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      So many thanks to KaLyn Cooper for teaming up with me on this project to write overlapping books! It was so much fun working with her. Our Shadow SEALs books now have a spinoff series, Holt Agency, where we give all the rescued SEALs from the Shadow SEALs books their own stories. Here is the order all ten books were released:

      
        
        Shadow SEALs:

        Shadow in the Desert by Becca Jameson

        Shadow in the Mountain by KaLyn Cooper

        Shadow in the Daylight by KaLyn Cooper

        Shadow in the Darkness by Becca Jameson

      

        

      
        Holt Agency:

        Rescued by Becca Jameson

        Unchained by KaLyn Cooper

        Protected by Becca Jameson

        Liberated by KaLyn Cooper

        Defended by Becca Jameson

        Unrestrained by KaLyn Cooper

      

      

      To the entire Shadow SEALs team of authors—you all rock! I love you guys.
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      After a disastrous career-ending mission, he never expected to be sent back into the shadows.

      

      For months Ajax has been languishing on his sister’s couch, drowning himself in beer and whiskey. It was the only way to bury the pain of losing his entire SEAL team during a mission he does not remember. Until he discovers everything he’s been told about that day was a lie. Now he'll jump on the first flight to Ethiopia with Ryker—his best friend, teammate, and foster brother—to rescue the rest of their team.

      

      Serena has a heart of gold and a desire to help people. She’s never physically met the woman she works for, but she knows every job she does saves lives and corrects injustices. Serena’s task is to dole out assignments, be the liaison. Participating in the missions themselves has never been required…until now. Her history has made her vital to the mission.

      

      Serena isn’t prepared for the brooding man who looks like he’s going to take down the next person he sees with his eyes alone. Nor is she prepared for the way his intensity makes her feel things she never expected in this lifetime.

      

      Ajax is not pleased that Serena will be accompanying them. She doesn’t belong in a war zone. But when the slight woman flattens Ajax on his back on day one, he has a change of heart. Maybe she’s not as soft as she appears. He needs her help, and she needs him. But will her presence endanger the entire mission?
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      Ajax was running a few minutes late, so he took the stairs two at a time instead of the elevator. He was only going to the second floor of this D.C. office building, and he wasn’t at all sure why he even gave a fuck if he was late.

      He had no idea who he was meeting with or why. In fact, he wasn’t sure what compelled him to bother showing up today, except that he had nothing else to do, so why not?

      As he pushed through the door that led from the stairwell into the hallway, he paused to catch his breath and straighten his shirt. He hated that he was slightly out of breath because he’d let himself lounge a bit too much for the past few months. He was uncomfortable in his clothes for the same reason. His khaki pants were a bit tight and his blue button-down shirt was annoying his neck. He wore it untucked because…well, mostly because again, he didn’t give a fuck.

      He’d put a half-assed effort into looking presentable, but that had not included a shave or a haircut, nor had it included a tie.

      He shouldn’t have felt uncomfortable dressed like this. He’d spent seventeen years in the Navy for heaven’s sake. He was used to being starched and straight. But it had been three months since he’d last donned his uniform, so he was out of practice.

      Who was he kidding? For most of those three months, he’d lounged around in his sister’s den wearing sweatpants and T-shirts. He’d drank far more than his share of beer, and he shuddered to think how many bottles of Jack.

      “What the fuck am I even doing here?” he muttered to himself as he drew in a breath and headed for office number 212.

      It didn’t take long to find. It was three doors down on the right. He narrowed his gaze as he found the number on the door. Nothing else. No business name, nothing. The other offices in the hallway had placards on the door indicating what company they were.

      For a moment, he stood rooted to his spot, hands on his hips, staring at the door and then glancing around. If there had been another human in the hallway, he would have asked them if they knew anything about this office. There was no window, so he couldn’t even peer inside.

      Unease crept up his spine, causing him to lift an arm and rub the back of his neck. “Shit,” he muttered. “This is by far the stupidest thing I have ever done.” He didn’t have nearly enough details about why he was here to have believed it was legit. Hell, he’d been hungover when he answered the phone. The only reason why he doubted it was a trap was that it was the middle of D.C. This was a busy office building. What could possibly go wrong?

      He chuckled as he thought of the possibilities. Considering how fucked-up his life currently was, anything could go wrong.

      You’re here, dumb as the decision might have been. Just open the damn door.

      He patted his right hip where he’d worn a weapon nearly every second of every day for many years until recently. It wasn’t there now. He didn’t have a weapon on him this morning at all.

      With a deep breath, he pulled the door open, holding on to it as he stepped halfway into the room. In his mind, he figured if he didn’t like what he saw on the other side, he could step back out, let the door close, and walk away.

      If whatever was behind the door was nefarious, on the other hand, he would probably be dead before he had a chance to retreat.

      The room was small. Nothing more than a conference table with six chairs and a phone in the middle, but that’s not what mattered. That wasn’t what stopped Ajax in his tracks and took his breath away. “Holy mother of God,” he stated as he released the door, no longer caring if it shut at his back.

      The man standing on the other side of the room lifted his gaze and gasped.

      For a moment, they simply stared at each other. Not a single sound could be heard except the beating of Ajax’s heart in his ears. “Fuck me. Ryker?” He would know his foster brother anywhere. He didn’t need verification. Except since he knew Ryker was dead, it was a bit difficult to believe his eyes.

      “Ajax?” Ryker took a hesitant step forward. “Is that really you?” It occurred to Ajax that Ryker thought he was dead also.

      Ajax took two huge steps forward at the same time as Ryker, and they collided in what could be described as a manly hug, if it weren’t for the fact that Ajax’s throat was clogged with emotion.

      “I thought…” Ryker’s voice was tight, and Ajax understood.

      “They said you were dead,” the men choked out in unison.

      When they leaned back, they held each other by the shoulders and stared into each other’s eyes. “What the fuck?” Ryker said.

      “I was going to say the same thing.”

      “Where the fuck have you been?” Ryker asked.

      “My sister’s. In Tennessee. You?”

      “Mom and Dad’s place in Indiana.” Ryker released Ajax to rub his forehead. “What the fuck is going on?”

      “Not a damn clue. Do you suppose the entire team is coming here?”

      The door opened behind Ajax and he spun around, half expecting to see Keebler or Pitbull or any of the other members of their SEAL squad.

      That is most definitely not what happened. The newest addition was a woman. Prim. Perfectly put together. Ajax scanned her from the feet up. Four-inch heels. Gray pencil skirt that reached her knees. White blouse. Flawless pale skin. Sleek black hair in a tidy bun. Green eyes. She had two manila folders tucked under one elbow.

      She wasted no time, immediately holding a hand out to Ajax. “Mr. Cassman.” He shook her hand, uncertain what to say. Her voice didn’t match the sultry voice he’d heard on the phone. When he released her grip, she reached for Ryker. “Mr. Tufano.”

      “How do you know who we are? And who the fuck are you?” Ryker asked.

      “My name is Serena.”

      “I was told to meet with a man named Charlie,” Ajax stated, glancing at Ryker who nodded agreement. He’d been told the same thing.

      Serena smiled politely. “She couldn’t make it.” She reached toward the center of the table and dragged the phone toward the edge. “She’ll be joining us by speakerphone.”

      “Charley is a woman?” Ajax asked for clarification. He wasn’t usually such a sexist ass, but he’d wrongly assumed… Charley, not Charlie.

      Serena lifted a brow. “Yes. You have a problem with women?”

      Ajax lifted both brows and then stroked his beard. He felt defensive. “Not at all.” Especially not you. This entire situation was ten ways of fucked-up, but Serena wasn’t one of them. She was cool, confident, and feisty. It was absurd that his cock took notice because he had about a thousand questions to ask her. Now was not the time to flirt.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Ryker stated, his voice firm, no-nonsense. That hadn’t changed. “Who are you?”

      “I told you.”

      “Gonna need more than a name, sweetheart,” Ryker stated.

      Serena flinched, narrowing her gaze at him. “I’m not your sweetheart, and that’s all you need to know.” She picked up the phone, dialed a number so fast that Ajax couldn’t see the digits, and then pressed a button to put it on speaker.

      As the phone rang, Serena pointed toward the chairs. “Have a seat, gentlemen.”

      Ajax shot Ryker a narrow look before responding. The two of them had known each other since Ajax moved into the foster home where Ryker had already been living at age twelve. They’d been separated only once since then, and that had been for the last three months. They didn’t need words to convey what they were thinking. “We’ll stand,” Ajax stated, planting his feet wider and crossing his arms defiantly. He wanted some fucking answers and fast.

      Serena shrugged. “Suit yourselves.” She made no move to sit either. Nor did she seem remotely bothered by the high heels she stood in. It looked like she wore them often. Every movement she made indicated she was more comfortable in heels than any other footwear.

      “Hello?” came an unknown female voice.

      “Charley, this is Serena. You are on speakerphone. I have Mr. Cassman and Mr. Tufano here with me.”

      “Good.” The silky, smooth pitch of her voice confirmed she was female.

      Ajax narrowed his gaze, glaring at the phone.

      “Mind telling us what this is all about and do you know why on earth we were both told the other was dead? And while you’re at it, where is the rest of our team?” Ryker demanded.

      “I’m going to answer all of your questions, gentlemen,” Charley responded. “Has my assistant offered you a beverage? This is going to take a few minutes. You might want to get comfortable.”

      Ajax scowled. “We don’t need anything to drink. We need answers.”

      “Look. I’m not the bad guy here. My goal is to help you. You were wronged. My intention is to right that wrong.”

      “Who do you work for?” Ryker asked.

      “Can’t tell you that. What you need to know is that I’m on your side. I know everything that happened to the two of you and the rest of your team. I’d like to hire you to do a covert job.”

      Ajax dropped his arms and leaned forward, setting his palms on the table so he could lean in closer to the phone. “Hire us? Why would we want to work for you? We know nothing about you, and frankly, right now I’m two seconds from pulling the phone cord out of the wall and leaving this room. So, you better give us some answers fast before I lose my cool.”

      The woman sighed. “The reason you’re going to take me up on my offer is because I’m going to make you a deal you can’t refuse, and the job I need you to do is to go back into Ethiopia and rescue the rest of your team.”

      Ajax gasped as he glanced at Ryker. “You’re telling me the rest of our guys are still in fucking Ethiopia?”

      “Yes. My intel suggests they’re alive. I’m still gathering data about their specific location, but I’m expecting to make contact with my source so we can get this ball rolling in two weeks.”

      Ajax stared at the phone. This was insane. How could he possibly trust this woman? “Who are you?”

      “You can call me Charley. Beyond that, I can’t tell you.”

      Ajax jerked his gaze toward Serena. “My partner and I could easily overtake this woman you’ve sent and force her to talk.”

      Serena gasped and took a step back, the first evidence that she was flappable.

      Charley sighed again. “She knows nothing. It won’t do you any good.”

      Ajax gritted his teeth and closed his eyes, his face dipping toward the floor.

      “Listen to me,” Charley demanded. “I know everything that happened to you. More than either of you know. You were on a mission, you had the green light, you surrounded the target, and then you closed in. There was an explosion. The building blew to rubble. The two of you were knocked off your feet and thrown backward, landing hard in the street several yards from where you’d been standing. You were both knocked unconscious in the blast.”

      “Why on earth was I told the entire team was dead and I was the lone survivor?” Ajax asked.

      “Because someone higher up needed to cover their own ass.”

      Ajax shoved away from the table and took a few steps back, leaning against the wall for support. He ran a hand through his hair, hair that was in desperate need of a cut. “How do you know all of this?”

      “I have my ways.”

      Ajax groaned.

      “What happened to the rest of the team if they didn’t die in the explosion?” Ryker asked.

      “No one was in that rubble. None of you had breached the building yet. You two were the only ones knocked unconscious. Everyone else was taken hostage in the ambush. Your backup team was moving in fast, so the rebels had no choice but to evacuate and leave your bodies behind. They probably weren’t certain if you were alive or dead, but in any case, they didn’t have the time to take two unconscious bodies.”

      “Unbelievable,” Ajax murmured.

      “I agree. Whoever fucked up this mission went to a lot of trouble to clean up after themselves.”

      “If the backup team rescued us, why haven’t we heard from any of them?”

      “They are still active in the mission, and they’ve been told neither of you survived. After loading you two into the helicopter, they never saw you again.”

      Ryker cleared his throat. “This is insane. Both of us were told the rest of the team was dead. Who could be that cruel?”

      Ajax agreed. It had been the most hellacious three months of his life. He’d spent it believing not only his entire team was dead, but that it included Ryker. A man he’d considered a brother since they met when Ajax was twelve.

      Ajax had yet to go home to Indiana to face the foster parents who brought him into manhood because he couldn’t stand the idea of confronting the heaviness in his soul. On top of that, he was too embarrassed. He’d been told the reason that mission failed—the reason Ryker had died—was because he hadn’t followed protocol. He’d been fucking led to believe that he had disgraced his team and the SEALs. He had been discharged “other than honorably.” Returning to face his foster parents was the last thing he’d wanted to do.

      “I don’t know the answer to that yet, but believe me, I’m working on it. In the meantime, I’m hiring you two to go back and get your team.”

      Ajax flinched. “Hiring? What if we decline.”

      “You won’t.”

      Serena set the two folders she was carrying on the table, separated them, and eased them across the surface, one toward each man. A phoenix stared back at him as though the ancient Egyptian bird could see all the way to his damaged soul...daring him to look inside.

      Ryker opened his first and after a moment, he whistled between his teeth. “That’s a lot of money.”

      “Yes. You have a unique set of skills, not to mention motivation.”

      Ajax opened his folder and lifted both brows. Ryker wasn’t kidding. He could do a lot with that kind of money. “You realize I’ve been discharged. I no longer work for the US Navy. Who the heck are we working for?”

      “Me.”

      “And you aren’t going to tell us who the hell you are?”

      “No. It’s safer this way.”

      “For us or for you?”

      “Yes.”

      Great.

      Ryker groaned.

      Ajax turned to look at him, lifting a brow. They were either in this together or not at all.

      “Fuck,” Ryker muttered.

      Ajax agreed. It wasn’t as though they could tell this woman they would not be willing to go in and rescue their own men. He turned back to face the phone. “What’s the plan?”

      “Pull your shit together, lay off the cookies, and be prepared to travel in two weeks.”

      “Who’s paying for all this?” Ajax asked.

      “I am.”

      “How will we know where to go or what to do?”

      “Serena will be traveling with you. She’ll be told when and where to meet up with my contact when you arrive.”

      “What?” all three yelled at once.

      For Ajax, the thought of this soft woman in the pencil skirt traveling to fucking Ethiopia with him was preposterous. She obviously worked hard to be taken seriously. Standing tall. Keeping her expression tight and serious. All business. But his instinct told him she was more like a dandelion underneath the fake exterior.

      That wasn’t the most shocking part of Charley’s announcement, however. The part that made Ajax lift both brows and glance at Serena was that she too was obviously blindsided by this news.

      “Charley,” Serena began, “at no time did you mention me traveling with these gentlemen.” She was clearly just as uninterested as Ajax was. Traveling to Ethiopia was dangerous under normal circumstances. He would have his guard up the entire time. And that would be when he was in populated areas surrounded by civilians.

      As soon as he left civilization to hunt down his squad, the last thing he’d need was to worry about this feather of a woman. No way. Not a chance. “That’s a dealbreaker,” he told Charley.

      Serena flinched and shot him a narrowed look that could have melted a cast-iron pan. She may not have had any intentions of going either, but she sure didn’t like the decision coming from him.

      “Nonnegotiable. Serena goes with you. I’ll overnight you the details in a few days. Plane tickets and all the information you’ll need to get started. When you arrive, you’ll stay in a hotel in Addis Ababa the first night. After that, you’ll meet up with my contact and be given further instructions.”

      Ryker slapped his hands onto the table again, fingers wide, fingertips white from gripping the surface. “How do we know this isn’t a trap intended to get both of us killed so that whoever fucked up this mission can wipe their hands clean of possible loose ends?”

      Serena leaned forward and pushed the top piece of paper in the open manila folder to one side, her fingers moving slowly to reveal the second page.

      Ajax's breath hitched and caught. “Motherfucker,” he breathed out. He yanked the entire stack of pages off the table and started flipping through them while Ryker did the same with his set of documents.

      “Fuck,” Ryker muttered.

      The first several pages were pictures of the rest of their squad. They were grainy and black and white, but there was no mistaking the images of their comrades. Recent images. Their brothers looked like shit. Three months of neglect.

      Fuck.

      Whoever this Charley woman was, she had them both by the balls. There wasn’t a chance in hell either of them would leave men behind for any reason. Even if Charley was fucking with them and intended to have the two of them killed the moment they stepped off the plane, it was a risk Ajax would have to take. And he knew Ryker would too.

      Plus, why send Serena with them if Charley intended to have them both killed? That part made no sense.

      Apparently, Ajax was headed back to Ethiopia.
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      “I still can’t believe it’s you,” Ajax said as he followed Ryker into his hotel room and dropped his duffle on the floor.

      Ryker turned to stare at Ajax, shaking his head. “It’s like I’m looking at a ghost.”

      “Yeah.” That was an understatement. Ajax had shed tears over the loss of his brother. Lots of them. And here he was. Not dead. He lifted both hands, held one palm open, and punched it with his other fist. “I swear to God, if I ever get my hands on whoever created this entire lie…” He didn’t need to finish the sentence. Ryker would know exactly what he intended.

      “Get in line.”

      “Should we call Dad?”

      Ryker shook his head and gave a half-grin. “No. I say we fly back together tomorrow and show up.” He glanced down, fisting his hands. “Man’s been out of his mind with sorrow. Mom too.”

      Ajax ran his hands over his head and through his ridiculously long hair. He hadn’t cut it since he’d arrived in the US. Apparently, Ryker hadn’t either. He had no interest in sitting down. Too much pent-up energy.

      “Why didn’t you contact them?” Ryker asked, his voice lower.

      Ajax knew who “them” was. Mom and Dad. Frank and Nancy Holt, their foster parents, the people who took Ryker in when he was five and Ajax when he was twelve. The people who loved him and turned him into a man.

      Ajax started pacing. “Navy fucked with my head, man. Told me inexplicable shit about that mission. Made it seem like I’d be shunned if I ever showed my face to Mom and Dad.”

      Ryker was breathing heavily. “Sounds about right. Only I didn’t have anywhere else to go. Not with my head on backward. Not gonna lie, I’ve thought about taking my own life a few times.”

      “Me too.” Ajax stared at his brother for long moments.

      Fuck. The anguish was indescribable. “What did you tell them? What did Dad say?”

      Ryker swallowed. “Told Dad the truth. That I had no memory of the mission. That the Navy insisted I had gone rogue and that my entire team had died because of it.”

      “And Dad? Was he disappointed?”

      Ryker scratched his head. “Funny thing is he wasn’t. I don’t think he believed it. He didn’t say as much, but his brow was furrowed while I told him the absurd tale. He stood a few feet away, arms crossed, eyes narrowed. Never said a word while I told him. When I was done, he took a breath and said, ‘Nothin’ you can do about it now, son. Let’s get your life back on track.’” Ryker rubbed his eyes as he finished speaking.

      Ajax swallowed the lump in his throat. He’d been spared that conversation.

      “You’ve been at your sister’s all this time then?”

      “Yeah. She offered me a place to stay, didn’t nag me for answers, and let me grieve. She doesn’t have much. Her trailer’s a shithole. I’ve been helping fix her roof and trying to help her out as much as I can.

      “At least when I was doing physical labor, I wasn’t thinking as hard. Every time I slowed down, ghosts would haunt me. I drowned myself in beer and whiskey most nights. Tried to hide it from her kid. Jock’s only eight. He didn’t need to see his uncle having a drunken meltdown on the fucking couch. He’s had it rough so far.”

      “Damn. That sucks.”

      Ajax pulled in a long breath. “Yeah, but Kelly’s clean, ya know. She’s never done drugs, never smoked, doesn’t even drink. She’s got a job at the diner. She’s a good mom. I wish I could do more for her. Her dad’s a piece of work. Man fucked with her head. Almost feel sorry for the devil when that asshole shows up at the gates of hell. At least he’s in prison now and unable to wreak havoc on her life from behind bars.”

      Ryker smirked. “Kelly did get a raw deal, but you’ve always done right by her, man. You’re a good guy.”

      Ajax wandered over to the window and stared down at the parking lot, seeing nothing. Kelly was his stepsister. Ajax’s mom had married her dad when Ajax had been six and Kelly had been four. Man had been an asshole, and Ajax had spent the next six years protecting Kelly from her own dad.

      It was possible he might have even been able to save her from a lot more heartache in the long run, but his own mom had died when Ajax was twelve. His stepfather hadn’t wanted to raise the bastard child who’d been living in his home, so he turned him over to the state.

      Ajax rubbed a hand down his face.

      Ryker spoke from behind him. “When you gonna stop beating yourself up over Kelly? You were twelve, man. You couldn’t have done a damn thing differently. On top of that, you’ve always gone above and beyond keeping tabs on her. Sending her money even. She wouldn’t be the woman she turned out to be if you hadn’t been there for her.”

      “Yeah, I know. I just wish I could have done more.” Ajax turned around and leaned his ass against the window sill. He shook off thoughts of Kelly and centered himself. “What a clusterfuck. I wish I had a clue what happened that day we got ambushed.”

      “I don’t remember a damn thing either. Woke up in Germany, got sent home, discharged. It all happened so fucking fast.”

      “Same here. I don’t even remember the day. Nothing. I’m not even sure I remember the previous day. They all run together. Fucking psychiatrist said it’s normal, but it’s bothered me all this time, and now I want to kill someone.”

      “You and me both, but we gotta pull it together. Get our shit straightened out. Get our asses back in Ethiopia and find our Goddamn teammates.”

      “You think this Charley woman is legit?” Ajax shuddered. “Half of me thinks we’re walking into a trap and we’re going to be dead less than two hours after setting foot in Africa. I mean, we’re a liability to someone. They gotta know eventually I would’ve gone home. We would’ve found each other. Reconnected. Known we’d been lied to.”

      “Yeah, but what good would that have done us? You know exactly what we would have done next.”

      “Yep. Hunted down the families of the rest of our squad. Learned they were all supposedly dead.”

      “Exactly.” Ryker sighed. “And who the fuck were we going to contact about it? I doubt our commander knows anything. I refuse to believe he had a thing to do with this. We were set up. And the coverup goes deep.”

      “You suppose we were all meant to die and we fucked that plan up by arriving too late or too early?”

      “Don’t know, man. It’s hard to imagine why someone in the government would want to kill off eight Navy SEALs. Maybe we were all meant to be captured instead and you and I fucked that up by getting knocked out. They had to have been covering up something huge to go to all this trouble.” Ryker shrugged. “But we’re talking about fucking Ethiopia, one of the poorest countries in the word. What’s so important there?”

      Ajax didn’t have answers. “Something, or someone, was important enough to send in a SEAL platoon. Our squad was obviously lead and the other was on backup. Were we rescuing an HVT?” he asked, referring to a high value target. “Or were we killing someone?”

      He stared at Ryker for several long moments, unable to remember. He needed to change the subject. “I still can’t believe we’re standing in the same room. I’m wondering if I’m dreaming.”

      Ryker smirked again. “I know.” He tipped his head back and looked at the ceiling a moment before lowering it again, an odd expression on his face. “What do you suppose is up with Pencil Skirt?”

      Ajax chuckled. “I don’t know but the woman has damn fine legs that go on forever, especially in those heels.”

      Ryker cocked his head to one side. “You thought she was hot?”

      “Like you didn’t?”

      Ryker shrugged. “Maybe I did. Maybe I didn’t. She’s not really my type.”

      Ajax laughed. “Because she’s got black hair?”

      “Yep. Still prefer blondes.”

      “Yeah, but did you not see that woman’s ass? All tight and firm in that fucking skirt? She had a damn fine figure.”

      “For a flight attendant,” Ryker added. “Or even a lawyer
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