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      “Careful. Don’t want an anaconda to bite off your puny dick,” Havoc, the moron, taunted. The guys laughed with him.

      “Ha-ha,” Atlas said with a scoff. He kept his back to his friends as he zipped up his fly and backed away from the big-ass jungle tree. No way he’d let on that Havoc’s remark had echoed his own fears—minus the puny-dick part because he’d had no complaints in that department. “At least I can find my cock,” he quipped.

      Wraith wiped his brow. “Can we get a move on, lads. I’m sweatin’ me bag off.”

      He agreed with his fellow soldier. The Panama jungle was hot as fuck and crawling with shit that he didn’t need in his fucking pant leg.

      Atlas fought the urge to rib Wraith about his Scottish accent. Half the time, the American-raised dude spoke more Southern than he did Scot. But with his height and fair skin, he certainly looked like a Scotsman.

      “You idiots done jerkin’ each other off?” Rogue, their leader, growled, his AK-47 in his hands. “We’re not here for leisure.”

      “No shit.” Viper’s irritated tone matched Rogue’s expression.

      “Copy,” Atlas said, nodding. He knew Rogue wasn’t in the mood. His boss had left his girlfriend, Laine, and her daughter, Emmy, at home.

      Nope, he wasn’t pokin’ that bear today.

      The five of them moved across the damp earth. Reaper, their team member with his helicopter license, waited in the chopper. If they came in hot with their target, they could get off the ground quick.

      The sound of the chopper’s engine ceased. The air filled with jungle noise.

      Hisses, croaks, and distant animalistic screeches invaded Atlas’s eardrums. He preferred the roar of propellors.

      Keeping their guns trained in front of them, they moved in on their target.

      Rogue’s voice came through the earpieces they all wore. “Quarter mile ahead.”

      Daylight was fading rapidly. The only thing worse than navigating this region of Panama was doing so at night—even with night-vision goggles. His luck and he’d step on a fucking jaguar’s tail.

      “Striker,” Havoc said sharply. “On your left.”

      Responding to his callsign, Atlas swiveled his weapon and dodged away from a snake glaring at him from a nearby tree branch. Fucking fuck.

      “Losing daylight, boss,” he reminded Rogue.

      “Forward.” His boss strode ahead to lead the way.

      They stepped quicker through the dense foliage. The mosquitos and flies were nearly as thick as the sweltering heat. The bug spray had to be attracting the bastards—it sure as hell wasn’t repelling them.

      Atlas moved with little effort. Skill and training had him focused on the job despite the extra weight of his Kevlar, ammunition, and emergency pack. Sweat rolled down his face and the back of his neck. He swiped his brow, drenching his sleeve. The scent of wet dirt and rotting vegetation was damn near as smothering as the bugs.

      He swept his gaze left and right while also keeping an eye ahead for shit he could step in and things that could fall on him.

      Five minutes later, Rogue lifted his fist in the air, motioning for them to stop.

      Atlas froze. His gun trained beyond Rogue’s shoulder, he scanned the wide, thick leaves and the gnarly branches and trunks everywhere.

      “Motion sensor,” Rogue said in his ear. “This is it.”

      Satisfaction rippled over him. They’d reached their target’s compound. Now they had to lie low and wait.

      An hour later and night encased them. The only noise, aside from the buzzing of insects and the hissing of who-the-fuck-even-wanted-to-know, was the low hum of a generator. If it weren’t for the outdoor lights surrounding the compound, they’d be in complete darkness.

      “How long we gotta sit here, Rogue?” Viper grumbled.

      “Hold your panties. I’ll have the drone up and running in a few minutes and then we’ll have more intel.”

      “We also need to wait for them to be asleep, dipshit,” Havoc said to Viper with a snort.

      Atlas reached for his canteen and took a long gulp of water loaded with electrolytes. Wraith did the same.

      “Reaper, any movement?” Viper said into his mic. Their pilot waited with the heli in the open field they’d found.

      “Negative. I’ve got my lights off. I’ll fire ’er up when you give the go.”

      “Copy.”

      Rogue took the compact drone from his backpack, then removed a satellite tablet cased in black rubber. After testing the device to ensure it was secure, he zipped it straight into the air. Its motor murmuring almost silently, it ripped through leaves until it was out of sight.

      Not even a metallic whisper could be heard.

      Rogue perched on a fallen log as he maneuvered the drone, gathering images.

      Atlas moved to sit next to him. Rogue tilted the device to show him the live feed of the compound.

      The drone’s heat-seeking sensor revealed three forms moving around outside and one moving inside. Two others were stationary in separate parts of the dwelling.

      “Looks like there’s a patio entrance on the south side of the structure as well as the east,” Atlas said.

      Rogue nodded briskly. “We’ll move in on the east side and see who’s sleeping in that room. Could be our asset. There’s only one guard patrolling near that part. The other unmoving person on the south side could also be our target—or a resting guard.”

      Viper stalked toward them and glanced down at the screen. “The asset must be close to the south entrance since there’s two men posted outside there.” He pointed. “We’ll take out the guy on the east side first, then whoever’s patrolling inside.”

      Rogue nodded again. “Havoc and Wraith, stay here for backup.”

      A minute later, he landed the drone and zipped it back up in its bag. “Leave whatever you don’t need here,” Rogue commanded, shaking open a small camouflage backpack in which they could stash their items.

      Atlas fit his NOD over his head, and the other guys followed suit. His vision instantly transformed. It was as if he’d switched on a glow lamp only he could see.

      With his AR-15 braced in his palms, he motioned to Rogue to take out the sensor in a tree near the property. It would pick up their movement once they got close.

      His leader grabbed a rock and threw it against the little device. The lens broke, and pieces fell to the ground.

      “On my go,” Rogue announced.

      Wraith and Havoc positioned themselves low in the trees, their guns aimed at the house.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of footsteps down the hall jerked Molly from sleep. She let out a small cry. Her face still throbbed from their last inquisition . . . yesterday? The day before? She couldn’t remember. The gritty texture in her mouth told her she hadn’t had water in hours. Or longer.

      They’d given her food yesterday morning. But nothing since. The darkness shrouding the patio door told her she’d passed out. She was getting weaker by the minute. Her window to attack grew narrower.

      Her weapon was hidden beneath the mattress. A jagged piece of the plate she’d broken during her previous meal. Too far away, because she’d fallen asleep from exhaustion on the floor outside the bathroom.

      Keys tinkled outside her door.

      Not enough time.

      The door swung open and two men entered the ten-by-ten room. She pushed into a sitting position, refusing to let them see her vulnerable. If it wasn’t for the chain around one of her wrists, she’d have tried to attack. Resting her back against the wall, she clenched her teeth and wished she hadn’t fallen asleep. If she’d heard them coming earlier, she could have retrieved her weapon.

      Fear cinched the back of her throat. She wanted to leap to her feet, scream, fight them. Do anything but sit here passively.

      Exhaustion kept her in place. She needed to keep what little energy she had.

      The leader, an older man, approached. He knelt in front of her, his white hair and George Hamilton–style tan almost sickeningly perfect in this godforsaken place.

      “Molly,” Rex purred, taunting. “This is your last chance. Tell me where they meet and who their contact is.”

      She curled her lip. “For the thousandth time, I don’t know.”

      “You said you didn’t know the business they were running.” He held out his hand as if making an offering. “Seems you lied about that in our last conversation.”

      She expelled a hot breath. Sure, she’d suspected her boss, Willy Dunne, had been doing something illegal. Mis-weights had come in repeatedly from their produce shipments, yet he’d refused to investigate. That didn’t mean she knew anything else. “I told you I suspected things were off.”

      He pursed his lips. “Final warning, Miss Stewart. You don’t understand what I can do to you.” His words curdled the air.

      “You’ve done enough already, you piece of shit,” she hissed.

      Wham!

      His knuckles smacked against her cheekbone. Her head snapped backward. The room spun and she slumped but caught herself before her face hit the tile.

      “I haven’t sold you yet.” He enunciated each syllable. Warm, slimy fingers slid up her bare thigh. “I’d make a lot of coin off this sweet cunt.”

      She kicked his hand away, squirming to cover herself with the ratty T-shirt she wore. Every time she glimpsed at the flimsy material, she was reminded of how Rex had ordered his man to strip her upon arriving, degrading her.

      “Looks like you’ve made your decision.” He stood. “Give her some water. We’ll need her alive. The buyer will be here soon.” Rex stood and stormed out of the room.

      She inched her gaze up to the guard holding a water bottle. He unscrewed the cap and slowly poured the liquid in a steady stream onto the floor. Anger singed her flesh as she turned away from the splash.

      “Drink up, dog.” He laughed then scrunched the empty bottle in his hand before hurling it across the room. “What, you got something to say? Woof-woof?”

      “Fuck you.”

      He seized her hair, tearing her head back. She flinched in anticipation of his fist and clawed at his wrist.

      “I should fuck your bitchy little mouth,” he growled.

      She closed her eyes, willing him to back away. To do anything but follow through with his threat.

      He slammed her head against the wall. There was a sickening crack, and a flashfire of pain ripped over her skull.

      The door banged shut and the lock clicked into place. Tears blurred her vision. She gently touched the aching spot above her ear. Thick, sticky liquid dotted her fingers. Nausea erupted in her belly.

      She needed to lie down. To get closer to her weapon. Holding on to the wall for support, she tried to stand, but the room spun and the nausea intensified. Carrying the shackle in her bound hand so it didn’t clank against the tile, she moved to her hands and knees and crawled the remaining feet to her mattress. She fell onto the thin material and brought her attention to the metal chaining her to this hellish room.

      Rex always left open the glass door, letting the sounds of the jungle carry into her room, reminding her that even if she escaped, she’d never survive. And if she screamed, no one would hear it. No one was around.

      She yanked on the shackle, frustration making her vision hazy.

      If I lose five more pounds, the damn thing will slide right off.

      Exhausted, she dropped her hands to the bed. The stench of the nasty old fabric made her move back to the floor. She dragged the thin pillow with her and fished beneath the mattress for the piece of the plate.

      If they came to take her tonight, to sell her as Rex had promised, she’d find enough strength to murder at least one of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Movement,” Viper said. “South side.”

      Atlas shifted his focus in that direction, silently stepping over a gangly shrub and into the yard. His senses crackled now that they were outside of the shadows.

      A figure moved toward a Hummer parked out front, fifty meters away.

      “Mine,” Viper said, veering in that direction.

      “Capture the target,” Rogue said. A reminder before anyone got trigger-happy.

      They wouldn’t leave a single guard alive.

      A sliding glass door on the east wall of the house came into view. Atlas pressed his back against the side of the house and waited a few seconds for Rogue to fall into the same position on the opposite side.

      He peeked into the door. Vertical blinds blocked most of his view, but one broken slat allowed him to see into a bedroom.

      The bed appeared empty. He pulled on the door handle, but it didn’t budge. “Ready?” he whispered into the mic.

      Rogue held up his fist. “All in position?”

      “I’ve got eyes south,” Havoc said.

      “East ’n’ south’re in my scope,” said Wraith. “Move in.”

      “Go.”

      Atlas aimed at the door and fired. Glass shattered, the sound as loud as an explosion. He leapt through the opening, his boots crunching on the debris. Moving swiftly, he cleared the space. His NOD illuminated every dark corner of the empty room.

      He strode with Rogue at his side. The bedroom spilled into a hallway. He paused at the door, the laser on his weapon pointing toward a living room. He stepped out of the room.

      Crack, crack, crack!

      Bullets smacked into drywall near his head. He spotted the shooter ducking behind a couch. He returned fire and was rewarded with a pained cry.

      “Viper, what’s your status?” Rogue demanded.

      “One guard outside is dead. Negative contact on target.”

      “Nothing on my end,” said Havoc.

      Atlas bounded across the living room, scanning the space that opened into a kitchen—both empty except for the injured fuck. He reached the back of the couch. A young dude in a bulletproof vest was bleeding from his shoulder. Not their target.

      Atlas kicked the rifle from the man’s hand. “Where’s your leader?”

      “F-Fuck you.”

      “Not on my agenda,” he said wryly. “Where is he?”

      The man spat. The bloody saliva missed Striker’s boot.

      Rogue came around the sofa and put a bullet in the guy’s head. “Keep going,” he ordered.

      Movement at the corner of his eye made Atlas duck. Rogue followed suit. Fire erupted.

      “Hostiles, south!” Rogue shouted.

      Atlas shrunk low. Their enemies were stationed down the hallway. He inched closer to the edge of the wall and peeked around the corner. “You got eyes?”

      Rogue was crouched low behind the shelter of the couch. “Hostiles are guarding what looks like a bedroom. No clean shot.”

      Atlas dug into the pack at his waist and pulled out a small device. “Incoming smoke grenade,” he told Rogue. He flipped off his NOD and clipped it to his belt before removing a half-face respirator and positioning it over his nose and mouth.

      He pulled the pin on the grenade and hurled the bomb down the hallway.

      Kaboom!

      The men cried out. Smoke exploded through the space and his ears rang. Atlas leapt to his feet and barreled down the hall with his weapon pointed in front of him. A man ran toward him, coughing and flailing.

      Atlas fired and hit the man in the chest. He went down.

      The mask blocked the dark clouds from entering his lungs, but he had to squint and blink away the thick air.

      “Halt,” Rogue ordered.

      Atlas stopped just as he was about to pivot into the bedroom at the end of the hall.

      Rogue reached his back. “Go.”

      A figure swung at him, and he felt the butt of a rifle in his gut. Atlas grunted but slammed his head forward, smashing his hard-ass forehead against the other man’s. His attacker went limp.

      Rogue was at his side, a gun pressed to the guy’s head. “Someone’s on the bed. Not moving.”

      Atlas spun toward the single mattress on the floor against the wall. Sure enough, a figure lay on it. Long blond hair caught the outdoor light shining through the thin slats of the venetian blinds.

      His senses prickled. Something in the air told him she wasn’t sleeping. “Miss. Show me your hands.”

      She didn’t move.

      “Check her pulse,” Rogue said.

      Peeling his left hand off the gun but keeping his right finger on the trigger, he moved her hair to touch her neck. Her cold, clammy skin sent unease skittering through him. But a pulse beat steadily. She wasn’t dead.

      A chain circled her raw, thin wrist.

      “Miss?” He laid his hand on her shoulder.

      She jolted forward, her hand flying toward his face.

      “Striker!” Rogue bellowed.

      He dodged backward, seizing her arm. Something sharp nearly connected with his throat. He wrenched the object from her fingers.

      “No!” she screamed. Her fists swung, landing blows on his shoulders and rattling the chain securing her.

      “Jesus, restrain her!” Rogue ordered.

      Carefully, he caught her arms and anchored them to her side. He should be fucking pissed—the woman had just about sliced his jugular. But he wasn’t.

      Her chest rose and fell. Her long blond strands were a tangled mess in front of her face. Trembles racked her body.

      “Easy,” he whispered.

      Some of the tension left her shoulders. He kept his grip tight, bracing her so she didn’t sink to the floor. If she weren’t so hyped up on adrenaline and hell-bent on attacking him, he doubted she’d be able to walk.

      “Are you hurt?” He wanted to see her face better but didn’t dare let go of her arms to move her hair aside.

      She sniffed. “W-Who are you?” She sounded tortured. Angry. Scared.

      His chest constricted. He couldn’t fucking tell her he was with Phantom Ops, here to capture a dangerous drug trafficker and obtain his list of government officials who’d let drugs seep across US borders.

      “I want to know why you’re here,” he said.

      He was barely aware of Rogue approaching. The beam of a flashlight filled the space. The woman blinked, turning her head away from the glow but not before he caught a glimpse of her golden eyes. Their tawny hue struck him. So soft and beautiful he just wanted her to look at him again.

      Every dirty inch of her body came into view. His stomach twisted. Horrific images of what this young woman had surely suffered filled his mind. Her swollen and bruised face and a cut at the corner of her mouth indicated she’d been hit.

      Fury rolled over his skin in thick waves. Had she been drugged? Trafficked? What the hell was she doing here?

      Bare, rail-thin legs were folded underneath where she sat. A once-white men’s T-shirt barely covered her. Stains marred the material. Her skin was layered with grime.

      Rogue knelt next to him. He kept the light pointed down. “Where’s Rex?”

      She lowered her chin and her shoulders rolled forward.

      Atlas reached for the piece of ceramic he’d dropped to the floor. “Were you going to kill him with this?”

      Seconds ticked by. The woman wasn’t here voluntarily. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t in some kind of fucked-up relationship with their target.

      She didn’t respond.

      “He’s not here,” Rogue said. “We need to move.”

      Striker reached for her chains. Just as he feared, she slumped toward the mattress.

      “Shit.”

      He caught her and lowered her weightless body to the padding. “She passed out.”

      “Free her. We don’t have time for this shit. Rex got away.” Rogue was already on his feet, spitting orders to Havoc and Wraith.

      Atlas stared at the willowy, half-naked woman. Rage filled his blood. Gently, he positioned her wrist away from her body and fired a round at the shackle. The metal snapped open with a ping. She didn’t stir.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      He should be as focused as Rogue on their target, but he couldn’t get the sight of her bruises out of his head. He wanted—no, needed—answers. How had she gotten here? Why were they keeping her here?

      And what the fuck had they done to her?

      Dammit, he needed to get her to safety so he could think clearly.

      “Striker, you got this?” Rogue was at his back.

      “Yeah, man. But look at her.” He snatched a thin blanket from the bed and wrapped her lower body. It was hotter than hell outside and the last thing she needed was to overheat, but he also wouldn’t flash her ass to the guys if he could help it.

      “We’ll worry about that later.”

      He bundled her into his arms and carried her against his chest. She lay limp, her body too damn light.

      He nodded at Rogue.

      Looking at the woman, his friend appeared wary, and for a second, Atlas feared Rogue would tell him to leave her behind.

      He didn’t. Which was a good fucking thing because he would’ve fought him on it.

      They went through the bedroom’s sliding door. A dead guard lay on the ground off the cement patio. Without missing a beat, Atlas followed Rogue into the foliage.
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        * * *

      

      Molly’s body rocked gently, and the motion almost lulled her back to sleep. She moaned, knowing she needed to fight the darkness but wishing she could cling to it.

      Her senses sparked to life even though her eyes refused to open. Pain pulsed from her temple to the back of her head. A deep ache pulled at the muscles in her neck. She curled closer to the solid man carrying her. Tremors shook her arms and legs. She hadn’t been cold in a long time. But even though her hands and feet felt almost numb, heat warmed her cheek and torso. Not the sticky heat of the jungle but something else.

      Awareness shot over her nerve endings, warning fast on its heels. Strong arms cradled her against a solid chest. The faint smell of sweat mixed with a heady masculine aroma and the earthy notes of the jungle filled her nostrils.

      Memories rushed back. Gunshots. Shouts. A smoke bomb. Her nasal passage still burned from whatever chemicals had leaked into the air.

      Then a face rushed forth in her mind. Gentle eyes. A gentler voice thick with authority and something she couldn’t place. She shifted her wrist. No heavy metal held her down. She tilted back her head and blinked open her eyes but only darkness met her vision.

      Terror surged into her cells.

      She couldn’t see.

      “S-Stop!” she bellowed, twisting from the rigid grasp.

      The man clung tighter. “Hang on. You’re fine.”

      “No. I can’t see! Where are you taking me?”

      “Easy. We’re taking you home.”

      Easy. He’d said that inside. She’d struck him with the ceramic shard but he hadn’t retaliated. Had done nothing but stop her from attacking.

      Her chest rose and fell rapidly. She hated the suffocating darkness. Her fingers found the edge of his vest, and she gripped it. Though she had no idea who this man was, holding on to him gave her a sense of control as they weaved through the darkness.

      Her tongue moved like a strip of sandpaper in her mouth. Every step made her head bobble and intensified the dizziness assailing her. Nausea pelted against her palate. She swallowed, resting her head against his chest again.

      She needed to get a grip. To breathe. To ready herself for the next fight for survival because there was no way to know for sure he was taking her home. Rex had threatened to sell her—this man could be her buyer.

      She blinked rapidly and tilted her head to stare up through the barely visible trees. Seeing shades of brown against the black was somewhat reassuring. But she was well aware of the creatures that lurked out here.

      Nightly, she heard predators screech and prey scream for mercy. She shuddered, waiting for the deadly strike of a snake or a jaguar.

      “We have night-vision goggles.” The man spoke evenly, as if he weren’t carrying extra weight through rough terrain. “I can see where we’re going. Just rest.”

      The way he moved, stealthily yet unconcerned, told her this situation wasn’t new for him.

      She closed her eyes and tried to pay attention to her surroundings, but dark fingers kept pulling at her consciousness. She blinked rapidly, but the effort to stay awake was too great.

      She woke every now and then to the sound of branches being brushed aside and the hissing and skittering of animals. All she could do was hang on.

      A man’s sharp voice made her jump. She snapped open her eyes. They were in some kind of vehicle—only it looked nothing like a car or truck.

      Men moved around the interior, but her fuzzy vision made it impossible to count how many. Tactical gear. Bulletproof vests . . . military?

      The man who’d carried her was at her side. He stretched his fingers around the base of her neck, holding up her head. A gritty blanket covered her.

      “Drink,” he commanded, holding a small packet to her lips.

      She pulled her head away, terror fresh in her veins. “No.” The refusal sounded like a pathetic mewl. God, she should’ve fought harder. Shouldn’t have let them take her.

      He urged the packet closer, and she turned her head. The interior light made her squint and⁠—

      Whomp, whomp, whomp

      Her eyes widened. She shot her attention to a man wearing a headset. He appeared to be in a cockpit. All she could make out were the curls at the back of his head.

      Holy shit. They were in a helicopter.

      “It’s just electrolytes.” The man who’d carried her moved to block her vision, forcing her to stare into his calm, blue-green eyes.

      Unease fisted her stomach. Her sight became clearer with every sobering second. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Panama City.”

      “Striker, in your seat,” someone yelled.

      “Lift off, I’m good!” the man bellowed over the whir of the blades. He focused on her again. “If we don’t get fluids in you, we’re gonna have to do an IV. Viper says your veins are too thin for that right now, though. Too risky.” He shouted without strain, as if he flew in helicopters every day. His expression was hard. Unwavering.

      She suspected if she refused, he’d pry open her mouth. She searched the men, trying to figure out who Viper was.

      One guy, the largest of the pack, winked at her. His eyes were friendly. “Go ahead. Ain’t no one here gonna hurt you.”

      The man holding her head sighed patiently. “My name’s Atlas, but the guys call me Striker. What’s your name?”

      She swallowed. “Molly.”

      He leaned in, bringing his ear to her lips. She said it again.

      “Molly.” He said her name like he was tasting a delicacy. “Pretty. Drink this for me, Molly.” His casual tone made her unease ebb away.

      Acutely aware of the grittiness in her mouth, she parted her lips. He poured the liquid inside. Salty water rushed down her throat, and she drank eagerly.

      “Good girl,” he said soothingly. “You’ll feel a lot better once we get more fluids in you.”

      He reached for her hand that had been shackled and inspected the torn skin. Tension radiated along his jaw. The straight slope of his nose matched the other sharp lines of his face. He was masculine, rugged . . . handsome.

      His eyes found hers again. This time they were intense and laced with anger. “I bet that hurts.”

      She said nothing. Trying to speak over the noise of the helicopter would take too much effort. He positioned a backpack behind her head, then adjusted the blanket so it was beneath her chin, but he left her injured wrist hanging out.

      He pulled out a first aid kit from under the seat and began cleaning the wound. The medicine stung, but she didn’t flinch. Her head roared along with the propellers and her eyes grew heavy again. She watched him secure a bandage around her wrist then smooth his thumb over the spot.

      He leaned in close. “You’re safe, Molly. Rest.”

      Tears stung her eyes. They weren’t going to hurt her. She wasn’t drugged.

      The nightmare was over.

      She grabbed Atlas’s hand with her good one and squeezed his fingers. “Thank you,” she breathed.

      He sat beside her on the floor and held her hand between both of his. She shifted her gaze to the empty seat he could’ve taken.

      She fell asleep to the gentle caress of his thumb over her knuckles.
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      Atlas kept his gaze on Molly’s slouched form. The sight of her ashen cheeks and sunken eyes made him want to wake her for another dose of electrolytes. Her cold, slim fingers twitched in his palm. He held them tighter.

      He looked at Viper, who sat in the seat across from where Atlas sprawled on the helicopter’s floor. His friend shook his head sympathetically. He reached for his headset and pulled it on over his ears. “Go,” he said to Viper.

      “You’ve got it bad, man.”

      “I’ve got nothin’ but a headache. What’s your deal?”

      “He’s not wrong,” Rogue said from the seat behind him.

      Atlas glared at his boss. “She’s been through hell. A little compassion goes a long way.”

      Rogue snorted. “You’ve got more than compassion. Besides, for all we know she was screwing Rex.”

      His body temperature rose. “Even if she was, doesn’t mean it’s okay to chain her up and fucking starve her.”

      Rogue nodded, his attention now out the window and disengaged from confrontation. “So what do we do with her?”

      “She needs a hospital—or a place to rest at the very least. We should take her to Panama City.” With supervision, he thought. He couldn’t imagine dropping off the woman at a motel and leaving her.

      Even with food and water, she might not survive.

      “Dude, we’re like twenty minutes from Sagreja.”

      “There’s no hospital there.” Sagreja had a small medical center with limited hours, and it was far away from the city. He hadn’t asked if she had family close by.

      Rogue’s expression hardened. “We’re here for Rex. This isn’t a rescue mission.”

      “It is now,” Atlas snapped.

      “Hey,” Wraith said from the cockpit. “We can do both, lads.”

      Atlas locked his jaw and steered his gaze to the window. Nothing but endless darkness surrounded them. If anyone besides Reaper were flying the bird, he’d be nervous.

      Swallowing his pride, he steadied the anger bubbling up inside him. He couldn’t be mad at Rogue for doing his job. He was lead, after all, and it was his responsibility they got the mission done.

      With Rex escaping, everyone was pissed, especially Rogue. But leaving a woman to die wasn’t a viable option. “What’s your call?” he asked.

      Rogue flicked his gaze to Molly, and the hard edge in his eyes softened. “We can’t detour all the way to Panama. We’ll lose any chance of locating Rex.”

      “Agreed,” Atlas admitted grudgingly.

      Rogue sighed. “We’ll land in Sagreja as planned. You’ll have our ride there and can take her somewhere for the night—stabilize her. The five of us will find Rex. When we’re done, we’ll meet you in Sagreja and all of us will return to Panama City. If you can locate her family or someone in the meantime, that’d be ideal.”

      Or someone.

      Did she have a family? Had she been reported missing? Christ, he hoped to hell she wasn’t Rex’s plaything.

      Fifteen minutes later, the bird landed and the woman still hadn’t woken. Which was alarming as fuck—the heli was loud. He carried her to their tinted-out SUV, lay her across the back seat, and shut the rear door.

      Rogue waited in front of the SUV, his hands tucked into his vest, his expression grim. The headlights illuminated his best friend’s face. Strain creased the corners of his eyes. “Be careful.”

      Atlas snorted. “What, you think she’s gonna hurt me? She weighs like a buck and has shitty aim.”

      Rogue smirked. “You know what I mean. We know nothin’ about her. Need to stay on the offense.” He shifted his weight. “But she could be the key to finding Rex. He might come looking for her.”

      Atlas cringed at the idea of that bastard getting anywhere near Molly. Not after what he’d already done to her. He didn’t know the woman, but the signs of abuse were unmistakable. And he’d be damned if he let it happen again.

      “I’d better get her taken care of.” Regret ate at him. He dragged his hand over his hair. “Fuck, it feels wrong parting ways. I⁠—”

      Rogue clapped him on the shoulder. “We can’t leave her. Either you stay, or one of the others does. There’s no help for it.”

      He grunted, nodding. “I’ve got it.”

      “Good.” Rogue walked a few paces toward the field were the heli waited. “Try to get some intel from her. She might know where we can find Rex.”

      “I will.” He watched Rogue jog across the sun-burnt field, then hopped in the driver’s seat. He glanced at the back seat. Molly was still sleeping.

      He drove to the little motel where he and the guys had stayed the previous night and asked for the same room. Travelers through here were few, so his request was granted. Five minutes later he stalked into the small room.

      Terracotta tile met his feet, and an air conditioner rumbled from the window. Shit, he’d forgotten how noisy that beast was and how it squeaked before conking out once the room was cold. Oh, well. At least he wouldn’t sweat his bag off tonight.

      He turned on the light and Molly winced, groaning.

      Some of the tension in his chest loosened. Finally, fuck.

      “Hey, sleepyhead.” He closed his eyes with a huff of annoyance at himself. The fuck was he thinking giving her a nickname?

      She opened her eyes. Dazzling amber irises, glittering with alarm, widened on his. He waltzed toward the bed and laid her on the thin coverlet. She fisted the bedding and scooched backward an inch to lean against the headboard.

      “Easy, you’re good. Remember me?” He took a few steps back.

      Slowly, she nodded.

      “Good. You need to drink. And eat. Then I might see about getting that IV in you for good measure.”

      He grabbed a water bottle from the case at the dinette table, then pulled a chair up next to the bed. “I stayed in this room last night. It’s decent. Bathroom’s over there.” He nodded to the narrow door across the room. “TV’s shit. Bed’s lumpy, but more comfortable than what you had.”

      Her golden eyes watched him warily. Christ she was pretty. Here he was blabbering like an idiot. He cracked open the water bottle and passed it to her.

      She accepted greedily, bringing the bottle to her dry, colorless lips. Her hands shook so much that water spilled from the top. He caught the plastic and held it fast while cradling the back of her neck to steady her.

      She didn’t flinch. Instead, she seemed to sink into his hold. When she’d drunk half the bottle she gasped, wiping her mouth with her bare arm.

      He grimaced at how thin she was. How pale.

      “Good girl,” he said easily. Too fucking easily. “Are you hungry?”

      She roamed her gaze warily over him. “Why are you doing this?” Her raspy, untrusting tone struck him in the feels.

      He frowned and reached into his bag, where he kept an arsenal of snacks. “Doing what?” He laid out jerky, trail mix, and several kinds of protein bars on the mattress beside her.

      “H-Helping me.” She scanned the room, fresh uncertainty in her expression. “Where am I?”

      “Sagreja. About eighty miles from Rex’s compound.”

      She inhaled through her nose, her body rigid. “I thought we were going to Panama City.”

      “We will be. Soon as we can.” Hell, he didn’t want to be tight-lipped, but he couldn’t compromise their mission.

      “Are they dead?”

      He folded his arms over his chest. Was that hope in her voice? Or concern? “Every guard who was on the property is, yes. Rex escaped and I’m assuming he’s not alone.”

      She nodded, her eyes downcast. She snagged a protein bar then glanced at him with caution.

      “Go ahead.”

      She pulled at the wrapper, her hands trembling. He took it from her, ripped open the packaging, and handing it back.

      “Thank you.” She took a bite and eyed him over the bar.

      He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He needed information, but she needed rest and replenishment. And to get cleaned up. “Look, I don’t have much with me, but I have a new toothbrush in my bag, and you can have whatever clothes of mine might fit.”

      She glanced down at her rumpled shirt and bare legs. Then she flushed and shifted uncomfortably, stretching the hem of the tee to cover more of her thighs.

      His chest tightened. Jesus Christ, had they sexually assaulted her? He couldn’t fucking ask, but he also needed to know what he was dealing with.

      All the guys with Phantom Ops had medical training. He could stitch, patch, administer IVs, and do whatever else necessary to stabilize someone . . . but sexual assault? His training didn’t touch that shit.

      However, there was one thing he could make clear, to help take the flighty look out of her wounded eyes. “I’m not going to hurt you, Molly. You have my word—for whatever that’s worth. I’m guessing not much right now, but I won’t touch you unless you absolutely need me to.”

      Those watchful, haunting eyes blinked. She lowered the half-eaten protein bar from her mouth and folded the foil over what was left. He wanted her to eat more. Hell, he wanted to hold a fucking glass to her lips all night.

      “Thank you,” she said, with a faint smile. “That helps. Honest.”

      “You should have more electrolytes, and if it’s okay with you, I’d like to check out your veins and see if you can hold an IV.”

      She recoiled. “I don’t like needles.”

      “It’s your call, but we’re pretty far from a hospital. Plus, you’ll feel a lot stronger after a bag of saline.”

      “Okay,” she dragged out the word, her American accent hinting that she was a long way from home. Just like him. “I’d like to clean up first and use the bathroom.”

      He got to his feet, grabbed his duffel from against the wall near the bed, and retrieved the promised toothbrush and clothing. He had only one pair of sweats, and
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