home to see my own family.”

      Phantom closed his eyes, and for a second Avery thought she’d gone too far. Overstepped her bounds. She’d just met this man, and here she was playing psychologist.

      Just when she was about to apologize for presuming to know anything about his situation, he opened his eyes.

      “Maybe, maybe not. But I’m not sure I’ll ever find a woman who can put up with my…quirks,” Phantom said.

      Avery chuckled. “Is that what you’re calling them?”

      He smiled, then sighed. “I haven’t had much luck in the dating department,” he told her. “Either the woman doesn’t hold any appeal once I get to know her, or she’s psycho.”

      “Psycho? Sounds like there’s a story behind that,” Avery said with interest.

      “Not much to tell,” Phantom replied with a shrug. “I met this woman, Mona Saterfield, when I was out one night. She was a cute little thing.”

      “Everyone’s little next to you,” Avery interrupted with a chuckle. “You’re huge.”

      “I’m only six-five,” Phantom complained.

      “Only,” Avery said with an eye roll. “And sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt your story. Go on.”

      “Right. So, Mona was cute. She was a foot shorter than I was and had pretty long blonde hair and blue eyes. She seemed…vulnerable. That’s not really the word I’m looking for, but it’ll do. She seemed skittish and out of her element at the bar, not like one of the usual bar bunnies who’re there trying to pick up sailors. We talked for a while, and then I asked for her number and said goodnight—no, I didn’t take her home for a one-night stand. I was interested in getting to know a woman for the first time in a long time.”

      When Phantom didn’t continue right away, Avery asked, “And? I take it things didn’t work out?”

      “You’d be right. We talked on the phone a few times, and I took her out for dinner about a week later. It was like she was a completely different person. She started talking about what kind of house she wanted to live in and how she’d stay at home with our kids while I worked. She thought being a SEAL was too dangerous, though, so she said I’d have to quit and find a safer job.”

      “Holy crap! Really? On the first date?” Avery asked.

      “Yup. And when I smiled at our waitress when she brought our food, Mona lost it. Telling the woman that I was her man, and she needed to keep her eyes to herself. It was totally nuts.”

      “Wow! What’d you do?”

      “We finished the meal, but when I took her home, I told her that I didn’t think it was going to work out between us. She was really upset. Crying, hyperventilating, the whole thing. Believe it or not, I’m not always an asshole, so I lied my ass off, telling her that she deserved a man who would put her first in his life, and I wouldn’t want her to always be worried about me when I was deployed. I was never so relieved in my life when she finally got out of my car.”

      “Jeez, Phantom, just because you dated one crazy woman doesn’t mean we’re all like that,” Avery told him.

      He shrugged. “You’re right, though…I probably would be protective and possessive of both my wife and kids. And too blunt. My kids would probably be swearing like sailors, pun intended, by the time they were four years old. I’m still mostly an asshole, and I know it. I can’t imagine what kind of woman would last through a few dates, forget about spending the rest of her life with me.”

      “She’s out there,” Avery told him. “You might be a little rough around the edges, but not all women are psycho, like Mona, and some of us actually like it when our men are protective…as long as they aren’t controlling, abusive assholes in the process.”

      They were both silent for a moment. Then Phantom spoke. “I will keep you safe, and I will get you back to your family,” he vowed.

      “I know,” Avery said softly.

      “And when we get back to the States, you and Rex had better get over the tiptoeing you’ve been doing around each other and go out already.”

      Avery smiled, glad he’d lightened the mood. “I’ve already asked him out,” she informed Phantom.

      “You told me that,” he said.

      “Oh, that’s right.” She shook her head. “I just blurted it out when he came into the cave to get me. It was slightly embarrassing, actually,” Avery admitted.

      Phantom chuckled. “Not for him. He was probably giving himself a mental high-five.”

      Avery laughed at the visual.

      “But seriously, you guys are made for each other. He needs someone like you.”

      “Someone like me?”

      “Yeah. Someone who’s not afraid to get her hands dirty. Someone who will put him first. We’ve spent our whole career putting others’ lives before our own. He thought he was going to die back there in the river. I saw it in his eyes when he lifted his head to breathe. You could’ve easily let go of that tree trunk and floated downstream. But you didn’t. You fought to save his ass. I know he’s thankful, but more than that, I’m thankful. As the rest of the guys will be when they hear what happened. It’s not very often we come across someone who’s just as willing to put their lives on the line for us as we are for them.”

      “I’m a nurse,” Avery reminded him. “It’s what I do.”

      “Again, you’re perfect for him,” Phantom said.

      “I feel like we’re talking in circles,” Avery teased.

      “Then maybe you should just stop talking then.”

      Avery didn’t take offense at all. She lightly socked him in the arm. “Shut up.”

      “You shut up.”

      “I said it first,” Avery informed him like she was six years old.

      When Cole first said he was going to check out the area, she’d been nervous about being left alone with Phantom. But now she was glad she’d had a chance to talk to him. To really talk to him. She was once again reminded that everyone had a story. You couldn’t just look at someone and see a doctor, a soldier, a dancer, a homeless person, a clerk at a grocery store. There was so much more to them than what the world saw on the outside.

      She liked him. He was real. Had flaws and worries just like she did. “How much longer do you think Cole is gonna be?”

      Phantom shrugged. “Probably not too long. You wanna hear all about his flaws while we’re waiting? Might as well get them out in the open so there won’t be any surprises down the line after you’re dating.”

      Avery rolled her eyes. “No.”

      “Aw, come on, just a few? Like how his feet are the most disgusting-smelling things you’ll ever come across in your life?”

      “Shut up, Phantom,” Avery said with a laugh. “Besides, I’ve smelled some pretty gross things as a nurse.”

      “Yeah? Like what?”

      “There was a homeless veteran who was found on one of the beaches and brought to the hospital. He had maggots inside a festering wound on his leg. When we unwrapped the absolutely filthy bandages, hundreds of the things fell out onto the emergency room floor. And the smell…good God, it’s not something I’ll forget anytime soon.”

      Avery couldn’t interpret the look on Phantom’s face, but she knew he was remembering something extremely unpleasant. She opened her mouth to ask him what was wrong, but was interrupted by Cole’s voice from behind her.

      “Looks like your nefarious plan to spill all my secrets went awry, Phantom,” he said with a chuckle.

      By the time Avery turned back around to look at Phantom, the haunted expression on his face was gone, replaced by a blank mask.

      “Darn, I was just about to tell her how loudly you snore.”

      “I don’t snore, asshole,” Cole said, then turned his gaze on Avery. “You all right?”

      “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?” she asked.

      “No reason,” he said with a smile. “So, you and Phantom got along?”

      “Yup,” Avery said, not elaborating.

      The smile on Cole’s face widened for a moment, then he got serious and turned to Phantom. “This is gonna be tricky.”

      The other SEAL nodded. “Yeah, I figured as much.”

      “Why?” Avery asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong, per se,” Cole told her. “The actual landing zone for the chopper is tight but—”

      “Meaning?” Avery interrupted, not understanding the terminology.

      “Meaning there’s barely room for our guys to land, but that won’t matter. There’s lots of cover leading up to the top of the mountain, though once we’re there, it thins out and we’ll be sitting ducks when we run to the helicopter. And the rocks may give us cover before we catch our ride—but they’ll also give the insurgents cover as well. That’s our biggest issue. There’s a small camp on the other side from where we are right now; must be where those guys came from earlier. If they got their share of the weapons from that convoy, this isn’t going to be the easy extraction we were hoping for.”

      “Should we cancel it and go back the other way?” Avery asked, nervous now.

      Phantom shook his head. “No. We need to get you out of here. You need to see a doctor then work on identifying the traitor who put you in this position in the first place. Rocco told me there’s a team of Delta Force who just arrived to help track down the assholes who killed their army brethren, and I’m sure they’ll be interested in hearing what you saw as well. We’ve been in trickier situations than this, Avery, don’t worry.”

      Don’t worry. Yeah, right. Avery didn’t like the sound of a “camp” of insurgents being on the other side of the mountain they were climbing to get a ride back to the American military base. “I’m fine,” she said stubbornly. “I can walk to another pickup point.”

      Cole moved then, came closer and squatted down in front of her. She did her best not to let her gaze rest between his legs, but come on, he’d pretty much made that impossible. Before raising her eyes, she noted that he was extremely well-built. All over.

      Smirking, as if he knew exactly where her eyes had been, he brushed a fingertip over her cheek. “God, you’re pretty when you blush.”

      Which of course made her blush even more.

      “A team of Night Stalkers will be flying in to get us. Do you know who they are?”

      Avery shook her head.

      “They’re a specialized unit of helicopter pilots who are tasked to work with special forces. They’re used to flying in and out of hot zones and they’re the best of the best. It’ll take two minutes, tops, for them to arrive, drop a ladder, allow us to grab it, and take off while hoisting us into the helicopter. It takes longer than that for an RPG to be readied and fired.”

      Avery wasn’t exactly convinced, but she felt as if she’d be ungrateful if she continued to argue. “Okay.”

      Cole huffed out a breath, as if he knew she was only going along with him because she had no other choice.

      “If we change the plan now, we’ll be on our own for at least another two days. We don’t have enough water purification tablets or food for the three of us for that long. Phantom and I could go without easily, but you can’t. Not after two weeks of nothing to eat. But most worrisome are the insurgents. We took a chance on doubling back to this area to lose the men chasing us. It worked, but in the last twelve hours, it looks as if those terrorists have come home to roost, so to speak. The last thing any of us want is to risk you being recaptured.

      “You’re the most important asset right now, Avery. You’re the only one who can identify the traitor and avenge the two privates who were killed, and possibly the hundreds more men and women who will be murdered as a direct result of those weapons getting into the hands of the insurgents.”

      “Jeez,” Avery complained, “when you put it like that, I feel like an asshole for hesitating.”

      “I’m sorry,” Cole said. “I don’t mean to give you a guilt trip. All I’m trying to do is make sure you realize that this is the best option at the moment. Phantom and I will do everything in our power to make sure you get out of this in one piece.”

      “I know. As long as you don’t do anything stupid,” Avery said.

      “Never,” Cole said with a smile and a wink. “Now, if you and Phantom are done having a nice cuppa tea and a chat, how about we make our way to the extraction point?”

      Avery nodded and stood, with Cole’s assistance. The second she was upright, he pulled her into a hug. Avery hung on tightly, feeling his beard rub against her cheek as he embraced her. It felt good.

      “Trust me,” Cole said softly. “I’m not going to do anything to screw up that date you promised me. I’ve waited too long to just fuck that up at the zero hour.”

      Avery chuckled, then said softly, “Would it make you think less of me if I admitted that I’m scared to death?”

      “No. I’d be more concerned if you were looking at this as some grand adventure,” Cole told her.

      Then he shocked the shit out of her by kissing her temple, then her cheek, then brushing his lips lightly against her own. His beard tickled her face, and she liked it. Without thought, she brought a hand up and stroked the side of his face and beard.

      “It’s soft,” she whispered.

      He smiled, and when she went to drop her hand, he brought his own up, trapping her palm against his cheek. “I need to get it trimmed,” he said.

      “Maybe a little, but I kinda like it.”

      Cole’s intense dark eyes bored into hers. “I’m glad. It helps me blend in on the job in countries like this, but honestly, I’ve gotten used to it. I think I’d feel naked without it.”

      “I’m not asking you to shave it off,” Avery assured.

      “I would,” Cole told her. “If you said you hated it, I’d shave it off in a heartbeat.”

      Avery knew her heart was beating overtime. She knew they had to leave. That they weren’t exactly safe and Phantom could probably hear every word they were saying, but she couldn’t look away from Cole’s eyes. “I don’t hate it,” she reassured him.

      “Good.”

      They stood there, Cole holding her hand to his face for a long moment. Then he finally dropped his hand and, after kissing her once more on the forehead, stepped back. “Are you good? Do you need another energy pack before we head up to the drop zone?”

      Avery shook her head, trying to understand what had just happened between them. They’d connected on a level she hadn’t ever shared with a man before. Their chemistry was intense, and while she was scared about what the next few hours would bring, she couldn’t help but feel excited for what might happen between them when they got back to Riverton.

      She watched as Phantom and Cole picked up their packs and shrugged them on. She wanted to volunteer to carry something again, but knew they’d say no. So she concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other and being as quiet as possible.

      The hike uphill wasn’t easy, but after what she’d been through, her definition of “easy” had certainly changed. She was alive and being protected by two Navy SEALs. In a few hours, she’d be on base packing up her stuff and heading back to the States. All she had to do in the meantime was exactly what Phantom and Cole told her to and everything would be fine.

      No matter how many times she told herself that, a part of her, deep down, worried that the shit was about to hit the fan.
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      Rex was on high alert. They’d made it to the extraction zone without any issues. Avery was holding up amazingly well and they hadn’t run into any of the insurgents loitering in the area.

      But he and Phantom both knew the second the helicopter got close enough to be heard, the insurgent camp would be shaken awake as if someone had stepped on a fire ant mound. Their one goal would be to take the chopper down, no matter what the human cost to them or the people onboard.

      And now that they had the firepower to do just that, Rex knew the possibility was a hundred times greater than it would’ve been before the convoy had been attacked. Damn whoever it was who had leaked the information to the terrorists.

      Rex felt a hand on his arm and turned to look at Avery. She’d known without him saying a word that he was on edge. She could read him just as well as his SEAL teammates, and that was pretty amazing, considering how long they’d known each other.

      Her positive attitude was welcome and appreciated. From the second he’d found her in that cave and realized she hadn’t been sitting in the back waiting to be rescued, but instead doing everything in her power to get herself out of the situation, he’d been a goner.

      From the little he’d known of her back in Riverton, he knew she was good at her job, that she had lots of friends, and had the cutest freckles he’d ever seen. He’d wanted to see how far down her chest those freckles went. Was she covered all over, or were they just on her face and upper chest?

      But after spending the last day or so with her, he realized he pretty much liked everything about her. He was still curious about those freckles, but a physical attraction had turned into something more. He wanted to know what made her tick. Wanted to know all about her childhood and her life in Riverton. Wanted to sit next to her, hold her hand, and simply enjoy being near her without having to worry about being shot at.

      He would do anything to make that happen. Yes, it was important she got to safety because she was literally the only person who could identify the traitor who’d made life so much harder for each and every soldier and sailor deployed to this region of the world, but it was more important for Rex personally.

      The thought of her life being snuffed out by a bullet or, God forbid, an RPG, was abhorrent on so many levels.

      “Ten minutes and counting,” Phantom said quietly from next to them.

      Suddenly feeling as if he hadn’t had enough time with her, that he had so much he needed to say, Rex internally panicked.

      But then Avery squeezed his arm.

      They were all lying on their stomachs, staying low until the last second, when they’d need to run for the ladder lowered from the helicopter. All three of them would be hauled up at the same time. Rex would go first, attaching himself to a higher rung, and Avery would be right on his heels with Phantom taking up the rear. Before they were hauled into the cockpit, the pilot would fly like hell away from the area, with the three of them dangling below.

      It wasn’t anything out of the ordinary for the SEALs, but Rex knew Avery wasn’t exactly thrilled. She was a naval officer and had been through training, but this was real. There would be real bullets flying and the risk was abnormally high.

      Rex turned to look at Avery and knew he’d never forget this moment. She looked calm and collected, while he felt anything but. Because of the last day or so in the sun, she had more freckles on her nose and cheeks than when he’d found her in the cave. Her bruises were still visible and her lips were chapped. But she was literally the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

      “We got this,” she said softly. “Piece of cake.”

      Rex wanted to smile, but couldn’t.

      And Avery being Avery, she didn’t press. She didn’t ask him what was wrong, because that was more than obvious. She left her hand on his arm and turned to face forward again, ready for the sign from Phantom that they had to get up and run like hell.

      After seven minutes, Phantom gave Rex a chin lift, letting him know it was almost time.

      Rex turned and whispered, “You ready?” to Avery.

      “Bring it,” she said in a tone that only wobbled a little.

      Within seconds, the sound of helicopter blades could be heard in the distance. All three stood and inched their way to the edge of where the large boulders stopped, on the edge of a small plateau, just big enough for the chopper to land safely were it so inclined.

      “Steady,” Rex said, all his jitters gone, completely in the zone now. His entire focus was on the side of the mountain where he knew the chopper would suddenly appear. The quicker they could reach the ladder lowered from the helicopter and attach themselves to the sides with carabineers, the quicker they could be out of the area.

      Along with the sound of the blades, they also heard shouts echoing through the canyons and mountaintop.

      And then the helicopter appeared, flying hard and fast toward them.

      The race was on.

      The second Phantom saw the chopper, he shouted, “Now!”

      Avery didn’t need any urging, she was off like a shot, right on his heels. She ran as if her life depended on it, which it did. As if she hadn’t been tortured to within an inch of her life a short while ago.

      Rex had a moment of terror when they reached the middle of the plateau before the chopper. They were sitting ducks, out in the open, and if any of the insurgents made it to the plateau from the other side where their camp was located, they would be easy targets.

      But they were only alone for seconds when suddenly the ladder was there. The rotor blades kicked up the dirt around them, making it impossible to see any tangos who might be approaching.

      Phantom grabbed the bottom of the ladder to hold it steady. Rex quickly stepped up several rungs then reached down, holding out a hand for Avery. But he needn’t have bothered. She was right behind him, just like they’d discussed. Rex watched as Avery clipped the safety line she’d wrapped around her upper chest to one of the sides of the ladder.

      Phantom leaped onto the ladder himself. His head was eye level with Avery’s ass, just as hers was to Rex’s own backside. She was as protected as they could make her between them.

      Rex looked up and gave the men in the chopper the signal that they were clipped in and they could get the hell out of there.

      For a second, Rex thought they’d gotten away scot-free. That it had taken the insurgents too long to get their shit together. But just as they began to lift, he heard gunshots over the sound of the chopper’s motor.

      “Head down and hold on!” he yelled, clinging to the ladder with one hand while using his other to shoot blindly in the direction the gunfire was coming from. Phantom was doing the same as the helicopter took two precious seconds to turn around before racing away from the mountaintop.

      “RPG!” Phantom yelled after they’d cleared the area enough to see through the swirling dust and debris.

      A man was kneeling on the opposite side of where they’d been hiding, and was aiming a fucking rocket-propelled grenade launcher at them.

      There was no way the pilot could’ve heard Phantom’s warning, but obviously one of the other men in the chopper had seen the danger. The helicopter took a hard left, then abruptly dropped in elevation.

      Rex felt his stomach clench at the sudden loss of altitude, but didn’t stop firing at the insurgents who were determined to bring them all down. There was a loud whoosh as the RPG was fired but the Night Stalker pilot had been ready. He swerved back to the right, then gained at least five hundred feet of elevation in mere seconds.

      Dangling on the end of the rope ladder like fish on a string wasn’t exactly the ideal situation for the trio, but it was more important at the moment to get the hell out of range of the men trying to kill them.

      Rex and Phantom continued to fire downward in the direction of the insurgents, just as they did their best to shoot up at them.

      Not more than thirty seconds had gone by since they’d climbed aboard the ladder, but it was thirty seconds that Rex hadn’t heard anything from Avery. He felt her against his leg, but in panic yelled out, “Avery?”

      “What?” she yelled back impatiently.

      Rex wanted to chuckle, but couldn’t get his lips to move even an inch upward. “You all right?”

      “Peachy!” she exclaimed.

      “Phantom?”

      “Good!” his teammate yelled back.

      Feeling as if they just might get out of this in one piece, Rex aimed his weapon downward and shot off one more volley. They were quickly exiting the hot zone and would be heading for the base. The men inside the helicopter would raise the ladder up with a winch as they flew through the air.

      Rex didn’t hear the last shots being fired by the insurgents, but he did see the flashes from the muzzles of their rifles as they desperately tried to take down the chopper, or any of them hanging below it.

      Seconds later, Rex felt the ladder moving upward slowly. They were still blowing around like crazy, turning in circles and waving like they were a bunch of flags on a flagpole.

      Looking up, Rex saw the skids of the chopper getting closer and closer. When he was close enough, he grabbed one to try to steady the ladder. Then he reached higher and his hand was grasped by one of the men inside the chopper.

      Without a word, the two men unclipped his safety line and hauled him inside. Rex holstered his weapon and reached for Avery at the same time the two Night Stalkers did. Her face was white, making her freckles and bruises stand out almost obscenely. But she was safe, crawling toward him as if she’d done it every day of her life.

      When Phantom’s head popped over the side of the chopper, Rex knew immediately something was wrong. His face was even paler than Avery’s had been—and it wasn’t because he was freaked out by the trip up to the chopper.

      Avery had obviously seen the same thing, because the second Phantom was hauled inside the chopper and the door had been slammed shut, she was pushing one of the Night Stalkers aside.

      He balked, and she yelled, “I’m a nurse. Move so I can assess him!”

      They weren’t wearing headphones, and it was extremely loud in the chopper, but Avery didn’t seem to realize. Moving quickly, Rex grabbed a set of headphones and placed them over Avery’s ears, adjusting the mouthpiece so it was over her lips. Then he did the same with a second pair for Phantom. If they were going to find out where he was hurt, they needed to be able to communicate with each other.

      Avery turned to Rex as soon as he had his own set of headphones on and barked, “I need scissors. Now.”

      He turned to one of the Night Stalkers, and the man was already holding out a pair of shears. Rex handed them to Avery and watched as she skillfully sliced into Phantom’s right pant leg, exposing him from calf to thigh.

      “Shit,” she muttered, but didn’t stop.

      “Get his boots off,” she ordered. “And elevate his legs.”

      Rex stared down at his teammate in shock. Blood was pooling under him at an alarming rate.

      Phantom lifted his head to look down at his injury and swore when he saw blood spurting in rhythmic pulses from the back of his knee.

      One second blood was spraying everywhere, and the next, Avery had grabbed hold of his leg with her hand and the pulsing stopped.

      Phantom let out a hoarse yell of pain and bucked upward.

      “Hold him down!” Avery ordered.

      Rex moved to his friend’s shoulders and pressed down with all his strength.

      One of the Night Stalkers made the mistake of trying to push Avery out of the way so he could take over. She whipped her head around and growled in a tone Rex had never heard her use before. “If you touch me one more time, Sergeant, I’ll have you court-martialed so fast your head will spin. I’m Lieutenant Nelson and a nurse. Get something to warm him up, he’s going to go into shock. If you’ve got a tourniquet, get it ready. If my hand slips, we’re gonna need it.”

      Then she turned back to Phantom.

      He was staring up at her with a pained look on his face. “It’s bad, isn’t it?” he asked her.

      “Piece of cake. Looks like one of those assholes got lucky and nicked your popliteal artery. It’s like a head wound, bleeds like crazy, but all it takes is a few stitches and it’ll be good as new.”

      Phantom blew out a breath in disbelief. “You’re full of shit, Lieutenant.”

      Rex saw her hand tighten on his leg. “You’re really gonna tell the person who has her finger on the dike, so to speak, that she’s full of shit?”

      “Sorry, you’re right, carry on,” Phantom said, then grunted in pain when the helicopter hit some turbulence.

      “How long until we’re at the base?” Avery asked no one in particular.

      “Ten minutes, Ma’am,” the pilot told her through their headphones from the front of the aircraft.

      “Make it six,” Avery ordered, then turned her attention back to Phantom.

      “How do you know it’s nicked and not severed?” Phantom asked her.

      “I don’t,” she said grimly. “But I’m about eighty percent sure. If it had been severed, then you probably wouldn’t be conscious because you would’ve lost way more blood. I’ve got your artery pinched between my fingers right now and it seems to be working. We could put on a tourniquet, but since we’re so close to the base and an operating room, I don’t want to take the chance of letting go and having this artery bust open any farther.”

      “I’ve got some morphine,” one of the Night Stalkers said from next to her.

      Without looking away from Phantom, Avery nodded and said, “Give it to him.”

      Phantom groaned, and the look on his face told them all just how much pain he was in.

      “Think of something else,” Avery ordered. “Anything else. Then tell me about it. Every little detail.”

      Rex watched as Avery and Phantom stared at each other. Her hands were covered in blood and he couldn’t even see most of her left hand as it was buried inside his teammate’s exit wound. But they were concentrating so hard on each other, he had no idea if they were even aware of anyone else around them.

      “When we were in Timor-Leste, and I found that pit of bodies…I couldn’t look away,” Phantom gasped out.

      Even though Rex knew Avery had no idea what Phantom was talking about, she did an amazing job of going with it. “How did it make you feel?” she asked.

      “Pissed off,” Phantom said between clenched teeth. “All I could see was little legs and arms. It wasn’t fair, there was no reason for the rebels to kill all those children.”

      “Then what happened?” Avery asked when Phantom didn’t continue.

      “We heard the rebels coming. They were laughing and shooting at who knows what as they walked toward the orphanage. I was pissed that they sounded so carefree when the children in that pit could no longer laugh at all.”

      “Did you kill them?” Avery asked, leaning over so she was almost nose to nose with Phantom.

      “No. We had to leave. Get Piper and the kids away. I looked back once more though and— Holy shit!”

      “What?” Avery asked. “What did you see?”

      This time, when Phantom answered, his gaze moved from Avery to Rex, who was still hovering over him, holding his shoulders. “Kalee had moved! Her foot wasn’t in the same place it had been when I’d first seen her.”

      Rex stiffened. He wanted to tell Phantom that he was wrong. That the Peace Corps volunteer they’d originally gone to Timor-Leste to rescue had definitely been dead. But the certainty in his teammate’s eyes kept him silent.

      “Kalee was alive!” he said in an anguished tone. “That’s what’s been bugging me about the mission. It wasn’t about failing, not entirely. Subconsciously, I saw proof she wasn’t dead yet—and we still left her there!”

      “Easy, man,” Rex said.

      “You believe me, don’t you?” Phantom begged.

      “Yes,” Rex told him immediately. Because he did. He had no idea what they could do about it now, months later, but he believed his fellow SEAL.

      “Shit. Motherfucker. God damn it!” Phantom swore. “We have to go back. Have to find her!”

      “Phantom, you know as well as I do that it’s unlikely she’s alive after all this time,” Rex said.

      “Do I? We don’t even know if she was injured. We couldn’t see the front side of her, only the back. Maybe she was just unconscious. Maybe she’s up there in the hills alone and scared out of her mind and wondering how the hell she’s going to get home.”

      “All right, Phantom. I’ll get with Commander North and we’ll see what we can find out.”

      “Tex. Tell Tex! He’s supposed to be on the lookout for anything unusual. Maybe there’s been a sighting of a red-haired American or something.”

      “She’s got red hair?” Avery asked. “She’s tough then.”

      Phantom looked at Avery once again. “I don’t know a damn thing about her, but if she survived whatever happened at that orphanage, she’s extremely tough.”

      “Of course she is,” Avery said calmly. “And I have no doubt if she’s alive, you’ll do whatever you can to find her and bring her home, just like you did me. Now, we’re going to land in a minute and twenty seconds. I’m going to be hanging on to you and your artery like a sex-starved monkey. There will be lots of yelling, probably by me, and chaos. Just ignore it. Concentrate on me. You’re doing amazing. The fact that you’re still conscious makes me think you’re part superhero, but if you feel the need to take a little nap, go right on ahead.”

      As Avery continued to inform Phantom of what was going to happen after they landed, Rex saw for himself why she was such a good nurse. She used a combination of humor and bluntness to put her patient at ease.

      Then she leaned close to him and said in a dead-serious tone of voice, “You aren’t dying, Phantom. So don’t you even try to give Cole or your other teammates some bullshit last directives or anything. You just have a small little boo-boo on your artery. The surgeon will put in three stitches, tops, and you’ll be good to go in a few weeks. Hear me?”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” Phantom said.

      Rex could tell Phantom hadn’t finished processing what he’d just remembered, but he did his best to concentrate on what was going on around him.

      “I’m not leaving you until we’re in the operating room. One, because I refuse to let go of your leg until the doc is there with his needle and thread, but two, because we also don’t know who the traitor is. And if he happens to be a fucking nurse or doctor, I’m not leaving you at their mercy. Understand?”

      “If you don’t marry Rex, I’m gonna propose myself,” Phantom told her.

      Avery rolled her eyes. “Whatever. You don’t want me. We’d drive each other crazy within a week.”

      The chopper jolted when its skids hit the asphalt with a thud. Avery turned her head and began spitting out orders to the Night Stalkers, who rushed to do exactly as she said.

      Rex turned his head and saw the rest of their team rushing toward the chopper. They’d obviously been informed by the pilot of what had happened. The door was wrenched open and hot air filled the cabin. He gently removed the headphones from Avery’s head, then Phantom’s.

      “Is it safe for me to let go of him?” Rex asked.

      Avery nodded. “He’s not going anywhere. Right, Phantom?”

      “Right,” the other man said between clenched teeth.

      “Remember what I said,” Avery warned him. “No last directives to your team. You can talk to them in a few hours when you’re out of surgery and on your way back to the States. Okay?”

      “You’re kinda mean,” Phantom told her.

      Avery smiled. “I know. That’s what all my patients say at first.”

      “At first?” Phantom breathed.

      “Yup. Then they realize that I’m always right and everything I said in the heat of the moment was for their benefit. Then they love me and say I’m the most amazing nurse they’ve ever had.”

      It was Phantom’s turn to smirk and roll his eyes.

      Rex breathed a sigh of relief. Somehow Avery had pulled off a miracle. She’d not only gotten Phantom to remember the very thing he’d spent the last few months agonizing over, but she’d made him smile. All while holding his leg together with her bare hands.

      “What the fuck happened?” Rocco asked impatiently when Rex climbed out of the helicopter.

      “Long story, but the bottom line is that Phantom got nicked by a bullet as we were being hauled up the ladder into the chopper,” Rex said.

      “All that blood’s from him?” Ace asked.

      “Yep.”

      “The lieutenant’s all right?” Gumby asked.

      “Yeah, blood’s all Phantom’s,” Rex reassured the others.

      “How in the hell is he still conscious?” Bubba murmured.

      “Because he’s stubborn,” Rex said. But he knew that wasn’t it. It was because of Avery. She’d willed him to stay with her. By making him think about something other than his injury and pain, she’d basically slowed his heart rate.

      Not to mention her clamping his artery with her fingers.

      “Gurney!” someone from behind them yelled.

      The five men scooted out of the way but didn’t leave the area. Rex steadied Avery as she awkwardly climbed out of the chopper, her hand still on Phantom’s leg.

      “Be careful!” she ordered as the transfer was made to the gurney. “If you don’t stop trying to nudge me out of the way, I’m going to shoot you,” she told someone at one point. Of course she didn’t mean it, but the tone of her voice was enough to have the poor soldier backing away from her slowly.

      “Climb up onto the gurney with him,” Rex told her.

      She nodded and did just that. Straddling Phantom’s knees and bending over him to keep her grip on his leg. The second she was stable, three men began pushing the gurney toward the building nearby.

      “Whee! I’ve always wanted to ride one of these!” she said breezily, still focusing on Phantom. Rex knew she was probably monitoring his breathing and heart rate as they rushed toward the medical clinic.

      He ran after them, the rest of the team right on his heels.

      “Avery’s going into surgery with him,” Rex said as he ran. “She’s not to be left alone. Not for a second. And we all need to be paired up until we’re on our way home.”

      “The traitor?” Rocco asked.

      Rex nodded and said, “I can’t talk about it here, but suffice it to say the attack on the convoy wasn’t random, just as the sergeant major suspected.”

      “Shit,” Gumby said.

      “Fuck,” Ace agreed.

      “Right,” Rocco added. “What’s the deal on Phantom?”

      Rex told his teammates what Avery suspected had happened to him. About his nicked popliteal artery.

      “Let’s hope it’s just nicked and not severed,” Bubba said.

      They entered the clinic and followed the gurney down the hall, listening to the lieutenant give orders as they went.

      Instead of taking Phantom into one of the exam rooms, Avery insisted they wheel him straight into one of the operating rooms, and Rex wasn’t surprised when they did just that. He tried to follow them in, but was stopped by a naval captain. “You can’t go in there,” he told them.

      Sighing, Rex nodded. He wasn’t happy, even though he understood. But he wasn’t going to leave Avery unprotected either. He would stay outside the operating room, his weapon at the ready, just in case. He turned to the team. “I’ll stay here with them.”

      “I’m staying too,” Rocco answered. “Assuming we’re going to be here at least twenty-four hours before we can catch a bird home, now that Phantom’s been injured. Gumby, will you work on sleeping arrangements for us? In the same room, if it can be arranged. We don’t have all the details yet, but it sounds as if we’re better off not bunking with anyone else at the moment. Ace, can you and Bubba contact Commander North and start arranging for us to get home? I know it’s protocol to go through Germany, but considering the situation…” His voice trailed off.

      Rex added softly, so as not to be overheard by anyone passing by, “And tell North that the lieutenant is going to need to look at pictures of every sailor and soldier, and even civilian, who is currently stationed here in Afghanistan.”

      “Shit. All right, will do,” Bubba said.

      Rex was itching to sit down with the team and go over everything he’d learned from Avery, but they all had things to do if they were going to get back to California sooner rather than later. Of course, that depended on Phantom and how badly he was hurt.

      Rex peered into the operating room and saw Avery gesturing wildly with her free hand. Her hair was in disarray and badly needed washing. Her clothes were dirty and torn and sometime in the last few minutes, her split lip had begun to ooze blood once more, but he couldn’t ever remember seeing a woman more attractive in his life.

      It was the way she carried herself. How she put others before her own welfare, which was something he’d have to be careful about in the future. Make sure he took care of her while she was taking care of others. The thought should’ve scared the shit out of him, but instead, all he felt was determination to make Avery his.

      They hadn’t even gone on a date, but if she thought anything that had happened over the last couple days would turn him off, she was way wrong. He was more determined than ever to go out with her. Continue to show her that he was a man she could count on. That he would appreciate who she was and didn’t want to change even one thing about her.

      After Bubba, Ace, and Gumby had left, Rex turned to Rocco. “There’s something else.”

      “What?” Rocco asked warily.

      “Phantom remembered what’s been bothering him about the Timor-Leste mission.”

      “He did? Thank God. What?”

      “He said Kalee wasn’t dead when she was in that pit. That she moved her foot.”

      “Fucking hell!” Rocco swore. “Is he sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “Something else to discuss with the commander,” Rocco said. “But first we need to make sure he’s good to go, get home, and find a fucking traitor.”

      “Amen to that,” Rex said. But he mentally added, And make sure Avery is coping with everything that happened to her while she was a POW.

      Until then, he’d take care of her. Make sure she got clean clothes, showered, ate a nutritious meal, made an appointment to talk to a psychologist as soon as possible, and saw that her own cuts and bruises were tended to. But he had a feeling she would balk at all of that. She was independent and feisty. He’d have to be sneaky about seeing to her needs.

      Weirdly enough, Rex looked forward to it.
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      An hour later, Rex was still standing outside the OR watching his friend and teammate get stitched up. The doctor had taken the time to send out a nurse to let them all know Avery had been correct, Phantom’s popliteal artery had just been nicked.

      Now, it looked like he was finishing up the surgery, and Rex was more than glad. He’d been watching Avery wilt more and more with every minute that passed. She was now leaning against one of the walls, and he was pretty sure that was the only thing holding her up.

      She was not only most likely experiencing one hell of an adrenaline drop from their rescue, and Phantom being hurt and bleeding like a stuck pig, she was far from being back to her normal self after not eating for so long.

      The second the surgery was over, Rex was taking her somewhere, anywhere, so she could eat, then sleep. He knew they had a lot to do, but it could all wait. He’d told Rocco earlier to put off a meeting with the base general about what Avery had seen until the morning. They all needed a few hours to decompress, and Avery needed to get some sleep. It was up in the air when they’d be leaving, that was dependent on Phantom and when he’d be stable enough to fly back to California.

      He watched as the surgeon nodded to his assistants and walked over to Avery. They had a short conversation, then the doctor put his hand on her elbow to lead her to the door. It was crazy for Rex to be uneasy about the other man touching her, but he couldn’t stop the feelings. It wasn’t jealousy, exactly, just a general sense of agitation.

      The second the pair came through the door, Rex was at Avery’s side with an arm around her waist.

      “Go and shower, get something to eat, and sleep,” the doctor was saying. “Your system is all out of whack after your ordeal. The best thing you can do for your friend is to take care of yourself.”

      “I’m okay,” Avery insisted.

      Rex couldn’t help but snort. He caught the surgeon’s eye, and they shared a look of disbelief and amusement.

      “Right. I’ll leave you in this sailor’s capable hands then. Oh, and, Lieutenant Nelson?”

      “Yes, Sir?” she asked, turning to face him.

      “Good job out there. You did everything exactly right. Petty Officer First Class Dalton is going to have a full recovery. It’s my professional opinion that if you’d put a tourniquet on his leg, it would’ve stopped the bleeding, but it also could’ve damaged some of his other arteries and veins.”

      “Thank you, Sir. But to be honest, I didn’t really think too much about it one way or another. I just reacted and grabbed onto his leg, and that artery, and refused to let go. I knew we weren’t too far from the base, especially with the speed the pilot was flying, and it would’ve been more complicated to put on the tourniquet than to just hold him until we arrived,” Avery said, brushing off his praise.

      “Which makes it even more impressive. It’s good to have you back safe and sound,” the doctor said. He nodded at them both, then turned and headed down the hall to change out of his bloody scrubs.

      “Avery?” Rex asked.

      “Phantom’s going to be okay. The doctor talked through everything he found and was doing while he repaired the artery. He thinks he’ll be as good as normal in about three weeks or so, which is pretty darn amazing. He’ll have to take it easy, which will be hard for him, I think, but I’m sure you and the others will do what you can to keep him entertained while he’s off duty.”

      “Avery,” Rex repeated.

      “He doesn’t think there’s any reason why he can’t leave tomorrow, but it’ll probably need to be later in the afternoon, not the morning. The doc wants to check him out and make sure his stitches are holding before he’ll discharge him.”

      “Avery, stop for a second,” Rex said.

      She ignored him. “But since I’ll be on the flight with him, at least I think that’s what you said, I told the doctor that I could keep an eye on him and if anything goes wrong, like his blood pressure bottoms out or something, I can do what needs to be done until we can land and get him to a hospital in Germany, or somewhere close to wherever we are at the time.”

      Rex was done. He grabbed her and picked her up.

      “Cole! What are you doing? Put me down!” She threw her arms around his neck and held on tightly as he strode down the narrow hallway.

      “What am I doing?” he asked. “Taking you out of here so you can do exactly what the doctor ordered. Get some food, a shower, and sleep.”

      “I can walk!” she protested. “And I wanted to wait until Phantom woke up to make sure he’s all right.”

      “Ace and Bubba are staying here with him tonight. They’ll be at his side the second he wakes up. Rocco and Gumby are going to be staying in the same room as us, just to make sure you’re safe. It’s all been organized.”

      She stopped squirming in his arms and sighed, but didn’t protest further. She wasn’t exactly relaxed, but she also wasn’t fighting him anymore, which he appreciated. Ignoring the strange looks they got as Rocco pushed open the door to the medical building, Rex strode with determination toward the mess hall.

      They were too late for dinner, but Gumby had pulled some strings and arranged for a hot meal to be ready for Avery. There were a few groups of both army and navy personnel using the mess hall, playing cards or just hanging out, and they all stared as Rex entered with Avery in his arms.

      “Welcome back, Lieutenant!” someone yelled, and the sentiment was echoed across the room by most of the men and women there.

      Rex saw Avery blush, and he knew he’d never get tired of seeing the pink bloom in her cheeks. He put her on her feet next to an empty table and said sternly, “Sit. Gumby’s getting your dinner.”

      “What about you?” she asked.

      “I’m good.”

      “Oh, no,” Avery protested. “Don’t think I wasn’t aware that you were standing outside the door the entire time Phantom was being worked on. You need to eat too.”

      He didn’t want to feel the warmth spreading throughout him at her concern, but he did anyway. Rex was well aware she’d probably say the same thing to anyone who she felt needed nutrition, but he suspected it was more than that.

      “I’ll eat an MRE when we’re in our sleeping quarters.”

      She frowned at him and got a mulish look on her face. Rex held up a hand to forestall her protests. “I’m not the one who hasn’t had a real meal in two weeks. I’m fine. Promise. Humor me, Avery. The last thing you need is to get sick right now and collapse. We might have gotten you out of the desert, but that doesn’t mean the danger you’re in has been eradicated. I have a feeling the next few days—and even weeks, if this guy proves elusive—will be harder on you than you realize.”

      “Fine,” she said on a sigh. “But anything I don’t eat, you’re welcome to.”

      Rex didn’t answer that. He had a feeling if he agreed, she’d stop eating way before she was full just to make sure he ate.

      Gumby arrived with a tray of food and placed it on the table in front of Avery. Then he took the seat on her other side.

      Avery picked up a fork, but hesitated before digging into the high-protein, high-carb meal in front of her. “Are you guys going to stare at me the entire time I’m eating? Because if you are, you can just take yourselves somewhere else until I’m done.”

      Gumby chuckled. “Sorry, Red, can’t help it.”

      “Red?” she said under her breath. “Seriously?”

      “Hey, it fits,” Gumby replied with a laugh.

      “I suppose I’ve been called worse,” Avery concurred. “But I’m serious, don’t stare at me or I’ll never get this down.”

      “Right. So how about if I tell you what’s been going on while you, Rex, and Phantom have been out camping?”

      Avery rolled her eyes at the camping quip, but nodded.

      “So, Ace and Bubba made contact with a Delta Force team who arrived here on base and let them know what you said about the convoy. They were sent here to try to find the terrorists who killed the two privates, as well as to try to track down the missing weapons from the convoy. They’re very interested in talking with you about the Afghani man you said spoke English.”

      Avery swallowed the mouthful of mashed potatoes she’d just eaten and turned to Gumby. “How in the world do they know about him already? I mean, I’ve only been back on base a few hours.”

      “Remember when Phantom called in to set the extraction point?” Rex asked. After she nodded, he shrugged. “He gave Rocco a rundown of everything you said happened, and what happened in the river as well.”

      “About that,” Gumby said, and Avery turned back to him. “We’ve all thought about drowning Rex a time or two, but we appreciate you saving his ass like you did.”

      Rex saw the sheen of pink blossom over her cheeks once more and did his best to hide his smile.

      “It wasn’t that big of a deal,” she protested.

      “Wrong,” Gumby said seriously. “I know you’re embarrassed and trying to downplay it, but Phantom told Rocco exactly what happened. If you hadn’t been there and hadn’t done what you did, we’d be planning a funeral right now, and that’s not something any of us ever want to do for one of our own. In case you haven’t figured it out, we’re like brothers. I would literally give my life for one of them, as they would for me. Just because we’ve found women we love doesn’t mean our duty to one another is any less. You’re going to have to get over your embarrassment, because you’ve got at least three more people who are going to thank you, and I suggest if you want to put it behind you, just accept our thanks with that beautiful smile of yours.”

      “Jeez. Fine,” Avery muttered. “You’re welcome.”

      “Better,” Gumby told her. “Now, here’s the real question.”

      “Yeah?” Avery asked when he didn’t continue.

      “Did you get any sleep out there with Mr. Snorer McSnorenson at your side?”

      Rex glared at his friend. “Shut up, asshole.”

      “No, seriously,” Gumby continued with a gleam in his eyes. “Rex snores like a chainsaw. We draw straws to see who has to sleep next to him when we’re on missions. And when we have to be absolutely silent, he’s not allowed to sleep until we’re out of range of the bad guys.”

      Rex snatched a pea from Avery’s tray and threw it at his friend. “Fuck you.”

      Avery giggled, and the sound stopped Rex in his tracks. He stared at her as if he’d never seen her before.

      In all the time he’d known her, including back in California, he’d never heard such a carefree sound come from her lips. She’d laughed before, and chuckled, but that girly giggle? Never. He was fascinated.

      “I have to admit that I was so exhausted and mentally fried when we stopped last night that, once I closed my eyes, I didn’t hear a damn thing. An entire gang of insurgents could’ve come into camp and I wouldn’t have heard them,” she told Gumby.

      “Well, you’ll find out tonight that I’m not lying,” he said with a smirk.

      “Sorry again,” Avery countered. “I’m a hard sleeper. Always have been. Once I’m out, I’m out. You could all probably have a conversation right above my head and I’d sleep through it.”

      “Shit, Rex, you’re going to have to marry her, because no other woman would be able to stand the noises you make at night.”

      Seeing that Avery had gone from being amused to slightly uncomfortable, Rex scowled at Gumby. “Enough. You’re embarrassing her.”

      He immediately looked contrite. “Sorry, Avery. I was trying to embarrass Rex, not you.”

      “It’s okay,” she told him.

      Just then, a lieutenant commander, a naval junior officer, sauntered up to their table. “It’s good to see you back, Lieutenant Nelson. We were all worried about you.”

      Avery sat up straighter in her chair. “Thank you, Sir.”

      The other man frowned at Gumby and Rex, then looked pointedly at Avery. “There’s space at our table over there if you’d like to play a few rounds of blackjack with us. It’s not seemly to fraternize with enlisted sailors.”

      It took a second for Rex to understand what the man was saying as he’d been concentrating on Avery so hard. But when he did, his fingers curled into fists and he had to forcibly restrain himself from leaping up and beating the shit out of the young, conceited officer.

      But before he could speak, Avery beat him to it.

      “Seriously?” she asked. “You’re going to pull that bullshit after everything I’ve been through? And you can’t play dumb and claim you don’t know what I’m talking about, because the first thing out of your mouth was how happy you are that I’m back. So in case you really do care, and aren’t attempting something idiotic like picking me up, I’ll let you in on what I’ve been up to recently.” She leaned forward, glaring at the officer.

      “I’ve been knocked in the head by a big-ass piece of debris when the building I was in was blown up by a stray RPG. Then I was hauled up a mountain and chained to the wall of a cave, after which, I was beaten. Repeatedly. I wasn’t given anything to eat and had to suck water off the side of a rock. Then my hosts blew up the opening of said cave and buried me alive. I went another week without eating a damn thing while I moved rocks one at a time to try to claw my way out. These enlisted sailors came and rescued me. Then we were chased into a fast-moving river and barely made it out alive. Then we had to leap onto a dangling rope while we were shot at in order to escape.

      “So excuse me if I’m too tired to deal with your political bullshit. I couldn’t give a rat’s ass if the two men next to me were piss-poor local tribesmen or seaman recruits. They saved my life, and that alone deserves respect. But just to make sure you know how much of an ass you’re being, they’re also SEALs…Sir.”

      Rex saw the man blanch at that. He and Gumby weren’t wearing anything advertising their special forces designation, and he’d obviously only seen their rank on the camouflage uniforms they’d donned while waiting for Phantom to get out of surgery.

      “So go on back to your stuck-up officer friends and get out of my face. I haven’t finished eating yet, and I’m not going to let you ruin the first real meal I’ve had in two weeks.”

      Without a word, the man turned and scuttled back to his table, his proverbial tail between his legs.

      Rex had been pissed a minute ago, but now he was just amused. He sat back and put his arm on the back of Avery’s chair and didn’t even try to hide his grin.

      Avery looked over at him and scowled. “If you laugh, I’m gonna have to hurt you, Kingston.”

      Rex blinked. “You know my last name.”

      Now Avery just looked confused, which was better than the smoke that had been rising from her ears a second ago. “Of course I do. I told you I asked around about you.”

      He shrugged. “I just didn’t think you knew my full name.”

      “I don’t know how you got your nickname,” she said, then she shoved another forkful of chicken into her mouth.

      “Rex means ‘king’ in Latin. I had a drill instructor who thought he was clever, and he started calling me that from the second he met me in boot camp.”

      “It’s silly,” Avery informed him.

      Rex couldn’t help but smile.

      She swallowed, turned to look at Gumby, then back at him. “I appreciate the both of you not beating the shit out of the lieutenant commander. I’m so used to not seeing rank in the people I work with, it didn’t even occur to me that it might look funny for me to be hanging out with two enlisted men.”

      Rex wasn’t going to let her go there. He leaned forward and put his hand on the back of her neck. She stilled and turned to look at him. “Between us, there is no rank. And by us, I mean my entire team. You’re Avery and I’m Cole. And that’s Gumby. And Phantom. The last thing we want is you holding us at arm’s length because of a fucking stripe on your shoulder. Got it?”

      She nodded. “Ease up, sailor,” she quipped. “I wasn’t saying I wanted to put distance between us, just that I hadn’t realized how it might look to others. I didn’t give a shit what rank you were in that river, did I? Or when you popped into that cave to rescue me. And I sure as hell didn’t give a shit what rank Phantom was when I was holding his leg together with my hand. If other people have an issue with who I’m friends with, they can screw themselves.”

      “I like her,” Gumby said, chuckling. “She’s got moxie.”

      “Well, thank God. I can sleep well tonight knowing you like me.” Avery smirked.

      At that, Gumby damn well guffawed.

      Rex smiled again and let go of Avery’s neck with a light caress of his thumb. He didn’t miss the way she blushed.

      For the next ten minutes, while Avery finished off her meal, they talked about nothing of importance…what vegetables she liked and what she refused to eat, what she was looking forward to most about being back in California, and a little about the other men on the team she hadn’t had a chance to get to know.

      When she finally put down her utensils, Rex was happy to see she’d eaten almost all of the meal Gumby had gotten for her.

      “Feel better?” he asked when she pushed the tray away.

      “I do. Thank you. Except now my eyes feel so heavy I can barely keep them open. It’s like how I feel at Thanksgiving when I eat too much, and I hardly ate all that much here.”

      As Gumby stood and picked up her tray to take back to the kitchen, he said, “Not surprised. It’ll take a while for your stomach to be able to handle the same size meals you were eating before.”

      “Ready to go?” Rex asked as he stood.

      Avery nodded and scooted her chair back. Rex put his hand on the small of her back as he led her toward the exit. Before he got there, he turned back toward the lieutenant commander’s table and sent him a smirk. It was more than obvious the man had been doing his best to pick her up, which was such a douche move, considering she’d been a prisoner not forty-eight hours before. But Avery was with him—and he was keeping her for as long as she’d have him.

      They went back out into the hot desert air and met up with Rocco and a man Rex hadn’t met before.

      “Avery, Rex, this is Trigger. His Delta team is here hunting down the weapons that were taken and trying to find the men who killed the privates.”

      Rex shook his hand and Avery did the same.

      “It’s good to meet you both, I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances,” Trigger said. “I’m very glad to see you alive and well, Lieutenant Nelson.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m sorry we didn’t get to you before your fellow sailors did.”

      Avery shrugged. “I appreciate that you came out in the first place.”

      “I understand you’ll most likely be leaving tomorrow. If you could find some time to speak to me and my team, we’d greatly appreciate it. Any information you could give us will hopefully help us catch those behind the attack on the convoy and lead to the ringleader.”

      “I’m not sure what kind of help I’ll be. I was inside a cave for all of my captivity, and I couldn’t even tell you where that was. Cole and the others would probably have more information than I would.”

      “We’ve already had a chat with Ace and Bubba, and we have those coordinates. I’m more interested in the man you said spoke English. If he’s someone the army and navy have been working with, and he’s pretending to be on our side, we need to find him and get some answers.”

      “I agree. I’m happy to talk to you tomorrow, Trigger.”

      “Good. Thank you. And I apologize for keeping you from your shower. There’s nothing better than a long hot shower after spending a few days, or weeks, in the field.”

      Rex liked the Delta. He clearly had a good head on his shoulders, and he especially liked how sensitive he was being toward Avery. Rex suspected Trigger might have a woman of his own back home who’d taught him how to be more perceptive when it came to the opposite gender.

      “We’ll see you tomorrow,” Rex said as he shook Trigger’s hand again.

      Once he left, Rex said under his breath, “Can I finally get you to a shower and bed now?”

      “It’s a little soon in our relationship for that, isn’t it?” Avery quipped. “I mean, you haven’t even taken me out on a date yet.”

      Gumby and Rocco burst out laughing, and Rex couldn’t help but chuckle. “I didn’t mean it like that, and you know it, but I’m glad to hear you admit that we’re in a relationship.”

      “Well, I mean, you came all the way across the world to take me white-water rafting and give me an adrenaline-inducing thrill of a helicopter ride. It would be rude of me to blow you off now, wouldn’t it?”

      Rex couldn’t stop himself from wrapping an arm around Avery’s waist and pulling her into his side. He liked that she immediately put her own arm around him and leaned against him as they walked.

      “Seriously though, we’d kick ass in a three-legged race,” she said with a smile as she matched her stride to his.

      “You’d kick me and Caite’s butt, that’s for sure,” Rocco said. “She’s almost a foot shorter than me. Of course, if we had a race where the men had to carry our women, I’d win hands down.”

      “Don’t be so cocky, SEAL man,” Avery teased. “Cole had to carry me for part of our escape and it didn’t seem to slow him down in the least.”

      They arrived at a large, sturdy canvas tent near where Avery had been bunking down with about twenty-five other female soldiers and sailors before she’d been captured. Gumby opened the door and gestured for her to enter. “After you, Lieutenant.”

      “It’s Avery,” she corrected, going inside. “Where is everyone?” she asked in surprise, after looking around and seeing no one else.

      “It’s just us for tonight,” Rocco said. “I requested we have a space to ourselves. Considering what you’ve been through, the top brass were eager to accommodate.”

      “I don’t like to use what I’ve been through for special treatment,” Avery argued.

      Rex lifted her chin with a finger and forced her to look at him. “You should be in the hospital yourself tonight,” he told her. “You’ve probably got way more aches and pains than you’ve admitted. Not to mention, a full blood panel to find out exactly what vitamins you’re deficient in wouldn’t be a bad idea either. But not knowing who the traitor is, and whether he’s working alone so he can finish what the insurgents should’ve done in the first place, means that it’s too dangerous. So you get a few SEAL bodyguards to cater to your every need. And Rocco figured you could use some privacy. You’re kind of a celebrity around here now, and we didn’t want anyone staring at you or taking pictures of you sleeping to sell to some gossip magazine back home. Is that all right?”

      She nodded immediately. “More than. Thank you.” She turned to Rocco. “Thank you, as well. I appreciate how much you and your team have gone out of your way to help me.”

      “You’re one of us,” Rocco said simply. “A sailor through and through.”

      “I’m not sure I’m exactly one of you,” Avery said with a chuckle. “I can’t say tromping around the desert dodging bullets is my idea of fun.”

      “Come on,” Rex told her. “This tent’s usually reserved for visiting dignitaries. There’s a private shower you can use, then you can crash on the bunk over there. Gumby collected your things from where they’d been stored, so you’ll have something clean to put on after your shower.”

      Avery thanked them all again and grabbed a change of clothes from her bag before disappearing into the tiny bathroom.

      The second they heard the water turn on, Rocco cast knowing eyes on Rex. “She’s not dealing with what happened.”

      “I know. But she literally hasn’t had time,” Rex said.

      “She’s gonna crash,” Gumby warned.

      “I know,” Rex repeated.

      “You gonna be there to help her through it?” he asked.

      “Yes.” There was no need to elaborate; his friends knew as well as he did that she was important to him.

      “I’m glad we found her,” Gumby said softly.

      “Me too,” Rex agreed. “Me too.”
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      Ensign Scott Wheatland lay on his bunk in the crowded tent he’d been living in for the last four months. He had his earbuds in, but they weren’t on. He found out a lot of good information by listening to his bunkmates talk when they didn’t think he could hear them. But currently he was alone, scowling at the canvas above his head.

      His life was quickly going from bad to worse.

      He’d been demoted before he’d been deployed, and it was bullshit. The other naval police officers—otherwise known as shore patrol officers—who’d been at the underground dogfighting ring had escaped during the raid, but he’d been nabbed trying to climb over a chain-link fence around the property.

      The naval lawyer he’d been assigned had been able to convince the board it was his first time at such an event, and instead of court-martialing him, they’d merely demoted him down to the rank of ensign. It was humiliating and degrading.

      And Scott had needed every penny of his previously higher pay to afford the prescription drugs he was hooked on.

      He’d gotten hurt on the job over a year ago, tweaking his knee. He’d been given codeine…and once he’d started taking the pills, that was it. Everything else ceased to matter. The high he got from them, the feeling that nothing in his life could go wrong, was so intoxicating, he’d soon begun lying, telling the doctors he was still in extreme amounts of pain.

      When the navy doctors had eventually stopped giving him the pills, he’d found another supplier.

      He’d been shipped over to Afghanistan on a temporary assignment, but Scott knew it was because his commanding officer was embarrassed to have him around and wanted to punish him further. As soon as he went back stateside, he’d most likely be shipped to Norfolk or somewhere. That was fine with Scott…but the lack of money was not.

      So he’d taken matters into his own hands.

      The very first day he’d been assigned to this godforsaken place, he’d been patrolling the nearby town, and he met a man who spoke very good English. While chatting, the man had mentioned the lack of a hospital in the area, the fact that there was nowhere to go for the locals when they were sick or hurt. That conversation had given Scott the opening to ask if people had access to painkillers when they were injured.

      His new friend had turned out to be a goldmine.

      He’d been supplying Scott with his much-needed pills ever since.

      One time, when he’d been desperate and out of money, he’d brought the man one of the old bulletproof vests the shore patrol wore while on duty. That had obviously gotten the man thinking…and before Scott knew it, he was sharing information about the activities on the base.

      Soon, he’d graduated from trading MREs and old clothes and equipment, to giving the man more and more details about the operation of the base, including when and where supplies would arrive.

      When the man had offered him a million US dollars for information on the exact route, timing, and the number of personnel who would be accompanying an upcoming ammunitions convoy, Scott hadn’t thought twice.

      He’d worked his ass off for his country, and what had it gotten him? A demotion and a trip to this hellhole as punishment over a bunch of dogs.

      Well, fuck everyone.

      The problem was, that bitch nurse had seen him talking with his contact in the village.

      Scott had done everything right, had made sure no one suspected anything—and he’d be damned if she would fuck up his payday.

      He’d made up a bullshit story and a contractor on base helped him set up an account in Abu Dhabi. After he’d given up the details about the weapons convoy, money was transferred into that account, where it was safely hidden from authorities if Scott was ever suspected in the convoy attack.

      The navy nurse was supposed to be killed quickly, and what he’d done would never be discovered. It was the perfect setup, as the clinic she worked in was along the convoy’s route.

      But his contact had changed the plan. The asshole had kidnapped her instead.

      A team of Navy SEALs had shown up to rescue the nurse, and now she was here, on base. Being guarded by the same SEALs.

      If there was anyone he hated more than his commanding officers and the asshole judges who’d demoted him, it was the SEALs. They all thought they were God’s gift to women, that they were indestructible.

      And if that wasn’t enough, he’d heard a rumor back in California that it was a team of SEALs who’d assisted the local cops in the raid on the dogfight where Scott had been arrested.

      He knew he’d never be able to get to the nurse before she left the country. Not now. The only consolation was that he wasn’t already in the brig. That had to mean she hadn’t identified him…yet.

      All he had to do was stay out of her way while she was at the base.

      He was scheduled to go home in three weeks. Once he got back to California, he’d find her and make sure she kept her mouth shut…one way or another.

      Scott also knew he couldn’t transfer the money into his stateside account now. Not while there was a chance NCIS would be checking for any out-of-the-ordinary transactions from anyone who was stationed at the base.

      He just had to hope and pray that she didn’t figure out who he was before he could get home and do the job his Afghani dealer hadn’t. He’d have his money one way or another.

      Leaning over the side of his cot, Scott grabbed the bottle of aspirin he kept in his duffle bag, which hid his illegal stash of pills. He shook out two codeine tablets, wincing at how fast he was going through his latest acquisition. He swallowed them down with a large chug of water; he couldn’t wait until he was back home, and could crush them up and smoke or inject them again. The high was faster and seemed to last longer that way, but he didn’t have the privacy he needed here. He was always surrounded by others. It grated on his nerves.

      Three weeks. Then he’d be home…and could silence the fucking nurse once and for all and get on with his life.
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      The hot water stung as it rained down on Avery’s battered and bruised body. There wasn’t a full-length mirror in the bathroom, but even without it, she knew she had bruises in places she’d never experienced before.

      She hadn’t let down her guard when she’d been out in the desert because she was always afraid an insurgent would leap out from behind a rock and start firing.

      She’d been on a roller coaster ride of adrenaline rushes, and for the first time, she felt as if she could simply relax. Oh, Avery knew she wasn’t out of danger. Whoever had wanted to make sure she was dead was still out there. And as long as he went unidentified, her life was still on the line.

      But for now, behind the dubious safety of the canvas walls, bathroom door and the flimsy shower curtain, she was able to think about all that had happened in the last two weeks.

      She’d literally been buried alive. If it hadn’t been for that water dripping into the cave, and the desire of the men who’d held her to torture her rather than just kill her outright, she would’ve been dead by now. Cole and his team would’ve found her dead body. It was a sobering thought.

      For the first time in forever, she really wanted her mom. Wanted to feel her arms around her, hear her saying everything would be all right.

      Avery caught a sob before it escaped. No, she didn’t have time to break down. Gumby, Rocco, and Cole were in the other room waiting for her to finish up. Then she had to get some sleep before checking on Phantom, meeting with the Delta Force team and the rest of Cole’s team, and trying to identify the traitor.

      Thrusting her face under the water, she closed her eyes and ignored the sting of the shower on her cuts. Pain meant she was alive.

      She finished without breaking down and turned off the water. She’d never been that much of a girly-girl. She didn’t wear much makeup. Lip gloss to keep her lips from chapping, moisturizer with sunscreen to keep the number of freckles on her face to a minimum, and some mascara on special occasions. She took quick showers and didn’t worry overmuch about what was in fashion and what wasn’t. Most of the time she wore scrubs anyway, and when she was off work, it was either jeans or shorts.

      She felt kind of numb as she pulled on a pair of navy-issue sweatpants and a gray T-shirt with the word NAVY across the front. She was clean, but somehow could still feel a film of dirt and dust on her skin. Avery knew it was her imagination, but it was a bit disconcerting.

      She exited the small room. Rocco and Gumby were standing nearby, talking with their backs to the bathroom. She appreciated the attempt at privacy, but it honestly was unnecessary. She didn’t feel uncomfortable in the least around them for some reason.

      “Everything all right?” Cole asked, approaching her.

      Avery nodded. “Of course, why wouldn’t it be?” she asked.

      He gave her a look she couldn’t interpret, then gestured toward a cot. “I took the liberty of getting your bunk ready. I hope that’s okay.”

      The bed Cole had prepared for her wasn’t anything special. Just a cot with a cotton sheet draped across it and a blanket pulled back, ready for her to crawl inside.

      “I didn’t think you’d want a sleeping bag. I mean, I just thought maybe it would be too restrictive. Not to mention, it would be hot. So I pilfered the sheet and blanket from the hospital. We can return them tomorrow when we go see Phantom.”

      Once more, tears threatened, but Avery blinked them back. It was a sheet and blanket, for God’s sake, not a romantic picnic for two. But she couldn’t help thinking about the last fourteen or so nights she’d spent on the hard-packed ground, wondering if she’d ever see the base again, let alone a bed.

      “It’s perfect. Thanks,” she managed to say.

      Avery could tell she wasn’t fooling Cole, but he didn’t say anything as she sat on the cot, slipped her legs under the blanket, and lay down.

      “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask,” Cole told her. “I’ll be over there by the door.”

      Avery looked over to where he was gesturing, and saw that he’d pulled his cot right in front of the door, so if anyone came inside the tent, they’d run right into him. Knowing he was literally putting himself between her, and anyone who might try to get to her in the middle of the night, made Avery emotional all over again.

      Then she took a look at the other two cots. Gumby and Rocco had put their cots against opposite walls of the tent, again, so if someone dared try to sneak in, they risked the chance of waking them up.

      She hadn’t felt so safe in a very long time.

      Closing her eyes, Avery lay on her back and did her best to control her emotions. She could hear people talking nearby and the occasional sound of vehicles starting. When she’d been in the cave, it had been so quiet, all she could hear was the rushing in her ears. Knowing there were others nearby, that she wasn’t back in that cave, was reassuring.

      She heard a click, and opened her eyes to see that Cole had turned on a small penlight and had focused the beam straight up toward the top of the tent. The light was enough to illuminate the small area where she was sleeping.

      “In case you wake up in the middle of the night and forget where you are,” Cole said softly, returning to his cot.

      That did it.

      The tears she’d been holding back spilled over her eyelids and fell down the sides of her face into her hair.

      Avery thought she’d been silent, but obviously Cole had figured out she was crying. His cot creaked as he climbed out and came over to hers. Without a word, he sat next to her. Before she knew what he had in mind, he’d lain down and pulled her into his side. They were plastered together from hips to chest. It was a tight fit on the cot, but Avery couldn’t muster up the energy to care.

      Burying her face in his chest, she cried. Cried because she’d been so scared. Cried because she’d been rescued. Cried remembering how good it felt to put something in her belly other than water. Cried remembering how and why Phantom had been hurt. And cried because it was possible her ordeal wasn’t over. That someone would still be determined to see her dead because of what she’d witnessed.

      And throughout it all, Cole didn’t falter. He didn’t tell her to hush, or that it would be okay. He just held her, lightly stroking her back as she soaked his shirt with her tears. She should’ve been embarrassed or felt awkward about how they were pressed so close, but instead, all she felt was exhaustion.

      After she’d wiped her face on his shirt and did her best to get her emotions under control, she tried to apologize.

      “Shhhh. It’s better to let it all out than bottle up your emotions,” Cole told her.

      “I…I’m okay now.”

      “I know.”

      Avery didn’t want to move, but wasn’t sure it was appropriate for her to use Cole as a human pillow. “You can go back to your bunk…I’m not going to fall apart again.”

      “If this isn’t making you uncomfortable, I wouldn’t mind staying,” he said a little hesitantly.

      “I’m not uncomfortable,” she told him.

      “Good. And, Avery?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Gumby wasn’t lying. I do snore,” he said solemnly.

      Avery chuckled. “You know, Phantom also warned me about that. Remember?”

      He hesitated for a second, then nodded. “That’s right.”

      “It’s fine, Cole,” she told him. “I wasn’t lying when I said I was a heavy sleeper. Besides…after spending all that time in the cave completely alone and with absolute silence, I think it’ll be a comfort to hear something besides my own breathing…even unconsciously.”

      That got her a small squeeze. “We’re gonna find the bastard who was responsible for putting you there,” Cole vowed.

      His reassurance made her feel better, even though she knew it would be on her to identify the American she’d seen in the village. “I know,” she said.

      “And if I do get too loud, just nudge me. It’ll shut me up.”

      Avery smiled and nodded against him.

      “Avery?”

      She wanted to tell him if he didn’t stop talking, she’d never get to sleep. But she simply said, “Yeah?”

      “You’re incredible. I just wanted to make sure you knew that.”

      She didn’t feel like she was incredible. Every muscle was sore, and she was way weaker than she wanted to be, and she knew it would take quite a while for her to gain back her strength and muscle tone. But hearing that from Cole was a balm for her soul.

      “Thanks,” she whispered.

      “Good night,” Cole said.

      “Good night.”
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      Rex couldn’t remember when he’d slept better. He woke up once or twice in the night, only to find that he and Avery hadn’t moved. She was still snuggled up against his side, sleeping soundly. The beam from the small flashlight illuminated the tent, and he could see that all was well. Gumby and Rocco were both sleeping and nothing seemed to be disturbed.

      It had been a long time since he’d slept with a woman, but he couldn’t remember feeling as content as he had the night before.

      Thirty minutes ago, he’d slipped out of the bunk and had quickly showered and gotten dressed. He packed up what little he’d brought with him on the mission and was ready to head out of Afghanistan whenever the doctor said Phantom was ready.

      Rocco and Gumby had left to relieve Ace and Bubba at Phantom’s bedside, and they would all meet once Avery was up and ready.

      Reluctantly, Rex crouched by the side of the cot and gently shook her. She hadn’t had nightmares last night, that he could tell, but he knew the possibility was still there for them to haunt her in the future.

      “Wake up, Avery,” he said gently.

      One second she was in a deep sleep, and the next she was sitting straight up on the cot, looking around in terror.

      “Easy. It’s okay. You’re safe,” Rex told her.

      He saw her take a deep breath. Then she looked at him. “At least I didn’t try to fight you off after you woke me up this time. Where is everyone?”

      “They’re at the hospital with Phantom. We’ll head over there when you’re ready.”

      Throwing the blanket off, Avery swung her legs around and stood. “I’m ready,” she declared, then swayed on her feet.

      “Whoa! Slow down,” Rex chided gently. “It’s gonna take a while for you to get back to normal.”

      She looked frustrated for a second before she rallied. “I’m good,” she said again. “Why didn’t you wake me up earlier?”

      “You were sleeping so soundly, you didn’t even twitch when I got out from under you, so I thought I’d let you sleep for as long as possible. It’s gonna be a stressful day.”

      She sighed.

      “Anyway, there’s no need to rush. Take your time getting ready. We’ll head over to the clinic to see Phantom, then talk with the base general and Trigger’s Delta Force team. They’re staying here for a while longer to see if they can find that asshole who spoke to you in English.”

      “I’ll just be a second,” she reassured him as she hurried into the bathroom.

      Five minutes later, Avery re-entered the main tent area.

      “Done?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

      She smiled. “Yeah, told you I would just be a second.”

      Avery had changed out of her sweats and T-shirt into the tan camouflage uniform both the army and navy personnel wore in this part of the country. He knew she usually wore scrubs back in California while on duty.

      “How’re your feet?”

      “Good.”

      “And your ribs?”

      “Fine.”

      Rex frowned. He figured she could probably have an ax sticking out of her head and she’d claim she was perfectly all right.

      As if she could read his mind, Avery said, “Seriously, I’m good, Cole. I have a headache, but I figure that’s probably from reacclimating to food and everything. My ribs are sore, but nothing I can’t handle. I’ve got about a hundred bruises and cuts all over myself, but I’m alive, standing here after a good night’s sleep, and not buried underneath a huge mountain or being tortured for absolutely no reason at all. I’m. Fine.”

      “If you start to feel pukish for any reason, you need to tell me.”

      “Pukish?” Avery asked with a grin.

      “Yeah, off. Weird. Sick. Uneasy. Pukish.”

      “Got it. I will,” she said.

      Rex much preferred to see her smiling than frowning or stressed. Unfortunately, he knew the meetings they had to have today would mean he wouldn’t see her grin again for a while.

      “Should I bring my bag with me, or leave it?” she asked.

      “Leave it here,” Rex said. “Someone will come over and grab all our stuff before we leave.”

      They stopped by the chow hall to grab a quick breakfast. As much as Avery wanted to see Phantom, Rex knew she needed to eat something. It would be a while before he stopped feeling as if he needed to feed her every time she turned around.

      After eating, they headed out of the mess tent and instinctively, Rex stepped closer to Avery as they headed for the clinic. He hated that he didn’t know who the traitor was. It could be that army private watching them while he was smoking outside a residential tent to their right. Or it could be one of the cooks from the chow tent. Or the naval officer who held open the door to the clinic for them. It wasn’t a good feeling not knowing who the enemy was.

      They walked down the hall toward Phantom’s room and, to Rex’s surprise and pleasure, his teammate was awake and alert when they entered.

      “Hey!” Avery said happily.

      “Get over here,” Phantom growled.

      Blinking at his friend’s aggressive tone, Rex followed close behind Avery.

      The second she reached the side of the bed, Phantom grabbed her hand and pulled her down to him. His arms went around Avery, and he hugged her tightly.

      “Thank you,” Phantom said gruffly into her ear.

      Avery pulled back a bit and propped herself up with her hands on his shoulders. “You’re welcome,” she said. “Have you had breakfast? How are you feeling? Have they gotten you up and out of bed? How’s your urine output?”

      He chuckled. “Yes, fine, yes, and I’m not telling you that shit.”

      They grinned at each other.

      “The doc says everything looks good, and he should be cleared to leave by late this afternoon,” Ace said, giving Phantom a bemused look.

      Avery turned to face him. “I’m Avery. And you’re Ace?”

      He nodded. “I am. It’s very good to see you, Lieutenant.”

      “Avery,” she insisted. “I know we’re on base and all, but it seems wrong for you to address me by my rank after everything that’s happened.”

      “Avery,” Ace agreed with a nod.

      Bubba reached out a hand. “And I’m Bubba.”

      “Hi,” Avery said as she shook the offered hand. Then she turned back to Phantom. “Did the doc have anything new to say about your artery and recovery?”

      “That it was nicked, just like you thought. And that you literally saved my life by holding on to it with your bare fingers.”

      Avery shrugged. “Yeah, yeah, but what about your recovery time?”

      “He said it was an easy few stitches, and that as long as I don’t decide to go and run a marathon in the next week or so, it’ll be as good as new in a few weeks.” Phantom looked up at Rocco. “I need to talk to the commander. Immediately.”

      “About Timor-Leste?” Rocco asked.

      “Yes.”

      “What about Timor-Leste?” Bubba asked.

      “Kalee wasn’t dead when we left that orphanage,” Phantom said flatly.

      “What?” Bubba said, shocked.

      “Holy shit, seriously?” Ace asked.

      Phantom nodded. “I also want to talk to Tex. I had him keeping an eye out for anything unusual, but now that I know Kalee was still alive, I can give him more specifics as to what to look out for. Namely, any sightings of a redheaded American.”

      Rex shared a look with his teammates. They all knew the chances of Kalee still being alive after all these months were slim, but even if there was only a one-percent shot, they also knew Phantom wouldn’t let it go. Nor would they.

      “We need to head over to the general’s office,” Rocco told Phantom. “He needs to hear from Avery what she saw, and so we can warn him to be on high alert. Then we’re talking with the Delta team that’s here looking for the terrorists who attacked the convoy.”

      Phantom nodded. “Understood.”

      “Gumby’s staying here with you,” Rocco told him.

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” Phantom growled.

      “He knows that,” Avery said, butting into the conversation. “Anyone who takes one look at you knows that. Have you seen any of the offices or meeting rooms around here? They’re tiny. There’s no way all of you guys and the Delta Force team, and the general will fit. Besides, you need to rest. If you’re not ready to go, then none of us are leaving. And I’m not sure about you, but I wouldn’t be sad to leave the desert. So Gumby is going to stay here to make sure you don’t decide to get up and start doing jumping jacks or something and ruin all our chances to go home.”

      Amazingly, Phantom grinned again. “Fine, woman. Go to your meeting. But don’t take all day. The sooner I’m out of here, the better I’ll feel.”

      “You and me both,” Avery muttered.

      Rex put his hand on the small of her back and encouraged her to turn and head out of the room. Rocco and Ace led the way, with him and Avery next, and Bubba took up the rear. They all knew how important it was to protect the lieutenant. She was literally the only person who could identify the man who was responsible for the weapons convoy being attacked, and who was directly responsible for the deaths of two army privates. They had no idea of his motives, but eventually it would all come out.

      “You and Phantom seemed to have hit it off well,” Bubba noted as they walked across the compound toward the general’s office.

      “You sound surprised,” Avery said.

      “It’s just that…Phantom isn’t exactly the most congenial of men,” Bubba told her.

      “I like him,” Avery admitted. “He says what he means and doesn’t beat around the bush. He had a hell of a childhood and it’s hard for him to trust.”

      “He told you about his childhood?” Rocco asked in surprise.

      “Yeah. A little bit.”

      “Wow. You’d better watch out, Rex,” Ace joked. “He might move in on your girl.”

      Rex felt Avery stiffen next to him—then she stopped walking.

      “That’s not funny,” Avery told Ace. “Phantom and I are friends. Just as I hope I’ll be with you and the others. Phantom would no more ‘move in’ on one of his friends’ girlfriends than you would. I don’t know you very well, so I’m just assuming you have more honor than that. Besides, Rex and I aren’t dating, and I’m not ‘his girl.’”

      “Yes, you are,” Rex countered.

      She turned to glare at him next. “Oh, yeah? Since when?”

      “Since we both wanted to ask each other out back in California before you were deployed. Since you asked me out in that cave. Since you saved my sorry ass in that river, and since you slept like a log in my arms not one night, but two,” Rex countered, returning her glare.

      They stood stock still in the middle of the base glaring at each other, until Avery’s lips twitched. Then she was laughing so hard she had to throw out a hand to hold on to his arm to hold herself up. Tears were dripping down her face, and she held her ribs with her free hand.

      When she finally had herself under control, Rex vowed to make her laugh like that at least once a day. She was always pretty to him, but laughing as if she had no cares in the world, she was beautiful.

      “Right,” she finally said. “Guess I’m your girl then.”

      “Damn straight,” Rex told her with a nod.

      His buddies were grinning from ear to ear as they continued to make their way across the base.

      The closer they got to the general’s office, the more serious Avery got, until she was biting her lip when they arrived. Rex wanted to tell her not to worry, that they’d all have her back, but he didn’t have time. They were inside and being shuffled to an office in the rear of the building without having to sit and wait.

      Avery had been correct earlier. The general’s office was small. By the time they’d all filed in and joined the seven men from the Delta Force team, there wasn’t room to do much of anything except stand still.

      The general got up from the chair he’d been sitting in behind his desk and shook Avery’s hand. “It’s very good to see you, Lieutenant. I’m so sorry you were caught up in this bad business.”

      “Thank you, Sir,” Avery said. “And it’s not your fault.”

      “I suppose that’s why we’re here today, isn’t it,” he said, sitting back down.

      Rex held a chair in front of the desk for Avery, and she sat while the rest of the men in the room stood, listening with bated breath to hear what she had to say about what had happened to her.

      As much as Rex didn’t want her to have to relive her experience, he was as proud of her as he could be as she once again told the story of what had occurred. It took about fifteen minutes, and the room was so quiet they could all hear the secretary coughing from outside and down the hall.

      “You’re an amazing credit to the navy,” the general told her.

      Avery shook her head. “No disrespect intended, Sir, but I wasn’t trying to do my country proud, and I wasn’t even thinking about my job. All I was doing was attempting to stay alive. When I was younger, I was a terribly moody teenager. My mom was a saint. I have no idea how she got through those years with her sanity intact. But one thing she always told me was to take things one day at a time. Not to look at the big picture, but instead to concentrate on the things I could control, that tomorrow was a new day. That’s all I was thinking about. Moving one rock at a time. Getting through one hour at a time. One minute. All I can control in my life is how I think and react to situations going on around me. So that’s what I did.”

      “You might not think you did anything special, but I can say for a fact that you did,” Trigger said from behind her. “I’m sure Rocco and his team would agree with me when I say that not everyone has the fortitude or inner strength to survive what you did. We’ve rescued our fair share of men and women, and believe me when I tell you that what you did was extraordinary.”

      Rex saw Avery blush, and he was determined to make sure she knew how amazing she was. Maybe if she heard it enough, she’d stop being embarrassed when she was complimented.

      “Can we go back to the day before the attack?” the general asked. “If what you’re saying is true, we’ve definitely got a traitor in our midst.”

      “It’s true,” Avery said firmly. “I wouldn’t lie about that, Sir. Or exaggerate to try to make myself look better.”

      “It’s not that I don’t believe you, but making that kind of accusation is very serious. And I just want to make sure I’ve got solid facts before an investigation is opened.”

      Avery nodded. “I understand. I looked out the window and saw two men in the shadows between two of the buildings across from the clinic. At first glance, I thought it was just two local men, but then I noticed that one didn’t have any kind of beard and his hair was cut very short. It made me look twice, and I realized that he was an American. His skin wasn’t as dark as that of the locals, and he kept glancing around furtively.”

      “What did he look like?” the general asked.

      “Dark hair. Average height and build.” Avery winced. “I know, as far as a description goes, it’s not much to go on. But I’d recognize him if I saw him again.”

      The general looked skeptical. “You saw him for how long, a few seconds? How can you be so sure that you’d recognize him when you can’t describe anything beyond the color of his hair?”

      Rex had to admit he was thinking the same thing.

      “I don’t know that I can explain it in a way you’d understand. I take note of the small things.” She didn’t take her eyes from the general as she went on. “Phantom’s heart rate was over one hundred and twenty when he first lay down in the helicopter, but after he was down and realized that I had things under control, it fell to ninety. You drank a cup of coffee before we arrived, which had vanilla flavoring in it. I can smell it on your breath. Your admin assistant hid it well, but by his bloodshot eyes and the way he was wincing when we arrived, I’d say he has one hell of a hangover. And the man standing behind me, next to Trigger, is bored out of his mind listening to me talk about what happened, and I’m guessing he’s wishing we would hurry up and start talking about the Afghani local already so he can get to hunting him down and getting justice for the two privates who were killed.”

      Rex heard Brain, one of the Delta Force operatives, gasp in surprise at her obvious spot-on observation of him, but she continued.

      “So, I might not be able to describe the American to you in a way that would help you track him down, or allow a sketch artist to render a drawing, but I’m still good with faces, and I’m fairly confident that when I see him again, I’ll know. He’s completely average, and I bet he thinks that helps him blend in, but I don’t think I’ll never forget the man who did his best to kill me. Who ordered me to be murdered and didn’t think twice about selling information to terrorists that he knew would prolong the conflict in this part of the country and bring death to many people, both Americans and Afghanis alike. And I promise I’ll do my best to identify him, Sir.”

      The general nodded. “I’m guessing you don’t want to stick around here and try to find the traitor,” he asked with a quirk of his eyebrow.

      “Sir, if I may interject a moment?” Rex said, stepping closer to Avery.

      The general nodded.

      “It’s not safe for Lieutenant Nelson to stay here. The traitor is most likely still on the base, and he might decide to take matters into his own hands to keep her quiet. Not to mention, the insurgents might take her escape personally and do what they can to finish what they started, maybe even by using some of the RPGs they obtained against us. It’s safer for everyone if she goes back to California.”

      “I agree,” the general said.

      “If you’d approve it,” Rocco interjected, “the lieutenant could review the official photos of each of the soldiers and sailors who were stationed here as of two weeks ago, when she saw the traitor meeting with the Afghani.”

      The general leaned back and drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. After a few seconds of thought, he nodded. “It’s worth a shot.”

      “Thank you, Sir,” Avery said. “I won’t let you down.”

      “It’s not going to be easy,” the general told her. “Many of the men have changed since their official Department of Defense photos were taken. Gained weight, lost weight, changed facial hair…things like that.”

      Avery nodded. “I know. I’d still like to try.”

      “By the time you get back to your base, I’ll have a file set up for you to review,” the general told her. “But you aren’t allowed to review them on anything other than a secure device at the police station on base.”

      “That’s not a problem. Thank you,” Avery said, relaxing back in her chair.

      “Can we talk about the other man now?” one of the Deltas asked.

      It was the man Avery had pegged as being impatient.

      “I apologize for Brain,” Trigger said.

      “No apology necessary,” the general said. “You’ve been here a week, and from what I understand, haven’t had much luck in tracking him down yet. This is a huge break.”

      Avery turned in her chair and addressed the Delta Force team. “I had more interaction with him than with the traitor, but honestly, he looked a lot like the other locals in the area. He had a beard that covered most of his lower face. He was around my height with a medium build. His hair was dark, but his beard had some pretty distinct streaks of gray on either side of his mouth. His English was very good. Almost too good, like he had some schooling or something. Most of the other locals who speak English only know the basics, and their speech is full of grammatical errors. His wasn’t.”

      She went on to explain what he’d said to her both on the day she’d first seen him with the American, and on the day the convoy was attacked. By the time she was done reciting what he’d said, every single man in the room was clenching their teeth and looked mad enough to kill.

      “We’re going to find him,” Trigger told Avery. “I promise you, we’re going to find him and make him pay.”

      “Thank you,” Avery said. “But don’t do so on my behalf. I’m alive. I survived. Find him for the two privates who lost their lives simply because they had the bad fortune to be driving the trucks that held the weapons he wanted. Do it for the men and women in the future who will be killed by those weapons he stole.”

      “Consider it done,” Trigger vowed.

      “If there’s anything else you remember or information that you think can be useful, please don’t hesitate to contact me,” the general said.

      Avery hid a grin. “Um…just call you up?” she asked.

      The general chuckled. “Well, that would be a bit difficult, wouldn’t it?” He looked at the SEALs. “I’m assuming you’ll all be keeping an eye on the lieutenant?”

      “Yes, Sir,” Rex answered before his teammates could.

      “Good.” He looked back at Avery. “Tell one of the SEALs and they can use their chain of command to get ahold of me and/or the Deltas. Okay?”

      “Yes, Sir,” Avery said.

      The general stood, as did Avery. There were salutes all around and the general said, “Again, I’m very happy to see you doing so well after your ordeal. I’m sorry you were caught up in all this.”

      “Me too, Sir, but I’m going to do whatever I can to help you find the bastards who did this.”

      The general nodded and dismissed them. The group walked out of the office, past the hungover assistant, and back into the heat of the desert.

      Trigger stopped Avery with a hand on her arm. She turned to him.

      “We’re going to get him, Lieutenant,” he said seriously.

      Avery nodded. “Good.”

      “But…when you go back to California…you never met us. As far as anyone else is concerned, the only special forces team you saw was the SEALs who rescued you. Understand?”

      “Of course. I’m not an idiot,” she said with little heat in her tone. “I might only be a naval nurse, but I understand how operation security works. I’m more grateful to you, and men like you, than you’ll ever know. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to go home and give interviews to the local paper about the team of hot Deltas who are gonna reign down terror on the men who kidnapped me.”

      There were a few chuckles at that.

      Even Trigger smiled. “I didn’t think you would, but I had to say it. You understand, of course.”

      “I do, even if it’s unnecessary.” Avery held out her hand. “It was good to meet you, dark and dangerous stranger. Be careful. I have it on good authority there are a lot more things that go boom out there than there were a few weeks ago.”

      “Will do,” Trigger said.

      “I wasn’t bored,” Brain blurted from her right.

      Avery winced. “That didn’t really come out right back there. I’m sorry if I embarrassed you.”

      Brain chuckled. “I wasn’t embarrassed. And I wasn’t bored, but I might’ve been a little impatient to move on to information about the man we’re seeking, like you said. And I have a feeling you’re going to ID this traitor, Lieutenant.”

      “I am,” Avery said with conviction. “It might take me longer than I’d like, but eventually I’ll figure out who he is.”

      “Good luck,” Brain said.

      The rest of the Deltas echoed him, and then they all headed off toward a different area of the base.

      Rex put his hand on the small of her back as they headed toward the clinic. “You all right?” he asked quietly.

      “Yeah. That wasn’t exactly fun, but the more I talk about what happened, the easier it gets.”

      Rex wasn’t surprised at that. The worst thing she could do was keep everything bottled up. He had the sudden hope that he’d be the one she could talk to each night to help her process, but knew that wasn’t logical. They hadn’t even been on a date yet.

      “The sooner we get out of here, the happier I’ll be,” Ace mumbled.

      Rex couldn’t agree more with that statement. They were all aware that the person who’d wanted Avery dead was most likely right there on the base with them. He could even be watching them now. It was unsettling, and he’d feel better about Avery’s safety when they were gone.

      “There was an army unit that went home a week ago,” Bubba said, as if he could read Rex’s mind. “It’s possible our man has already left to go back to the States. There are both naval and army units heading home in a few weeks as well.”

      “So we’ve got some time for Avery to look at the pictures before we have to worry too much about her safety,” Rocco said. “Since the army unit that already left is from Texas.”

      “That doesn’t mean the traitor won’t come to California to silence Avery,” Rex said.

      Avery held up her hand to halt the conversation. “Stop,” she said with a bit of force behind her tone. “Before any of you suggest it, I’m not going to live my life barricaded behind my apartment door, hiding. I don’t need a bodyguard either. I’m very aware that I could still be in danger, but I can’t live my life hiding. I’m going to go back to California, see what I can do about identifying the man I saw, and be very, very careful as I start working my shifts at the hospital again. I refuse to let him scare me.”

      Rex didn’t like it. Didn’t want her to be vulnerable when they got back to Riverton. He agreed that she shouldn’t hole herself up, but he also wasn’t sure it was a good idea for her to resume her life exactly as it had been either. The bottom line was, until they figured out who the traitor could be, she was in danger.

      But it was Bubba who did his best to make her understand how her life had changed. “That’s all well and good, but you can’t just go home and pretend that nothing happened. That you weren’t targeted because of what you saw. You aren’t naïve, and you can’t put your head in the sand. Things are going to be different for you, either until this guy makes a mistake, or you ID him. No one said you needed a bodyguard and no one said you couldn’t go back to work. But, you have to be smart. You should get an alarm if you don’t already have one. You shouldn’t be alone at the hospital. You need to talk to your commanding officer and let him or her know what’s going on. In other words, don’t take chances. I have firsthand knowledge that sometimes the last person you expect to be the bad guy, is exactly the person you have to be most worried about.”

      Avery opened her mouth to speak, but Bubba spoke over her.

      “It’s none of my business what’s between you and Rex. But it’s more than obvious there’s a connection there. Don’t push him away because you think you can look out for yourself or because you’re trying to prove a point. Don’t confuse what he feels for you as pity, or think he just wants to keep you safe because he’s obligated.”

      “Bubba, enough,” Rex said in a low tone.

      “No, it’s fine,” Avery said, holding up a hand to Rex and staring at Bubba. “I suspect your story is fascinating, and I wouldn’t mind hearing it someday, but right now, I don’t know you and you don’t know me. I’ll clarify, though, just to be clear.

      “When I said I wasn’t going to let this guy scare me, I didn’t mean that I was going to be one of those idiotic horror-movie heroines either. I’m not going to skip around Riverton as if I don’t have a care in the world. I’m not going to leave my door unlocked and take the same route to work every day so a third grader could tail me and kidnap me. I don’t want a bodyguard, I wasn’t lying about that, but I’m not opposed to having a badass Navy SEAL hanging out with me either. If Cole and I see each other when we get back, it’ll be because I’m interested in him as a person, not because of what he can do for me. Got it?”

      Bubba was grinning, as were Rocco and Ace.

      “Yes, Ma’am,” Bubba said, saluting her.

      Avery rolled her eyes. “You’re all a pain in the ass, you know that?” she said with a shake of her head.

      They were out in the open, where anyone could see them, so Rex couldn’t do what he wanted to. Namely, put his arm around her shoulders and pull her into his side. But he did step a little closer, making sure he was in her personal space when he said, “We are going to see each other back in Riverton. You already asked me out, and I’m not going to let you go back on your word. And I’m looking forward to hanging out with you. I won’t be your bodyguard, but I wouldn’t mind being your boyfriend.”

      He loved the pink that blossomed in her cheeks. But she didn’t back away from him. “Boyfriend sounds so…middle-schoolish.”

      “What would you call me then?” Rex asked.

      “I don’t know. My friend? My manfriend?”

      Everyone laughed at that. “Not sure that works either,” Rex said as he used the pressure of his hand at her back to turn her toward the clinic again. “How about we just leave it open for now?”

      “I definitely think we need to keep an eye on Avery, but I think the more pressing issue will be Phantom. We’re going to have to sit on him to make sure he doesn’t overdo it, and to make sure he doesn’t get a bug up his ass to take himself to Timor-Leste,” Ace said.

      “First line of business when we get back is to have a team chat with Commander North,” Rocco agreed.

      “You know he’s going to slip away if he gets any indication Kalee is still alive, right?” Rex said.

      “Which is why I’m going to have a talk with Tex as well,” Rocco replied. “I know Phantom already told him to keep his ear to the ground. I’m going to ask him to please run anything he finds by me or the commander first, so we can do some damage control and come up with a plan for controlling Phantom.”

      “You think you can control him?” Avery asked with a quirk of her eyebrow. “It seems to me that you’re all underestimating your teammate. Besides, if I was this Kalee person, I’d want Phantom to come find me as soon as freaking possible. If she’s really alive and has been in the middle of that civil war for as long as she has, every second might count when it comes to her mental and physical health.”

      Everyone was quiet for a long moment. They reached the door to the clinic, and Rocco held it closed with his hand on the handle for a beat. He looked down at Avery and said, “You’re right. I know you are. But it’s not in our nature to act alone. We’re a team.”

      “You might be a team, but this sounds like something Phantom has to do. He feels responsible for not recognizing what he saw that day when you guys were there. I’m not suggesting you just let him go off on his own, then sit around and wait for him to get back, but you need to give him some space to process everything. I’m guessing he needs to prove to himself that he’s not the kind of man his mother and aunt tried to tell him he was. A loser. A waste of space.”

      Rex inhaled sharply. They all loved Phantom like a brother. He’d never given any indication that he felt anything other than pride at being a part of the SEAL team, but then again, maybe Avery had a point.

      “It’s not safe for him to interject himself into the middle of a civil war,” Bubba argued.

      “I never said it was. But it wasn’t safe for you guys to split up when you were rescuing me, either, was it? But you did it anyway. I just don’t think you’re seeing this from Phantom’s side. He feels like it’s his fault Kalee wasn’t rescued. And he feels like he needs to right that wrong.” She turned to Rex. “How would you have felt if you’d stopped removing rocks right before you got to me because the insurgents came up the mountain minutes earlier? Then you later found out that I was inside, but you didn’t move that last rock?”

      She was right. Exactly right. He would’ve moved heaven and earth to get back to rescue her. “Point made.”

      “We don’t even know if she’s truly still alive,” Rocco said. “So it’s all a moot point at this juncture. But you’ve made a good argument, and I’ll keep it in mind if and when the time comes.” Then he pulled open the door and gestured for Avery and the others to enter the building.

      For the rest of the afternoon, they visited with Phantom in his small recovery room. Gumby headed off and got lunch for all of them, and they had a sort of picnic in the room while they were waiting for Phantom’s doctor to sign him out.

      It was late when they headed to the airstrip to get on the plane that would take them out of the country. They had a few stops to make along the way back to California, but the second the wheels lifted off the hard-packed ground of the runway, Rex breathed out a sigh of relief.

      He looked over at Avery and saw she was staring out the window at the mountains in the distance.

      “You okay?” he asked quietly.

      Avery shrugged. “I was excited to come over here and help out the locals. Women’s health is a serious concern, and I was all fired up to help empower them to look out for themselves. But I’m somewhat ashamed to admit that I haven’t thought about the women I met before I was taken captive. I’m also very glad to be leaving, and I never want to come back. And that makes me feel like a bad naval officer.”

      Rex touched her hand and was pleased when she immediately grabbed hold of him. He squeezed her hand and said, “It makes you human, Avery. And above all, before your duty to your country, you have to do what’s best for you.”

      She didn’t turn her face away from the window, and they watched the countryside get smaller and smaller as they gained altitude, but she did grip his hand tightly. He knew she’d heard him.
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      Ensign Scott Wheatland watched the plane take off, carrying the SEAL team and the bitch who’d seen him. He was glad to see them go, and he had to think the fact that the military police or a naval master-at-arms hadn’t come to haul him off to the brig was a good sign.

      But he wasn’t about to let his guard down. Because he worked security, he had access to a lot of information he wouldn’t otherwise. He was allowed to go out into the town and talk with the locals to try to gain information. It was how he’d made his connection to get his supply of pills when he needed them.

      All he had to do was lie low the next three weeks until he got back to the base in California. Then he’d dig a bit and see what was happening with the bitch. He knew she worked in the hospital, and he could check up on her. It was a miracle he hadn’t run into her in the past. Especially considering how much time he’d spent at the hospital. First with his own injury, then the countless times he’d had to bring in suspected drunk drivers to be tested.

      And of course, he’d faked being sick time and again to try to get prescriptions for more painkillers.

      He had a feeling she’d recognize him now. And everything would come crashing down if the lieutenant narced on him.

      It was exactly why he’d told his contact to kill the bitch as soon as he could! But instead…look what happened. She’d been rescued, and now Scott had to worry every second about being taken to the brig for his role in the attack on the convoy and the death of the two privates. Not only that, but he had a million bucks he couldn’t touch.

      “Enjoy the next three weeks,” he mumbled to himself as the plane disappeared into the clouds high above the base. “Because they’ll be your last.”
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      Avery sighed in relief when the wheels of the plane touched down in Southern California. The last leg had been a long flight, and she’d stayed awake to make sure Phantom was all right, and that he wasn’t experiencing any kind of setback from the altitude.

      She felt bad that Cole had stayed awake with her. She knew he was probably extremely tired, but he didn’t let it show. He brought her snacks to keep her energy up, forced her to drink lots of water, and they talked for hours.

      They discussed everything under the sun. What they liked to read, what they did in their free time and, interestingly enough, what they were looking for in a partner.

      Avery wanted someone who wasn’t afraid to let her take the lead every now and then, but who didn’t hesitate to take control when the situation warranted it. Cole had shared that he was scared to death of marriage. He didn’t want to end up divorced like his parents. He’d seen so many SEAL marriages fail and was petrified his would end up the same way.

      Avery could understand that, though she pointed out that his friends seemed to be doing very well in their own relationships, and that there needed to be compromises made on both sides if a marriage was going to work.

      He then admitted that when he’d been in the river, and he’d had that vision of a little boy, he’d had red hair and green eyes…which had led to a whole discussion of whether they wanted children (they both did), their religious beliefs, and if they believed in premonitions.

      It was an intimate conversation for them to be having so soon in their relationship, but Avery didn’t feel the least bit weird about it. Cole was easy to talk to, and the more time she spent with him, the harder it was to even think about going their separate ways when they got to California.

      But now they were here, and Avery wasn’t sure how things would proceed.

      Rocco’s words ended some of her speculation on that front.

      “This homecoming is very low-key,” he told the group. “Our women haven’t been informed we’re back, so feel free to call and let them know that you’ll be home soon. Avery, your parents are here. The Red Cross notified them of your rescue and arranged for them to be here.”

      She gasped in surprise and pleasure. “Really?”

      “Really,” Rocco told her with a small smile.

      “I take it you’re not upset,” Cole said from next to her.

      “No!” Avery said with a vigorous shake of her head. “I haven’t seen them in forever! I was so worried about how they’d take my capture. Are they all right? Was my sister notified?” she asked Rocco.

      The other man shrugged. “I don’t know anything other than what I just told you. But you’ll find out for yourself in a few minutes.”

      Avery leaned over and looked out the small window of the plane, but didn’t see anything other than the building they were pulling up next to.

      “Phantom, sorry buddy, but you’re headed straight over to the hospital to get checked out,” Rocco said.

      The SEAL scowled.

      “I know, but it’s necessary,” Rocco told him.

      “It really is,” Avery chimed in.

      “When can I see the commander?” Phantom asked.

      “Tomorrow morning,” Rocco said. “Arrangements have already been made. We need to go in and make our formal report about the mission and afterward, we’ll have a private meeting with Commander North. I believe Rear Admiral Creasy will be there too.”

      Phantom sighed, but nodded.

      “And me?” Avery asked.

      “You’ll go home with your parents tonight and get a good night’s sleep. Rex’ll pick you up in the morning after our meeting and bring you to the police station. You’ll be set up in a room where you can start going through the records of all the men who were stationed or worked at the base in Afghanistan two weeks ago,” Rocco told her.

      Avery felt Cole’s hand on her arm, but kept her eyes on Rocco. “How long do I have to identify him?”

      “As long as it takes.”

      Avery frowned. “But I’m assuming the faster I make the ID, the better?”

      “Of course,” Gumby interjected. “But this isn’t something that can be rushed. You need to be one hundred percent sure of the person you’re accusing. It’s better to take your time than to rush the process.”

      “Your captain has been notified of your return, and you can go back to work as soon as you think you’re ready,” Cole told her from his spot beside her.

      Avery sighed in relief. She’d been worried about that. “Good. I’m ready now.”

      “You should take some time,” Cole said.

      Avery shook her head. “No, seriously, I need to go back to work. Be busy. Otherwise I’m just going to sit around all day, bored out of my mind.” What she didn’t say was that she would probably sit around all day thinking about what had happened to her and worrying about who the traitor might be.

      As if he knew exactly what was going through her mind, Cole said, “There’s no shame in getting some psychological help.”

      “I know,” Avery said, and she did. She knew quite a few psychologists who worked at the hospital with her, and knew how important it was for soldiers and sailors to talk to someone to try to lessen the hold PTSD could take on them, but she really was fine. If she needed to talk to someone, she would. But for now, she needed to be busy, and to go through the pictures of the men stationed in Afghanistan.

      “I just want to say, before that door opens,” Bubba said, “thank you to Lieutenant Nelson. We never know what’s going to happen when we set off on a mission, and we certainly never would’ve predicted that the person we went to rescue would end up saving not one, but two of our team. I’ve known these guys since almost the first day of our naval careers, and I can’t imagine being a SEAL without them by my side. So thank you.”

      The others all echoed his thanks and Avery knew she was blushing bright red. “I didn’t do anything anyone else wouldn’t have,” she protested. “I was just in the right place at the right time.”

      All six of the men shook their heads and rolled their eyes at her.

      “Rex, if you’d do the honors?” Ace said with a head nod to his friend.

      Avery turned to see Cole holding something out to her in the palm of his hand.

      She looked down to find a pin. A pin she recognized easily.

      It was a Special Warfare Insignia, also known as the SEAL trident, or the Budweiser. She knew it was given to members of the US Navy who’d completed the rigorous BUD/S training, SEAL Qualification Training, and had been designated as a US Navy SEAL.

      What she didn’t know was why he was holding it out to her.

      She looked up into Cole’s eyes and saw respect. And something more. Something more intense that frankly scared her to death.

      She was exhausted, worried about Phantom, being able to identify the traitor, and excited about seeing her parents. She didn’t have the brain power to even begin to understand what was happening right now.

      “Take it,” Cole urged softly.

      Slowly, Avery reached out and picked up the small pin. The eagle’s wings bit into her palm as she closed her fingers around it.

      “As you probably know, the Budweiser is one of the most treasured and honored traditions the SEALs have,” Gumby told her. “But we all talked about it, and we decided that since you embody everything that is sacred to a SEAL—honor, bravery, strength, stubbornness, and the ability to stay calm under extreme pressure—that you deserve to have one of these just as much as each of us do.”

      “I…I can’t take this,” Avery stuttered, shocked beyond words.

      Cole reached out and took her hand in both of his. “You can, and you will,” he told her firmly. “You can’t exactly wear it on your uniform,” he said wryly, “but knowing you have it means the world to my teammates and me. It’s important to us.”

      She couldn’t look away from him. Cole’s hair was falling in his eyes and his beard seemed even bushier than it had just a day ago, but to her, he was absolutely gorgeous. And if he wanted her to have this pin, then she’d be an idiot to refuse it.

      “Thank you,” she said, not taking her gaze from his.

      Then he shocked the shit out of her by leaning forward and kissing her forehead.

      Avery closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, the scent of Cole filling her nostrils, and her soul. He smelled so good. Even after traveling for as long as they had, she could still smell the soap he’d used the last time he’d showered on base. It smelled so much better on him than it did on her.

      Then Cole peeled her fingers away from the pin and picked it up off her palm. “The clasp on this is a bit tricky. Be careful not to prick yourself when handling it.” A thought struck Avery as he undid a few buttons on her camo top and gently pinned the Budweiser to her T-shirt underneath, careful not to touch her inappropriately in the process. She couldn’t help but ask, “Is this yours?”

      It was as if they were the only two people on the plane at that moment. He finished attaching the pin to her shirt, then pulled her uniform top closed and buttoned the front once again.

      “It was. Now it’s yours,” he told her. “Phantom and I played rock, paper, scissors to see who got the privilege of giving you their pin. I won.”

      “He cheated,” Phantom grumbled from nearby, but Avery barely heard him.

      “I can’t take your pin,” she protested. “I know how much these things mean to you guys. They’re sacred.” Unconsciously, her hand came up and covered the spot on her uniform where the pin lay underneath.

      Cole placed his hand over hers and said, “I’m here because of you. Phantom is here because of you. Nothing’s more sacred than that.”

      Avery didn’t want to cry, but she knew if he said one more word, she was going to lose it. She squeezed her eyes closed and willed herself to get her emotions under control. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “No, thank you,” Cole returned softly.

      “You’re all set,” the pilot announced loudly, breaking the intense moment.

      Before she knew it, Avery was being hustled off the plane. She walked across the tarmac toward the building. As they walked, Cole said, “If it’s okay, I’ll stop by your apartment around eleven tomorrow to pick you up and bring you to the police station. That should give you some time to sleep in and chat with your parents. All right?”

      “Do you know where I live?” she asked as she looked over at him.

      He shrugged. “No, but I’ll figure it out before eleven o’clock tomorrow.”

      She grinned and shook her head.

      They arrived at the door to the hangar, and Avery knew that, in a second, she’d have no more time to talk to Cole. It felt weird knowing she wasn’t going to be with him later. They’d been together every minute of every day since he’d removed that last rock. He’d been the first person she’d seen after being buried alive, and for some reason, she felt extremely uneasy at the thought of separating from him.

      She put one hand over the Budweiser pin on her chest and the other on his arm, digging her nails in.  “Cole?”

      “What’s wrong?” Cole asked, immediately looking around for whatever had spooked her.

      “I just…I don’t know how to get in touch with you,” Avery said lamely.

      His eyes gentled, and he pulled out a cell phone from his pocket. “Give me your number. I’ll send you a text so you have mine. No matter what time it is, if you need me, all you have to do is call or text me. Okay?”

      It was silly, but knowing she’d have even that small connection with him made her feel one hundred percent better. She gave him her number and watched as he dialed it. Then he pocketed the phone again and reached for her.

      Avery willingly went into his arms. She turned her face into his neck and felt the warmth of his skin against her lips. His hold on her felt good, intimate. They held each other for a moment, then he pulled back. “You ready?”

      Taking a deep breath, Avery nodded. “Ready.”

      “I’m always just a few clicks of your phone buttons away,” he reminded her.

      “I know. And I’m going to see you in,” Avery looked at her watch, “fifteen hours or so.”

      “Right. And it’s fourteen hours and fifty-one minutes,” he corrected her.

      Avery relaxed a little. Relieved that she wasn’t the only one who seemed to be struggling with the strange circumstances they’d found themselves in. How in the world could she have connected so quickly and so deeply with Cole after such a short amount of time?

      But it was a stupid question. She knew how. They’d already had intense chemistry between them before she’d been deployed. They’d been eyeballing each other for months. And him saving her, then her saving him, then fleeing together with danger literally on their heels had cemented that connection. Saying goodbye to him, even if only for the night, was extremely difficult.

      “You guys comin’?” Ace asked, holding the door open.

      “Yeah,” Cole said, but didn’t take his gaze from Avery’s. Then he reached up and, using his index finger, traced a light line from one cheek, across her nose, to her other cheek. “I can’t get enough of your freckles,” he said softly.

      Needing to lighten things up, Avery said, “It’s a good thing, since my entire body is covered with them.”

      His eyes lit up with interest. “Yeah? Everywhere?”

      Knowing she was blushing again, Avery nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Fuck, sweetheart. You’re killin’ me.”

      She chuckled. “Now you know how I feel wondering about those tattoos on your arm…and if you’ve got any others hidden under your uniform.”

      He smiled. “Guess we’ve both got things we want to discover, huh?”

      “Guess so,” she agreed, then pulled back and headed through the door.

      The second she entered the large hangar, she heard her mom cry out her name in happiness and relief.

      The sound of her mom’s voice was a balm to Avery’s soul. She rushed toward her mother and, when her arms went around her, neither woman could hold back their tears.
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      Rex hated seeing Avery cry, but knew she needed the emotional outlet. Seeing her and her mother together made everything they’d been through in the last few days more than worth it. The two women looked a lot alike. Avery was taller than her mom by a few inches, but they both had the same red hair and green eyes. Her dad hovered nearby, one hand on his wife’s back, and the other on his daughter’s shoulder. He had blond hair and was several inches taller than Avery.

      Both her parents looked to be in their late fifties, but he knew from talking to Rocco that they were actually in their mid-sixties. It was obvious they’d suffered over the fate of their daughter, and he loved being able to witness their joyful reunion.

      However, he couldn’t help but remember the look of panic on Avery’s face when she’d realized that their time together was coming to an end. He hated it. Hated it. He wanted nothing more than to bring her back to her apartment and set up camp there, making sure she was safe, that she ate what she needed to, and so he could watch over her while she got some sleep. But it wasn’t his right. Not yet.

      Rocco took control of the scene and got Phantom on his way to the hospital, Gumby and Ace accompanying him. The plan was for Phantom to go back to Gumby’s beach house until he was fully recovered. They all hoped being by the beach would both encourage him to get better faster, and soothe him.

      The bottom line was, they all suspected Phantom was a ticking time bomb—all it would take was one hint that Kalee Solberg was still alive in Timor-Leste for him to go off.

      Rocco and Bubba then slipped off to head home to their women, and Avery was about to leave with her parents in their rental car. But she turned to Rex instead of the door. “Cole?”

      He strode toward her immediately. He’d been trying to give her some space. To let her have her reunion with her parents without interference. “Yeah, Avery?”

      “I didn’t introduce you to my mom and dad. Sorry. Mom, Dad, this is Cole Kingston. He’s one of the SEALs who rescued me, but you can’t go blabbing about that when you get back to Texas. Okay?”

      “Of course not, dear,” Avery’s mom said, not taking her eyes from Cole. “It’s good to meet you,” she said, holding out her hand for him to shake. “I’m Amy. And this is Bob.”

      “The pleasure’s all mine,” Rex reassured her.

      “Thank you,” Bob Nelson said quietly. “I can’t say it any plainer than that.”

      “And there’s no need. Honestly, your daughter was already ninety percent of the way to saving herself when we showed up.”

      “Don’t believe him,” Avery said with a shake of her head.

      Rex and Avery’s eyes met, and he couldn’t look away from her. He could see all sorts of emotions in her eyes—relief at being back in California, desire, fear—and once again, he wanted nothing more than to take her in his arms and lock them both behind his or her apartment door, away from everyone and everything.

      “We’ll never be able to repay you,” Bob went on, and Rex forced himself to look at him. “When we heard Avery was taken captive, all sorts of horrible things went through our heads, but we tried to stay positive.”

      “And when we got the call that she was safe, it was the best day of our lives,” Amy went on.

      “How long are you planning on staying?” Rex asked.

      Amy looked from him to Avery, then back to him. “We aren’t sure. Probably at least a week, but as long as Avery needs us,” she said vaguely.

      “You guys are welcome to stay as long as you want,” Avery was quick to reassure them. “I’ve got the extra bedroom in my apartment.”

      “Thanks, sweetie,” Amy said. “I’m assuming we’ll be seeing you later?” she asked Rex.

      “Yes, Ma’am. Hopefully you will. I’m looking forward to getting to know you both better.” Rex knew he was probably pushing his luck, but from what he’d seen, he liked Avery’s parents, and if he was going to date her—and he really, really wanted that—he also wanted to get to know the people who’d raised her to be the amazing woman she was today.

      Avery was blushing, but she managed a small smile for him. “I’ll see you in the morning?” she asked, even though she already knew the answer to that question.

      “Absolutely. Eleven.”

      “What’s going on tomorrow?” Bob asked.

      “I’m going in to talk to the commander about what happened in Afghanistan,” Avery said quickly.

      Rex was impressed once again. He wouldn’t have thought less of her for telling her parents what had happened, that she was the only one who would identify the traitor, but she was a naval officer through and through, and no doubt she’d follow OPSEC to the letter, telling her parents only what they needed to know.

      “Well, we’ll see you then,” Amy said, smiling at Rex.

      Bob gave him a small chin lift, then the three turned to head to the parking lot.

      Rex stood in the doorway, watching the trio go, his eyes glued to Avery. As if she could sense him staring, she glanced back once, and the look of longing and insecurity in her eyes almost made him take off after her. Almost.

      He stood his ground until the rental pulled out of the parking lot, then he forced his feet to move. He was exhausted and needed to get a few hours’ sleep. Avery would be fine. He’d see her tomorrow. He’d survived the first thirty-four years of his life without her, he could go another night.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      It was eight o’clock in the morning and Rex sat around a large table in a conference room with the rest of his team and Commander North. Rear Admiral Creasy was also there. They’d already debriefed about the mission and were about to discuss the missing Kalee Solberg. They’d moved this meeting up, knowing how anxious Phantom was to discuss it.

      Rocco leaned forward and dialed the phone, calling Tex to include him in this part of the meeting as well. As soon as the former Navy SEAL was connected, everyone turned to look at Phantom and their commander.

      Phantom was sitting with his leg propped up on an extra chair next to him. He looked uncomfortable, and Rex knew he was probably hurting, but nothing and no one was going to keep him away from this meeting today. Afterward, Gumby was taking him straight back to his beach house so Sidney and their dog, Hannah, could keep their eye on him and make sure he didn’t overdo things.

      Commander North leaned back and steepled his fingers under his chin. “Phantom, I hear you’ve remembered more about the mission in Timor-Leste, is that correct?”

      “Yes, Sir,” Phantom said.

      “Tell me exactly what you remembered, and why you think Miss Solberg could possibly be alive after all these months.”

      Rex saw a muscle in Phantom’s jaw tick at the doubt in their commander’s voice, but he immediately began to recount what he’d remembered after he’d been shot.

      When he was done, the room was silent for quite a while. Then Rear Admiral Creasy said, “You’ve told us why you believe Kalee was alive months ago while you were on the mission, but not why you think she might still be alive now. It’s been a very long time.” There wasn’t any censure in the man’s tone, and all the SEALs knew the question couldn’t be avoided.

      Phantom sat up straighter in his chair and leaned forward, pinning his commanding officer and the rear admiral with his gaze. “I have no proof,” he said. “In fact, it’d be a fucking miracle if she was. But something in my gut is telling me that she survived. You didn’t see that orphanage, Sir. It was carnage. The children had been killed without mercy. It was much like I imagine the soldiers in World War II witnessed when they liberated the concentration camps in Europe, except there weren’t any survivors walking around.

      “To have gone through whatever happened there, Kalee had to be strong. She would’ve done whatever she could to protect those children, I know that down to the marrow of my bones, especially after hearing Sinta and Kemala talk about the kind of person she was. If she lived through whatever happened before she was thrown in that pit—and I know for a fact she did—then there’s every chance she survived anything that’s happened since. She’s smart, we know that from talking to Piper and her dad. She’ll do whatever she has to do to survive.”

      “It’s been months, Phantom,” the rear admiral said quietly.

      “It has been. And you know as well as I do when the human spirit is strong, a person can withstand the harshest of abuse for months, years,” Phantom argued.

      “So what do you want us to do?” their commander asked. “Even though things seem to have settled down on the island, there are still pockets of rebels causing havoc. You know I can’t authorize you to go to Timor-Leste just to poke around and see what you can find out about her.”

      Rex hated this for his friend. Hated that they all couldn’t go back to the Asian island and look for the woman who Phantom couldn’t get out of his head.

      “I know that, Sir,” Phantom said, and Rex knew he wasn’t just saying that. It was also clear he’d thought about this long and hard.

      “I’d like to propose that Tex look into the situation. He’s got more connections than we could ever imagine. He’s already had his ear to the ground, but wasn’t sure what he was listening for. Now that we know Kalee could possibly be alive, he can narrow in on his fact finding. He knows the right questions to ask.”

      “You have an awful lot of faith in me,” Tex said with some amusement on the other end of the phone line, but then he sobered. “It’s a long shot, you know that, Phantom, right? I want to believe as much as you do that she’s still alive, but it has been a long time. There’s no telling what happened to her. You know better than I do that the rebels aren’t known for their humanitarianism. They haven’t hesitated to kill entire families without remorse. I’ve heard stories of them holding babies hostage to ensure women they’ve captured do whatever is asked of them…and you know what that is without me having to say it. If Kalee has survived all this time, what condition do you think she’s in?”

      “So you think that’s a reason to leave her there?” Phantom asked heatedly.

      “No,” Tex said immediately. “I’m just trying to make sure you know that if she is alive, and if you’re able to find her, she’s not going to be the Kalee everyone used to know. Anything her father has told us about her will be null and void. The smiling pictures you’ve seen will seem like they’re of a different person. You might rescue her…but she probably won’t thank you for it.”

      “I’m willing to take that chance,” Phantom said stubbornly.

      “Why?” Commander North asked. “To assuage the guilt you feel about not completing the mission in the first place?”

      Rex saw Phantom take a deep breath before saying, “Because I’ve been in her shoes. Not exactly, but figuratively. I needed rescuing, and no one stepped forward to help me even though they knew something was wrong. I can’t leave this alone, Sir,” Phantom told his commanding officer. “She’s out there. I know it. And she needs to be found.”

      Silence filled the room once more. Rex held his breath. If it was up to him, he’d leave right that second to go with Phantom to Timor-Leste. He hadn’t heard his friend sound this passionate about anything before. This was important to him, therefore it was important to every single man on his SEAL team.

      “If Tex comes to me and says he’s found some concrete evidence that Kalee is alive, I’ll see if I can arrange for you to go back and find her,” Rear Admiral Creasy said. “Until then, you will stay here and work with your team. You won’t say a single word to her father or anyone else about what you think you saw over there, and you won’t go off half-cocked and decide to take a trip out to Timor-Leste by yourself. I’m going to deny you any leave time until I’m sure that, one, you’re healed, and two, you aren’t going to race halfway across the world on a wild goose chase. Understand?”

      “Yes, Sir,” Phantom said with a trace of relief in his tone.

      “Tex?”

      “Sir?”

      “I’m going to need something definite. Pictures, preferably, but if that can’t happen, then firsthand accounts from a person, or persons, who’ve seen her. Understand?”

      “Of course.”

      Tex didn’t even sound ruffled. Rex knew the computer genius was good, but he wasn’t sure this was something even he’d be able to pull off. There weren’t exactly surveillance cameras in the area where Kalee had last been seen, up in the mountains near the capital city, and she could literally be anywhere if she was still alive. Rex hated to admit it, but he had his doubts.

      Then again, after what Avery had lived through, not to mention Caite, Sidney, Piper, and Zoey, he also knew anything was possible.

      The commander looked around the room, meeting everyone’s eyes, then nodded. “Dismissed.”

      The team stood as the higher-ranking officers left the room. When they were gone, and after Rocco had hung up with Tex, the six men sat back down and looked at each other.

      “How are you feeling, Phantom? And don’t lie,” Rocco ordered.

      “I’m sore,” the other man admitted readily. “It hurts to put weight on my leg, but it’s better than it was.”

      “Good. And how are Sidney, Piper, and Zoey?” Rocco asked the others.

      “Glad I’m home,” Ace said. “She loves being a mom, but it’s also overwhelming at times. Especially since she’s so close to having our baby.”

      “But she’s all right?” Rocco asked, concerned.

      “She’s good,” Ace reassured his friend.

      “Sidney saw a new therapist while I was gone, said she really likes her. She’s enjoying working on the adoption and rehabilitation side of the pit bull rescue,” Gumby told his friends.

      “And Zoey is more than good,” Bubba said. “I’m trying to convince her to elope, but she’s holding fast to the wedding she thinks she wants.”

      “She thinks she wants?” Ace asked with a grin.

      “Yup. If it were up to me, I’d save all the money, but if she wants a huge party, that’s what I’m going to give her.”

      “And Caite? She’s okay?” Rex asked Rocco.

      “Yeah, she’s good. Still loves her job with NCIS, although I’m thinking she spends too much time working on translations, because the other night when we were in bed, she started screaming things in French. But since she sounded content and happy, I didn’t call her on it.”

      The guys all chuckled.

      “You going to see Avery today?” Rocco asked Rex.

      He nodded and looked at his watch. “Yeah, I’m supposed to be there in an hour or so. I’m bringing her to the police station to start looking at photos.”

      “You need to watch her carefully,” Phantom said out of the blue.

      Rex looked at him and frowned. “I’d already planned to. Especially in a few weeks, when the unit deployed from this base gets back from Afghanistan.”

      “I don’t mean that. I mean, of course make sure she’s safe. But it’s more than that.”

      “Explain,” Rex ordered his friend.

      “I think the others will agree with me here, but it seems like the better someone seems to be dealing with the shit hand life has given them, the more broken up they are about it inside. Avery is one tough chick, I’ll give her that. She kept her cool out there and didn’t freak even under the worst of circumstances. But I have a feeling when she crashes, she’ll crash hard. You just need to be on the lookout for that. She works in a field where she’s surrounded by men, by adrenaline junkies like us, all the time. She probably has to work twice as hard to get the respect she’s due in her field. Nurses work their asses off, but the doctors are usually the ones who get all the credit. She’s used to being tough. To not letting her true emotions and feelings leak through.”

      Rex stared at his friend. Phantom was incredibly insightful. He would’ve felt jealous if he didn’t know Phantom had absolutely no interest in Avery as a man would a woman. He respected her, and frankly, he owed her a hell of a lot. And his insight was spot-on.

      “I’ll keep my eye on her,” Rex said.

      Phantom nodded.

      “We’ve got the next few days off…if you need us, just yell,” Rocco told Rex.

      “I will. And thanks.”

      They all stood, and Rex went to help Phantom up. The other man waved him off. “Gumby’s got me. Go on, go see Avery. I’m sure she has to be worried about today.”

      Rex nodded his thanks and turned on a heel. He’d been anxious to see Avery again, wondering how in the world he was going to make it to eleven o’clock. It was crazy, especially since he’d managed to get through his days before he’d gone to Afghanistan just fine without seeing her. But things were different now. He knew it, but wasn’t sure what Avery thought. He’d called her his girlfriend, and she’d agreed, but maybe with a little time apart, she’d start second-guessing how fast they were moving.

      Rex still wanted to date her. To get to know every little thing about her, and he wanted to do that while being by her side as much as possible.

      If he thought he was slightly obsessed with her before, it was nothing compared to how he felt now.

      Once outside, he jogged to his dark blue Chevy Malibu and headed for Avery’s apartment. He’d gotten her address that morning from his commander. When he pulled up, he was impressed. It was in a nice part of town and the landscaping was immaculate. Rex approved of the abundance of lights in the parking lots as well. Not that he’d thought she’d be living in a rundown, dangerous complex, but he was happy to see the place seemed to be relatively safe.

      For some reason, Rex was nervous as he made his way to her apartment. It was on the third floor of the building, which he approved of. There were several apartments on each floor, and as he walked up the open-air stairway, he noticed that most had some sort of welcome mat and other homey touches that, again, reassured him that Avery was living in a community apartment complex, and not one where people came and went more often.

      He had a nosey neighbor who had lived near him for years, and while some people might complain, he was glad. She always took in his packages if he wasn’t home, and had no problem reporting anyone lurking around who she didn’t know. He’d take a nosey neighbor over one that didn’t care any day. He wondered if anyone was right now peering out their peephole to get a good look at him.

      Rex was wearing his NWU, naval working uniform, with the four-color—deck gray, haze gray, black, and navy blue—digital camouflage pattern, and figured the residents had seen their share of sailors come and go from the complex.

      He knocked on the door and, after waiting only a short moment, it opened. Amy Nelson stood there smiling at him. “Hi! It’s good to see you again. Come in.”

      Rex nodded and stepped into Avery’s space for the first time.

      There was a short entry hallway, which led into a good-sized living room. A galley-style kitchen was located off to the left, and a glass sliding door overlooked a small balcony along the far wall, with a view of the ocean just visible in the distance. To the right of the living area was a hallway, which Rex assumed led to the bedrooms.

      Avery had stood from the leather couch she’d been sitting on the second he stepped in—and with his first glance, Rex knew something was very wrong. He opened his mouth to ask, but her mom interrupted him.

      “Would you like something to eat or drink? I made Avery’s favorite breakfast this morning, cinnamon apple pancakes, but she didn’t eat as much as I thought she might, so there’s leftover batter. I can easily whip some up for you.”

      “Mom, he doesn’t want to eat. I’m sure he’s really busy,” Avery said with a slight shake of her head.

      “Are you sure?” the other woman asked. “It’s no trouble.”

      “I’m good, thank you for the offer though. Did everyone sleep all right?” Rex asked, hoping to discern why Avery had dark circles under her eyes and it looked like she’d been up all night.

      “Like a log,” Bob said from his seat in an armchair next to the couch. He’d also stood when Rex arrived, but had settled himself back down with a newspaper in his lap. “I swear this was the first good night’s sleep Amy and I have had since getting the news that Avery was taken captive.”

      Avery’s mom chimed in her agreement, but Rex tuned her out when she started talking about how she and Bob were going to play tourist while Avery did her thing today.

      He stared at Avery and willed her to look at him, but her eyes roamed everywhere except to his face. His thought that something was wrong solidified when Avery lifted a hand to push her hair behind an ear and he saw it was shaking.

      “I’m going to go and braid my hair. I’ll be right back.” Without waiting for his agreement, she spun and disappeared down the hallway.

      Rex saw Amy frowning at her daughter’s back.

      “Is she okay?” Rex asked softly.

      Amy met his eyes, her demeanor instantly changed from breezy to serious as she said, “No. But she’s stubborn and refuses to tell us what’s wrong. I’d hoped when she called her sister last night that she’d talk to her, tell her what was going on in her head, but when she came out of her room after talking, she looked just as stressed as she did before the phone call. I miss the days when she was six, and all I had to do was cuddle her on my lap and she’d tell us everything.”

      It was a scene Rex could easily picture. He gestured toward the hallway. “I’m just going to go and check on her…if that’s all right.”

      “Of course it is,” Bob said. “She’s my baby girl, but I’m well aware that she’s a full-grown adult. She’s hurting, and we can’t do a damn thing to help her. But you were there with her. She had nothing but complimentary things to say about you last night. Please, we’d be in your debt if you could get her to talk to you.”

      “I’m not promising anything, but rest assured that I have nothing but Avery’s best interests at heart. This probably isn’t the time or place, but I really like your daughter. She’s amazing. One of the most interesting and fascinating women I’ve ever met. Not to mention strong, brave, and completely capable of handling any kind of situation that might be thrown her way.”

      “She said the two of you were dating,” Amy replied, leaning a hip against the counter and watching him carefully.

      “She did?” Rex asked.

      “Yes. But also that it was new.”

      “It is. But that doesn’t mean that I don’t already respect her, or the people who raised her,” Rex said honestly.

      “Appreciate that,” Bob said. “Now, if you know my daughter at all, you know that it doesn’t take her long to get ready. So if you’re going to talk to her before you head out today, you better get to it.”

      Rex chuckled. “Yes, Sir.” Then, putting Avery’s parents out of his mind, he walked down the hall toward her bedroom. He knew immediately which was hers, simply because of the delicious scent coming from one of the rooms. He pushed open the door and saw an unmade bed that looked like a wrestling match had taken place there recently. The comforter was hanging off the end of the bed, a blanket was askew, and the sheet was pushed off to the side, half lying on the carpet.

      The room otherwise looked lived in. Not neat as a pin, but not too cluttered either. There were a few paintings on the walls, pictures on a dresser, and a dirty clothes hamper against one wall. A normal apartment-sized closet was open, and Rex could see quite a few clothes hanging inside, both civilian and her naval uniforms.

      But it was the smell that again had him pausing to inhale deeply. Lavender and cotton.

      Following the scent, he stood in the doorway to the small bathroom attached to her bedroom for a moment, observing Avery without her being aware. Her hands were propped on the counter and her head was lowered. Her eyes were closed, and she was standing stock still. Rex could see a bottle of lavender-scented lotion on the counter, and spied one of those liquid air fresheners plugged into a socket on the other side of Avery, which was probably where the fresh scent of newly washed clothes was coming from.

      As good as the room smelled, he only had eyes for Avery. She looked exhausted. Tired and beaten down, when she should’ve been refreshed after a good night’s sleep.

      “Did you sleep at all?” he asked quietly.

      Avery didn’t even jump. It was obvious she knew he’d been standing there all along. “Not really.”

      She didn’t elaborate.

      “Why not?” Rex pushed.

      “I just couldn’t,” she hedged.

      Rex stepped into the room and came up behind her. Since they were about the same height, he couldn’t see her eyes, so he leaned a little to the right and met her gaze in the mirror. He saw pain and frustration there, but didn’t want to push. He grabbed the brush sitting on the counter and gestured to her hair with his head. “Do you mind?”

      Avery shook her head.

      Rex slowly began to run the brush down her already silky-smooth hair. “It’s soft,” he said after a moment.

      Avery let out a huff of laughter. “Very different from the first time you saw me in that cave, huh?”

      “Yup,” Rex agreed. “You got a hairband?”

      She frowned, but leaned forward and grabbed an elastic tie from the counter and held it over her shoulder to him. He took it and, without a word, began to expertly French braid her hair.

      “If someone had asked me how this morning would go, you braiding my hair wouldn’t be what I’d have guessed,” she said with a tired chuckle.

      “You might have noticed I like to wear my hair a little long,” Rex said, answering the question he heard in her tone, but hadn’t asked. “I went through a phase where it was much longer than this, and I realized how much easier it was to keep it pulled back in a braid when I worked. So I taught myself by watching videos online.” He smiled. “And got a ton of crap from the guys. Nowadays, I pretty much just keep it longer on top.”

      “You don’t braid your beard?” Avery asked with a smirk.

      Rex tied off her hair and leaned forward, putting his hands on the counter next to hers, pinning her in. Their eyes met in the mirror once more, and Rex rubbed his beard against the side of her neck without breaking eye contact. “Nope. I’m not into the Viking look, although if you wanted to try it, I wouldn’t stop you. I’d let you do just about anything you wanted to me, I think.”

      She didn’t respond, just blinked.

      “You nervous about today?” he asked, trying to get to the bottom of why she hadn’t slept well.

      Avery shrugged. “Not really. I mean, I’m just looking at pictures. If I had to actually look at people in person, I might be a bit more stressed about it.”

      Rex was frustrated that she wasn’t telling him what was bothering her. “Your talk with your sister went all right?”

      “Of course. She cried a little, but was very glad that I was home safe and sound.”

      “You upset that your parents are here?”

      “No,” Avery said immediately. “I love them, and I know me being taken captive was extremely hard on them. I think we all needed to be able to see and touch each other to make sure it was real.”

      Rex could understand that.

      “How’d the meeting go this morning?” she asked before he could delve any deeper into what was bugging her. “Is Phantom on his way to Timor-Leste?” She smiled as she said it, letting him know she was kidding.

      Rex chuckled. “No. But I imagine it’s only a matter of time.” He told her what their commander had said, and how Tex would be looking for more specific information on any possible sightings of a red-haired American wandering around the countryside.

      “What I went through was bad,” Avery said. “But I can’t help but think that if Kalee is still alive, what she’s going through is worse. I can’t imagine no one knowing I was alive and needing help. It was one thing for me to take one day at a time because I knew someone from the army or navy was looking for me. The United States might not negotiate with terrorists, but I had no doubt that I wasn’t going to be left out there forever. I’m guessing Kalee probably thinks she’s on her own, that no one is going to come for her.”

      Rex loved Avery’s huge heart. He hated the thought of Kalee not knowing anyone cared if she was alive or dead. If she only knew how much Phantom really did care. It might’ve started out as caring because a mission had failed, but it was obvious it was more than that now.

      Avery took a deep breath and turned to face him. Rex didn’t move back though, so they were practically touching when she rested her ass on the counter behind her.

      “Cole?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Can I kiss you?”

      And just like that, Rex’s good intentions were shot.

      He’d planned on taking things very slowly with Avery. Taking her out on a couple dates, getting to know her, then easing into intimacy between them. Every time he was around her, however, it was harder and harder to fight their chemistry.

      If Avery wasn’t going to hold back, he had little hope of taking things slow. He was too attracted to her. He admired her too much. He would still try…but he could give her this.

      “You can do whatever you want to me,” he told her honestly.

      Because she was about his height, Avery didn’t have to go up on her tiptoes or anything to reach his mouth. She simply leaned forward and brushed her lips against his. Once. Twice. Then she pulled back and bit her lip uncertainly.

      Rex held himself back by the skin of his teeth. He didn’t want to freak her out or do anything that might startle her. But when he saw the uncertainty in her eyes, he moved without thinking. One hand went to the back of her neck to hold her still, and the other palmed her cheek. His mouth dropped to hers…and he didn’t ease into the kiss. His tongue came out and licked along the seam of her mouth, and when she immediately opened for him, Rex tilted his head and plunged inside.

      Amazingly, he felt goose bumps break out on his arms as she kissed him back. She wasn’t compliant and submissive in his arms, she gave as good as she got. Her tongue dueled with his and pressed back into his mouth. He groaned and shifted closer to her.

      They were plastered together from hips to chest, and he knew his erection was pressing into her lower stomach urgently. He would’ve been embarrassed, but she pushed back against it as if encouraging him.

      Taking a breath, Rex lifted his head a few inches. He kept his hands where they were and felt her fingernails digging into his back, and he wished he wasn’t wearing his uniform so he could feel them on his bare skin.

      They were both breathing hard, and when Avery licked her lips, Rex couldn’t help but follow the action with his eyes.

      “Yeah, you don’t ever have to ask my permission to do that again,” Rex said softly.

      She grinned up at him. “I don’t know what it is about you, but I’ve never felt this way about someone before.”

      “If this is because I was the one who rescued you—”

      Avery cut him off before he could finish his sentence. “It’s not,” she said fiercely. “I know that happens all the time, but that’s not what’s happening here, and if you think it is, then maybe we should stop this before we go any further.”

      She tried to step away from him, but Rex tightened his hold and pressed her against the counter. “I had to be sure you felt the same connection I do,” he told her. “Besides the falling-for-your-rescuer thing, I’ve met a lot of women who couldn’t care less about who I am as a person, who only wanted to fuck a Navy SEAL.”

      Avery’s hand came up and she gently ran it down his beard. “I’m more apt to stay away from you because you’re a SEAL than want to date you,” she admitted.

      “I’m not that guy,” Rex said firmly. “I’ve had two serious girlfriends in my life, and they were both years ago. I haven’t been with a woman in a long time, definitely not since I met you at the hospital.”

      “But that was months ago,” Avery said with wide eyes.

      “And?” Rex asked.

      “Your beard is so soft,” Avery told him after a few seconds had passed. “I’ve never kissed anyone with one before.”

      Rex grinned. “And the verdict?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said, her eyes twinkling. “I think I need to gather more data.”

      Rex was just leaning down to kiss her again when Avery’s mom’s voice sounded from nearby.

      “You okay in there?”

      Rex backed up and reluctantly dropped his hands. He liked touching Avery. Liked kissing her. Liked pretty much everything about her.

      “We’re okay, Mom. Be out in a second!” Avery called out. She looked up at Rex. “Saved by the mom bell,” she quipped.

      “I like your parents, Avery,” Rex told her.

      “They’re good people,” she said.

      “Your mom said that you told them we were dating.”

      She looked uneasy. “Was that not all right? I mean, you did kinda already call me your girlfriend.”

      “Of course it’s all right. I just wanted to make sure you were all right with everything. We haven’t exactly started a relationship in a normal way,” Rex said honestly.

      “I know, but I’m okay with it if you are.”

      “I’m very okay with it. Is it going to freak you or your parents out if I kiss you in front of them? If I hold your hand or put my arm around you?”

      “Of course not, why would you ask?”

      “Just checking,” Rex said with a grin. “I haven’t really been a touchy-feely kind of guy in the past, but with you, I can’t seem to keep my hands to myself.”

      Avery smiled. “If you get to know my folks, you’ll find they’re the same way.”

      “I knew I liked them,” Rex told her. “If you’re ready, we really should get going.”

      “I’m ready,” she said immediately. “Cole?”

      “Yeah, sweetheart?”

      “Thanks.”

      Rex didn’t ask for what. He simply said, “You’re welcome.”
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      Avery closed her eyes and rubbed them with her thumb and index finger for a moment before opening them again and staring down at the tablet in her hand. She was sitting alone in an interrogation room at the police station on base and looking at photos of the hundreds of men who were stationed at the base in Afghanistan at the same time she’d been there.

      She hadn’t thought it would be as difficult as it had turned out to be.

      First, she was exhausted. She hadn’t slept hardly at all last night, and she was totally jet-lagged.

      Second—every freaking photo looked exactly the same.

      Each military man was positioned the exact same way, they all wore the same uniforms, and there was an American flag in the background.

      Third, some of the photos were a year or two old, and she knew being stationed overseas in a stressful war zone could dramatically change someone’s physical appearance in a short amount of time.

      She had no idea if she was looking for someone in the army or navy. An enlisted man or an officer or maybe even a civilian contractor. She still believed that she’d recognize the man if she saw him, but she was also beginning to realizing she’d been a little naïve about it all. She figured she’d come in here, flip through some photographs and immediately be able to finger the traitor.

      Avery was well aware that if she identified the wrong man, she could totally ruin his military career, his life. And the last thing she wanted to do was falsely accuse anyone of the heinous crime she knew in her gut he was responsible for. As such, she was looking at each and every photo carefully, studying every feature.

      Staring off into space and not really looking at the two-way mirror she was facing, which had intimidated the hell out of her when she’d first been led into the room, Avery was more than ready for a break. Absently, she let her mind wander back to that morning.

      Cole had looked amazing. A full night’s sleep had done him a world of good. His beard was combed and even looked conditioned, although she couldn’t imagine Cole taking the trouble to put product in his beard.

      She really liked the feel of his beard against her face, she wasn’t sure why. And lord, could the man kiss. She’d kinda expected him to be somewhat tentative, especially after he’d been on his best behavior. But he hadn’t been reticent in the least. Once he knew she was all in, he was too.

      Avery remembered feeling the goose bumps on the back of his neck and it had spurred her on even more. She wanted him to feel the same amazement and arousal that she had. At the feel of his dick against her stomach, her body had immediately readying itself for him. Every thrust of his tongue inside her mouth had made her belly clench and her Kegel muscles tighten.

      That wasn’t like her. She was the queen of moving slowly in relationships, but damn did she want Cole. She had a feeling she’d be the one dictating how far and how fast they went, simply because Cole was too much of a gentleman to want to rush her into anything. How refreshing was that?

      “Lieutenant Nelson, are you all right?”

      Avery jolted in her seat and turned to look at the door. A Petty Officer Third Class who worked in the police station was standing there looking concerned.

      Sighing, Avery nodded. As much as she wanted to continue looking at the pictures, she knew she was done for now. She couldn’t concentrate, and she needed to head over to the hospital anyway.

      “Yes, I’m done. Thank you.” She stood and handed the tablet to the enlisted sailor.

      “Thank you. I’m told you’re allowed to come over anytime your schedule allows to continue looking through the files,” the young sailor said.

      “Yes, the master-at-arms I spoke with when I arrived told me,” Avery said.

      She followed the sailor out of the interrogation room and headed for the exit. He saluted her and turned to head back down a hallway toward a bunch of offices.

      Cole had said for her to call him when she was done, but Avery decided she would just walk over to the hospital instead. She wanted to see her friends and talk to her captain. She’d been given the week off, but knowing if she didn’t do something she’d go crazy, she planned to request to be put back on the rotation schedule as soon as possible.

      Walking across the base helped settle her mind a bit. She returned salutes from enlisted sailors as she passed them and thought about how crazy it was that just a few days ago, she was buried deep within an Afghani mountainside.

      The second she walked inside the hospital, she was greeted from all sides by her coworkers. Everyone was shocked to see her back so soon, but thrilled that she was all right. She still had some fading bruises on her face, but the rest of her cuts and scrapes were covered up by her uniform. She was very aware of the Budweiser pin Cole had given her, fastened to her T-shirt. For whatever reason, she’d seen it that morning when she was getting dressed and couldn’t resist putting it on. It was silly. She wasn’t a SEAL. Not by any stretch of the imagination. But she’d still pinned it onto her shirt.

      She knew how much their pins meant to the SEALs. And Cole had given her his. It almost felt as if she was back in high school and a boy had given her his class ring to wear.

      “You look great!” Rita Lipson, one of the nurses Avery worked with often, exclaimed as she hugged her tightly.

      Avery did her best to hide the pain the woman’s tight grip caused.

      “I can’t believe you’re here already!” Beverly Moses said a little more sedately as she too hugged Avery tight.

      “To be honest…I was bored. My parents are in town and they went off to play tourist while I took care of some official navy business this morning. The last thing I wanted to do was go back to my apartment and sit on my butt. Is the captain in?”

      “Yeah, last I knew, she was in her office,” Rita said.

      “Rita and I have a break in about ten minutes, will you come and sit down with us?” Beverly asked.

      Avery hated to be mean, but there was absolutely no way she could sit and talk about everything that had happened to her right now. It was too soon. And she didn’t like the excited gleam in her coworkers’ eyes. She liked them, but she didn’t want to be the subject of gossip or their entertainment for the day.

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t. Hopefully I’ll be back on duty soon and we can talk then,” she told them as she turned to head down the hall.

      “Happy those bastards didn’t get you down,” Rita called after her.

      Avery headed up the stairs; she hated using the elevators. They were old and somewhat persnickety. Besides, at the moment, she didn’t think she could stomach being inside a small metal box. With her luck, it would stop working and she’d be trapped in there and have a mental breakdown or something.

      Her captain’s office was on the third floor of the five-story hospital, and by the time she arrived, she’d said hello and endured hearing “glad you’re okay” about sixty times. Avery knew her fellow nurses and doctors were simply expressing their joy at having her back alive and well, but at the moment, all she wanted to do was move on from what happened, not be reminded of it every time she saw someone.

      One of the things she liked best about Captain Cora Rosner was how down-to-earth she was. She didn’t have an admin who guarded her office door like a hawk. She was open to anyone who wanted to come in and talk, and she didn’t take any shit from doctors or senior officers who tried to pull rank.

      Avery knocked on the door and smiled when she heard Captain Rosner say, “Come in!”

      She poked her head around the door, and the second her superior officer saw her, she was on her feet and headed her way. “Avery! What in the world are you doing here today? Boy is it good to see you though!”

      She hugged her, but she was careful not to hold her too long or too tightly. When she pulled back, she kept her hands on Avery’s shoulders and stared at her bruised face and winced.

      “I got a debrief from the base general over in Afghanistan, but man, it’s always easier to read the words on paper than it is to see what happened to you in person. Are you all right?”

      For some reason, the older woman’s question hit Avery hard. She tried to hold her tears back, but they leaked out anyway.

      Captain Rosner didn’t miss a beat. She pulled her over to a chair in front of the desk and sat Avery down. Then she went over and closed and locked her office door before pulling a second chair close, facing Avery and putting her hands on her knees as she sobbed. Cora stayed silent, supporting but not stifling her.

      When Avery had mostly gotten herself under control, the captain said, “Do you want to talk about it?”

      And strangely, Avery did. So she told her commanding officer everything that had happened, leaving out the top-secret details about the traitor. When she was done, Avery took a deep breath and realized that she felt better. Not great, but better.

      “It sounds like it was hell,” Cora said.

      Avery nodded. “It was.”

      “But on the bright side…” The captain let her voice trail off.

      “On the bright side, I now apparently have a badass Navy SEAL boyfriend,” Avery said with a small smile. “And I survived. And maybe now some of the doctors who’ve been in combat will stop acting so sanctimonious toward me.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Cora said. Then she reached for Avery’s hand. “Let me guess. You’re here because you want to be put back on the schedule.”

      Avery nodded.

      “I haven’t been where you are, but I understand wanting to keep busy. I’ll put you back into rotation on one condition.”

      “What?”

      “That you go talk to Doctor Halterman.”

      Avery tensed. She knew she needed to, but it made her nervous.

      “I know you don’t want to,” Cora went on as if she could read Avery’s mind. “But while I can sit here and sympathize with you, and I’m sure your SEAL could too, we didn’t experience what you did. Dr. Halterman can help you sift through your emotions so you don’t have any unwanted surprises down the line.”

      When Avery didn’t immediately agree, Captain Rosner went on. “Let me put it this way, if someone came into the hospital and told you a story about how they’d been held captive, buried alive, almost drowned, then shot at as they were escaping in a helicopter, would you look down on them if they said they needed to talk to someone about it?”

      “You know I wouldn’t,” Avery said softly.

      “Give yourself a break,” Cora said. “And that’s an order. I’m not saying you have to keep seeing the doctor for weeks on end, but try it out. See what he has to say. You never know, he might have some insight for you that you hadn’t thought of before. It’s worth a shot, right?”

      “Right,” Avery agreed. If last night was any indication, she was more messed up in the head than she’d thought, and the idea of being able to lie down and sleep was more of an incentive than anything her captain might’ve said.

      “Good. We start a new rotation in three days. I’ll put you on then. In the meantime, set up the appointment with Doctor Halterman. I’ll give his office a call and tell him to expect you.”

      “Thanks for everything. I didn’t mean to lose it on you.”

      Cora patted Avery’s hand. “I know. Now go home, hang out with your parents, and see if you can’t get your body back on a regular schedule. Okay?”

      Avery nodded and stood. She felt better after her emotional outburst, but she still felt a little off inside. On her way out of the hospital, she pulled out her phone. She sat on a bench outside in the shade and sent Cole a text.

      

      Avery: Hey. It’s around three and I’m headed back to my apartment. I know you said to call when I was done, but I don’t want to bother you. I’ll take a cab. But…do you want to come over for dinner tonight? My parents went to the San Diego Zoo today but Mom promised to be home in time to make me her amazing homemade lasagna. It’s not exactly a “date” like I promised, but I don’t really want to skip out on my mom and dad when they’re here. No pressure. I know you’re probably busy.

      

      It was a long text, and Avery knew she probably should’ve just called him, but she had no idea what Cole had planned for today, and the last thing she wanted to do was interrupt.

      She hit send and went to look up the number of a local taxi company when her phone rang. Looking down, she saw it was Cole.

      “Hello?”

      “If you’ve already called for a taxi, you need to cancel it.”

      Avery grinned at the way he greeted her. “I haven’t.”

      “Good. I’m coming to pick you up.”

      “Seriously, Cole. You don’t have to do that.”

      “Sweetheart, I’m already on my way. I’ve got the next few days off and I’m bored out of my mind. The other guys are busy with their women, and with Phantom laid up, I can’t even call on him to go for an ocean swim with me. You’ll be doing me a favor here.”

      Avery chuckled. “Well, jeez, in that case, sure.”

      “You’re still at the police station, right? How’d that go?”

      “Oh, um…no. I’m at the hospital.”

      Cole was silent for a beat, then he said, “Couldn’t stay away, huh?”

      Relieved he wasn’t going to light into her for wanting to go back to work, Avery said, “No. I looked at pictures at the station until my eyes crossed and realized that it wouldn’t do me any good to sit there for eight hours a day, straining my eyeballs, not if I wanted to be one hundred percent sure to ID the right guy. I didn’t want to go home and stare at the walls, and I’m not an ocean person. So I went to see my captain.”

      “And?” Cole asked.

      “And she’s putting me back on the schedule in a few days.”

      “So we can spend time together until you go back to work then,” Cole said.

      Avery liked that thought. She didn’t tell him about the psychologist. Not because she thought he’d disapprove—she knew he wouldn’t, since he’d encouraged her to go—but because it was a conversation she preferred to have face-to-face. “I’d like that,” she told him.

      “Me too. Now where exactly are you so I don’t have to go hunting for you?”

      “I’m around the west side of the hospital. There’s a door there and a few benches.”

      “I’ll be there in about ten minutes. Don’t go anywhere.”

      “I won’t. Cole?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks.”

      “No need to thank me, sweetheart. I’m doing exactly what I want to be doing, and if I’m being honest, I was feeling sorry for myself because I was sitting around my apartment like a slug. You really are doing me a favor.”

      Avery knew he was exaggerating, but she appreciated it all the same.

      “See you soon,” Cole said.

      “Bye.”

      Avery hung up her phone and closed her eyes. The one bright spot in her life the last few days was definitely Cole. She’d wished she had his email address when she’d been working in Afghanistan, just so she could flirt with him over the internet. But having him to flirt with in person was so much better.

      He pulled up in his Malibu nine minutes later. He got out, and Avery saw that he’d changed into a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. It was the first time she’d seen him look so casual and it did nothing to douse the excitement she felt around him, or her lust. She could see the brightly colored tattoos on his right arm, now that they weren’t covered up by a uniform, and she once again wondered how far up his arm they went. Was his chest and back covered in them, or did he just have the arm sleeve?

      To Avery’s surprise, Cole opened the front passenger door for her. “Why are you staring at me like that?” he asked.

      Blurting out what she’d been thinking, Avery said, “I was just wondering where else you might have tattoos.”

      He grinned, his white teeth very bright surrounded by the dark hair of his beard. “We’ve been over this, and I guess you’ll just have to wait and see for yourself, huh?”

      Conscious of where she was, and that she was a naval officer, Avery simply nodded. What she wanted to do was lean forward, kiss him, then put her hands under his shirt and lift it up to see for herself what was underneath.

      As if he knew what she was thinking, Cole smirked. “In, woman. Before the heat in your eyes burns me alive.”

      Once she was seated, Cole shut the door and jogged around to the other side. He slipped into the driver’s seat and headed for her apartment.

      They didn’t speak, but his hand came out and he twined his fingers with hers, resting their hands on the console between them.

      It felt so…normal. And right. Avery couldn’t have been more content. Everything that had happened recently seemed so urgent. So hurry-up-and-get-it-done. So emotional. Sitting with Cole in his car as he drove them back to her apartment to have dinner together with her parents seemed damn mundane in comparison. And it was just what her psyche needed.
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      It was late. Nine o’clock.

      Cole had come inside with her when they’d arrived at her apartment and hadn’t left.

      Her parents had come home, and her mom had immediately started cooking. Cole had sat on the couch with her dad and they’d watched a football game on TV and shot the shit.

      It was as if Cole had known her forever, and he just fit in with her family.

      Dinner was full of laughs, and Avery’s mom did her best to bring up every embarrassing story she could think of about Avery when she was in middle and high school.

      Her dad had not-so-subtly pried into Cole’s background, and Cole had graciously told him some of the tamer stories about some of the missions he’d been on. He didn’t share details about where or when they took place, but Avery could tell her dad was eating it up all the same.

      All in all, it had been an amazing night. Avery wasn’t sure if this counted as their first date, since her mom and dad were there as chaperones, but she couldn’t deny she was falling hard and fast for Cole.

      “I should get going,” Cole said when conversation waned.

      Avery didn’t want him to go, but she didn’t disagree with him.

      He stood and held out a hand to her. “Walk me to my car?” he asked as he stood.

      She raised a brow and got up to stand next to him. “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you don’t like me walking anywhere by myself. So if I walk you out, you’ll have to escort me right back up here. We’ll end up walking in circles all night.” She heard her parents chuckle behind her, but Cole merely smiled.

      “He wants some time with you without your parents watching and listening,” her dad said behind her. “Just go with it.”

      Avery turned to look at her dad, only to find her mom giving her a shooing motion with her hand.

      “Oh, all right then,” Avery said, feeling foolish she hadn’t caught on to Cole’s intentions. “I’ll be right back,” she told her parents.

      “Take your time, dear,” her mom said.

      “It was good to meet you, Cole,” her dad said, standing and holding out a hand.

      Cole shook it. “Same.”

      “Take care of our baby girl, yeah?”

      “Dad,” Avery complained.

      But Cole simply squeezed her hand when he said, “Of course. I’ll do my best to make sure nothing happens to her on my watch.”

      They nodded at each other, then Cole was pulling her toward her door. They walked down the three flights of stairs to the parking lot. It was getting dark, and Avery shivered a little as she tried to look around to see if anyone was lurking about.

      Cole pulled her to his car and turned her so her back was to the driver’s-side door. Without a word, he leaned into her and his head dropped.

      Eagerly, Avery met him halfway and sighed in relief as he made love to her mouth. All night, he’d been touching her. His fingertips brushing against the back of her neck. Holding her hand. Pulling her legs so they were over his lap on the couch. It had been driving her crazy, and the touch of his lips to hers was like finally putting a match to a puddle of gasoline.

      Her nipples peaked under her shirt, and she pressed herself as close to Cole as she could get. Her hands pulled up his T-shirt, and she flattened her palms onto the warm skin of his sides as they made out.

      She had no idea how much time had passed, but when Cole eventually pulled away, she realized that she was digging her fingers into his skin and making little moaning noises in the back of her throat.

      Embarrassed at how needy she’d acted, Avery knew she was blushing. Hopefully the evening light would hide it from him.

      Of course, she had no such luck.

      He ran a fingertip across her cheek and smiled. “I love how you can be so eager and passionate, and yet still shy at the same time.”

      “It’s you,” Avery told him. “I’m not normally like this. I’m the awkward girl who makes a guy wait until at least the fourth date before doing more than a few light kisses.”

      “I have no objections,” Cole told her, leaning down and nuzzling the skin under her ear.

      His beard brushed against the sensitive skin of her neck, and she shivered.

      Of course he didn’t miss it. “You like the feel of my beard?” he asked.

      Avery nodded.

      “You’re gonna love it against other, more sensitive parts of your body,” he said.

      Avery shivered again at the thought. She hadn’t really thought past the fact that kissing a man with a mustache and beard felt so foreign. But now, she couldn’t think of anything other than how the soft, silky strands would feel against her breasts. Between her legs as he went down on her. She shifted against him, more turned on than she could remember being in a long time.

      “Shit, sorry, I shouldn’t have gone there,” Cole said. “Now I’m not going to be able to think about anything else. Especially after watching your reaction to thinking about it.”

      Avery turned her head and buried her face in the side of his neck. Neither said anything for a long moment. Cole’s hands rubbed up and down her back rhythmically, soothing her and helping her rein in her lust.

      “I had a good time tonight. Thank you for inviting me and letting me hang out with you and your parents.”

      “Of course,” Avery told him, pulling back. “I’m glad you came.”

      “Your parents are a hoot. Very cool.”

      “Except when they were trying to embarrass me.”

      “Naw, they’re proud of you. You guys are all cute together. I can’t wait to meet your sister. I bet she’s just as awesome as you are.”

      “She is. What are you doing tomorrow?” Avery asked, changing the subject.

      “Working out in the morning with the guys on the beach at Gumby’s house. Phantom’s going to watch and bully us to run faster and do more sit-ups. Then I’ll probably go back to my place and read.”

      “You read?” she asked with a quirk of an eyebrow.

      “Yeah. Love it, actually.”

      “Let me guess. History, right?” Avery asked.

      “Some. But right now I’ve been more into military fiction,” Cole told her.

      Avery shook her head. “Could you seriously be any hotter?”

      He chuckled. “What about you?”

      She tensed. “I have to call and make an appointment when I get up. My parents are going to go off and do something touristy, so I thought I’d go to the station and look at the photos while they’re doing that. If I get the appointment I need, I’ll do that in the afternoon, then come home and hang with my mom and dad again.”

      “What appointment?”

      Figured he’d pick up on that. Deciding she had nothing to hide, and refusing to be ashamed like so many other soldiers and sailors seemed to be, she said, “With a psychologist. Just to talk about everything that happened.”

      Cole leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “I think that’s a good idea. You experienced a lot of shit in a short period of time.”

      “I know you encouraged me to go, but you honestly don’t think less of me?”

      “Fuck no,” Cole said immediately. “You think I haven’t sat down and talked through some of the shit I’ve seen and done with a professional?”

      Avery figured it was a rhetorical question because he continued without letting her answer.

      “I have. Many times. Sometimes the guys and I all get together after an especially gnarly mission and talk it out, but I’ve seen a psychologist several times. It helps. Every time.”

      Avery nodded.

      “And with that being said, I’m no doctor, but if you ever need to talk and your psychologist isn’t available, I’m here. I’ll listen without judging. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “I mean it, Avery. Anytime. Day or night. All you have to do is pick up the phone. Got it?”

      “Thanks. Cole?”

      “Yeah, sweetheart?”

      “Thanks for not making things weird when you picked me up today.”

      “Weird how?”

      “It’s just that…you’re enlisted, and I’m an officer, and while it’s okay for us to date since we don’t work together or really even run in the same circles in the navy, it would still be weird for us to be kissing or otherwise cuddling on base. Especially at my workplace.”

      Cole stepped back and put his hands on her shoulders. She looked up into his sincere gaze. “I would never do anything to embarrass you or put your career as a naval officer in jeopardy. I might want to hug and kiss you when I pick you up, but I respect you too much to do that in front of your coworkers. Got it?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Thank you. And you should know…I really, really wanted to hug you when I saw you today.”

      “I know.”

      “You know?” she asked with a snort. “Conceited much?” she mumbled.

      “I know because I wanted the same thing,” he finished quickly.

      “Good save,” she told him with a smirk.

      “I love putting my hands on you, Avery. I’ll respect the necessary boundaries when we’re on base, but when we’re alone, or in civilian clothes on a date, don’t expect me to keep my hands, or lips, to myself,” he told her.

      “Ditto,” she returned with a grin.

      “Shit, on that note, I really should be going,” he said with a shake of his head. “Kiss me, woman, and I don’t mean one of your intense, toe-curling, make-me-break-out-in-goose-bumps kisses. Just a peck, please, otherwise I’ll have to drive home with a hard-on, and that could be dangerous.”

      Avery laughed out loud and leaned over and gave him a fast, dry kiss on the lips then backed away.

      “Well, that wasn’t very satisfying,” he complained with a small smile.

      “You asked for it.”

      “I know,” Cole griped. Then he smiled at her. “Do you mind if I call tomorrow?”

      “Do you want to come over again?” she asked tentatively.

      “Yes,” he said without hesitation. “But I don’t want to interfere with the time between you and your parents.”

      “They’d love to have you back,” Avery told him. And she knew they would. Her mom had pulled her aside earlier and told her how much she liked Cole and how pleased she was that they were dating. Avery knew she wouldn’t have any issues with him coming over for dinner again.

      “Okay, but don’t be afraid to tell me that plans have changed. It won’t hurt my feelings. As long as I get to talk to you, I’ll be satisfied.”

      Avery smirked at his choice of words.

      “You’re worse than a guy, making everything a sexual innuendo,” Cole told her with a shake of his head.

      “Can’t help it,” Avery told him. “When I’m around someone as sexy as you, that’s just naturally where my mind goes.”

      “Come on,” he said, and led her back up the stairs to her apartment.

      “I’ll call you tomorrow,” Cole said with an intense look in his eyes as they stood in front of her door. “And if everything goes okay, I’ll see you as well.”

      “Drive safe,” Avery said as she reached for the doorknob.

      “I will.”

      “Text me when you get home?” she asked.

      “Will do. Talk to you later, sweetheart.”

      Avery nodded and waved after he’d gone back down the stairs and gotten into his car.  He raised two fingers from his steering wheel in return, then started his car and drove out of the parking lot.

      Just when his taillights faded away, she realized where she was, and that it was almost pitch-dark outside. The lights from the parking lot illuminated the area, but she couldn’t see beyond them to the shadows.

      Turning and throwing open her door, Avery tried to catch her breath before reentering her living room. The last thing she wanted was her parents asking what was wrong.

      Glancing out at the darkness once more, Avery shivered.

      Taking a big breath, she closed her door and made sure to lock the knob, the deadbolt, and put the chain on.

      But somehow, even that didn’t seem to chase her demons away.
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      A week and a half later, Rex paced his apartment unhappily.

      Something was off with Avery, and he had no idea what. He’d seen her every day since they’d returned from Afghanistan, and while she said all the right things…something was wrong. And he had a feeling she wasn’t dealing with what happened to her as well as she claimed.

      Her parents had left four days ago to go back to Texas, and while Avery said she was okay with their decision to leave, she’d seemed jumpy and nervous ever since. She’d been over to his apartment for dinner twice, and seemed relaxed enough. But each time he’d dropped her off at her apartment, her eyes seemed to glaze over.

      She’d fallen asleep on his couch one night, and when he’d accidentally dropped a glass into the sink, she’d jerked awake, scared out of her mind. He’d been warned to watch for her crash, and it was obvious that’s what was happening.

      It didn’t help that every day, Avery had been pouring over the DOD photos to try to find the traitor, but so far she hadn’t had any luck. She’d also returned to her shifts at the hospital, which meant he didn’t get to see her as often or for as long as he had when they’d both had time off.

      Rex was frustrated and worried about her. Tonight, she’d worked at the hospital until seven, and then said she was going to stop by the police station to look at a few photos before going home. Rex hadn’t gotten to see her today, which bothered him. He knew she was safe. He’d talked to her an hour ago. But he still couldn’t sit still.

      Even seeing the psychologist hadn’t seemed to ease the demons she was struggling with, and Rex badly wanted to force her to talk about what was on her mind, but he knew that wouldn’t work. She had to decide to talk to him of her own free will. If he forced it, he knew he could damage their budding relationship.

      But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t continue trying to coax her to talk to him. To trust her to let down her guard.

      As far as their relationship went, things seemed to be going well. They made out anytime they were alone together, and it was getting harder and harder for them to keep their hands off one another The night before, Rex had finally let her take his shirt off, and she’d spent at least ten minutes showing him with her hands and lips how much she liked his tattoos, especially the huge anchor on his right side he’d gotten when he’d become a SEAL.

      He’d reciprocated by taking her tank top off and giving her a taste of how his facial hair would feel against more sensitive parts of her body. He’d teased her about the freckles that seemed to cover her all over, and hadn’t been able to keep his lips off of each, kissing as many as he could before he’d been on the verge of going too far. He hadn’t been half as turned on by naked women as he’d been simply by seeing her on her couch wearing her bra and pants. The two of them were combustible together, and when they finally consummated their relationship, Rex knew sparks would fly.

      But, he couldn’t in good conscience take their relationship to the next level when he knew she wasn’t dealing with her PTSD.

      It bothered him more than he could say. He wanted to invite her to stay the night at his apartment so he could once again hold her in his arms as they slept. He hadn’t forgotten how amazing it had felt to sleep with her in Afghanistan. And that was when they were both tired and on alert for the slightest sound of their enemy. Sleeping with her behind a locked door in the comfort of his bed, or hers, would be even more mind-blowing.

      But each night, she’d walked him to her door and bid him good night before closing and triple locking him out.

      Did she feel unsafe? Was she worried the traitor would get to her? Rex just didn’t know.

      As he was pacing and stressing about how to get Avery to open up to him, his phone rang. Seeing it was a phone number from the base, Rex tensed. The last thing he wanted was to get called on a mission. Not now, when he felt in his bones that Avery was vulnerable. Not when they were still getting to know each other and growing their relationship.

      “Hello?” he said after he’d clicked the phone on.

      “Cole Kingston?” a deep male voice asked.

      “This is he. Who is this?”

      “Lieutenant Zhang from the police station. I’m calling about Lieutenant Nelson.”

      Rex’s heart stopped beating. “Yes? What about her?”

      “It’s just…I know you’ve accompanied her in a few times, and that you were involved with her rescue when she was a POW. She’s here. Now. Do you think you could come in?”

      “Yes,” Rex said without a thought. If something was wrong with Avery, he damn well would come in. “Is she all right?”

      “Yes, of course. I’m sorry, I should’ve said that from the start.”

      Rex couldn’t think of what was going on, but he said, “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Is that okay?”

      “Yes. And there’s no need to be in uniform. She simply needs a ride home. And it’s late enough here that we don’t have any extra officers who can take her.”

      “I’m happy to come get her. See you soon.”

      Rex clicked off the phone and headed for his door. The lieutenant’s assurance she was okay didn’t exactly make him relax. Avery had driven to the station herself, why did she need a ride now? He had no idea what was going on, but he needed to figure out what was up with Avery, and now seemed like a perfect time to do it. He’d bring her back to his apartment and they’d talk.

      Driving quickly but safely, Rex arrived at the police station under his fifteen-minute estimate. He walked into the reception area and was met by the lieutenant he’d spoken with on the phone.

      “Thanks for coming. If you’d follow me.”

      Rex didn’t hear any urgency in the man’s tone, so he tried to relax. He followed the lieutenant to the hallway where he knew the interrogation rooms were located, and where Avery spent her time when she was there looking over photos. The lieutenant held open a door and Rex entered, seeing immediately that it was an observation room on the other side of one of the two-way mirrors, looking into an interrogation room.

      And there was Avery. She was sitting at the table, but her head was resting on her arm. She was fast asleep. She had on a pair of scrubs and her hair was pulled back in a messy braid. As he stared at her, Lieutenant Zhang spoke. “She fell asleep ten minutes after she arrived. We were going to wake her up and tell her to go home, but honestly, it doesn’t look like she’s gotten much sleep at all in the last week. We didn’t have the heart to do it.”

      “So you called me?” Rex asked.

      The lieutenant shrugged. “No offense, but I’ve seen the way you two look at each other. I figure it’s better for you to wake her up and take her home, than for one of us. She’ll just tell me that she’s fine, and she’ll attempt to go back to looking at the pictures, and she’ll be out again in another ten minutes. It’s no secret what she’s doing, and believe me, we’re all rooting for her to find who she’s looking for.”

      Rex’s brows drew down. “It’s no secret?”

      The lieutenant looked uneasy. “She hasn’t said anything, if that’s what you’re worried about. But her story is common knowledge. We all know she was a POW and that she’s probably trying to identify the men who held her hostage. We admire her and want her to succeed. That’s all.”

      Rex blew out a relieved breath. The master-at-arms was a close-knit group of men and women. It was hard to keep a secret, but for now, it seemed that no one knew there was a traitor on the base in Afghanistan. A man who had no problem selling secrets to terrorists and putting hundreds, if not thousands, of innocent people in danger.

      “Right. Okay, I appreciate the call. I’ll wake her up and take her home. Thanks.”

      The lieutenant nodded and led the way out of the observation room. Rex walked next door and opened the interrogation room door. Avery didn’t move.

      He walked over and knelt down next to her and put his hand on her leg. “Avery, wake up, it’s time to go.”

      At first glance, he thought she was sleeping soundly, but now that he was up close, he could see that was anything but the case. Her eyes were moving rapidly under her closed lids and her entire body was tense.

      Alarm shot through Rex.

      “Avery? Wake up,” he said, louder and with more urgency.

      One second she was asleep, and the next she’d bolted upright and struck out with her arm. She caught him in the chest and the force of her blow, and the fact he wasn’t expecting it, knocked Rex on his ass. At the same time, the momentum of her actions sent the chair she was sitting in sideways until it had tipped over, sending her sprawling.

      “Shit! Avery, are you all right?” Rex asked as he leaped to his feet and went to Avery’s side. She’d already rolled over and gotten her feet untangled from the legs of the chair.

      “I’m good,” she said in a low tone that sounded off to Rex.

      “Look at me,” he ordered.

      “I’m fine,” she repeated, getting to her hands and knees.

      Rex helped her stand and tried to hug her, but she pulled away and bent over to right the chair she’d been sitting in. She grabbed the tablet she’d fallen asleep on top of and made sure the files she’d been reviewing were closed and put back into the top-secret folder. Then she held the tablet to her chest defensively and said, “You here to take me home?”

      “Yeah,” Rex said softly, frustrated that she was so obviously closing him out.

      “Great. Can we go? It’s been a long day.”

      “We need to talk,” Rex said, reaching for her arm. But she turned away and headed for the door to the small room.

      Sighing, Rex followed her as she went down the hall, handed the tablet to Lieutenant Zhang, thanked him, and told him she’d be back tomorrow.

      “Where are you parked?” she asked.

      Rex gestured toward the front entrance, and they walked in silence out of the building and toward his car. When they were inside and on the road, Rex tried again. “I thought we could go to my place and have a snack and talk.”

      “I’m really tired,” Avery said, faking a yawn behind a hand.

      Rex ground his teeth together, his frustration doubling. “Something’s wrong,” he stated baldly. “And I’d like you to talk to me about it.”

      “Nothing’s wrong,” she insisted. “It’s just been a long day. It was one thing after another at work, and I left late. I wanted to look at a few photos, and I obviously fell asleep. I’m embarrassed that the lieutenant called you. That’s it.”

      “You’re embarrassed to be seen with me?” Rex asked.

      “No, I didn’t mean it that way,” Avery said.

      “That’s how it sounded,” Rex countered.

      Realizing that nothing he said right now was going to be good, Rex turned his car toward Avery’s apartment complex. She wasn’t lying when she said she was tired. He could see black bags under her eyes, and it wasn’t from the beating she’d gotten while held captive. Those had faded away. But she still looked beaten down. He hated it, but if she wouldn’t talk to him, he couldn’t help her.

      For the first time, he second-guessed getting involved with her. Yes, they had crazy explosive chemistry, but if she wouldn’t open up and let him in, what kind of relationship could they have? He wanted a partner like his friends had. Wanted someone he could talk to about anything. If he had a shitty mission, he wanted to be able to come home and decompress with her.

      But maybe Avery wasn’t that woman.

      Without another word, Rex pulled up as close to her stairs as he could and gripped the steering wheel tightly.

      “Thanks for the ride,” Avery said softly.

      “You’re welcome.” Rex held his breath and prayed that she would ask him in so they could talk.

      But she didn’t. She opened the car door and slid out, closing it firmly behind her. Then she practically ran from the car and up the stairs. Rex watched until he could see the lights turn on in her apartment, then he pulled out and headed back to his own, his heart heavy.
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      Avery sat in a corner of her bedroom, knees to her chest, heart pounding. Every single light she owned was turned on, and yet it was still too dark. There were still shadows in the corners and waiting for her just outside her door and windows. Every time she closed her eyes, she was afraid when she opened them, all she’d see was blackness. Like when she was in that cave.

      She’d spoken to Dr. Halterman, but couldn’t bring herself to admit how fucking petrified she was of the dark. It was stupid. She’d been in the dark right after she’d been rescued. She’d slept outside. It had even been dark on the plane when they’d flown home.

      But upon reflection, every time she’d been in the dark in those cases, she’d been with Cole. He’d been by her side, keeping her demons at bay. She’d done her best over the last week, especially since her parents had left, to overcome this…weakness…but it was getting worse, not better.

      She hadn’t slept more than a few hours here and there in a week, and every aspect of her life was suffering as a result. She looked like shit. Couldn’t concentrate at work. And tonight she’d fallen asleep in the fucking police station while she was supposed to be figuring out who had purposely told that Afghani insurgent to kill her without a second thought.

      Then, to top it off, it had been Cole who’d found her like that. Asleep on the job. Some naval officer she was. She’d punched him and practically fallen on her head. Not her finest moment.

      She hadn’t meant to piss Cole off, but apparently she had. She didn’t want to talk. She wanted to sleep, but knew she wouldn’t. She’d wanted to ask him to stay. Wanted to beg him to stay with her. But he’d clearly been upset, and the last thing she needed was to deal with his censure.

      Wanting to cry, but not having the energy, Avery sat in the corner for hours. Trying not to blink. Trying to keep the darkness away. She was supposed to be at work at oh-eight hundred in the morning but she knew there was no way she’d be able to make it. She’d end up giving the wrong medicine to someone or unable to properly diagnose a patient. The last thing she wanted to do was hurt someone else because of her issues.

      Looking at the clock and seeing it was nearly two-thirty in the morning, so desperate for sleep, Avery couldn’t stop herself from reaching up to the small table next to her bed and grabbing her phone. She clicked on Cole’s name and brought the phone to her ear.

      “’Lo?”

      Cole’s voice was scratchy, and it was obvious she’d woken him up. It was one more thing to feel bad about.

      “Cole?”

      “Avery?” He sounded much more awake now. “What’s wrong?”

      “Can you come over?” she asked, knowing she sounded way more pathetic than she wanted.

      “I’m on my way. Talk to me, sweetheart. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      Avery couldn’t talk. Her throat had closed up. She knew she was on the verge of a mental breakdown and if she said even one more word, she’d lose it.

      “At least tell me if you’re hurt. Are you in danger? Is someone there?”

      “No,” she choked out, the one word answering both his questions.

      “Okay, I’m coming, Avery. Right now. When I get there, can you open the door for me?”

      Avery nodded.

      “Avery?”

      Realizing he couldn’t see her, she managed to whisper, “Yes.”

      “Okay. Give me ten minutes and I’ll be there. I’m coming, Avery. Just hold on.”
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      Rex drove like a bat out of hell.

      He’d been irritated when his phone had rung, but could no longer deny the thought of going on a mission wasn’t exactly a bad one.

      Hearing it was Avery instead had scared him to death. He hadn’t even considered saying no when she’d asked if he could come over.

      All sorts of scenarios were running through his head about what could be wrong. She’d said no one was there, but what if she had to say that because they were right there, threatening her? What if the traitor had left Afghanistan already and was trying to break in?

      Shit, he was overreacting and he knew it. Avery was at the end of her rope. Exhausted, scared, and dealing with PTSD. He was an idiot for not insisting on staying with her earlier.

      Kicking himself, Rex drove even faster. He pulled into a parking space right in front of her building and raced up the three flights of stairs to her home. Her apartment stuck out because it was the only one with lights on at this time of the morning.

      And not just one light, but from what he could see, every single light in her place was blazing.

      He knocked on her door, then immediately tried the knob. It turned in his hand and, despite his surprise, he blew out a sigh of relief. He would’ve broken the door down if he had to, but he much preferred not to cause a ruckus this early in the morning.

      “Avery?” he called out as he entered her apartment. Rex locked the door behind him, then went looking for her.

      The space wasn’t very big, so it didn’t take him long to find her. He was about to walk down the hallway to her bedroom when he looked to his left.

      There she was, huddled in a corner of her small dining room next to her kitchen, her knees drawn up to her chest and her arms around them. Her eyes were open, but she seemed to be staring straight ahead at nothing. Her knuckles were white with how hard she was holding onto herself, the dark bags under her eyes looking even deeper in her pale complexion. She was wearing shorts and a tank top instead of her usual scrubs or uniform.

      He hadn’t exactly missed her spiraling downward, but he’d vastly overestimated her ability to recognize the signs herself, and deal with them.

      Deciding his questions could wait, Rex immediately strode over to the table. He crouched down, somewhat afraid to touch her. He didn’t want to startle her or set her off in any way.

      “Avery? It’s Cole. I’m here.”

      Her gaze flicked up to him and she blinked. “Cole?”

      “Yeah, baby, it’s me. What’s wrong?”

      “The dark,” she whispered. “I can’t make the dark go away.”

      Rex’s heart broke for her. “Can I touch you, sweetheart?”

      “Please,” she begged.

      Without a second’s hesitation, Rex leaned over and picked her up. She grabbed onto his neck as if she would never let go and buried her face in his chest. He walked to her room and sat down with her in his lap. He kicked off his shoes, then scooted back until he was leaning against the headboard. The covers were a mess, and it didn’t take much for him to lift a butt cheek and grab the sheet and comforter and pull the covers over them.

      If possible, Avery burrowed even farther into him. She was hanging onto him as if he was the only thing between her and certain death.

      Rex didn’t say anything for several minutes, simply ran his hand over her hair methodically. She wasn’t crying, but she wasn’t very relaxed in his arms either.

      “Can you talk now?” he ventured to ask. “Tell me what’s going on? Do I need to call a doctor? Your mom? What do you need?”

      She shook her head against him. “I just…it’s the dark,” she said. “Every time I close my eyes, I’m afraid when I open them again, I’m going to be back there. Alone in the dark with no way out.”

      Rex’s stomach dropped. “Have you slept?”

      She shook her head.

      “Oh, sweetheart. I’m so sorry.”

      “Not your fault,” she mumbled into his neck.

      “I know, but if you’d said something earlier, maybe I could’ve helped.”

      “You’re helping now.”

      It was only three words, but they made him feel ten feet tall. Rex knew that if he could, he’d fight all of Avery’s demons for her. She was a strong woman who didn’t need a man, but he wanted to protect her anyway. Wanted to help her navigate through life. Wanted to cheer her on when she needed it and sit back and watch and admire her when she didn’t. But at the moment, he wasn’t sure what to say that would help her through the psychological trauma she’d experienced when she’d been a POW.

      Taking a deep breath, Rex thought about one of the worst times in his life, and hoped sharing his experiences might help her.

      “I was a POW once myself.”

      She jerked in his arms, picking her head up to look at him. With the amount of light in the room he couldn’t hide from her. He looked into her eyes, and even in the midst of her own drama, he saw the dismay and concern for him.

      He vowed right then and there to keep her. To move mountains and do whatever else it took to make her his.

      “You were?” she asked softly.

      Rex nodded, then put his hand on her head and guided it back to his shoulder. She resisted for a second before relaxing under him. He scooted down on the bed, shifting Avery so she was lying next to him, rather than sitting on his lap. It was relative, because half her body was on top of him. Her arm snaked around his belly and she clung as if she never wanted to let him go, which was fine with him.

      Rex stared up at her popcorn ceiling and prepared to tell her something he hadn’t told anyone else, including the psychologist and his teammates.

      “Ace and I had been injured in a firefight. I took a bullet to my thigh, and Ace had one in his side. Nothing vital was hit, not like Phantom in the helicopter. We weren’t bleeding out, but we definitely weren’t going anywhere fast. And instead of getting the hell out of there, the team stayed with us and ultimately we were all captured as a result.”

      Avery inhaled sharply, and Rex squeezed her reassuringly before he continued. “We were taken to a series of caves, but ours wasn’t small like yours, it was huge. And the Taliban had set up something resembling horse corrals. We were each tied down inside one of them. We couldn’t see each other, but we could hear everything going on around us.”

      “So you weren’t alone, that’s good…right?” Avery asked quietly.

      “Yes and no,” Rex said honestly. “Don’t get me wrong, I was happy to have my teammates because I knew together we could figure out how to escape and get the hell out of there. We were a lot stronger together than we’d be if we were on our own. It also meant that the attentions of our…hosts…was divided. But I knew the reason we were all there was because of me and Ace.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If we hadn’t gotten shot, then none of us would’ve been there. We wouldn’t have had our asses kicked by those fuckers. They took great delight in beating us.”

      Avery nodded as if she knew exactly what he meant, and he knew she did.

      “All I could think of was that my friends were being hurt because of me. When it was Bubba’s turn to get beaten, he yelled out words that reminded us all of the hell we’d been through in our SEAL training. Basically, he was telling us to stay strong without letting our captors know what he was doing.”

      Rex felt Avery stir against him. “What’d he say?”

      “Things like ‘cold,’ ‘sleep,’ ‘food.’ Random words. Nothing the Taliban would understand, but the rest of us knew exactly what he meant.”

      Avery nodded. “That was smart.”

      “It was. But every word made me feel more and more guilty.”

      She shook her head. “No, Cole. That’s not why he was doing it.”

      “I know. But it didn’t change the way I felt.”

      “How’d you all get away?”

      “Bubba has a habit of carrying everything under the sun in his various pockets. When he was searched, a small knife was missed. At night, after they got tired of beating on us, they left us alone. Tied up in our stalls. He got a hand free and used his knife to free himself, then the rest of us. They did their best to stabilize me and Ace, and we got the fuck out of there. The kind of pain I felt escaping from that hellhole was something I’ll never forget. But I refused to give up or let anyone else know that every limping step felt as if the Taliban was sticking a hot poker into my leg. I suffered in silence. Even when we were rescued, and I was brought to a hospital, I didn’t say anything about how much I was really hurting.”

      “You were punishing yourself,” Avery said softly.

      Rex nodded. “We all knew we wouldn’t have been captured if Ace and I hadn’t been shot. I passed out simply from Rocco sitting on the mattress next to my hip in the hospital. The movement jostled my leg just a little, but my body had had enough. It shut down. It freaked Rocco out and when I woke up, it was after surgery had been done to clean out the infection that had begun to overtake my body.

      “My point, and I do have one, is that if I had spoken up earlier, I wouldn’t have had to suffer as much as I did. I could’ve been given antibiotics and painkillers. I’ve never told anyone how guilty I felt, and still feel, about that mission. I hated that they’d been hurt because of me. I didn’t like putting them in that position.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. Anyone could’ve been hit by a stray bullet,” Avery told him, her voice stronger now that she was defending him and not thinking about the dark or what had happened to her. “If Rocco had been the one hit, or Phantom, or any of the others, would you have blamed them for putting you in that position?” She didn’t wait for him to answer. “No, you wouldn’t. So you shouldn’t blame yourself.”

      “I know,” Rex told her with a small smile. “I get it now, but back then, I didn’t. And I know if I’d have opened my mouth and told Rocco or the others what I was feeling, he would’ve told me the same thing, and I could’ve avoided all the fucking angst and guilt I felt about it. I know you went to see a psychologist. What did he say about your fear of the darkness?”

      Rex knew what Avery was going to say before she said it.

      “I didn’t talk about it,” she admitted. “But it’s different!” she said quickly. “It’s not the same thing as what you went through.”

      “Why not? You did nothing wrong, sweetheart. You didn’t ask to get snatched. You didn’t ask to be beaten and buried alive. But you were. And now you have to deal with the aftermath. I know you don’t feel like it, but you’re amazing. I don’t know many people who would’ve had the mental fortitude to do what you did. You didn’t give up. You figured out a way to survive and didn’t sit back waiting to be rescued. You would’ve dug yourself out if we hadn’t come along. Being scared of the dark isn’t a weakness, Avery. It’s nothing to be ashamed about. Not at all.”

      “It’s stupid,” she protested. “I know I’m not in Afghanistan. I’m here in my own home.”

      “The brain works in weird ways,” Rex told her. “It allows us to function in situations where we shouldn’t be able to, but then it has a nasty habit of not wanting to let those situations go.”

      She didn’t say anything for a moment or two, then said, “I’m so pissed, Cole.”

      “About what?”

      “About it all. At whoever it was who decided money was more important than human lives and told the insurgents about the weapons convoy. Mad that Afghani man thought it was okay to kidnap and torture me. Pissed that the insurgents thought it was fun to hit me then bury me alive. Angry at myself that I can’t shake this weakness and go back to normal.”

      “It’s not a weakness,” Rex said.

      “It is!” Avery insisted. “I can’t sleep. I can’t function normally. I’m going crazy!”

      “You slept in the dark after we rescued you. What’s changed?” Rex asked. He felt her stiffen against him and realized he’d asked exactly the right question. “Talk to me,” he begged. “Did something happen when you got home? Are you having nightmares that’s bringing it all back? Why can’t you sleep now when you could before you got here?”

      He didn’t think she was going to answer him. It was at least three full minutes before he felt her take a deep breath.

      “Because before, you were there with me…and I felt safe.”

      Goose bumps broke out on his arms at her response. He’d never had this problem before. Never felt his skin prickle spontaneously when he’d been with anyone else. But Avery had a way of cutting straight to his heart, of making him feel raw.

      His arms tightened around her, and he turned his head to kiss her forehead. He knew she didn’t like admitting that to him, but it changed everything between them. Everything.

      “I shouldn’t have called you,” Avery said when he didn’t respond to her admission right away.

      Rex tightened his hold on her. “Yes, you absolutely should’ve,” he said firmly. “In fact, you should’ve said something way before now.”

      “I…I don’t like being weak,” Avery admitted.

      Rex couldn’t help it. He laughed. “Weak?” he asked in an astonished tone. “Avery, you’re the strongest person I know. Asking for what you need isn’t weak. In fact, it’s way harder sometimes than staying silent. I’m honored that I can do this for you. I’m upset that you didn’t tell me sooner. But I’m here now. We’ll figure this out, and I promise you that things will get better. Day by day, or rather, night by night. It doesn’t matter if we have to sleep with all the lights on for the rest of our lives, we’ll do whatever you need to feel safe. Okay?”

      “We?”

      “Yeah, baby. We. Now close your eyes and sleep.”

      “You’re staying?” she asked, picking up her head to look him in the eyes.

      “Of course I’m staying,” he said firmly. “As long as you need me to. Now, shut up and go to sleep already, yeah?” he told her in a teasing tone.

      She huffed out a breath, but lay back down against him. She was silent a moment or two, then said, “Thank you, Cole. I know you said this doesn’t make me weak, but saying it doesn’t make the feeling go away.”

      “I know, and that’s okay. I can be strong for both of us.”

      “You can’t sleep with me forever,” she told him.

      Rex wanted to protest immediately. Tell her that he damn well could, and would, but now wasn’t the time. “I can for now. Eventually, you’ll get to the point where you don’t need me in order to sleep, but right now, and for the immediate future, I’m staying.”

      “Thanks,” she whispered.

      Rex felt her muscles completely relax for the first time, and he knew without a doubt he was right where he needed to be. By her side. Supporting and encouraging her. She would get over this, he knew it. Everything was still too fresh in her mind for her brain to completely shut down and let her relax. Once the traitor was caught and things went back to normal, she’d be back to normal. Right now, she was running on little sleep, the stress of going back to work, and the additional strain of trying to recognize the man she saw in the village.

      Within five minutes, Avery had fallen asleep against him. She was dead weight along his body and he could feel the warm puffs of air from her mouth against his neck. In some ways, it felt like he’d slept with her just like this for years, and in other ways, it was as new and exciting.

      And feeling her against him made him think about other things, as well. About how she would feel in his arms if they were both naked. How it would feel to make love to her.

      Thinking about loving Avery made his dick stir in his jeans. He was still fully clothed and glad for it right this moment. There was no doubt Rex wanted her, but he wanted it to be her decision. Wanted her to need him as much as he needed her. They weren’t there yet, but they had time. He could be there for her like this, platonically, as long as she needed him. It would be his honor and privilege.

      Kissing her on the forehead once more, Rex closed his eyes. He could see the bright light of the room even through his eyelids, but it didn’t bother him. He made a mental note to make sure she had a good supply of lightbulbs on hand in case any of the lights in her apartment burned out.

      If Avery needed the light to sleep, that’s what she’d get.

      That…and him by her side.

      Feeling a contentment he’d never experienced in his thirty-four years, Rex fell asleep with Avery in his arms.
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      Avery jerked awake and was confused for a moment about where she was and what was going on. She’d been dreaming that she was standing at the bottom of a hole and an American man dressed in traditional Afghani garb was laughing as he slid a piece of wood over the top, leaving her in complete darkness.

      It was a variation of the same kind of dreams she’d been having since she’d arrived back in California. In every one, she was buried alive in some manner. And in every one, she was helpless to do anything about it.

      The difference this time was that she wasn’t freaking out. She’d jerked herself awake and instead of being sweaty and practically hyperventilating, she was almost calm.

      “Shhhh,” a drowsy male voice said from right next to her ear. “You’re okay, baby. It was just a dream.”

      Cole.

      Avery was immediately embarrassed.

      She’d called him in a moment of panic earlier and he hadn’t hesitated to come over. She’d managed to get to the front door to unlock it, but didn’t have the energy or strength to get all the way back to her bedroom. So she’d taken refuge in the safest place she could find…the corner of her dining room.

      Cole hadn’t been disgusted with her. Hadn’t looked at her with pity. If she wasn’t mistaken, she’d seen pride in his gaze.

      It was crazy. Even when she’d admitted that he’d been the one to keep the darkness at bay, he hadn’t laughed at her and told her she was losing it.

      Avery closed her eyes and relaxed into his warm body. Usually after waking up from one of her nightmares, she wasn’t able to fall back asleep, but amazingly, she knew she was moments away from doing just that.

      And it was because of the man at her side. He made all the difference. She was safe with him. He wouldn’t let the mysterious traitor lock her away in the dark again.

      She hated relying on someone else, on a man, to keep her safe. But she knew he was right. Eventually, she’d be able to stand on her own two feet again, or sleep on her own as the case may be. But for now, she was all right with him being there to chase away the demons and things that went bump in the night.

      Cole opening up and telling her the story about his own capture, and how vulnerable it had made him feel, made her feel less alone. Stronger somehow.

      Moving her hand, Avery realized she was touching cotton instead of his soft skin. Without thought, she moved her hand up and under his shirt, resting her palm against his six-pack abs. She felt and heard him inhale deeply, but then his fingers intertwined with hers on his belly under his shirt.

      Holding his hand, hearing his heart beat under her cheek, and feeling the tickle of his beard against her head all combined to make her feel snug and safe.

      “Go back to sleep, sweetheart. I’ve got you.”

      Those were the last words she heard as her body succumbed to the lure of sleep it had long been denied.
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      A week later, Avery stood in the hallway leading out to the main living area and watched as Cole scuttled around her kitchen. He sipped his cup of coffee as he stood in front of her stove, cooking bacon. She knew the second he realized she was awake he’d crack a few eggs in a pan and start a simple omelet of eggs, cheese, and tomatoes for her.

      She’d thought it would be awkward to wake up with Cole that first time, but he’d gone out of his way to make it seem as if he always got called in the middle of the night to soothe his freaked-out girlfriend.

      He’d spent every night with her since. She’d slept like a log and woke up refreshed and ready to face each day. Without any kind of discussion, he’d brought some of his things over, like soap, his toothbrush, and a few changes of clothes.

      And Avery had never been happier.

      That alone was kinda freaking her out. This wasn’t how relationships worked. They were doing everything backward. Living together before they’d really gotten to know each other. Sleeping together before sleeping together.

      Although, the not knowing each other was a lie. She’d spent so much time with Cole, talking and laughing, that she honestly knew him better than any other man she’d dated. He was down-to-earth, could be silly, was fiercely devoted to his friends. He was considerate. He’d eaten her out of house and home, but he was also generous, shopping for them, not seeming to care how much groceries cost, and he’d filled her car up with gas to boot.

      Avery kept waiting for him to do something that would turn her off. Would make him seem less like a paragon of men and more like an annoying…guy. But so far that hadn’t happened.

      She knew she was being unfair to herself, but at the moment, she felt as if she was the one with all the flaws in the relationship.

      “Morning,” Cole said, startling Avery.

      He was smiling at her from his place in front of the stove, and she saw that he’d already started her omelet. “Good morning,” she said, walking toward the kitchen.

      “Sleep all right?” he asked, just as he did every morning.

      “You know I did,” she replied a little snarkily. She never would’ve thought it possible, but every night when they went to her bedroom and snuggled, the second she closed her eyes, she was out like a light. And even when she woke up with a nightmare, knowing she was safe in his arms made her able to fall right back to sleep, something that had been impossible before he’d started spending the night.

      When she got near him, he snaked out an arm and pulled her into his side. He leaned in and kissed her as if it was no big deal. And Avery supposed it wasn’t. He’d been doing that for a week. Kissing her lightly and frequently every chance he got.

      When he dropped her off at the hospital, he leaned over and kissed her before she got out of his car.

      When he picked her up, another kiss.

      After she’d spent time at the police station going over photos, he kissed her.

      Before dinner.

      After dinner.

      While they were watching TV.

      When she was snuggled next to him in her bed.

      Avery couldn’t say she didn’t like it, but she was frustrated that he never took his kisses deeper. Not like they’d shared before she’d had her freak-out. It was always a quick peck on the lips. His beard and mustache lightly tickling her before he’d back off.

      She missed his hand on the back of her neck, holding her to him as he tilted her head exactly where he wanted it and kissed her as if he’d never get enough.

      “You’re only working a half shift today, right?” he asked.

      Avery nodded and sipped the cup of coffee he’d prepared for her.

      “And then you want to spend an hour or so at the police station?”

      “Yeah,” she told him. “I’m down to the last of the pictures. I’d like to finish up.”

      He frowned. “And no one seems familiar?”

      Avery sighed. “No. And it sucks. I thought for sure I’d recognize the guy immediately when I saw him. But I’ve been through all the navy photos and I’m pretty sure the guy I saw wasn’t there. Now I’ve only got a few of the army and civilian guys left to look through.” She put down her cup of coffee. “What am I going to do if I can’t find him, Cole? The first unit will be leaving Afghanistan soon. Be honest, do you really think I’ll be in danger?”

      She watched as Cole turned off the heat on the stove and slid a perfectly cooked omelet onto a plate. He turned to her and put his hands on her shoulders. He was wearing a tan T-shirt and his blue camo pants. He’d managed to shower without her hearing him, and she could smell his fresh, clean scent. It made her want to bury her face into his neck and just stay there the rest of the day, smelling him.

      “There’s a chance, yes,” he said solemnly. “I wish like hell I could tell you that you’ll be fine, but, Avery, you were the one who told us what the Afghani said to you. That he’d been instructed to make sure you didn’t make it out of the country alive. The traitor obviously knows who you are, and if you can’t identify him, that puts you in danger.”

      “I can identify him,” Avery insisted. “If I see him again. Just like people said, the official DOD photos are very staged and probably look nothing like the person does in real life. I bet I would hardly recognize you if I saw yours.”

      Cole smirked.

      “See? I’m right,” she said with a huff.

      “I know you are. I don’t have a beard or mustache in mine,” Cole told her.

      Avery’s eyes widened. “Seriously? I really want to see it now.”

      He chuckled, then took a step closer to her and one of his hands moved from her shoulder to her nape, the other wrapping around her waist.

      Avery shivered in response. God, she loved it when he held her like this. His eyes were intense as he looked at her. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      As much as she liked the sentiment behind his words, she knew that wasn’t how things worked. “I appreciate that, but I have a feeling if this guy wants to get to me, he will.”

      Cole frowned.

      “You can’t be with me twenty-four hours a day, Cole,” Avery insisted. “You have work, as do I. As much as I’d love to have you as my own personal man-hunk shadow, that’s not feasible for either one of us. I just need to know how much danger you really think I’m in. If it’s a ten on a scale of one to ten, then I’ll do things very differently than if it’s a five. I don’t want to die, I’ve got too much to live for, but I also can’t spend my life locked behind doors, wondering if there’s a sniper’s bullet out there with my name on it. Does any of this make sense?”

      Cole sighed. Then nodded. “Yeah, baby, it does. I hate it, but I understand. I’d say right now the danger level is probably around a two. It’s possible this guy knows people and can hire someone to get to you, but since things have been quiet for over two weeks, I think you’re okay.”

      “And when those army and navy units leave Afghanistan?” she asked.

      Cole pressed his lips together for a moment, then said, “Seven.”

      Avery’s stomach rolled at hearing that. “Thank you for being honest with me.”

      “Ideally, you’ll recognize the traitor in the last batch of pictures you go through,” Cole said. “Then he can be picked up and interrogated and you’ll be good to go.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Then you’ll need to be extra vigilant. Constantly aware of who’s around you, and you’ll have to be sure to never be alone. In a parking lot, on the floor in the hospital, or while grocery shopping. I won’t lie, it’s gonna suck, but I’m going to do everything I can to help out. To be with you so you can relax and just be you while you’re out and about.”

      “For how long?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just that. How long? There will be more units leaving Afghanistan in the months to come. When will I know the threat is done? I mean, if this guy comes back stateside and realizes that I haven’t fingered him, will that be it? Will he think he’s won and leave me alone? Or will I always have to watch my back? How long will I be in danger?”

      “I don’t know,” Cole admitted. He pulled her into him until they were plastered together from hip to chest. Avery grabbed hold of the side of his pants and looked into his eyes. “What I do know is, no matter how long it takes, you’ve got me. And my teammates. You aren’t alone, Avery.”

      “I just can’t imagine having to live in fear for months or years.”

      “You won’t.”

      “You can’t know that,” Avery insisted.

      “I can, and here’s why. Because I know you,” Cole said. “You’re tenacious. You aren’t going to let this go. If you get through the last pictures and haven’t recognized him, you’ll go through them again. You’ll inspect every man you come into contact with and eventually you’ll recognize him.”

      “And if he’s not navy? Not on this base?” she asked, his words making her feel good.

      “I have a feeling whoever this is will want to make sure you can’t ID him. If he’s not navy, he’ll show up anyway. He might lurk in the background, but he’ll want you to see him. If you show the slightest bit of recognition, he’ll know he has to do something. If you do ever see anyone you think is him, you’re going to have to do your best to not let on that you recognize him. I’m serious about this, Avery, your life could be at stake.”

      She nodded. “I know. And that makes sense. Maybe I could go to the welcome-back ceremony next week and see if I can ID him there.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Cole conceded. “If you don’t ID him from the last of the pictures, I’ll talk to my commander and see if we can’t arrange something.”

      His thumb lightly caressed the back of her neck, and Avery’s nipples puckered in response.

      And just like that, thoughts of the traitor and her life maybe being in danger disappeared. All Avery could think of was the man standing in front of her and how much she wanted him.

      “Why haven’t you kissed me again?” she asked softly.

      “I’ve kissed you,” Cole insisted.

      Avery shook her head. “You know what I mean. A peck on the lips doesn’t count.”

      He looked pained. “The truth?”

      “Always.”

      “Because I know if I kiss you the way I really want to, I won’t stop. I’ll take you into the bedroom and love you the way I dream about every night. I’ll have you naked and writhing under me before you even know what’s happening. And I won’t stop at kissing your lips. I’ll taste every inch of your body before fucking you so hard, neither of us can think of anything but how good we feel together. And the last thing I want to do is rush you. Or do something that will make you regress in your recovery. You’ve been doing so well over the last week, I don’t want to screw that up.”

      His explanation had Avery squirming in his grip. Her panties were wet and she desperately wanted what his vivid words had promised. “Yes,” she whispered.

      But Cole shook his head. “As much as you saying that turns me on, I’m not ready.”

      She frowned. “What? I thought guys were always ready for sex? And you were ready a week ago. What’s changed?”

      “I like you, Avery. A hell of a lot. And we could fuck right this second and we’d both find it extremely pleasurable. But…I want more. I want it all. And I’m willing to wait until you want that too. I know you think all guys, especially SEALs, are horndogs, have slept with hundreds of women, and have no desire to settle down, but I’m not like that. I want what my friends have. I want a partner. Someone to spend the rest of my life with. To fight for. To come home to at the end of a mission and feel settled because she’s in my arms again. I want someone I can laugh with, cry with, and simply sit in the same room with and feel content. What I don’t want is a fuck buddy. Someone who only wants to be with me because I keep the nightmares at bay.”

      Avery opened her mouth to protest, to tell him that wasn’t why she’d called him that night, wasn’t why she’d allowed him to stay over at her apartment every night for the last week. But he tightened his hand on the back of her neck and continued talking.

      “No, I don’t think that’s why you’re with me, but honestly, you scare the shit out of me, Avery. I think about you constantly. I worry about you when you’re at work and have to stop myself from texting you a hundred times a day to see how you’re doing. Or to tell you something funny that happened to me. I’m not ready because I need to make sure this is what you want. That you’re all in. Because if you agree to be with me, and then decide later on that you’ve changed your mind, it would devastate me.

      “So I can’t kiss you the way I really want to because it’ll lead to more. And I don’t want to pressure you into anything less than being one hundred percent committed to a relationship with me. I know this all makes me sound like some kind of pussy, but I can’t help it.”

      Avery moved her hand up to his mouth and covered it. “You aren’t a pussy,” she told him sternly. “I can’t believe you’d even say that. Most men wouldn’t have the balls to admit what you just did. But…you’re right. I’m reluctant to commit to whatever this is between us because it’s so confusing. I’ve never felt the kind of chemistry with anyone else that we have, and it scares the shit out of me too. I can’t help but wonder if, after we fuck, it’ll dissipate and that will be that.”

      Cole shook his head, but Avery didn’t remove her hand.

      “I’m not saying that I think you’d purposely do anything to hurt me, you aren’t that kind of guy, but over time, when the need and want fades, and you’re stuck having someone in your bed who can’t sleep without the fucking light on, I don’t want you to question what the hell you’re doing. If you’ll start to pull away, and then I’ll be left by myself once again, wondering what the hell happened.”

      Cole reached up and took the hand over his mouth into his own, then wrapped them behind her back, effectively trapping her between himself and the counter. “That won’t happen, sweetheart. I don’t give a shit about the light. We can spend the rest of our lives sleeping with the light on and it won’t faze me. But that right there is why I’ve been holding back. We’re going to burn hotter than I can even imagine when we finally make love, but I want to make sure you know down to the marrow of your bones that I’m here because I want to be. Not because of the sex. Not because of what you think I want from you. I just want you, Avery. Exactly how you are. Forever. And it’s old fashioned, I admit it, but I need the reassurance that this isn’t just a fling for you before we move our physical relationship forward.”

      “So you want us to get married before you’ll kiss me? Make love with me?”

      Cole shook his head. “No. I know this sounds insane, and I’m not explaining it well. I just need to know that you’re as committed to making things work as I am, before we go down that physical path. Because, you might’ve missed this, baby, but once I make you mine, I’m not letting you go. And I don’t mean that in a creepy stalker, ‘no one can have you but me’ way. But I know deep down that you can destroy me. If you let me make you mine, then decide it’s not what you want, I’ll never recover. That scares the hell out of me. When you’re ready to be mine, really be mine, you let me know and I’ll kiss you….and more.”

      Avery’s heart was beating hard in her chest and she felt like she couldn’t get enough air.

      Was Cole for real? His words were a little on the chauvinistic side…she wasn’t a piece of property that would “belong” to anyone, but she couldn’t deny that she loved the idea all the same. “If I’m yours, would you be mine? I won’t tolerate cheating,” she told him. “If you ever sleep with another woman behind my back, or sext anyone, or even kiss someone else the way we kissed before I called you in the middle of the night, I’ll be done. Out. No matter how much you beg or apologize, it’ll be over.”

      “I won’t.”

      His words were simple and heartfelt.

      Avery wanted to agree right then and there that she was his. That she was ready. But deep down, she knew she wasn’t. Her life was up in the air right now and the last thing she needed was to add Cole to the mix.

      Of course, he was already involved. They were practically living together and they’d only been on a handful of official dates. But she’d called him, and he hadn’t hesitated in coming to her side. And his presence was allowing her to sleep at night.

      She didn’t want to enter a true relationship with him until she knew she wasn’t using him in any way. She didn’t want him to be a crutch. She wanted to be whole for him. Avery had no idea when that might happen, but it was more than obvious he was an honorable man, and she wanted to respect that.

      “I’ll let you know,” she said softly.

      The flare of heat in his eyes was almost enough to make her declare she was ready right then and there.

      “You’re worth it,” Cole said tenderly.

      “What?”

      “You’re worth waiting for,” he clarified. “I don’t care how long it takes, you’re worth every minute.” Then he took a deep breath and stepped away from her. “Your breakfast is getting cold, you need to eat.”

      “You’re always feeding me,” Avery mock complained, missing the feel of him against her more than she could admit.

      “And I probably always will be,” he admitted. “Knowing you went two weeks without food still haunts me. You’re going to have to humor me.”

      Avery knew there were worse things to have to deal with when it came to a boyfriend. So she picked up her coffee cup and walked over to the small kitchen table. She ate while she watched Cole make himself a few eggs.

      They ate breakfast together, discussing what they had planned for the day.

      “Oh, before we got sidetracked, I was going to ask if you wanted to go over to Gumby’s house this afternoon after you finished looking at pictures. Phantom is going back to his own apartment tomorrow and we thought we’d throw a small ‘going home’ party for him.”

      Avery wasn’t sure she would feel like being social after work and after looking at pictures, but she knew Cole had been spending more time with her than his friends lately and she felt bad about that.

      As if he could read her mind, Cole said, “It’s okay to say no. And of course it’ll depend on if you ID the traitor or not. If you do, we’ll have other things we’ll need to do.”

      Shaking her head, Avery made a decision. “No, I want to. I haven’t met Caite, Sidney, Piper, or Zoey yet, and I’ve heard so much about them from you. It’s more comfortable for me to come back here and hang out, but I do really want to meet them and see the guys again. Especially Phantom. Any word on that woman, Kalee?”

      “Not yet, but our computer-genius friend Tex is doing his best to see what he can find. How about this, we’ll stop in for a bit, but I promise to get you back here before the sun sets. I know you don’t like to be out and about after dark.”

      Avery was both touched at his consideration and pissed at herself for being such a scaredy-cat. “Sounds good.”

      Cole reached out and grabbed hold of her hand, preventing her from standing to bring her plate to the sink. “It’s only been a few weeks, give yourself some slack.”

      Taking a deep breath, Avery nodded. “I just…I hate this. I was strong enough to live through what they did to me and now I feel like I’m letting something stupid like the dark take me down.”

      “It’s not stupid,” Cole said. He ran his thumb over the back of her hand and let her go.

      Avery put the dirty dishes in the dishwasher then went to finish getting ready for work. In twenty minutes, she and Cole were on their way to the hospital. She had a car, could’ve driven herself, but he’d insisted he didn’t mind dropping her off and picking her up. And since Avery loved spending as much time with Cole as possible, she’d agreed.

      He pulled up in front of the hospital and leaned over, gripping the back of her neck and bringing her lips to his. His kiss was as chaste as always, but now that she understood why he was holding back, it didn’t bother her anymore.

      “Be careful,” he told her, just like he did every time he dropped her off.

      “I will.”

      “Call or text when you get to the police station.”

      “Of course.”

      He let go and Avery climbed out of his car. He called her name before she could shut the door.

      “Yeah?” she asked, leaning down to meet his gaze.

      “I’m proud of you. Your determination to identify the traitor to our country is so damn honorable, I don’t have the words. On behalf of every American killed or hurt by insurgents and terrorists, thank you.”

      Avery felt herself tear up. She managed to nod at him.

      Cole smiled, and she shut the door and headed for the entrance of the hospital. His words were just what she’d needed to hear. Yes, what happened to her had sucked, but it wasn’t all about her. Two men had lost their lives over there in Afghanistan. And thousands more had died while fighting for their country. The traitor, whoever and wherever he was, had directly contributed to the danger for even more American men and women. His actions had increased the tension between the locals and the soldiers and sailors in the region tenfold.

      Not to mention missions like the one she’d been on, to help the local women with healthcare, were on hold for the foreseeable future.

      Avery had no idea what would happen if she wasn’t able to identify the traitor that afternoon in the last batch of pictures she had to go through, but she wouldn’t stop until she’d figured out who he was.

      “I’m going to find you, asshole,” she muttered as the automatic doors opened for her. She put her hand over her chest, making sure Cole’s Budweiser pin was still attached to her T-shirt under her scrubs. Just having that with her gave her confidence, and it made her feel as if Cole was there with her at all times.
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      Scott Wheatland listened to the base general give a speech to the units that were scheduled to leave Afghanistan over the next week. So far, he hadn’t been thrown in the brig, which seemed to be a good sign that the lieutenant hadn’t identified him yet.

      But he knew it was only a matter of time.

      He couldn’t wait to get to California and find out what she’d been up to since she’d been back stateside. He didn’t think she would just let it go. She’d looked right into his eyes and had witnessed him meeting with his contact in the village.

      Scott had been shocked but pleased to learn that when his Afghani contact had been surrounded by the Delta Force team sent to investigate what had happened with the weapons convoy, he’d shot himself in the head. He obviously thought killing himself would be better than giving the Americans a chance to interrogate him, choosing to die instead of giving up information on the insurgents and where the weapons were.

      For Scott, it meant the man couldn’t give up his name and his role in the attack either.

      It was a lucky break. What did worry him was that he was now running low on pills as a result of the man’s easy way out. Scott wasn’t sure he’d have enough to last him until he got back to California. He’d have to stretch them carefully. When he landed, he could hook back up with his regular dealer, but until then, he’d have to suffer through some withdrawal symptoms from scaling back.

      As the general droned on and on, Scott’s attention waned. He fantasized about seeing the lieutenant again, how he’d shut her up. He knew, as a nurse who worked in the base hospital, she would be easy to get to, but he had to time everything exactly right. If she caught even a glimpse of him on base before he was ready, everything would be ruined. She’d turn him in without a second thought.

      He had to figure out how to set things up so they’d meet face-to-face at just the right time. Then he could finish what the incompetent Afghanis hadn’t been able to do. Namely, make sure the lieutenant couldn’t ever identify him to the authorities.

      Keeping his face blank, Scott internally grinned and plotted.
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      Rex looked out at Avery and had to physically restrain himself from walking outside and pulling her into his arms and kissing the shit out of her.

      Everything he’d told her that morning had been dead-on accurate. He dreamed about kissing her again. About tasting every inch of her body, then fucking her until they were both a sweaty, boneless mess. But he couldn’t. Not until he was sure she wouldn’t decide he wasn’t what she wanted. If she did, he wasn’t sure he could come back from that.

      They were at Gumby’s beach house and she was sitting on the back porch with Phantom and Caite. They were watching Piper and Ace’s kids play on the sand with the other women and Gumby and Rocco.

      Rex was inside with Ace and Bubba, cleaning up after the meal.

      “You’ve got a goofy look on your face, bro,” Bubba teased.

      Rex turned his attention back to the dish he was drying.

      Ace slapped him on his back and chuckled. “Another one bites the dust, huh?”

      Rex chuckled back but didn’t comment.

      “It’s about fucking time,” Bubba said. “I mean, we all know you’ve had your eye on her for-fucking-ever. Hate that it took her being kidnapped for you to be able to connect, but we’re happy for you.”

      “Thanks,” Rex told his friends. He put the now-dried plate in the cabinet and tossed the towel down. “Can I ask you guys something?”

      “Of course.”

      “Anything.”

      “How did you…when did you…” Rex’s voice trailed off.

      “Spit it out,” Ace said with a grin.

      “How did you figure out that Piper was with you because she wanted to be with you, and not because of the kids?” Rex asked Ace.

      Any humor that had been on his friend’s face was wiped clean with Rex’s serious question.

      “Honestly? I used to struggle with that same question. Not that I don’t think she loves me,” Ace said quickly. “But every now and then, I look at our kids, and at the baby that’s growin’ in her stomach, and I find myself wondering how in the hell I got to where I am today. I’ve always wanted kids but never in a million years thought I’ve have three, going on four, so soon after meeting Piper. But knowing she loves me for me and not the kids isn’t something I can explain. It’s just a feeling, here.” Ace put his fist over his heart.

      “I would do anything for my kids,” Ace went on. “But if they weren’t here, and Piper wasn’t pregnant, I know down to the marrow of my bones that we’d still be together. We might’ve gotten married because of the kids, but it was much more than that, even before we said ‘I do.’ I’m not an idiot, there were plenty of ways Tex could’ve gotten those girls out of Timor-Leste, but getting married tied me to Piper, and her to me, in a way neither of us could easily get out of. We were both unsure of the other, but in the end, it came down to us just knowing.”

      “Zoey and I went through a lot of shit in the week we spent in the Alaskan wilderness,” Bubba chimed in. “We got to know each other very well in a short amount of time. It helped that we already knew each other from high school, but still. If you’re second-guessing why Avery is with you, stop.”

      Rex shrugged. “Can’t help it. She’s having a hard time getting over being buried in the dark in that mountain.”

      “And you’re helping her, and now you’re thinking that’s the only reason she’s tolerating your ugly mug?” Ace asked with a smirk.

      Rex wasn’t in the mood to joke about this. “Fuck off,” he muttered.

      Ace got serious and put a hand on Rex’s shoulder. “Women are hard to understand sometimes, but if she didn’t have feelings for you, there’s no way you’d be sleeping in her bed every night.”

      “She’s scared of the dark,” Rex admitted. “She called me in the middle of the night and was completely freaked out even though she had every light on in her apartment. She hadn’t slept in a week and was at the end of her rope.”

      “Fine, so maybe she was using you that night, but the ones after that? No,” Ace said firmly. “I’m not saying you aren’t helping her, because I’m sure you are, but she’s a grown woman. And a nurse at that. She knows there are other ways to get over her fears. Psychotherapy, drugs…whatever. If she didn’t have feelings for you, you wouldn’t still be in her bed, Rex.”

      Rex wasn’t entirely convinced.

      “She can’t take her eyes off you for more than few minutes at a time,” Bubba said. “She’s sitting out there with Phantom and Caite, but turns her head to check to see where you are constantly…just as you do to her.”

      “I’m scared,” Rex admitted to his friends. It wasn’t something he’d ever say to anyone he didn’t trust one hundred percent, but the men in front of him had been through hell together.

      “I’m terrified every single day that Zoey will come to her senses and decide she can’t live with my quirks anymore,” Bubba admitted.

      “And even though Piper’s carrying my child, I’ll always worry that one day she’ll wake up and decide being married to a SEAL isn’t for her,” Ace added.

      “You know as well as we do that our futures aren’t set in stone,” Bubba told Rex. “But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t take hold of what we want. Embrace it, man. If you’re looking for guarantees that she’ll never leave you, or that life will always be a bed of roses, you’re not going to get it. Life is messy. It’s hard as fuck. There’ll be times you’ll fight and she might think she regrets choosing the life she did. But that just means you have to work harder to show her that she made the right decision after all. That you’re worth it, even when you feel fucked up inside and out. Just as she’ll do the same when you’re pissed at her for some stupid shit she did.

      “Life’s a risk, Rex. You know that as well as any of us. So what the hell are you waiting for? The time will never be ‘right.’ You might think you want to wait until she’s out of danger, but what if she never IDs the terrorist? Are you going to be merely a friend to her for the rest of your life? That’s not fair to either of you.

      “Either you’re in or you’re out,” Bubba continued. “You could be killed on our next mission. Or have a leg blown off. Or one of her patients could lose their mind in the hospital and kill her. You just don’t know. But one thing’s certain, if you wait for the perfect time to make your relationship work, you’ll be waiting forever.”

      Rex looked back out to the porch and caught Avery studying him with a worried look on her face. She mouthed, “Are you all right?”

      He realized he’d been frowning while Bubba had been lecturing him, so he smoothed his facial expression and nodded at Avery. She smiled at him, and he smiled back, then she turned back to the conversation she’d been having with the others on the porch.

      When Rex turned back to Ace and Bubba, they were both grinning like idiots.

      “Point made,” Rex said with a smile.

      “Good. Now, how about we go outside so I can make sure my wife doesn’t overdo it on the beach, and you can reassure your woman that you’re all right,” Ace suggested.

      Rex followed his friends out the door and laughed when they barely said anything to Caite, Phantom, and Avery, and instead made a beeline for their women on the beach.

      “Did you guys get everything taken care of?” Avery asked. “I’m happy to go in and help.”

      “We’re good,” Rex told her. He nudged her to scoot down one step, and when she did, he sat behind her and pulled her back into his arms. It was after dinner, but the sun was still up. They had at least another hour and a half before it got dark. Rex made a mental note to stay no longer than an hour so they could be back at her apartment before it got dark. “Anything interesting going on out here?” he asked.

      “Rani and Sinta are playing keep-away from Kemala, except Rani keeps dropping the ball. Kemala could’ve easily snatched it up several times, but she’s been pretending to trip, just to keep the game going, and probably so Rani doesn’t feel bad for not keeping the ball from her sister,” Caite said with a smile.

      “Sounds like something she’d do,” Rex said with a nod, then leaned over and put his chin on Avery’s shoulder. He felt her relax and tilt her head to rest against him. He felt…content.

      “Avery said she’s never been to Aces Bar and Grill,” Caite announced.

      Rex stiffened. Aces was a cool bar, but it was also known as a pick-up joint. He and the other guys on the team had been there many times in the past, back when they’d been trolling for women. It had been quite a while since he’d had any desire to go to a bar, especially to pick up women.

      Though, Aces was owned by Jessyka Sawyer, the wife of one of the SEALs on Wolf’s team. Word was it was less of a pick-up joint now…but that didn’t mean he wanted Avery hanging out there.

      “So I said I’d take her one night.”

      “Seriously?” Rex asked. He turned to glare at Caite, and saw she was grinning from ear to ear. “You’re fucking with me, aren’t you?” he asked.

      She giggled. “Sort of. But I thought she might like to go for a girls’ night with me, Sidney, Piper, and Zoey.”

      “Lunch,” Rex said without thinking.

      He only realized what he’d said when Avery gave him a look.

      Shit, he hadn’t meant to say anything that would let her fear of the dark out of the bag.

      But bless Caite, she didn’t question him, just went with it.

      “True. That would be better. Piper said she falls asleep around seven at night because of the baby. And we all like to be home when you guys get off work. Lunch works for me. Avery?”

      “Sure, that sounds good.”

      “Cool. I’ll arrange it and be in touch,” Caite said.

      “Give it a few weeks,” Rex told her.

      Caite frowned in confusion, but Phantom knew exactly what Rex meant. “No luck with the pictures today?” he asked Avery.

      She sighed, and Rex felt the tension return to her muscles.

      “No. And it pisses me off. I must’ve missed him. I’m going to start back at the beginning again, but I know I won’t finish before the first unit arrives stateside,” Avery told Phantom.

      Caite, who’d probably been filled in with what Avery was doing by Rocco, frowned. “That sucks. I’m sorry, Avery.”

      “It’s okay. I just…it’s probably best I stick close to home for a while. Until we figure out what comes next. The last thing I want is to put you or the others in danger simply by being around me.”

      “Screw that,” Caite said fiercely. “I’d like to see that asshole try something when we’re at Aces. We’d stomp him into the floor.”

      Avery chuckled, and Rex was glad to see her smile. “We are pretty amazing, aren’t we?” she asked.

      “Damn straight. I saved the lives of three badass Navy SEALs, don’t you know,” Caite said with a smirk. “And Sidney faced down dognappers, Piper kept herself and her three kids safe for three days from rebels, and Zoey proved herself to be an expert at wilderness survival, saving Bubba’s life when he decided to take a swim in Alaskan waters. And you…I don’t need to tell you what badassery you’ve accomplished. Between the five of us, we’re unstoppable.”

      Rex rolled his eyes at the same time Phantom said, “Wonder Women, you all aren’t.”

      “Whatever,” Caite told him, then turned and winked at Avery. “Seriously, if Aces won’t work in the short term, we’ll come to your place. We can have our wine there just as easily as we can at Aces. Although we’ll miss the eye candy.”

      “We could have our guys come and serve us without their shirts on,” Avery suggested.

      Rex nearly choked as Caite burst out laughing. “Yes! Perfect!”

      “I’m out,” Phantom said with a huff, leaning back in his chair.

      Both women giggled.

      When they’d gotten themselves under control, Rex asked, “How’s the leg, Phantom?”

      “Good,” the other man said, but didn’t elaborate.

      “What he means is that he’s got his range of motion back, but he’s still a bit stiff. The physical therapist thinks it’ll be another week or two before he’s completely cleared to go back in action. He’s grumpy as hell about it, but knows it’s for the best,” Avery said.

      “Thanks, Mom,” Phantom muttered.

      “Glad to hear it,” Rex told his teammate.

      Eventually the crew on the beach wandered back over to the porch and soon it was full of laughter and chatter.

      Rex leaned over and spoke into Avery’s ear. “You good?”

      She nodded and turned her head to look back at him. “Yeah. This was good. Thanks for inviting me. I like your friends’ women. They’re all really nice.”

      “Did you expect them not to be?” Rex asked, genuinely curious as to her answer.

      “Not really, but it’s hard being the newcomer. They’ve all known each other for a while and I’m the new girl. That doesn’t always work out.”

      “They aren’t like that.”

      “I know that now, but I wasn’t sure,” she said.

      “I’m sorry you weren’t able to ID the traitor today,” he said softly.

      He felt her tense up again, but she immediately forced herself to relax against him. “Yeah, me too. And it’s really bothering me. I was so sure I’d recognize him when I saw him, but…maybe all that stuff I said to the general over in Afghanistan was crap. I’m sure he thinks I’m a complete idiot, after going on and on about how observant I am and how I couldn’t describe the traitor, but I’d know him when I saw him.”

      “He doesn’t think you’re an idiot,” Rex said, hating how discouraged she sounded.

      “I guess it doesn’t matter one way or another what he thinks, but I hate doubting myself. I’ve examined each picture and I’m no closer to identifying the man who wanted me dead than I was when I’d started.”

      Rex sighed in frustration. He wished he could help her, but she was the one who had to ID the American she’d seen. He couldn’t do it for her.

      They both knew it meant that her life could seriously be in danger if the traitor was in the unit that was returning the following week. But without her identification, there wasn’t much more they could do. Rex hated that for her. For them.

      “You about ready to go?” he asked.

      She nodded. “And for the record, I’d be okay staying later. The dark doesn’t seem to bother me when you’re at my side…as you well know.”

      “I know, but I’d feel better with us both back at your apartment when the sun sets. I’d like to see about getting an alarm for your place too…if you’re agreeable.”

      He felt her sigh. “I know I should probably get all upset and tell you that I don’t need it and you’re being overprotective, but honestly? I’d feel much safer with one. I should’ve gotten one before now, but I was so confident I’d be able to ID this guy and things would go back to normal. I know having an alarm isn’t foolproof, and the traitor could still get to me, but at least it would make him have to try harder, right?”

      Rex wanted to kill that motherfucker. Tear him from limb to limb for doing this to Avery. But he forced himself to stay calm. “We’ll make sure if it gets triggered, it not only notifies the local PD, but also myself and the rest of the team. Okay?”

      “I don’t want to be a bother.”

      “You aren’t a bother,” Rex told her firmly. “I already talked to the guys and it was their idea, not mine.”

      She looked back at him. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “You’re lucky to have such good friends,” she told him.

      “No, we’re lucky,” he countered. “They’re your friends too. Come on, let’s get going. It’s going to take half an hour to say goodbye to everyone anyway.”

      He loved the quiet chuckle that left her lips. He stood and helped her to her feet.

      As he guessed, it took quite a while for them to say their goodbyes. Rani, who was now talking up a storm, had to tell Avery all about the four hundred and thirty-three shells she’d found on the beach that night, and Sinta wanted to invite her to her house to play sometime. The other women echoed Caite’s invitation to have a girls’ night in soon, and each of the guys had to hug her and order her to call them anytime if she felt uneasy.

      Bubba held her extra-long and whispered something into her ear. Rex would’ve gotten pissed, but he knew whatever his friend was saying wasn’t anything he’d object to. His friends had his back, even when it came to his love life.

      When they were on their way back to her apartment, he casually asked, “So…what’d Bubba say?”

      When Avery blushed bright red, he knew he wasn’t going to let it drop. He had to know now.

      “Nothing really.”

      “Avery, tell me.”

      “Why? Don’t you trust him?” she teased.

      “Of course I do. But with you blushing like that, I need to know if I have to kick his ass for embarrassing my girlfriend.”

      “It’s not…it wasn’t anything like that.”

      “Then what’d he say?”

      “He just told me that I could trust you. That you were a good guy.”

      Rex studied her as he drove, dividing his attention between her and the road. “Okay, I believe that, but I bet there was something else.”

      She rolled her eyes at him. “You’re annoying,” she declared.

      “I know,” he responded. “So tell me.”

      “Are you always going to be like this?”

      “Like what?”

      “Stubborn. Pushy. Not wanting to take no for an answer,” she said.

      “If I think you’re hiding something from me that could fester and hurt you down the line? Yes,” he told her without hesitation.

      “Fine. He also said if he was single, he’d be doing his damnedest to steal me from you.”

      Rex barked out a laugh. “That asshole,” he said without any heat.

      “You aren’t mad?” Avery asked.

      “No. Because I know he was serious, but I also know he’s so in love with Zoey it’s not even funny. And he didn’t say anything that I know every other single man who talks to you isn’t thinking.”

      “Cole! That’s not true.”

      “Avery, it is. And it’s cute as shit that you don’t even notice when someone is flirting with you. I’m the luckiest guy in the world to be the one sitting next to you right now, and the one you climb into your bed with each night. I swear, sweetheart, that I’ll do my best to give you what you need and want.”

      “I don’t need a man,” Avery argued. “And I can get what I want on my own.”

      “I’m perfectly aware of that,” Rex told her. “You’re the most competent and capable woman I’ve ever met. If you weren’t, you wouldn’t have survived in that cave. You did what had to be done and would’ve saved your damn self if I hadn’t happened to wander by when I did. But that doesn’t mean that I won’t do what I can to make your life easier in any way I can. Just because you can change your own tire, doesn’t mean you have to. Just because you can make your own dinner, wash your own clothes, drive yourself to work, etcetera, etcetera, doesn’t mean you always have to. All I’m asking is for a chance to show you that you can have a man in your life and still be the kick-ass, take-charge woman you’ve always been.”

      “Shit, Cole. Why do you always say things that make me want to cry?”

      “Because I’m me,” he said with a grin, reaching out for her hand. He didn’t grab it, simply held his hand out to her, letting her make the choice to take hold. When she did, Rex sighed in relief. He brought their clasped hands up to his mouth, kissed the back of her hand, then rested them on the console between them.

      “I’m worried about what happens next,” she admitted.

      “In regard to what?”

      “Everything. Us. Finding the traitor.”

      “One thing at a time,” Rex said calmly. “As far as us, whatever happens, happens. I’m going to be by your side supporting you. We’ll learn more about each other and hopefully you’ll come to see that you can trust me one hundred percent with your body and your heart.”

      She squeezed his hand. “And the traitor?”

      A muscle in Rex’s jaw flexed before he said, “We’ll find him, Avery. I promise you. He won’t get away with what he did.”

      “How?”

      “With the help of Tex, hard work on your part looking back through the pictures, and a bit of luck.”

      She nodded, accepting his answer.

      Rex wanted to swear. Wanted to fly to Afghanistan and interrogate every single fucking man there. He wasn’t sure what might happen next, but one thing he was sure of—he wouldn’t let Avery get hurt again. No way in hell.
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      Avery had planned to watch from behind the safety of a disguise and Cole’s SEAL team when the naval unit returned from Afghanistan, but as it turned out, an emergency had occurred right when she was supposed to leave the hospital to attend the ceremony. There had been a motor vehicle accident and the truck had been full of SEALs in training. It had flipped off the road and gone down an embankment. By the grace of God, no one had been killed, but the hospital had been inundated with over twenty casualties. Broken bones and head injuries, and Avery hadn’t been able to leave to greet the contingent coming back from overseas.

      Now the unit had been back for a week—and Avery was as stressed as she could ever remember being. She was going back through all the photos, looking over her shoulder every damn minute of the day, trying to stay focused and sharp at work…

      And Cole was driving her crazy.

      She understood where he was coming from, but his I-won’t-kiss-you-again-unless-you’re-all-in thing was beginning to piss her off. Why was it all on her? Why couldn’t they have a normal relationship like everyone else? She had no idea what was going to happen in the future. Yes, she liked him. Yes, she wanted to be with him. But she didn’t have a crystal ball.

      Meanwhile, she was doing better with her scared-of-the-dark thing. She’d actually gone to bed before Cole a few nights in the last week and had fallen asleep, which she thought was a huge step in the right direction. Yes, the lights were all still on, but she’d actually slept without him at her side, which made her feel good.

      Now the biggest remaining problem was her dreams. More accurately, her nightmares. But they weren’t about her being buried alive. Now they’d switched to being about Cole getting kidnapped or killed because of her. And that sucked.

      This morning, she was supposed to go to the police station before work to look at pictures, then work her eight-hour shift, then she and Cole were going to go and hang out with Ace and Piper. But after last night’s nightmare—one of the worst yet—all Avery wanted to do was crawl back into bed and stay there.

      Sighing, she climbed out of bed and went to get ready for her day. She didn’t have the luxury of staying home, as much as she might want to.

      After changing, she wandered into the other room and, as usual, Cole was in the kitchen. He turned when he sensed her enter the room and held out a mug of coffee.

      “You had a rough night. Want to talk about the nightmares?”

      Sighing, knowing it was too early to talk about this, especially before the caffeine had a chance to absorb into her bloodstream, Avery sat at the small table. “Not really,” she mumbled into the fresh brew, prepared exactly how she liked it.

      “You need to talk about it. You can’t keep everything bottled up.”

      Avery closed her eyes. She knew that. She wasn’t an idiot. But she wanted to be normal. Wanted to talk to Cole about everyday couple shit. Not how fucked up her head was.

      “Seriously, sweetheart. I just want to help. Talk to me.”

      Putting her mug down with a thud, she bit out, “You want me to talk? Fine. I’m stressed out. It’s hard to go about my day when I’m wondering if the boogeyman is going to jump out from behind every corner. I dream about you being killed or injured by that asshole because of your association with me, and I’m frustrated as hell that it seems as if you’re pulling away from me physically when I really need you to do the opposite.”

      Cole blinked at her outburst, then turned off the stove. He came over to the table and sat across from her, staring at her with that intense way he had. “I’m sorry you’re stressed. If it makes you feel any better, we’ve got Tex on the case, and he’s doing what he can to look into the backgrounds of the men who were stationed over in Afghanistan at the same time as you. If anything stands out, he’s going to tell my commander, and we can look more closely at those men. And I hate that you’re having nightmares about me. You know I’m a SEAL, baby. I can take care of myself. That asshole traitor isn’t going to get the jump on me.”

      “You aren’t impervious to being hurt,” Avery argued. “He could pull out a gun and shoot you before you have a chance to do any of your super-awesome SEAL moves on him.”

      Cole chuckled. “I’m doubting he’s going to pull a weapon in the middle of a crowded naval base.”

      “You don’t know that,” Avery countered, not amused in the least. “Have you watched the news lately? There are shooting incidents all the time. And maybe he won’t use a gun. He could have a knife or something. Or maybe he’s got buddies who will gang up on you and beat you to a pulp. I just hate that my situation can get you hurt.”

      Cole reached out a hand and placed it on the table in front of her, palm up.

      Avery refused to reach for it. She wasn’t in the mood to be placated by him. Not this morning.

      “Can we talk about us?” he asked.

      “Do I have a choice?” she said into her coffee.

      “You know why I haven’t initiated anything physical between us. We talked about it.”

      Avery looked up into his eyes. She could feel herself wilting, caving in to what he wanted. He was so damn good-looking it made her insides hurt. His dark brown eyes were almost mesmerizing. She could stare at him for hours and get lost. His hair was a mess, sticking up all over the place, and he’d trimmed his beard this morning. In short, he looked so fucking hot, she had a hard time believing he was with her.

      But he was holding himself back, and it was frustrating and demoralizing at the same time. He wanted something from her she wasn’t sure she could give him…namely, a promise of a long-term relationship. That wasn’t how the world worked, and she resented that he was putting all the pressure of their relationship on her. At least, that’s how it felt.

      “No, you told me about it,” she countered. “We didn’t have a discussion at all. You said your piece and expected me to be all right with it. Well, I’m not all right with it, Cole. It’s not fair that you put what happens in our relationship entirely on my shoulders. You gave me an ultimatum, and it’s not sitting well with me.”

      He blinked in surprise. “That’s not what I did,” he protested.

      “Yes, it is,” she said firmly. “You said that when I was ready to accept you as my one and only man for the rest of my life that I had to make the first move. And when I did, it would basically be telling you that I was all the way ‘in’ as far as our relationship goes. Well, that’s not fair. I don’t know what’s going to happen in the future. Neither do you. And you might’ve said that to try to keep yourself from getting hurt, but what about me? What if I decide this is what I want and down the line, you can’t do it anymore? How do you think that’ll make me feel? Like shit, that’s how.

      “So now, not only am I worrying about my patients at the hospital and the traitor, and trying to reassure my parents and sister that I really am all right after being a POW, and dealing with people staring at me everywhere I go as if they think my head’s going to start spinning in circles because of what happened to me, now I have the entire responsibility of our relationship sitting on my shoulders. I can’t kiss my boyfriend or let him feel me up or give me the orgasms I so desperately need and want, because he can’t handle anything more than my complete and utter surrender to him and his needs! I might be the one with the mental issues right now, but you wanting a ring and a white dress before you’ll even freaking kiss me isn’t exactly helping!”

      Avery was panting by the time she’d finished, but it felt good to get her thoughts and feelings out once and for all.

      Cole sat across from her with a stunned look on his face. When he didn’t say anything, Avery felt as if she was going to be sick. She scooted back her chair and stood. “I’m not hungry. I need to finish getting ready. I’m going to drive myself to the police station today, you don’t need to wait for me. I know you’ve got a meeting with your commander this morning. I’ll text once I get to the hospital.” Then she spun and headed back toward the bedroom.

      And with every step she took, and Cole didn’t come after her to set her straight, to reassure her that he wanted a relationship with her no matter what, her heart sank further and further.

      She’d probably fucked everything up with her little speech…but so be it. She couldn’t do this with Cole anymore. Couldn’t sleep with him every night and want him but only get a small piece of him. She wanted it all, and she didn’t want to have to predict the future in order to get it.

      She closed the bathroom door and bent over, her hands propping herself up on the countertop. Looking into the mirror, she asked softly, “Why did I have to fall in love with the one guy who refuses to do anything physical with me? It’s crazy. Most guys would jump at the chance to have sex without commitment.”

      Knowing she didn’t have time to stand there and ask questions to which she didn’t have the answers, Avery reached for Cole’s Budweiser pin. She was crazy to still be wearing it under her uniform and scrubs, but it was a talisman now. She felt as if she didn’t wear it, she was courting disaster.

      But for the first time since she’d found herself chained by the ankle in that cave, she wanted the traitor to make a move. Wanted to confront him. Anything would be better than this cycle of sitting around and waiting for something to happen. Maybe then she could get on with her life.

      When she came out of the bathroom, Cole was still there. She’d thought he would’ve left. Kinda wished he would’ve.

      “I really want to talk about this more,” he said quietly, standing when he saw her.

      “I can’t,” she told him honestly. “Not right now. I just need you to give me some time. And space.”

      “Talk to me,” Cole begged.

      But she couldn’t. She’d already lashed out at him and felt guilty about it. She didn’t want to hurt him any more, and she knew if she talked to him in the mood she was in right now, she’d say something that would make him turn away from her for good.

      Without a word, she grabbed her purse and headed for the door.

      “Avery?” he called out, and she could hear the concern in his voice.

      “I’m going to go to the police station and look at pictures again,” she told him. “Please lock the door when you leave.”

      Then she was gone, hurrying down the stairs to her car. Once inside, she looked into her rearview mirror and saw Cole standing by her apartment door, looking down at the parking lot…probably making sure she made it to her car safely.

      Cole was the best boyfriend she’d ever had. Attentive, caring, sensitive to her moods. He had great friends and got along with her parents. But the not-touching-her sexually thing was stressing her out. It made no sense.

      Thinking about her parents made her long to talk to her mom. So she clicked on her name on her phone and within seconds, she heard the phone ringing through the Bluetooth in her car.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Mom, it’s me,” Avery said, relaxing at the sound of her mom’s voice.

      “Hey, honey. It’s early there. Everything all right?”

      Leave it to her mom to cut right to the chase. Avery had talked to her several times over the last couple of weeks, but this time she needed her advice more than just a little chit-chat. “No. I had a fight with Cole this morning. At least I think it was a fight. I kinda did all the talking.”

      “Tell me,” her mom said softly.

      So Avery did. She told her mom about how she’d called Cole in the middle of the night when she’d had her breakdown and what Cole had said about kissing and how she had to make the first move. And how if she did, she was basically agreeing to be his in every sense of the word.

      When she was done, her mom was silent for a beat.

      “Mom? I need your advice here.”

      “Kiss him,” Amy Nelson said succinctly.

      “Mom, how can you just say that? He’s basically put all the pressure of our relationship on my shoulders. That’s not fair!”

      “Avery, listen to me. You and Cole are meant for each other. Fine, I agree that he put some unnecessary pressure on you, but it’s simply because he’s insecure. He doesn’t want to be seen as a short-term thing. I’m sure he’s had his share of women dating or sleeping with him just because he’s a Navy SEAL. Try to look at it from his perspective. The man is extremely good-looking, and he knows it. But he’s finally found a woman he wants to like him for more than his job title or his looks. He’s protecting himself the only way he knows how.”

      “By withholding affection?” Avery asked incredulously.

      “Is he?” her mom countered immediately. “Are you telling me he’s not showing you how much he likes you in ways that aren’t physical? And if you try, I’m going to call you on it.”

      Avery sighed.

      Her mom went on talking. “When we were there, he couldn’t take his eyes off you. When you’d come into the room, he’d turn to look at you. He was constantly touching you. Nothing inappropriate while in front of us, but a hand on your leg, touching your arm, holding your hand. You’ve told me yourself that he holds you at night so you can sleep. Honey, why do you think your dad and I left so soon after we got there?”

      Avery’s mind swam with guilt. Her mom was right.

      Cole showed her affection every day. He knew how she liked her coffee, he made her breakfast every morning, he drove her to work and picked her up. He asked her what she wanted to do in the evenings, he’d shared his friends with her, he washed her car and filled it with gas. There were a hundred other ways he’d shown her how much he liked her.

      Then her mom’s question registered. “I thought you guys had reassured yourselves that I was fine and wanted to get back to your life,” she said.

      Her mom chuckled. “Honey, you were held captive by terrorists for two weeks. You were skinnier than I’ve seen you since you were twelve years old. It was obvious you weren’t sleeping well and were pushing yourself to get back to your life sooner than you were ready. If I thought it was in your best interest, I would still be there. You’re my baby girl. I’d do anything for you—including browbeating you into eating more and not working so hard. But it was obvious that us being there wasn’t helping. It killed me to leave, but your dad, rightly so, suggested that if we left, Cole would step in and do all the things we couldn’t. That without us there, you might actually ask him for help.

      “You’ve always been bad at asking for assistance, even when you were little. I’m sorry you only did so only when you were at rock bottom, but I’d like to think you learned a lesson here…that it’s okay to ask for help. That it doesn’t make you weak. And we were hoping Cole would start staying over to help you sleep when we left. We might be your parents, and old, but we aren’t stupid.”

      Avery was floored. And her mom was right, there was no way she would’ve called Cole if her parents had still been there.

      “And, as far as kissing and you making the first move goes, I’ll say it again, just kiss the man, Avery. Do it. Life is short. You should know that better than anyone. You’re right, no one knows what the future holds, but you like Cole, and it’s obvious he’s crazy about you. There’s no guarantee that neither of you will be hurt in the future, but sometimes you just have to take a risk. Jump off that ledge. Let me put it this way—would you rather be happy now, or have regrets later?”

      Avery knew her mom was right yet again. And she’d been trying to get that very point across to Cole, unsuccessfully. She just needed to try harder to get him to see that…and not by losing her cool. If he could convince her that it was okay to lean on him when she needed a hand, she had to be able to get him to see that the future was uncertain, and they should grab onto happiness now while they could. There were no guarantees in life. Maybe it hadn’t been right of Cole to put all the pressure of their physical relationship on her shoulders, but did it matter if she was willing to take that first step?

      She loved Cole. He’d been nothing short of a miracle exactly when she’d needed it the most. Maybe they’d fast-forwarded things a bit because of circumstances, but she had a feeling they would’ve gotten to where they were now even without her being taken captive.

      She could still remember back before she’d been deployed, how giddy and excited she’d felt every time he’d come to the hospital to flirt with her. Maybe they wouldn’t practically be living together right now if it hadn’t been for Afghanistan, but things seemed to work out the way they were supposed to.

      “You’re right, Mom,” Avery said.

      “I know.”

      She laughed. “Thanks. I needed that.”

      “Good. Now, what are your plans for the day?”

      “Police station, work, then having wild monkey sex with my boyfriend.”

      “Lord, Avery, I might be a cool, hip mom, but I’m not sure I needed to hear that,” her mother said in a wry tone.

      “I love you, Mom. Thank you.”

      “I love you too, and anytime. All I’ve ever wanted for you is to be happy. And, Avery, it’s obvious Cole makes you happy. He grounds you, and I think you do the same for him. Just go with it. Maybe things between you won’t work out…but then again, maybe they will.”

      “I’ll call you in a few days, let you know how things are going.”

      “Okay, honey. Be careful.”

      “I will. Say hi to Dad for me.”

      “Will do. Love you.”

      “Love you too. Bye.”

      “Bye.”

      Avery clicked off the phone and felt better than she had in ages. Her mom was right. Avery had been so upset that Cole wanted her to make the first move, she’d ignored the forest for the trees. She loved the man. He was infuriating sometimes, but that was a part of being with someone else. She wasn’t perfect either. The fact that she let her frustration get the better of her this morning proved it.

      As she pulled into the parking lot of the police station, Avery felt ten times better than she had even thirty minutes before. Leave it to her mom to put things in perspective.

      With a lighter step, and more determined than ever to find the man who could still be a threat, Avery headed into the police station.
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      Scott Wheatland was pissed to be at work. He hated the morning shift. He much preferred the night shift, where he had more freedom. Not as many officers were there watching over things, and he’d always managed to find time on patrol to meet with his dealer to get more prescription pain pills.

      But ever since he’d returned from Afghanistan, he’d had to request the early shifts—because the lieutenant had been coming in after her hospital shifts to review pictures of the men who’d been stationed in Afghanistan when the weapons convoy had been attacked.

      He’d been very lucky—very lucky—that she hadn’t identified him yet. She’d been trying, hard. But Scott had learned that pictures of the master-at-arms and other law enforcement personnel hadn’t been included in the files she’d been given.

      He didn’t know why, but ultimately it didn’t matter. It had saved his ass.

      After that stroke of luck, the last thing he needed was the lieutenant spotting him in the hallways of the police station. Scott was not going to federal prison. No fucking way.

      He was also pissed because he hadn’t been able to get his money out of the Abu Dhabi account yet. All it would take was one investigation into his finances and he’d be caught. A million-dollar transfer would make him look guilty as hell, and he might as well paint a bullseye on his back.

      No, he had to make sure the lieutenant couldn’t identify him, then he would wait a couple months and transfer his money. And he had to make the bitch’s death look like an accident.

      He had a plan. It was damn good if he did say so himself.

      Scott shook out two pills and swallowed them dry, wishing he had the privacy and the time to melt them down, but he didn’t. He was already five minutes late reporting to duty and he had to get to work.

      The night Scott had returned from Afghanistan, he’d called up his former dealer, who’d been happy to hear he was back in town and had arranged to meet up with him. The two had partied together, Scott thrilled to once again be able to melt the pills down and inject them. The high was immediate, instead of taking fifteen to twenty minutes, and seemed to last longer.

      His dealer tried to interest him in switching to heroin, but Scott resisted. He knew the other drug was cheaper, but it would be much harder to explain, if he was caught, why he had heroin in his system or in his possession.

      Stashing his pills, he pushed open the door to the men’s bathroom at the station—

      And froze when he saw who had just walked past the restroom.

      Her. The lieutenant.

      Scott barely dared to breathe. If she turned around, she’d see him, and everything would be over. She’d report him and he’d go to fucking prison.

      When she turned a corner ahead of him, Scott let out the breath he’d been holding.

      What the fuck was she doing there? It was too early! She always looked through the pictures in the late afternoons.

      Rattled, Scott headed in the opposite direction to report for duty. He was reprimanded for being late, but he didn’t care. That had been too close. He had to act now. He couldn’t wait even one more day. His luck would run out sooner or later. She’d be given the missing pictures, she’d run into him in the hallways of the police station, or maybe even in the fucking commissary.

      No, he had to act immediately. The plan would work.

      He got off shift at fifteen hundred hours.

      By seventeen hundred hours, the lieutenant would no longer be a problem.

      Smiling to himself, Ensign Scott Wheatland put his chin down and headed out of the police station, away from the danger of being identified by the uppity naval nurse.

      “Enjoy your last day on Earth,” he mumbled.
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      Rex was frustrated. The day hadn’t started anything like he’d thought it would. First he’d been blindsided by Avery at breakfast. He’d honestly thought by putting the ball in her court, so to speak, she’d feel more relaxed about being in a relationship with him.

      But he’d obviously fucked up. He was still terrified of being hurt, of Avery deciding she didn’t want to be with him anymore, but he understood now that he’d been unfair. A relationship took work. And putting all the pressure of their physical relationship on her had obviously not been the right move.

      The meeting with the commander had been moved to the afternoon because of other obligations that had come up, so the morning was spent working out with the team, and going over after-action-reviews of other SEAL teams’ missions. They frequently did this, as it was easier to see what went wrong and what went well when you weren’t directly involved in the situation.

      Lunch had been tense, as Phantom was irritated that Tex hadn’t contacted him or the commander about Timor-Leste. The entire team knew it was just a matter of time before Phantom decided he was done waiting and did something stupid, like heading off to the small country on his own.

      Ace was stressed because Piper had been sick, and he was worried about their unborn baby. And basically everyone was on edge because they’d gotten word of five servicemen being killed in Afghanistan after an RPG attack on the military base—and it had been proven the RPGs was one of those stolen from the weapons convoy.

      Even though the Afghani local who’d seemingly orchestrated the whole thing had killed himself after being cornered by the Delta Force team, the weapons were still out there and being used. And there always seemed to be a secondary leader waiting in the wings for his shot at being in control. Such was the way of terrorism. One head honcho was killed, but there were dozens more waiting to take over.

      Rex had received a text from Avery when she’d gotten to work around ten.

      

      Avery: I’m here at the hospital. Will be until six. I’m sorry about this morning. Can we talk later?

      

      He’d immediately texted back.

      

      Rex: I’m sorry too. And I’d like that. Baked chicken for dinner?

      Avery: Sounds good. See you later.

      Rex: Later.

      

      At least that one thing—the most important to him—seemed to be looking up. Rex couldn’t wait to clear the air with Avery. He’d been an ass, and he was glad she was receptive to fixing things between them.

      The afternoon seemed to move at a snail’s pace, and he was more than happy when he and the rest of the team shuffled into a conference room for the meeting with their commander at sixteen-thirty that afternoon.

      “I’m sorry about the delay,” Commander North said once they were all settled. “I’ve been juggling a hundred different balls today. Rear Admiral Creasy has been tied up with the investigation into the rollover from last week, and I’ve been tasked with helping with his caseload until things even out. Anyway, it’s probably good this meeting was delayed, because I found out some disturbing information after lunch that you all need to know about.”

      Rex didn’t like the way that sounded. He couldn’t help but lean forward in his chair, as if that would make the commander spit out what he’d learned faster. He had no idea what it was about, Timor-Leste, another mission, the traitor…it didn’t matter. If it affected the team, he was anxious to hear it, just as he knew his fellow SEALs were too.

      But to Rex’s dismay, the commander seemed to pin his gaze on him—and not anyone else on the team. That didn’t bode well.

      “It’s come to my attention that when the files for Lieutenant Nelson were compiled for her to look through, there were some left out of the mix.”

      Rex sat up straight. “What? How? Why?”

      “That’s about the reaction I had as well. She was supposed to get pictures of every single man who was at the military base in Afghanistan when the convoy was attacked. But the seaman who was responsible for compiling the records either didn’t understand…or perhaps was offended that the master-at-arms’ honor was being questioned. We don’t know at this point if it was accidental or intentional, but he left out the police officers from the pictures.”

      “That’s bullshit!” Phantom exclaimed.

      The commander held up a hand, cutting off the rest of the SEALs’ outburst. “I know. And so does the vice admiral master-at-arms. The files will be waiting for Lieutenant Nelson first thing in the morning.”

      Rex fisted his hands and did his best to control his temper.

      This was huge. She’d been so upset that she hadn’t been able to identify the traitor from the pictures. Doubting herself. Second-guessing her memory. But it was very likely she’d been hunting for someone who hadn’t even been in the files in the first place.

      “How many?” he asked.

      “A hundred and twenty,” the commander said, obviously knowing what Rex meant. “It shouldn’t take her more than thirty minutes to an hour to review them.”

      “It makes sense that the traitor would be in the police force,” Rocco said. “He’d probably have more freedom of movement, and he’d most likely have intel on who the major players were in the town, not to mention on the convoys.”

      “Has Tex looked into this yet?” Gumby asked. “If we can throw out the others, narrowing down the pool to a hundred and twenty would be easier for him to weed through.”

      “We can’t exactly throw out everyone else—” the commander started, but Rex cut him off.

      “All due respect, Sir, but that’s bullshit. Avery knows what she saw, and she’s said more than once that she’s positive she would recognize the man if she saw him again.” Rex knew he should be calling her Lieutenant Nelson, but he couldn’t bring himself to. He thought about the look of failure in her eyes each evening when she’d come home after looking through pictures and she hadn’t been able to identify the man. How frustrated she’d been for the last few weeks. It was unacceptable that someone had disobeyed a direct order and his woman had suffered for it.

      The commander sighed. “I know, Rex. I’m trying to make the best out of this situation, but I’m as pissed as you are. I’ve already given Tex the list of names. That’s another reason why I put off this meeting for as long as possible today. I wanted to give him time to do a quick run-through. He’s supposed to call,” Commander North looked at his watch right as the phone rang, “right now.”

      Without waiting for another comment, the commander clicked on the phone sitting in the middle of the table.

      “Commander North here.”

      “Commander, this is Tex. Am I on speaker?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I’ll get right to it. I don’t know if any of the men in the file you sent are the traitor or not, but there seems to be a lot of shit going on in the police force over there, and I’m going to highly recommend a full background check on every single sailor who works there. I’ve got five DUI convictions, ten cases of abuse of a spouse reported, three child endangerments, two shoplifting cases, three drug abuse charges, one dogfighting charge, twenty cases of credit abuse, and five men who have very questionable bank accounts in various countries around the world.”

      “Dogfighting?” Gumby asked. “What the fuck?”

      “Knew that wouldn’t sit well with you. Yeah, one of the members of the naval police force was at the same fight where your Sidney got hurt. He was demoted to ensign and shipped over to Afghanistan fairly quickly afterward.”

      “At the moment, I’m more concerned about the questionable bank accounts,” the commander said.

      “Right. Grand Cayman, Mexico, Canada, and two from Abu Dhabi. And all five are men who have one of the charges I mentioned above.”

      Rex squirmed in his seat. Looking at his watch, he saw it was a little after five. He knew Avery had driven herself to work that morning, and that she got off at six, but he had the sudden urge to see for himself that she was all right. He’d drive over and pick her up. She could leave her car at the hospital for the night. He’d get one of the guys to help him get it back to her apartment later.

      “All right, so concentrate on those five men for now,” the commander told Tex, and Rex realized he’d missed a chunk of the conversation. “As soon as Lieutenant Nelson looks over the missing men’s pictures, we’ll get back with you. If she fingers anyone, we’ll let you know. But regardless, the admiral in charge of the base is going to want to know this information so he can put together a deeper investigation.”

      “Be careful out there,” Tex warned. “I’m not feeling good about this. Maybe the seaman who omitted the pictures truly made a mistake, or maybe he was working with someone else. Either way, I don’t like it. If the traitor realizes what happened, and learns the lieutenant is set to see the missing pictures soon, he could get desperate to make sure she can’t identify him.”

      Rex had been thinking the same thing. Thus his need to get to Avery. To see for himself that she was all right.

      “We will,” Rocco told Tex.

      “Tex?” Phantom asked when it was obvious the conversation about the traitor had ended.

      “I’m sorry, nothing yet, Phantom. But I haven’t given up.”

      Rex knew his teammate was desperate for any information on the fate of Kalee Solberg, but at the moment, all he could think about was Avery.

      “I’ll wait to hear from you tomorrow, Commander North,” Tex said, then the line went dead.

      The commander opened his mouth to say something, but the door to the conference room burst open and a petty officer second class stuck his head inside. “I’m sorry to interrupt, Sir, but it’s important.”

      “What is it?” the commander barked, obviously pissed someone dared interrupt his meeting.

      “There’s been an incident at the hospital.”

      Rex stiffened in his chair.

      “What kind of incident?” the commander asked.

      “A fire. Broke out moments ago. The hospital’s being evacuated as we speak.”

      “Fuck,” Rex said. “Avery.”

      “Don’t jump to conclusions,” the commander said as they all quickly stood. But Rex could see the worry in his eyes. “Go,” Commander North ordered. “Make sure the lieutenant is safe. Then help with the evacuation.”

      But the team was already on the move before he’d finished his last sentence. Helping with the evacuation was a given. There was no way they could sit around when their fellow injured sailors and family members were in danger. But more than that, Rex couldn’t stop the dread he felt.

      This was related to Avery and the traitor. He knew it.

      They’d found out the information about the pictures a few hours too late. The traitor had made his move, and now Avery’s life was in danger.

      Rex knew the traitor was desperate. He couldn’t allow Avery to identify him. He was out for blood. Avery’s blood.

      Hang on, baby. Help’s on the way.
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      Avery ran as fast as she could up the stairs toward the fourth floor. One moment she’d been standing around, laughing with her fellow nurses, and the next, the hallway was filling with smoke.

      The fire alarm was blaring, hurting her ears, but she did her best to tune it out because there was work to be done.

      The worst thing at the moment was the way the hallways were darkening. The lights had gone out, and being in the dark in the stairwell and the hallways was disorientating…and threatening to bring back all the demons Avery had been working so hard to banish from her mind.

      She and the other nurses had sprung into action, clearing the emergency room then working their way from floor to floor. As far as anyone could tell, the fire had started on the second floor. The patients who were able to walk had been led to the stairs and had evacuated on their own. But it was more difficult to deal with the bedridden patients. The ones who were hooked up to IVs, oxygen, and other life-saving machines. Avery had managed to get into the elevators with a few of them before the smoke got too bad, but now the elevators were inoperable and people were being evacuated on stretchers down the stairs.

      She was dripping with sweat and exhausted, but she needed to make one last search of the fourth floor before declaring it completely evacuated. She’d volunteered to run up there, check, then meet the other nurses back on the ground floor. There were firefighters around, but they were all busy, and the last thing Avery wanted was for someone to be forgotten on the fourth floor.

      Ignoring how creepy the stairwell felt with the strobe light from the fire alarms flashing through the smoke and the loud clanging of the alarm, she moved as quickly as she could. Panting from exertion, Avery used her hand against the wall to guide herself. She went from room to room, using a flashlight to check under beds and in bathrooms.

      She’d just searched a room and closed the door behind her, turning to continue to the next, when something made her turn and look down the long deserted hallway.

      A man was walking toward her.

      The second her eyes landed on him, she knew it was him. The traitor.

      She was convinced she’d recognize him when she saw him again, and one part of her was ridiculously relieved she hadn’t misplaced her own confidence.

      But another part of her knew she was fucked.

      “We meet again!” the man shouted out with a crooked grin.

      She barely heard him above the ringing of the fire alarm, but the gun in his hand made his intentions unmistakable.

      The next few seconds seemed to happen in slow motion.

      She’d obviously been reading too many novels and watching too many dramas on television, because when she’d pictured this moment, coming face-to-face with the man who’d had her kidnapped, who’d been responsible for the deaths of the two army privates, and who had allowed hundreds of weapons to fall into the clutches of terrorists, she’d expected a dramatic discussion. He’d tell her she was doomed, Avery would beg for her life, then he’d set about torturing her with a long soliloquy about why he’d done what he’d done.

      But the reality was nothing like that.

      The man stopped in the middle of the hallway and raised his arm.

      Avery reacted without thinking, diving into the room she’d just vacated.

      The gunshot echoed in the hallway, sounding loud even over the pealing of the fire alarm.

      Thankful for the smoke for the first time, Avery frantically rushed into the bathroom. Luckily it was a shared commode with the room next door. She could not be trapped. That would mean certain death. The traitor was trying to kill her, he wasn’t going to give her time to come up with a plan to trick him.

      Thankful she didn’t have to try to be quiet, the alarm masking any sounds she made, Avery slipped into the room next to the one she’d thrown herself into. She could hopefully slip out when the traitor went into the other room to look for her.

      Straining to hear where her would-be killer was, Avery tried to think about where she could hide. She knew without a doubt this man would do whatever it took to kill her. He’d most likely set the fire as a distraction.

      In a flash, the perfect hiding place came to her.

      A year and a half ago, the hospital had an active-shooter training session. Every doctor and nurse had participated, and they’d walked every floor in the hospital brainstorming ways to lock someone out of a room and finding inventive places to hide.

      The only problem was, her hiding place was on the other side of the nurses’ station, in the break room. At the time of the drill, they’d all agreed the hiding place was ideal, but given recent events…now Avery wasn’t so sure.

      But she had few choices. And to get to the hiding spot, she’d have to get past the man who was hell-bent on shooting her dead and slip into the break room without him seeing her.

      She would’ve preferred to be able to get to one of the stairwells at either end of the hall, but Avery didn’t think she’d be able to make it that far without being seen.

      Avery hid behind the door that led into the hallway and held her breath. The smoke was thick, but not thick enough to hide her if she sprinted pell-mell down the hall. She’d be shot in the back for sure if she did that.

      She had to be patient and sneaky as she played the ultimate game of hide-and-seek with a madman.

      She wanted to ask him why. Why he’d done it. Why he’d told the insurgents about the weapons convoy. Why he’d committed treason against his country.

      She wondered if he was married, if he had kids.

      But the bottom line was that none of that mattered. Her world had shrunk to nothing except this moment. What had happened to her or the traitor in the past was unimportant.

      For a moment, she let thoughts of Cole slip into her consciousness, but she quickly shut them down. She had to concentrate on the here and now. Though…she wished Cole and his SEAL team were here. They’d take this asshole out.

      But they weren’t. She’d have to save herself.

      Her adrenaline spiked when she saw the man walk by the door she was hiding behind, heading toward the room she’d just vacated. He hadn’t yet discovered some of the rooms were connected on this floor, which would be her saving grace. It was obvious by the way he walked, as if he didn’t have a care in the world, that he thought he’d cornered her.

      Surprise, asshole, she thought as she ran as fast as she could out of the room and toward the nurse’s station.

      This was the most dangerous part of her plan. She had to pass the open door the traitor had just entered. If he turned and saw her, she was dead.

      Luck was with her.

      Avery had half expected to feel a bullet in her back as she silently ran the thirty feet toward the desk at the nurses’ station, but she made it without a shot being fired. Doing her best to control her breathing, she crouched at the end of the desk and peered down the hallway, back the way she’d came.

      Within seconds, she saw the traitor emerge through the door she’d exited seconds before. Not so nonchalant now, he roared out in anger, and goose bumps rose on Avery’s arms.

      “You can’t hide from me, lieutenant!” he yelled out, his words hard to hear over the alarm, but still distinguishable. “Make it easier on yourself and come out now. If you do, I’ll kill you quickly. If you make me find you, I’ll make sure you die slowly and painfully.”

      Avery didn’t move an inch. She didn’t want to die at all. And the more she stalled, the more likely it was someone would come looking for her. She didn’t want anyone to get hurt, but if she didn’t show back up on the ground floor, Beverly or Rita would hopefully tell one of the firefighters and they’d do a search. And if this asshole was dumb enough to ambush them, everyone would know he was there, and that would send in the cavalry.

      Hopefully Cole and his SEAL team.

      All she had to do was stay alive until that happened.

      She watched the traitor reach up and grip his hair in frustration as rage swept over his face. He was pissed all right…but then again, so was she.

      Holding his pistol out in front of him, the traitor took a few steps across the hall and entered the room directly across from the one she’d escaped.

      Avery was moving before she’d consciously told her legs to run. She ran across the hall, more thankful than she could say for the smoke and alarm, and hid in one of the rooms next to the nurse’s station. She was moving east; if her luck continued, the traitor would go west, along her original path, as he continued searching the rooms Avery had been checking.

      The traitor had obviously set the fire as a means of distraction, but it had also allowed her a way to move undetected. She wasn’t sure what the man had been thinking. How had he known where she’d be in the hospital, or what she’d do in the fire? She supposed it was a given that the nurses would do their best to help clear the building, but he had to have followed her. That thought made Avery shudder. She’d been so close to death already and hadn’t even realized it.

      The cat and mouse game continued. As the traitor entered a room to search it, Avery would dash to another farther down the hall, getting closer and closer to the break room where her hiding spot was. Avery regrettably thought about her cell phone that she’d left on a counter downstairs. When the fire had broken out, she’d been holding her phone, and without thinking about it, she’d dropped it onto the counter and rushed up the stairs. She kicked herself now. She wouldn’t have been able to risk talking loud enough for the emergency operator to hear her, or Cole, but at least they’d be able to hear the traitor if he shouted again, and know she was trapped inside the hospital.

      As she neared the break room, Avery knew this was it. The door had a “no slam” device on it, so it closed very slowly. If he turned at exactly the right moment, he’d see it closing, and he’d know where she was.

      Going through the plan in her mind, Avery refused to think about what she was about to do. It wasn’t going to be easy, and she knew her hiding place would be as dark as the cave she’d been buried in back in Afghanistan. But it was either climb in there or die.

      It was an easy choice.

      Taking a deep breath, Avery ran as fast as she could when the traitor entered another room. She hit the door hard, which would’ve broadcast her location easily if the alarm hadn’t still been ringing. She slipped into the room, opening the door as slightly as possible. She didn’t hang around watching to see if the man had spotted her. She ran to the wall on her left and took a deep breath.

      She reached for the latch to the trapdoor on the wall and opened it, looking down. Way down. The chute had been used years ago for dirty scrubs. The nurses and doctors would throw soiled clothes and towels down the laundry chute, which led to the basement far below. The practice had been discontinued as it was deemed unsanitary and dangerous. No one wanted the pathogen- and sometimes blood-soaked clothes sitting in a heap in the basement, and contaminating the metal of the chute itself.

      When they had their active-shooter training, someone had joked that it would be a great egress point for the floor. Of course, that had led to a discussion of how dangerous it would be, as the chute was a five-story drop from the fourth floor, and it would be certain suicide. But the nurses, including Avery, had argued that someone could brace themselves inside the chute and not fall, or they could slowly inch themselves down to another floor and climb out that way.

      Avery didn’t really want to climb inside the chute, after taking another look at it. But she had little choice now. She could’ve run for the stairs, but she truly didn’t think she’d make it without being seen, and leading the traitor down the stairs to a floor with other people could put them at risk. She was his target, and she’d be damned if she put an entire hospital in further jeopardy.

      Thanking God that she was tall, Avery was able to get one foot up into the chute, then use her core muscles to pull herself up so she could enter feet first. The last thing she wanted was to be in there upside down. The metal clanged as she eased herself into the small tube, and Avery winced, praying the sound didn’t travel.

      The chute was just wide enough for her to wedge herself in there with her hands and feet so she didn’t immediately slide all the way to the bottom. She closed the door, shrouding herself in deep shadow, and then slowly began inching her way downward.

      She needed to be far enough down the chute so if the traitor happened to find it and look inside, he’d see nothing but darkness. The same darkness that was currently suffocating her. Somewhere in her mad dash through the rooms, she’d lost her flashlight, but it didn’t really matter. She wouldn’t risk being seen by turning it on.

      Feeling more alone and terrified than she had since being buried alive a few weeks ago, Avery slowly but surely, inch by inch, continued to make her way farther down the old laundry chute.

      She stopped in her tracks when she heard something odd.

      Silence.

      Someone had gotten the fire alarm turned off. Her breaths sounded way too loud as they echoed around her in the small, cramped space.

      “I’m coming for you, Lieutenant,” the traitor’s voice rang out from what seemed like only feet away.

      He was in the break room. Right above her. In seconds, he’d find her, and all her evasive tactics would have been for nothing. She’d trapped herself after all.

      Closing her eyes, Avery dared not move another inch. She’d surely make too much noise, and killing her would be as easy as shooting fish in a barrel. She had no idea if she was far enough down the chute to be encased in darkness or not. All she could do was sit tight and hope and pray the traitor overlooked her hiding spot.

      But her hopes were for naught when the hinges of the old chute squealed in protest as the door to her hiding space opened far above her head.

      “Got you now, fucking bitch.”
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      When Rex and the rest of the SEAL team arrived at the hospital, it was complete chaos. At least it looked that way to them. There were people lying on stretchers everywhere in the parking lots. The firetrucks had just arrived and emergency personnel were running everywhere, setting up command posts and trying to herd people away from the smoking building.

      Not even thinking about it, Rex led the way into the emergency room. He recognized one of the nurses Avery worked with. He grabbed her arm and yelled over the sound of the fire alarm, “Have you seen Lieutenant Nelson?”

      The woman shook her head, and Rex let her go. The team split up and began to search the chaotic first floor. Within minutes, they met back in the main reception area.

      “She’s not here!” Ace shouted.

      “She has to be somewhere,” Rex said. “We’ll split up. She’s probably helping evacuate the people on the other floors.”

      “Excuse me,” a woman said from next to where the SEALs were huddled.

      Rex turned and realized he recognized this woman too.

      “Are you looking for Avery?” she asked.

      “Yes!” Rex said somewhat harshly. “Have you seen her?”

      “Last I knew she was going up to the fourth floor to check and make sure no one else was up there. But I haven’t seen her since.”

      “Thank you,” Rex told the young woman. He and the rest of the team ran to the stairs, only to be met by a firefighter in turnout gear.

      “You can’t go this way, please exit the building back that way!” the man yelled, pointing the way the SEALs had just come.

      Rex opened his mouth to tell the man to fuck off, but Rocco beat him to it.

      “Move,” he ordered. “This is a matter of national security.”

      “Sorry,” the fireman said, shaking his head. “I can’t let you by. This building is on fire, in case you haven’t noticed. No one is allowed on the upper floors except for fire personnel.”

      “Wrong,” Phantom said. “We’re going up, and there’s nothing you can do about it. There’s a traitor to our country upstairs who not only started this fire, but is dead set on killing people.”

      The naval firefighter looked at the six pissed-off men in front of him and stepped to the side without another word.

      The SEAL team ran up the stairs as easily as if they were walking down the street. They burst onto the fourth floor.

      The smoke was thick—but not so thick that Rex couldn’t catch a glimpse of a man entering a room at the other end of the hallway.

      Without consulting his teammates, he took off running as fast as he could. He didn’t dare yell out for Avery, wanting to keep the upper hand and surprise the man.

      It was possible the man wasn’t the traitor. That he was a doctor or nurse who was simply checking to make sure the area was clear.

      But Rex didn’t believe that. In his gut, he knew it was the man Avery had been looking for. The man who’d so callously told the insurgent to take her out.

      In seconds, the team was gathered outside the room and preparing to enter and take tactical positions. Rocco had a pistol, though none of the rest did. But they all had their KABAR knives. And they were almost as lethal.

      Between one breath and the next, the insanely loud fire alarm shut off. One second Rex could barely hear himself think, and the next, the only sound was his ears ringing.

      “I’m coming for you, Lieutenant!”

      Rex jerked at the words from the man on the other side of the door.

      He was taunting Avery, and it only heightened Rex’s determination to end the threat this man posed to his woman.

      “Got you now, you fucking bitch!”

      “One,” Rocco mouthed after hearing the man’s words. “Two…three!”

      Like the well-oiled machine the team was, the men acted in tandem.

      Pushing open the door, Rocco dropped to one knee just inside the entrance. Ace and Bubba had their knives ready to throw, standing on either side of Rocco, their thighs almost touching his shoulders. Gumby and Phantom immediately stepped to the left and right of their teammates, and Rex stood tall right behind Rocco.

      They were an imposing sight, and they’d obviously surprised the man standing to the left of the door, fiddling with something on the wall.

      He turned and fired at them without a word.

      Five knives were thrown simultaneously at the threat, and the sound of Rocco’s weapon discharging echoed in the room.

      All six weapons hit their target.

      “Sit-rep!” Rocco barked from his crouch on the floor.

      “Clear!” five voices rang out immediately.

      “Anyone hit?” Rocco asked, slowly standing.

      “No, we’re good,” Ace said.

      “Can’t say the same for him,” Phantom said with a disgusted look on his face.

      Gumby approached the mortally injured man and kicked the pistol away from his hand. When he’d been struck by the knives and Rocco’s bullet, he’d hit the wall behind him and slowly slid down. He was now sitting in a growing pool of blood. He had a knife sticking out of his shoulder, right thigh, two in his stomach, and one in his side. Blood was also leaking out of a hole in his left thigh from a bullet.

      Rex joined his teammate and crouched in front of him. He wanted to find Avery, but at the moment, taking out the threat took precedence. “Why?” he asked the man.

      The traitor coughed and blood sprayed out of his mouth. Rex stood and took a step back, not wanting to be contaminated by the filth in front of him.

      “Why not?” he said with a small laugh, followed by more coughing.

      All six men knew they should be trying to help the man. Putting pressure on his wounds, doing their best to save him so he could be put on trial…but no one made a move toward him.

      “Two men were murdered because of you. And you put countless more in danger. Why? Money?” Rocco asked.

      “Of course,” the man said.

      “You’re a piece of shit,” Gumby told him. “You single-handedly prolonged the violence in the Afghani region.”

      “Bullshit,” the man slurred. “There have been wars for thousands of years and there’ll continue to be wars for thousands more. Doesn’t matter what the US does over there, there’ll always be people fightin’. It’s everyone for themselves. It’s the doctor’s fault,” the man went on, his words not making sense. “I was gonna be somebody. But instead they got me hooked. If it wasn’t for them, I’d be a hero!”

      “Won’t be long now,” Phantom said quietly to his team. “His skin’s getting pale and he’s slurring his words.”

      “What are you talking about?” Rex growled, kicking the man’s foot, making him cry out in pain.

      “Fuck you!” the traitor yelled, getting a burst of energy and lurching forward.

      Unfortunately, his mind was more willing than his body, and he fell, barely catching himself with his good arm. He turned over and lay on his back on the floor, sneering at the SEALs staring down at him. “The lieutenant is one of ’em. A fucking doctor. I was killed by one. ‘Take these,’ he said. ‘Just a few a day will take away your pain.’ Well, my pain continued, and I took those damn pills and no matter how many I swallowed, the pain never went away.”

      “You sold your soul to the devil for money for fucking drugs?” Gumby asked incredulously.

      “There’s nothin’ like the feeling,” the man on the floor slurred.

      “Where’s Avery?” Rex demanded.

      “Fuck you.”

      “Where. Is. She?” Rex enunciated, grabbing the man by the front of his camouflage uniform top.

      “Fuck. You,” the man repeated.

      Then he moved faster than any of the SEALs would’ve thought he could for someone about to die. He grabbed the knife sticking out of his side and wrenched it out of his body.

      He threw his arm back to stab Rex.

      But Rex was faster. He blocked the man’s thrust with a forearm at the same time he loosened his grip on his shirt.

      Then he grabbed hold of the handle of the blade in the traitor’s stomach and twisted ruthlessly.

      The man’s death was almost anticlimactic. One second he was glaring at Rex with hate in his eyes, and the next he lay on the floor, sightless gaze staring straight up at the ceiling.

      Without a word, Rex stood. He knew as well as his teammates that they’d have to answer for what happened and try to explain it to a review board, as well as their commander, but at the moment, all he cared about was Avery.

      Where was she? Had he been too late? Had the traitor already found and shot her?

      “Averyyyyyyy!” he called out as loud as he could.

      Then all six men stood stock still, listening for any sign of the woman they’d all embraced as one of their own.
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      Avery was sweating, but she didn’t dare move to wipe the sweat out of her eyes. She wasn’t convinced if she let go of the side of the laundry chute that she wouldn’t go plunging all the way to the basement. As it was, her limbs were shaking with the effort to keep herself wedged inside the chute.

      It wasn’t very wide, maybe about two feet, just enough for her shoulders to fit. She’d scrunched her legs up and wedged herself in as tightly as possible after her legs started shaking so bad she knew she’d never be able to continue to crawl the rest of the way down.

      She was stuck. She couldn’t go up and she couldn’t do down, at least not without the chance of falling. And the dark was starting to get to her. It was as dark as it had been in the cave, and she was having a hard time controlling her panic.

      When the traitor had opened the door high above her head, Avery had thought that was it. She was dead. But instead of hearing shots and feeling the bullets enter the top of her head or shoulders, the door had slammed shut once again.

      She’d heard voices above her, but her ears were ringing so loudly, she couldn’t make them out. The man after her was probably talking to himself or threatening her some more.

      Then a gunshot had scared the shit out of her, and she’d almost lost her grip.

      Several more minutes went by, Avery didn’t know how long, but then she heard her name being called.

      “Averyyyyyyy.”

      She froze. That had sounded like Cole.

      But that was impossible, wasn’t it?

      Then she heard it again, and this time she knew it was her man.

      “Avery! Where are you? You’re safe, you can come out now.”

      Except his voice was getting farther away as he spoke. For a second she considered that maybe it was a ruse. That the traitor was forcing Cole to call out for her. But she dismissed that idea almost as soon as it was formed. Cole wouldn’t go along with something that would put her in danger. She knew that without a doubt.

      But if Cole had been in the break room when he’d called her name, it sounded like he was now leaving. If he left, he might not hear her call out for him.

      Taking as deep a breath as she could in her cramped position, Avery lifted her chin and screamed out, “I’m heeeere! Cole! I’m here!”

      Silence followed—and it took everything within her not to completely panic.

      But then she heard Cole answer.

      “Where, baby? We can hear you but can’t find you!”

      “Here!” she called out a little weaker. Cole had heard. She knew he wouldn’t leave until he’d figured out where she was hiding. “In the chute in the wall!”

      It took a few seconds, but then she heard the best sound ever. The creaking of the hinges of the door high above her head. This time she wasn’t scared of it, not knowing Cole was there.

      “Avery?” he called out.

      She tilted her head and looked up and saw Cole’s face. It reminded her of back in Afghanistan, when she’d seen his silhouette at the entrance of the cave. She’d never been so glad to see someone in her life.

      “I’m here!” she told him.

      “Shit, I can’t see her,” Cole said, and his face disappeared.

      “Don’t leave me!” The words burst forth without thought. And then his face was back.

      “I’m not leaving,” he reassured her. “How far down are you? It’s all black from up here.”

      No wonder the traitor hadn’t shot her. He couldn’t see her, after all. Avery wanted to laugh, but couldn’t find the energy. “I don’t know. But I don’t think I can hold on for very much longer.”

      “Bullshit,” Cole growled. “You can and you will. We’ll get you out of there, but you have to do your part. Understand?”

      Avery nodded, even though she knew Cole couldn’t see her.

      He turned his head, and she figured he was listening to the rest of his team strategize. Then he called down, “What is this chute? Where does it go? What’s it used for?”

      Avery quickly explained that it was a shaft that went from the top floor down to the basement, and that there were trapdoors on each floor.

      Cole had another quick conference with his team, then he said, “Okay, baby, Rocco is going down to the third floor and Ace is going to the second floor. You’re probably somewhere between there. Hang on. We’re going to get you out.”

      “Cole?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Is he dead?”

      “Yes.”

      That was it. One word. But it was all Avery needed to hear. She was going to be all right. She didn’t have to look over her shoulder anymore, she was safe.

      But…that also meant Cole didn’t need to babysit her anymore. Their lives could go back to normal.

      As she waited to be rescued, Avery made a decision. She’d been an idiot. Life wasn’t guaranteed. But if she wanted to be happy, she had to take a risk. Reach for what was right in front of her.

      Another squeak above her made her look up. Avery was startled to see Rocco’s face just feet above her head.

      “Hey, Avery. Fancy meeting you here,” Rocco said with a smile. Then he turned and yelled up toward Cole. “Third floor, Rex. Get down here.”

      Cole must’ve sprinted the entire way because within a minute, it was his face she was looking at instead of Rocco’s.

      “Hey, baby. You look a bit uncomfortable,” Cole said.

      Avery chuckled. Leave it to Cole and his team to make jokes in a situation like this.

      But then his voice gentled. “You okay? It’s dark in there.”

      “I’m okay,” she told him, and realized that she wasn’t lying or just saying that to make him feel better. She really was all right. Yes, she was scared of plunging to the basement three stories below, and she’d had some bad moments flashing back to her time in Afghanistan. But in the back of her mind, she always knew Cole would come for her. That he’d find her.

      “Good. Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to lower a rope and you’ll need to fasten it under your arms and around your torso. Then we’ll just lift you up to us. Do you have any issues with that?”

      “No,” Avery told him.

      Her rescue from the old chute took mere minutes. The rope dug into her skin, but she didn’t complain and didn’t fidget as Cole and his teammates hauled her up. The feel of Cole latching onto her arm was the best thing she’d felt in a very long time.

      One second she was inside the claustrophobic chute, and the next she was sitting on the tiles on the third-floor break room in Cole’s arms. He buried his face in her neck, she did the same to him, and they simply held each other.

      His teammates gave them a moment, then Phantom said, “I hate to be the wet blanket, but we probably need to get out of here. The building was on fire a while ago, and we should report the dead body on the fourth floor.”

      Avery shuddered at Phantom’s dry statement. She lifted her head and Cole framed her face with his hands. They stared at each other for a long moment. Then Avery whispered, “After we debrief, get home, shower, and probably try to eat something, maybe you can kiss me. Really kiss me.”

      His pupils immediately dilated. He licked his lips and asked, “Are you sure? It’s not just the adrenaline talking?”

      “No. I’m sure.”

      “Jeez, you two. You’re talking about a kiss as if it’s a wedding ring or something. Come on, Rex. Pick up your woman and let’s get the fuck out of here,” Bubba badgered.

      Avery smiled at Cole. Little did Bubba know, the kind of kiss Cole would give her tonight was almost as good as a wedding ring, and they both knew it.
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      It took hours for Rex to get Avery home. By the time they’d arrived outside the hospital, the fire was out, but it was still complete chaos in the parking lot. Between the evacuated patients, the emergency personnel, and the police presence, Rex had known it would be a long time before they’d be able to get out of there.

      He’d insisted Avery be checked by one of the doctors, even though she insisted she was fine. He had to leave her to talk to Commander North at one point, which almost killed him, but she waved him off and said she’d be busy helping out her fellow nurses.

      He was as proud of her as he could be. She’d been through her own kind of hell, and yet there she was, helping others. It was one of the hundred and one reasons why he loved her.

      And yes, he did love her. Was head over heels, in fact. And her words to him in that break room were as good as her saying “I love you” back

      The vice admiral master-at-arms in charge of the police force had met with them, as had the admiral of the base and Rear Admiral Creasy. The team had explained everything that had happened in the break room.

      They’d learned all about Ensign Scott Wheatland’s demotion as a result of being caught at the dogfight, and how he’d been under investigation for prescription pill fraud as well as tampering with urine samples, his as well as that of other sailors.

      All in all, the traitor who’d sold out his country for a million bucks—an amount confirmed by Tex—was in reality a low-level drug addict, desperate to do anything to keep his supply from running out…including treason, murder, arson, and condoning the torture of an innocent sailor.

      It was pathetic and sad. At home, when Rex had told her about Ensign Wheatland, Avery had merely shaken her head in disgust, then said, “What’s done is done. He won’t be a threat to anyone any longer, although it’ll take a while for the army and navy to recover from his actions.”

      And that was that. She held out her hand to him. “Ready for bed?”

      Rex did his best to control his dick, but it was hopeless, especially when he felt her fingers close around his own. She led the way down the hall to her bedroom and, with a shy shrug, she dropped his hand and headed to the bathroom.

      Rex stripped down to everything but his boxers and waited for her to emerge. When she did, he had to force himself to remain where he was. She had on a white tank top and a pair of panties, and that was it. Her long legs seemed to go on forever, and Rex was dying to see all of her spread out on her sheets, naked.

      They’d showered earlier, separately, and Rex couldn’t wait any longer to make the beautiful and amazing woman his.

      He held out his hand and she padded across the room. When she was right in front of him, her palms reached for his sides. She ran them up his body, then back down. As they were close to the same height, Rex could look deep into her eyes without having to stoop or crane his neck.

      “I’m incredibly proud of you,” he told her.

      “I’m proud of myself,” she said without a trace of embarrassment. “I outsmarted him. He wasn’t fucking around. His plan was to shoot me as soon as he saw me and get the hell out of there. But the smoke, the alarm, his cockiness…it all helped me get away and find that chute to hide in.”

      “It had to have been extremely difficult,” he mused.

      Avery shrugged. “I was kinda on autopilot. I acted without thinking. And I’m here right now, so it’s all good.”

      Rex huffed out a breath. “I love you, Avery Nelson. I haven’t said it before now, but I do.”

      “I know. I love you too.”

      He smiled. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. I’m sorry about this morning. I wasn’t being very fair to you.”

      “No, I’m sorry. I put an immense amount of pressure on you just to try to protect myself,” Rex said. “I know better than anyone that we aren’t guaranteed tomorrow. As a SEAL, I face that every time I’m sent on a mission, and knowing that asshole almost succeeded in doing what he’d wanted all those weeks ago scared the shit out of me. I don’t need you to promise me the future. All I need is you, here and now. Whatever happens tomorrow, happens.”

      He saw her sigh in relief. “Really?”

      “Really. It wasn’t fair of me to put that pressure on you. I love you. We’ll take things day by day, okay?”

      “Okay,” Avery said with a smile.

      “So, we’re good?” he asked.

      “Absolutely.”

      He smiled at her.

      “So…are you gonna kiss me or what?” Avery asked with a small smile of her own.

      Without another word, Rex pulled her against him and crushed his mouth to hers. There was no build up. No gentle foreplay of their lips against one another. He pushed his tongue into her mouth and they both groaned.

      Smiling when he felt goose bumps on her arms, Rex tilted his head this way and that and took what he’d been dying to taste again.

      Avery gave as good as she got. She wasn’t submissively taking what he had to offer. Her hands roamed his body, her fingernails digging into his skin, urging him on. Her tongue pushed back and learned every inch of his mouth, running over his teeth, then she sucked on his tongue as if it were a mini cock. Which of course made his big cock immediately harden further.

      She pulled back with a smile. “You like that?”

      “No,” Rex told her. “I love that.”

      Then he grabbed hold of her hips and abruptly sat on the mattress behind him, bringing her with him until she was straddling his waist. He rolled and pinned her beneath him, unable to stop himself from pushing his cock into the cleft between her legs. He could feel the warmth there even with both their underwear between them.

      Sitting up a bit, and without a word, he flattened his hands on her belly and began to slowly push them upward, taking her tank top with them. Rex loved how she looked with the white tank on, but he needed her naked. Needed to see all of her.

      She happily raised her arms above her head, allowing him to remove the garment. Then she lay beneath him, naked except for her panties.

      Rex inhaled sharply at the beauty under him. She’d gained weight since her captivity, and she was filled out in all the right places. She wasn’t all muscle, but she wasn’t fat either. Her tits were lush and full and the nipples were currently standing straight up, as if reaching for him. He loved the adorable freckles that covered her chest and tapered off over her tits.

      Anxious to taste her there for the first time, Rex leaned down.

      He took a nipple into his mouth and sucked hard. Avery’s back arched and one hand went to the back of his head. Her fingers twined in his hair, and she pulled on it as she moaned and writhed beneath him.

      Rex loved how responsive she was. Loved everything about her. He played with her tits for a while, until he couldn’t ignore her scent any longer. He could smell how aroused she was, and he couldn’t wait to see her pussy.

      With his lips around a nipple, he used one of his hands to grab the elastic band around her waist. Avery helped, lifting her hips and squirming until she’d gotten her underwear down her thighs and could kick them off.

      Rex kissed his way down her belly until he was lying between her legs. Looking up, he saw Avery shoving a pillow under her head, lifting herself so she could watch him.

      “Your beard feels so strange,” she said.

      “You don’t like it?” Rex asked.

      “I didn’t say that,” she reassured him. “It’s just different. I mean, my skin is so sensitive anyway, and I can feel every strand against me. It’s like you’ve got hundreds of little hands caressing me while you’re kissing me.”

      “If you liked the feel of it while I sucked your tits, you’re gonna love it when I go down on you.”

      “Cole,” she moaned, spreading her legs wider in anticipation and invitation.

      He didn’t make her wait any longer. Rex lowered his head and licked her once, from her ass hole to her clit, groaning at the slight tangy taste of her excitement.

      “Fuck,” Avery swore as she hooked one of her thighs over his shoulder.

      Needing no more encouragement, Rex got to work pleasing his woman. He didn’t think he was an expert at this, as he hadn’t had a lot of practice. It was an extremely personal thing, not something he’d done all that much. But with Avery, he wanted to camp out there all night and learn exactly what turned her on and what got her off.

      He quickly discovered that while she liked it when he licked her folds, what really excited her was when he paid close attention to her clit. Bringing one hand up between her legs, he gently finger fucked her as he used his tongue to lash the sensitive bundle of nerves.

      Then he closed his lips around her clit and sucked.

      She almost bucked him off, and he smiled. Jackpot.

      He inserted another finger into her clenching sheath as he concentrated on her clit. Licking, sucking, flicking.

      “Shit, Cole. Faster, right there! Yes, that’s it,” she directed as she stiffened under him.

      Rex was so lost in the enjoyment of tasting her, of making her lose her mind, that he almost missed the signs she was about to explode.

      It was her thighs tightening around his head, and his fingers being squeezed so hard he couldn’t help but fantasize about how his dick would feel being strangled the same way, that made him realize she was about to come.

      He increased the suction on her clit and every muscle in her body tightened.

      She didn’t say anything, just let out the cutest little groan as she trembled in the throes of her orgasm.

      Feeling as if he were on top of the world, Rex removed his fingers and immediately sucked on them, closing his eyes at the wonderful taste of his woman. Then he scooted upward and leaned over and grabbed the condom he’d left on the table next to the bed while Avery had been in the bathroom. The second he was covered, he used his dick to caress her clit.

      She jerked under him and reached up to hold onto his biceps with a strength that surprised him.

      He waited until her eyes opened, and she looked up at him.

      “Okay?” he asked, wanting her to be sure.

      “Yes,” she said immediately.

      “Once we do this, I’m yours,” he told her. “And you’re mine. There’s no going back.”

      “I know,” she said. “I don’t know what will happen between us after tonight, but I know that I want you. I need you.”

      That was all Rex needed to hear.

      He pressed the head of his cock between her legs and pushed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Avery did her best not to let any sign of discomfort cross her face when Cole began to push inside her body. He was big, and she hadn’t had sex in quite a while. But she obviously hadn’t been able to hide the slight pain of his entrance from him, because he stopped when he was only halfway inside her.

      “I’m okay,” she said.

      In response, he pulled back out.

      Avery groaned and gripped his arms tighter. “Cole,” she complained. “Please.”

      Then he was back, filling her. Stretching her. He took his time, his control impressive. Then he was all the way inside her, and Avery couldn’t remember anything ever feeling better than his stomach against hers, his beard tickling her face as he hovered over her, and the feel of his warm breath.

      “Take me,” she urged.

      Cole moved. He slid out of her slowly, then just as lazily pushed back inside. He kept up his slow and steady pace until Avery thought she was going to scream.

      She tightened her inner muscles the next time he pushed inside, and she saw his iron control shatter.

      “Fuck,” he muttered and picked up his pace.

      Arching her back, Avery smiled at him. He was so beautiful, and he was all hers. She had no doubt that he’d be faithful. It wasn’t in his makeup to cheat, she just knew it. Just as she’d die before letting another man take what was Cole’s.

      Still feeling good from the earlier orgasm Cole had given her, Avery moved one of her hands down her body to where they were joined. She flicked her clit when Cole pulled back, and her fingers brushed against his cock when he pressed into her again.

      He realized what she was doing, and she saw his pupils dilate as he propped himself up on his hands, giving her room.

      “Yes, touch yourself,” he said, as she did just that.

      “Someday I want you to masturbate for me,” he told her. “I want to know exactly what you like.”

      “I think you learned that pretty fast earlier,” she panted as she flicked her swollen clit faster. “And you didn’t let me return the favor,” she complained.

      “Baby, if you got your mouth around me, I would’ve shot off immediately. I wanted this to last.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Because it’s our first time.”

      “So? Just because it’s our first doesn’t mean it won’t be good if it’s fast. I love you, Cole. I want you to get just as much enjoyment out of this as I am.”

      “Oh, I am,” he said between clenched teeth.

      “Push inside and stay there,” Avery ordered, feeling her orgasm rise up.

      Without question, Cole did as she requested, holding himself off her, giving her room to stroke her clit. They were only touching from their waists down. His legs tangled with hers.

      Not taking her eyes from his, Avery did her best to get herself off. “This feels so different with you inside me,” she said softly. When he smiled, she realized he liked hearing her talk. “I feel so full, and I’m gonna come so damn hard. I want you to feel it. Know that it’s you causing this.”

      His hips twitched, and she felt him shift until he was inside her even deeper. She wished he wasn’t wearing a condom; she pictured him shooting off so deep inside her, she’d feel his warmth from the inside out.

      That thought, and the vigorous way she rubbed herself, had Avery exploding in ecstasy. She called out his name as she closed her eyes and the orgasm rolled over her.

      Her muscles twitched and closed around his cock, as if trying to keep him from ever leaving her body.

      When Cole groaned above her, Avery opened her eyes to see his head thrown back and his mouth open as he went over the edge himself.

      It was sexy as hell. She’d made him come without him moving another inch. She felt powerful and beautiful at that moment. She leaned forward and caressed his balls, and he grunted. Twitching between her legs and trying to push even farther inside her, even though that was impossible.

      Then he moved without giving her a chance to prepare. He rolled to the side, clamping his arms around her, making her move with him. She ended up straddling him, his dick still deep inside her. Then he did something surprising—his hand came down and his thumb covered her clit and he pressed. Hard.

      “Again,” he ordered gruffly.

      Startled, Avery shook her head as she tried to squirm away from him. “I can’t.”

      His hand tightened on her hip, keeping her in place on top of him. “You can. I want to feel that again.”

      Even though Avery didn’t think she’d be able to come a third time so soon, she was still so sensitive it wasn’t long before she was writhing against Cole. She leaned back and held herself up by putting her hands on his thighs behind her. She was arched and open to him and had never felt more exposed, or as safe, as she did right that moment.

      The orgasm, when it came, wasn’t as intense or as strong as the first two, but it was no less earth-shattering. Cole’s fingers forced her over the edge and her inner muscles gripped his dick once more.

      They both groaned.

      “Fuck, you have no idea how amazing that feels,” he told her as he eased his thumb off her nub and gripped her hips instead.

      When Avery relaxed and leaned forward to collapse on Cole’s chest, she felt his cock slip out of her body. They both made a sound of disappointment, but neither moved.

      “Are we dead?” Avery asked after a moment.

      “Nope,” Cole said, the humor easy to hear in his tone.

      Avery lifted her head. “I love you.”

      Instead of returning the sentiment, Cole said, “We’ll go and get a marriage license tomorrow. You’re marrying me as soon as I can arrange it.”

      Avery should’ve been upset with him. At the very least, highly annoyed. But instead, she simply lay her head back on his shoulder and nodded. “Okay.” Hadn’t she been the one to tell him that tomorrow wasn’t guaranteed? She loved him, and he loved her. It was enough.

      Her family would totally understand. Especially her mom. She’d talk Cole into having some sort of reception later so her mom, dad, and sister could be there to celebrate with her. And his teammates, their women, and Cole’s parents. They’d have a huge party. Maybe on the beach.

      “That’s it?” Cole asked. “That’s all you’re gonna say?”

      “Yup. Now shhhhh, you’re ruining my three-orgasm post-bliss high,” she complained sleepily.

      “I love you, Avery Nelson. So damn much,” Cole whispered.

      She didn’t have the strength to answer, so Avery merely turned her head a fraction of an inch and kissed his shoulder instead.

      She fell asleep like that, draped bonelessly over her new fiancé. She didn’t even take notice of the fact that it was dark outside, and the only light in the bedroom was from a small lamp next to the bed. She was with Cole, he’d keep her safe. There was no need to be scared of the dark anymore.
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      Mona Saterfield smiled as she tacked the newest pictures she’d taken onto her wall.

      Forest “Phantom” Dalton was as hot now as he’d been when he’d taken her to dinner a few months ago. He was everything she’d ever wanted in a man. Chivalrous, protective, and gentle.

      He’d been upset when the waitress had flirted with him in front of her, and when he’d dropped her off at her apartment, he’d been so concerned about her state of mind. He’d broken up with her because he didn’t want her to worry about him when he was off on his dangerous missions.

      She did worry. Especially when he’d returned this last time and had been injured. Mona had cried herself sick when she’d first found out.

      She’d been so excited when the GPS tracking device she’d put on his car before his last mission had pinged, indicating that he’d returned from wherever he’d been this time…but when she’d realized one of his irritating team members was driving instead of him, she’d almost freaked out, thinking her man had been hurt or killed.

      She’d followed the car through Riverton, confused when Forest’s friend had stopped at a house near the coast.

      When she’d parked her car around the corner and snuck back to the beach to spy on the house, she saw Forest being helped into the house. She’d been relieved to see him—until she’d seen the bandage on his leg, and realized he was using crutches as well. She lowered the  binoculars she used to keep track of him, and nearly lost it.

      She quickly realized that whatever had happened couldn’t have been too bad, since he was walking around, laughing, and talking.

      Although she hated that she wasn’t the one nursing him back to health. Once they were married, and he quit his horrid, dangerous job, she’d make sure he had everything he needed.

      The binoculars with the built-in digital camera had been one of the best purchases Mona had ever made. She could keep tabs on him and take pictures at the same time. Now, she could look at the love of her life anytime she wanted. All she had to do was glance at the wall of her living room. It was covered from floor to ceiling with pictures of her man.

      Just looking at him made her happy.

      Although she’d be even more thrilled when he asked her to marry him, and they were living together as husband and wife.

      Backing up, Mona sat on her couch and lay down on her back. She slid a hand under the elastic of her shorts and began to stroke herself. Forest wouldn’t be happy she was touching what was his, but she couldn’t help herself. He was so good-looking…and he’d be with her soon. Their love was too strong and too deep to be ignored.

      Forest Dalton was hers. Period. He just needed a bit more time to realize she was the woman of his dreams, then he’d be back, begging for her forgiveness. He’d quit the navy and take a safe office job and they’d live happily ever after.

      As she stroked herself, Mona smiled dreamily. Forest would come to her any day now, and she’d take him back with open arms.

      And if anyone else thought they could try to steal him away from her, they’d learn just how protective Mona could be of her man.
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      Phantom stood at attention in front of Commander North and Rear Admiral Creasy.

      “Relax, Phantom. Have a seat,” his commander ordered.

      Phantom pulled out the chair in front of the commander’s desk and sat. He’d received a call twenty minutes ago and been ordered to come to his office. He knew this had something to do with Kalee, but wasn’t sure if it was going to be good news or bad.

      He was leaning toward bad, especially since the rest of his team wasn’t included in this meeting. If Kalee was alive, wouldn’t they need to make a plan to go get her? The fact that Rocco and the others weren’t there wasn’t a good sign.

      “I’m not going to beat around the bush. I got a call from Tex last night. It’s his professional opinion that Kalee Solberg is alive,” Commander North said.

      Phantom’s heart immediately began to pound in excitement.

      The commander held up a hand. “Hang on, sailor, things aren’t as cut and dry as they might seem.”

      Phantom had no idea what that meant. “She’s alive, so that means we need to go in and get her.”

      “Tex has intel that says she’s working with the rebels.”

      The words took a second to sink in, then Phantom shook his head. “No. I don’t believe it.”

      “Word on the streets is that there’s a red-haired American working with one of the most vicious and ruthless group of rebels. She’s been seen fighting alongside them. Killing people. Participating in kidnappings and torture.”

      Again, Phantom shook his head. “She’s being forced to participate then.”

      The commander’s lips pressed together, and he leaned forward on his elbows. “It’s possible she’s turned,” he said quietly.

      Phantom met his commander’s gaze without flinching. “She’s doing what’s necessary to survive,” he insisted. “You weren’t there. You didn’t see her. She was lying face down on a pile of bodies. Children she loved and cared about. The rebels obviously realized she wasn’t dead, something I should’ve, and took her. She’s probably been raped and beaten and who knows what else.

      “If she’s participating in the atrocities happening over there in Timor-Leste, it’s a self-preservation tactic. I’ve listened to Piper talk about her best friend for hours. Kalee Solberg is no killer. I’d bet my career on it.”

      He was practically panting by the time he was finished speaking, but there was nothing more important than making his commander understand that whatever Tex had uncovered, it was all bullshit. Not the part about her working alongside the rebels, but her motives for doing so.

      Commander North sat back in his chair and sighed.

      Then the rear admiral spoke for the first time. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

      “No, Sir. I fucked up. I need to make it right.” No matter how many times he’d been told that not realizing Kalee was alive wasn’t his fault, Phantom couldn’t help but think otherwise.

      “For the record, I happen to agree with you. I don’t think a woman who enjoyed visiting an orphanage in her free time and who would join the Peace Corps would suddenly decide to join a group of rebels after almost being killed by them in the first place. But…”

      Phantom’s body tightened in preparation for the rear admiral’s next words.

      “I think you know that we can’t send a SEAL team on a mission where there isn’t an issue of national security.”

      “But, Sir—”

      The rear admiral held up his hand, cutting off Phantom’s words.

      “I know this is personal for you, but the Timor-Leste government has a handle on the uprising and they haven’t asked for assistance. There are still pockets of rebels causing havoc, mainly in Dili, but for the most part, the uprising has been suppressed. Kalee Solberg is presumed dead, and the information we’ve received isn’t enough for the United States Navy to spend the money and man-power to go into a situation that’s already under control.

      “I’m sorry, Phantom. I know that you were hoping for better news. We both understand how difficult this has been for you, and we felt you deserved to know what’s going on.”

      A muscle in Phantom’s jaw ticked and he held on to his composure by the skin of his teeth.

      Commander North leaned even closer and pinned Phantom to his seat with a stare. “Tex is staying on this. He’s going to keep us informed as to any other information he can get. We’ll extend the courtesy to pass that info on to you.”

      Phantom wasn’t happy with the intel. He’d hoped that he and the team would be allowed to go to Timor-Leste and pick up Kalee. And if not the entire SEAL team, then maybe by some miracle, he’d be authorized to go in by himself. But looking at the serious expressions on his superior officers’ faces, he knew that was never going to happen.

      Kalee Solberg was on her own. Just as she’d been since he’d mistakenly left her for dead.

      “Permission to speak?” he asked.

      “Of course,” the commander said.

      “I’d like to request a month’s leave,” Phantom said, his face not showing any of the emotion he was feeling.

      The commander and rear admiral were quiet for a moment, studying him.

      “Why?” Commander North finally asked.

      “I’m not thrilled with this information,” Phantom said honestly. “I’m tired. We’ve had a lot of missions one right after another. My leg still isn’t one hundred percent, and after failing the Solberg mission, I’m burnt out. I need a break.”

      “If you’re thinking about going in by yourself—” the rear admiral started.

      “I’m not,” Phantom interrupted. “I’m a SEAL. I work with my team. We don’t operate well individually. I just need a break, Sirs. I have a friend who lives on Oahu. He’s invited me to come out and visit time and again, and I’ve always said no. I’m thinking spending four weeks relaxing on the North Shore and trying to get my head on straight would be beneficial. To me, my team, and the navy. Sirs.”

      Phantom didn’t flinch under the intense stares of the men across from him. Nothing he was thinking was broadcast on his face.

      “If you’re planning on heading to Timor-Leste, it would be career suicide,” Commander North said.

      “I understand,” Phantom said.

      “Four weeks. And you’ll check in every week,” the rear admiral said.

      Phantom wanted to protest. He wasn’t a kid who needed to report to his parents. But he knew if he disagreed with his superior officer, he wouldn’t get the leave he so desperately needed. “Yes, Sir,” he said with a small nod.

      “Fill out the leave paperwork, complete with the name, address, and phone number of this friend of yours,” Commander North said. “I think this vacation could be good for you, as long as you don’t obsess over something you had no control over. Seriously, you need to relax, Phantom. Take some hikes, surf, spend some time with a local Hawaiian beauty…do something to get your head back in the game. Your team needs you. Your country needs you.”

      “I will, Sir. Thank you,” Phantom said.

      “I’ll let you know if I hear anything else from Tex,” his commander told him. “Dismissed.”

      Phantom stood and walked out of the office, his mind already churning with everything he needed to do for his impromptu vacation.

      He hadn’t lied to either the commander or rear admiral. He understood that going after Kalee without the approval of the U.S. Navy was career suicide.

      But he didn’t care.

      It was his fault Kalee was in the position she was, and he’d do whatever it took to rectify the situation.

      Phantom needed to talk to Tex, needed as much intel as possible so he could get into Dili, find her, and get her the hell out of there. He’d kidnap her if he had to.

      He did know someone who lived in Hawaii. A fellow SEAL who was stationed over in Oahu. He had no doubt the man would help arrange a place for him to stay while he was there. And he did plan to spend his leave in Hawaii—but not until he’d taken a detour to Timor-Leste first.

      Determination rose up within him. He had a chance to right the major fucking wrong he’d done to Kalee Solberg. He was staking his career on the fact that she was alive and desperate to be rescued. He wouldn’t fail her again.
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      Kalee gripped the automatic rifle in shaking hands and shot as far away from where the others were aiming as she could while still making it look like she was participating in the assault on the building. She shot into the bushes, at the ground when she could, praying none of her bullets harmed anyone. She’d done a lot of things she was ashamed of in the last six months or so, but, as far as she knew, she’d never killed anyone.

      The assholes who were forcing her to do their dirty work could threaten her all they wanted, but they couldn’t make her a murderer.

      She ducked behind a crumbling building on the outskirts of Dili, the capitol of Timor-Leste, and took a deep breath. She had no idea who they were shooting at or why. But she knew from experience, if she refused to participate, her life could get a hell of a lot harder than it was already.

      Her arm was grabbed and she was hauled upright. A man smacked her across the face and spat insults at her before she was shoved forward and forced to walk toward another building.

      Kalee’s body went through the motions of doing as she was ordered. The rebels might’ve cut off all her hair, dressed her in the black “uniform” of the rebel army, and forced her to participate in their raids, but she’d never be one of them.

      She hadn’t spoken one word since she’d woken up in the pit of bodies all those months ago. It was as if the horror of seeing the sightless eyes staring at her had stolen her voice. Even when the rebels had beaten her, she hadn’t uttered a sound.

      When they’d taken turns raping her, she hadn’t cried out.

      When they’d made her pick up a rifle and participate in raids against other small villages and towns, she hadn’t protested, knowing it was futile.

      Her voice might be gone, but it was still there. Inside, she was screaming for help. Crying out for someone, anyone, to find her and take her home.

      But no one came. It had been months, and she was beginning to think no one ever would. To her father and the rest of the world, she was probably considered dead.

      Perhaps it was better that way.

      Throwing out a hand to stop her fall to the floor, Kalee backed up against the cinderblock wall of the rundown building where the rebels had taken up residence. No one offered her anything to eat, and she didn’t ask.

      Instead, she closed her eyes and pictured her dad in her mind. And her friend Piper. She had no idea what had happened to her, but the fact that she hadn’t run across her since being taken captive made Kalee hope that her friend had somehow gotten away. That her body wasn’t buried somewhere in the jungles and hills she’d been tromping through for the last six months.

      Then, for the first time, instead of thinking of ways to escape, Kalee started thinking about ways to end her torture. She was likely already considered dead to the world, so why not make it true?

      But a tiny stubborn part of her refused to give up.

      There had to be someone out there who was looking for her, who didn’t think she was dead. Right?
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