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			Nineteen

			Ken sat next to Savannah on the floor of Badaruddin’s “guest quarters” and held her hand.

			“Tell me again what’s going to happen,” she said.

			He couldn’t blame her for being nervous. He was a little nervous himself. All those assholes out there had weapons capable of killing instantaneously. All they’d need was one person to see them and to fire his weapon and . . .

			“We’ll leave through the hole in the back,” he told her, “as soon as we have contact with the SEAL team. We’ll split into smaller groups—it’ll be easier to move covertly that way.”

			“But I get to stay with you,” she said. “Right?”

			“Right. You get to stay with me.” Ken looked down at their hands. She was playing with his fingers. “You know, I was thinking, Van, you know, kind of about that. About you staying with me and . . .”

			He laughed, suddenly uncertain as to her reaction to what he was about to say. There were times when, inside his own head, it sounded completely crazy, but there were other times when he was absolutely convinced it was the only thing to do. He decided to start with a slightly less crazy variation on the theme. “I think you should move out to San Diego.”

			Her smile was slightly hesitant but completely pleased. “You really want me to?”

			“Oh, yeah.” Fuck it. He was just going to say all of it. “I think you should marry me.”

			She made a sound that was sort of like a laugh, but not quite. He couldn’t tell if it was a good sound or a bad sound. So he kept talking.

			“I know I’m not what your parents want for you,” he said. “I’m no prince—I’ll never pass for one. I’m legitimate—my father was married to my mother, so I guess that might win me about a half a point. Right now, as a lawyer, you probably earn four times as much as me. But that’s going to change as soon as I retire from the Navy. I’ve got people who want to pay me a million dollars for my tracking device—except that’s not going to happen for a while. A good long while.”

			“You’re a SEAL, you’re gone a lot of the time. That’s not going to be much fun.”

			He looked at her.

			“Just thought I’d add that to the con list,” she said, “since you brought it up before.”

			“You’re making a list—pro and con—for whether or not you should marry me?”

			“I’m not making the list,” she pointed out. “You are. But as far as I’m concerned, the pro side of the list completely cancels out the cons.”

			Hope warmed him from the inside out. Not that he particularly needed warming in this heat, but it still felt nice. She was going to say yes. She was going to spend her life with him, the luckiest son of a bitch on the planet.

			“What’s on the pro side?” he asked. “I’m great in bed, cute as hell, got a frog tattoo on my—”

			“You love me,” she said softly. “That’s all.”

			“Wait a minute, you don’t think I’m great in bed . . . ?”

			Savannah laughed as she rolled her eyes.

			“I’m sorry,” Ken said, inwardly kicking himself. “This was one of those times when I shouldn’t make a joke. I know that. I don’t always say what I’m supposed to say. You should probably add that to the con list, because it’s a serious offense. Things just kind of come out, and I hear myself say ’em, and I know what I should’ve said just then was that I’ll love you and cherish you forever. That I have no freaking clue how to be a good husband or God, a good father, and that scares me to death, but I’ll figure it out, I know I will. I’ll try harder not to say too many stupid things, and I’ll work my ass off to make your life with me as wonderful as you’ll make my life, just by being in it.”

			He knew he’d won when he saw the tears in her eyes. “I’m a control freak,” she said. “I’m going to drive you crazy.”

			“Probably,” Ken agreed.

			She laughed. “You don’t care?”

			“You love me,” he said. “That’s all I need to know.”

			“You always say the right thing,” Savannah told him, her eyes so filled with love that he almost wept. “Sometimes it takes you awhile to get to it, but you always get there, and what you say is always worth waiting for. And the rest of the time you make me laugh, so . . .”

			Ken kissed her. It was that or start to cry. The woman had just told him she loved him exactly the way he was. Who would’ve thought that would ever happen?

			She kissed him back the way she always kissed him—as if she were starving and he was a five-course meal. God, she made him so hot, he had his hand up her shirt before he remembered they weren’t exactly alone.

			He put his mouth to her ear. “How about you pretend you’ve got something in your eye, and I’ll go with you into the bathroom? We can see how many times I can make you come inside of ten minutes.”

			“Kenny!” Savannah pulled away from him, laughing and blushing, but he could see from her eyes that she was actually considering it. She looked at the bathroom door, looked at him.

			Ho, now! She wanted to go for it. It was probably not the most professional thing in the world for him to do, but hey, he wasn’t here in his official capacity. He was on leave, on vacation. And they could wait for evening to fall just as well in the bathroom, getting it on, as they could out here . . .

			“Come on,” he whispered, grinning at her. She was going to say yes.

			She opened her mouth to speak, but he stopped her. “Wait.”

			He heard a sound that could only be some kind of aircraft approaching. It wasn’t a helo, though. It was some kind of small plane.

			“Hold that thought,” he said, and pushed himself off the floor, crossing to the window.

			It was getting louder.

			Savannah and Molly came to stand beside him. “What is it?” Billy asked from his place on the floor.

			“Small airplane. Single prop—one propeller,” he translated. “Whoever it is, our hosts aren’t expecting him. Lookit.”

			Outside the window there was a great deal of activity as soldiers ran in all directions, probably heading for battlestations. The guard in front of the house took several steps out into the yard.

			“Be ready to move,” Ken said.

			“It’s not dark,” Savannah observed.

			“Sometimes a good diversion trumps cover of darkness,” he said. “Let’s get Alex up and out of bed and Billy ready to roll.”

			 

			The mood in the FBI headquarters was tense. Alyssa could feel a trickle of sweat slide down her back.

			How did Max Bhagat always manage to look so cool? He was wearing a suit with a jacket, too.

			Several hours ago there had been visual contact—both Savannah and WildCard Karmody had been seen in Badaruddin’s compound. They were being held in the same structure where Alex was believed to be. That was good news. Now it was just a matter of the sun setting so that the SEAL team could bring them out.

			Rose’s son Karl and his wife, Priscilla—Savannah’s parents—had finally arrived. It was obvious, about ten seconds after they entered the room, that Priscilla got on Rose’s nerves. Without saying a word to each other, Jules intercepted Priscilla and Karl, and George pulled Rose into the opposite corner of the room.

			Alyssa bounced back and forth between them, feeling Max’s gaze upon her.

			He didn’t look away when she caught him staring. It was entirely possible that he was deep in thought and didn’t even realize that he’d fixated on her. But he tracked her when she moved, and he was still looking five minutes later.

			She took the opportunity to gaze back at him, trying to see evidence of the surgery in which he’d had his sweat glands removed.

			But then he smiled, and she turned away.

			The radio crackled to life and everyone sat forward in their seat. “Unidentified aircraft approaching the island.” The voice was Jenk’s—Petty Officer Mark Jenkins. “Request air support be stepped up to full stand by. Be ready to come in fast. We’ve got a lot of activity in the compound.”

			“What does that mean?” Priscilla asked anxiously.

			“Lieutenant Starrett may decide to take advantage of all the activity,” Max explained. “If the chaos factor is high enough, he may decide to pull the hostages out right now.”

			 

			“It’s Jones,” Molly breathed as a red Cessna made a pass overhead, and Ken came back to the window.

			It did look an awful lot like the plane he’d seen on the smuggler’s runway. But whoever it was, they were flying at tree level and scaring the crap out of the soldiers on the ground.

			Some of them—just an erratic few—opened fire.

			Skinny came running down from the general’s house, screaming at the top of his lungs, probably for the troops to hold their fire. He went on for quite some time, no doubt giving them a crash course in physics. If they shot and hit the pilot while the plane was heading north like that, it would crash directly into the general’s house.

			Ken was betting Badaruddin’s homeowner’s insurance didn’t cover things like self-inflicted acts of aggression.

			“What is he doing here?” Molly asked. “Go away!” she shouted, although there was no way in hell the pilot of that plane could have heard her.

			 

			Jones made one more low pass over the road, getting up his nerve to give this a try.

			It was going to be fucking tight, but he’d landed in fucking tight places before, for far less important reasons.

			Molly was down there.

			He was going to get his ass down there, too, and get her out of there.

			 

			The red Cessna was landing. Ken could tell by the sound of the engine.

			The crazy son of a bitch flying that thing was actually going to try landing on the road.

			One false move, and one of the wings would get tangled in the trees, and he’d somersault and crash.

			“Okay,” Ken said. “Everyone in the back room. Let’s get ready to move.”

			But Molly, the missionary, wouldn’t budge from the window.

			The Cessna got lower and lower and lower. Jesus, the guy had balls of steel. It had to be like flying an X-Wing through the canyons of the Death Star—without any of the technology.

			The wheels hit the dirt, and the plane jerked and lurched, but it stayed in the dead center of the road.

			It was only at the very end, after it had slowed significantly, that the left wing caught a tree, and it spun out and crashed headlong into the brush on the opposite side of the road, almost directly across from the guest quarters.

			It was entirely possible that Jones—if that’s really who it was—had done that on purpose.

			The engine cut out, and the silence was amazing. No one moved.

			All weapons were aimed at the Cessna.

			“I don’t know whether to pray for him to be dead or alive,” Molly said. There were tears on her cheeks. “They know who he is. They’ll send him back to . . . oh, God.”

			“Who is he?” Ken asked, but she just shook her head.

			The Cessna door opened, and every weapon in that compound that wasn’t locked and loaded got locked and loaded. It was quite an impressive sound.

			“Jayakatong, old friend,” Jones’s voice called out. “Tell your troops to back off. I have the money you were looking for and I’m willing to trade it for something of mine that you’ve got.”

			Skinny stepped forward. “And what would that be, Jones? I don’t recall taking anything of yours.”

			“Some friends,” Jones called back. “Molly Anderson and Billy Bolten. They’re missionaries for chrissake. You have no business holding them here.”

			“Actually, I do,” Skinny replied. “It seemed Miss Anderson had some interesting information that I wanted her to share with the general.”

			“Jones!” Molly called out. “He knows who you are!”

			 

			That was Molly’s voice. She was in earshot. Jones had guessed right in assuming she’d be held in the same little “guest cottage” that he’d spent some time in about a year ago.

			She was alive, and conscious. That was good.

			What wasn’t so good was that she’d let slip—either on purpose or unintentionally—the fact that he was Grady Morant, the most hunted man in all of Southeast Asia and Indonesia, thanks to the price on his head, which translated to roughly five million U.S. dollars.

			Jones had pretty much known on his way over that there was a very real possibility this was going to be a one-way trip. He’d already considered the possibility that Molly had given him up, and he didn’t blame her for it at all. He’d run with the money, putting both her and Billy in mortal danger. He deserved what he got.

			And right now what he got was the chance to be a dead man, rather than a barely living man kept alive only to be tormented and tortured.

			No, there was no way in hell he was going back to the Thai alive.

			He reached around to his arsenal of weapons and grabbed a hand grenade. He pulled the pin and took the duffle of money and climbed down out of the plane.

			 

			Molly was as white as a sheet, and Savannah came up beside her, ready to catch her if she should faint.

			Out the window, she could see Jones, climbing down out of his plane.

			“Tell your troops to hold their fire,” he said. “Tell them that while the reward for bringing Grady Morant in alive is five million, it’s only a hundred thousand if I’m dead.”

			“What did he do?” Savannah asked softly.

			“He destroyed a drug lord’s business,” Molly said, “but the bastard bounced back. God, Grady should have killed the Thai when he had the chance.”

			Those were pretty harsh words for a missionary.

			“Here’s what we’re going to do,” Jones-Grady said. “I’m holding a grenade,” he held it up for the officer and everyone else to see. “I’ve pulled the pin, but as long as I’m holding onto it, it’s not going to go off.”

			“Oh, Lord,” Molly whispered, pressing her hand to her mouth. “Oh, Grady, don’t do this.”

			“What I’m going to do is keep holding the release,” he continued. “What you’re going to do is march all of your American hostages out of your guest quarters and down the road to that helicopter you inherited from Otto Zdanowicz. You’ll give them weapons and a map and a pilot, if they need one. And then you and I will stand and wave good-bye as they head back to Jakarta. After they’re gone, I’ll put the pin back in the grenade, and we can have a nice dinner before you call the Thai.”

			“Holy shit,” Ken said. “He’s negotiating our release.”

			“I’m not going,” Molly said. “I’m not going to leave him here.”

			“No one’s going anywhere yet,” Ken said.

			The officer paced in silence for several long moments before he responded to Jones’s proposal.

			“What’s to keep you from blowing up both yourself and the money after they’re gone?” he finally asked.

			“I’m not exactly the suicidal type,” Jones said with a laugh. “Do I look like I want to blow myself up?”

			“I would hug a grenade before spending the rest of my life in Nang-Klao Chai’s dungeon,” the officer said.

			“I’ll give you my word that I won’t.”

			The officer laughed. “Your word. Wonderful. How about: If you blow yourself to bits with that grenade, I will track down your friend Molly. I’ll deliver her to Chai, and tell him to keep her alive in your place.”

			“He warned me that this would happen,” Molly whispered. “He said if we became friends that they’d use me to get to him.”

			“Can’t we do anything?” Savannah asked Ken.

			“I think Jones is doing a pretty good job all by himself,” Ken told her. “He’s going to get us out of here. And then they’ll probably toss him in here. And tonight Sam and the rest of the team will have to rescue only one person instead of five.”

			Molly turned toward them, hope in her eyes. “Your friends can get him out of here? But will they have to arrest him? He’s wanted in the U.S. as well.”

			“I didn’t hear what his real name was,” Ken said. He turned to Savannah. “Did you?”

			 

			The walk to the helicopter was excruciating.

			Grady was holding a duffle filled with money and that grenade and looking at Molly as if he was never going to see her again.

			“I’m sorry I got you and Billy shot,” he said. He was walking on one side of the road with the slender officer he’d addressed as Jayakatong, the hostages were on the other. Soldiers with huge guns were in front of them and behind them. “I was planning to tell you that I took the money for safekeeping, but we both know that would be a lie.”

			“But you came back,” she said.

			“Too little, too late.”

			“It’s never too late.”

			“Yes, actually,” he said, “sometimes it is.”

			 

			As Savannah helped her uncle and the two missionaries get comfortable, Ken wrestled the helo off the ground. They lurched and swooped and flopped around for quite a bit before things evened out.

			She came forward. “Do you really know what you’re doing?”

			“I do now,” he shouted. “Took me a sec to figure out the controls.”

			She sat down, uncertain whether to laugh or cry. “You haven’t really ever flown a helicopter before have you?”

			He glanced at her, glanced at her again.

			“It’s okay,” she said. “You seem to have the hang of it now—you can tell me the truth, I won’t freak.”

			“I’ve had some training, but this is a first for me,” he admitted. “And I have this wicked, awesome simulator game for my PlayStation2. It’s really not that different.”

			“Will you just do me a favor and check to make sure we aren’t going to run out of gas?”

			“Fuel gauge,” he said, pointing to the intricate control board. “Here and here. Computer says . . .” He made an adjustment to another device. “We’ve got enough to fly for . . . three hours at this speed.”

			He reached up and flipped several more switches, pushed other buttons. “Navigation computer says . . . Port Parwati, ETA fifty-eight minutes.” He smiled at her. “Plenty of fuel. We’ll land there and transfer to a Navy helo—get us back to Jakarta that much quicker. Besides, we don’t want anyone mistaking us for Otto Zdanowicz and blowing us out of the sky.”

			God, she hadn’t even thought of that. Still . . . Fifty-eight minutes until Ken didn’t need to be the pilot, until she could ride the rest of the way to Jakarta in his arms. “I can’t believe this is almost over.”

			He looked at Savannah and grinned. “Honey, it’s just beginning.”

			 

			On General Badaruddin’s island, as the helo carrying Molly and her friends faded from a speck to nothing, Jones put the pin into the grenade and handed both it and the duffle to Jayakatong.

			Who turned to a squad of his soldiers and ordered, “Beat him. Make sure that he won’t be able to run away tonight, but be careful not to kill him.”

			They circled him cautiously, and he knew what they were thinking. Grady Morant. Any man who had angered the Thai enough to place a five-million-dollar price on his head must be just one degree of separation from the devil himself.

			Except, no, wait. The Thai was the one who was one degree of separation from the devil. Thanks to Molly, Jones was just two degrees of separation from the other guy, the one who lived upstairs.

			Imagine that.

			 

			Her mother and father were waiting, along with Rose, as they disembarked from the Navy Seahawk.

			Savannah had been extremely aware of Molly for the entire trip—aware that she’d left her lover back in Badaruddin’s camp. She’d tried to be discreet about holding tightly to Ken, who made it much more difficult by whispering all the ways he was going to blow her mind that night—as soon as they found a hotel room where they could be alone.

			But after they landed and helped Molly, Billy, and Alex off the Seahawk and into the waiting ambulance, Savannah was ready to never let Ken go.

			They came off the helicopter arm in arm, and she could see her mother’s horror in the way she took a quick step back.

			Savannah looked at Ken, trying to see him with her mother’s eyes and . . . oh dear. He looked like Robinson Crusoe’s younger, grunge-loving brother. But what a smile, and what incredible eyes . . .

			“Savannah! Darling! Thank God you’re safe!” Her mother practically yanked her out of Ken’s arms and enveloped her in a cloud of perfume.

			Ken held out a dirt-streaked hand to her father. “Mr. von Hopf. I’m Ken Karmody. How do you do, sir?”

			Her father

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			Twenty

			Alyssa left the press conference and went out into the hotel lobby for some air.

			What a pain in the ass it must be to be a von Hopf and have to hold a press conference every time some bad personal shit reared its ugly head. A son kidnapped. A daughter missing. Okay, maybe those were news stories, but still. There were reporters in there asking Priscilla von Hopf about an alleged fender bender she had in the Lord & Taylor parking lot during a recent business trip to Natick, Massachusetts. That wasn’t anyone’s business.

			The lobby wasn’t that much more of a fun place to be right now, Alyssa realized. The SEALs—with the exception of WildCard Karmody—were checking out and going wheels up this afternoon.

			They’d brought the man known only by his obvious alias of Jones back late last night, and spent the morning in debriefings.

			Jones, yeah right. That was really his name.

			But Max had given her a direct order not to dig into records of missing military personnel, so she’d spent the night reading. She was supposed to be Savannah von Hopf’s FBI escort, but Savannah didn’t leave her hotel room. Not once. She went in at five in the afternoon, and didn’t emerge until ten-thirty this morning. With WildCard Karmody, who was actually a good-looking guy when he bothered to smile.

			He was smiling a lot this morning. Thank God Alyssa had their room checked for hidden cameras. A video like the one she was imagining would have played on the Internet until the end of time.

			Alyssa started to hide behind a potted fern as Sam Starrett came out of the elevators and crossed the lobby.

			But there was no need. He didn’t even look at her. He just walked his long legs out the door, toward a group of his teammates who were waiting on the sidewalk.

			He didn’t look back, didn’t even glance at her through the window. He just got into the hotel’s airport shuttle and drove away.

			“Hi.”

			Alyssa turned to see Max standing behind her. “Hi.”

			“Ready to go home?”

			“Oh, yeah.”

			“Are we on the same flight?”

			“I don’t think so,” Alyssa said. “I’m not going back until tomorrow morning. Alex won’t be released from the hospital until then, so . . .”

			“Ten thirty-five flight to Hong Kong?” Max asked.

			“Yeah, that’s right.”

			“We are on the same flight.”

			There was a ripple of laughter from the press conference, and Alyssa glanced toward the slightly open door. “I better get back inside.”

			“Why rush? They’re not going anywhere,” Max said. “Besides, Jules is in there, right? Any bad guys come in, he’ll kick ass.”

			Alyssa narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re not making fun of my partner, are you?”

			“No, I’m serious. He’s great.”

			“You’re not just saying that so I’ll have dinner with you?”

			“No, I’m . . . No. Of course not. I haven’t asked you to have dinner with me, have I?”

			“No.”

			Max shrugged. “See?”

			“How come you haven’t asked me?” God, had those words really come out of her mouth. What was she doing?

			Max got very still. “Are you asking me to ask you to have dinner?”

			“If I wanted to have dinner with you, don’t you think I’d ask you myself?”

			Max looked at her hard. “You want me to be honest?”

			“Do I have a choice?”

			“I don’t think you know what you want.”

			Alyssa laughed. “You are so wrong about that.”

			“Besides Starrett,” he said. “You can’t have him, Alyssa. So now what are you going to do? Be miserable for the rest of your life?”

			She turned toward the conference room. “I have to go.”

			“Have dinner with me tonight.”

			Alyssa stopped. Didn’t turn back around. “What time?”

			Max drew in a deep breath and then let it out in a rush. “Six. Meet me out front. We’ll leave the hotel, maybe see a little something of Jakarta while we’re at it.”

			She looked at him. “I’d like that.”

			He smiled at her, and she smiled back, aware that for the first time in a long time, she actually felt like smiling.

			 

			Jones left the hospital on crutches.

			He’d spent the night and most of the morning pretending to swallow but then spitting out his pain meds because he knew if he didn’t get out of here soon, someone would find him.

			Five million dollars was a very big motivator. And it didn’t matter that this was supposed to be some safe house type hospital facility. He would be found.

			Jayakatong would be searching for him particularly vigilantly. He was going to be triple pissed when he found out that the bounty on Grady Morant’s head was five million dead or alive.

			Jones had slept very little last night. Ironically the only time he’d actually fallen asleep was when Molly came to see him. He couldn’t face her—what he’d done was unforgivable. So he pretended to be asleep, and while she was holding his hand, he’d actually drifted off.

			But he’d awakened as she was leaving, as she’d whispered to the nurse that she’d be back again in the afternoon.

			So early this morning he’d gotten on his clothes and he’d walked out.

			For a place that was supposed to be so secure, it had been laughably easy to leave.

			He took a bus to the harbor, and stood in line to buy passage on a boat heading for Malaysia. It was then, while he was digging in his pockets for his roll of cash, that he found it.

			A letter. From Molly.

			It started out all business. She gave him her mother’s address and phone number in Iowa, as well as that of her daughter.

			“You can always find me by calling my mother or my daughter,” she wrote. And then she got down to it, direct and to the point as only Molly could be.

			“I want to tell you to turn around and come back,” she wrote. “Come back to me, because I already miss you desperately. Yes, Dave, you are missed.” Her words made his chest ache more than the hellishly persistent throbbing in his leg. “But I know that if you left it’s because you know you’re not safe here, and I want you to be safe more than I want you by my side.

			“I know you think you’re probably saving me by leaving. I know you probably left because you were afraid that when Chai came for you, the innocent people here would be hurt or killed—that I would be hurt or killed.

			“You probably think we’ll both be better off by your leaving. The man who took the money and put the woman and her friends in mortal danger. The woman who betrayed him. Two human beings who made very human mistakes.

			“You did take the money. And I did betray you. I won’t pretend otherwise. They pointed a gun at Billy and I told them who you were. I didn’t trust what I knew deep in my heart—that you were going to bring that money back.

			“I’ve already forgiven you. I hope you’ll find it in your heart to forgive me. I know you’re capable of it, because when you returned the money it proved that I was right about you all along. Oh, honey, I know you’re no angel, not by any means, but you’re a good man with a good heart.

			“I know that I once promised all I wanted from you was friendship, but see, you’re not the only one who knows how to lie. I love you. I love all of you—even your scars and your mistakes—and I hope someday you’ll forgive both me and yourself enough to find me again.

			“And even if you don’t,” Molly wrote in her loopy handwriting, “even if we never meet again, take extra care of yourself. Because you are loved.”

			“Where are you going?” the ticket clerk asked as Jones moved to the counter.

			“I don’t know,” he said. And for the first time in a long time, he honestly didn’t know. For the first time in a long time, he didn’t want to drift, to tell the man to put him on the next boat out of the harbor, regardless of its destination.

			The clerk took it upon himself to describe all the various shitholes that his company sailed to, making them sound like heaven.

			Jones ignored the man as he memorized the phone numbers Molly had given him. He folded the letter carefully, putting it into his deepest pocket. He knew where heaven was. Heaven was Molly—who loved him—and she sure as hell wasn’t going to Malaysia or Thailand.

			He cut the clerk off midsentence. “You got anything heading for Africa?”

			“Of course.”

			Jones put his money on the counter. “That’s where I want to go.”

			 

			Ken slipped into the back of the room. This press conference thing was a completely new experience for him, and he wasn’t sure he liked it.

			Savannah didn’t look all too comfortable sitting up there with her parents and grandmother, in front of a roomful of reporters. She was wearing a dress that was a little too tailored and high-necked for his taste, but she’d managed to do her hair in a style that was a compromise between scary and wild. It was cute, he decided. Although five minutes alone with him, and he’d mess it up, guaranteed.

			He caught her eye, and she smiled.

			Oh ho, he knew what that smile meant. She was thinking about the same thing he was. He sent a similar smile right back to her.

			“Savannah,” one of the reporters asked, and she looked away from him. “Is there any truth to the rumors about your engagement with Count Vladamir Modovsky of Romania?”

			She leaned forward to speak into the microphone, the perfect little princess. “Absolutely not.”

			“Can you tell us a little bit about your ordeal on Parwati Island?”

			“It wasn’t entirely an ordeal,” she said, avoiding the question like a pro.

			“Who exactly were you with when you were abducted?” a reporter asked. “The airline has stated that you weren’t traveling alone.”

			“That’s right,” Savannah said, the queen of cool. “I was with a friend.” She called on the next reporter.

			“A male friend, isn’t that right?”

			“Yes, that’s correct.”

			“Can you tell us who he is, what he does for a living—”

			“No, I’m sorry.”

			“Is he an intimate friend?”

			Savannah looked at him across the room, a very clear message in her eyes. Are you sure you want to be a part of this for the rest of your life?

			“Yes,” Ken said, answering both Savannah and the reporter’s question as he headed toward the front of the room. “Yes, he’s a very intimate friend. In fact, he’s her fiancé.”

			Rose was grinning at him. Priscilla looked as if she were going to have a cow for about two seconds and then she quickly hid her reaction behind a carefully pasted-on smile. Karl was talking to his broker on his cell phone, and Savannah . . . she was just shaking her head.

			“You are so in for it now,” she said as he came up onto the little stage.

			“Watch me work,” he said. “I’m a chief in the U.S. Navy. I can handle anything.”

			The questions were flying so fast he couldn’t hear above the din. “One at a time,” he shouted.

			“What’s your name?”

			“Ken Karmody.”

			“How did you and Savannah meet?”

			“Technically, we met back while Savannah was going to Yale. And then we met again when she had a flat tire in front of my house. But we really didn’t meet meet until we were stranded in the jungle on Parwati. Needless to say, as we got to know each other, neither of us voted the other off the island.”

			The crowd laughed.

			“What do you do for a living, Mr. Karmody?”

			“That’s Chief Karmody. I’m employed by my Uncle Sam’s Navy.”

			“Why would Savannah von Hopf want to marry you, an enlisted sailor?”

			That was one hell of a question. “Well, she told me she either wanted to marry a prince, or a guy with a frog tattooed on his butt. I’ll let you guess which one I am.”

			There was more laughter, but Ken leaned in to the microphone. “Seriously,” he said. “She’s marrying me because she knows that on a scale from one to ten, I love her an eleven. Now, if you’ll excuse us, I have a few more days of liberty and we have plane tickets. You’ll understand if I don’t tell you where we’re heading.”

			 

			Rose stood up. “I must leave as well. I’m due to visit Alex in the hospital. He’s doing much better and will be released in the morning. I’m hoping to convince him and his longtime companion and personal assistant to pay me an extended visit in New York.” There Alex, I’ve outed you. It’s about time.

			Savannah paused at the door to look back at her and give her a thumbs up.

			Yes, my dear, I’ll be hoping to spend a lot more time with you in the near future, too.

			Savannah smiled as if she could read Rose’s mind.

			Rose followed her granddaughter and her fiancé out into the lobby. Alyssa Locke joined her, ready to accompany her to the hospital.

			Just as she’d suspected, the two lovers didn’t make it very far before Ken pulled Savannah into an alcove and kissed her.

			Such passion, especially for two o’clock in the afternoon. But what else could be expected from a man whose love was an eleven on a scale from one to ten?

			Rose watched Savannah and Ken slip into an elevator. They were in each other’s arms again before the doors had fully closed.

			Her granddaughter was infinitely lucky. Rose knew this firsthand. She’d had a husband who had loved her an eleven, too.
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			Prologue

			AFGHANISTAN: OPERATION ENDURING FREEDOM

			Lieutenant junior grade Michael Muldoon held up his hand and signaled for his squad to stop.

			Dark took on an entirely new meaning on a moonless night in a desolate country too poor and too wartorn for electricity. He sensed more, then saw his men behind him, hugging the cold, rocky ground as intimately as he was.

			He moved his hand again. Listen.

			The sky overhead was worthy of a beach blanket and a bottle of wine, the Milky Way thick from the billions of stars he didn’t have a prayer of seeing from his city apartment a half a world away.

			It was breathtakingly beautiful, but Muldoon had no time to give it more than a cursory glance as he focused all of his attention on the distant hum.

			Of a generator.

			Hoo-yah.

			It was always reassuring to know that they were, in fact, in the right place.

			The coordinates marking the main entrance of the cave on their map were correct—a map that was one of the somewhat dubious bonuses that came from the U.S. having helped build these allegedly indestructible compounds many years and several political regimes ago. Not only did the SEALs have maps and specifications, but those maps were proving to be accurate.

			His men knew what they had to do, and when Muldoon gave the signal they went silently to work.

			Their job tonight was to verify that the two known entrances to this cave were still where the map said they’d be, verify coordinates for the bunker-buster missiles that were scheduled to be launched from a Navy sub in less than two hours. And they were to add additional explosives to various vulnerable points, to give those bunker-busters even bigger teeth.

			Their mission was to seal this cave so that no one could get out, but more importantly so that no one could get in.

			Cosmo Richter had gotten right down to the bottom line during their briefing when he’d asked in his no frills, telegram manner of speech, “Osama inside?”

			They’d all looked up from the maps. It was the question of the hour.

			Muldoon hated to disappoint them, but his answer had been no. Not according to NavIntel. However, this cave was being held by Taliban fighters with Al Quada ties. And the U.S. goal was to cross this compound off the list of potential safe havens bin Laden could come to hide.

			It was an important mission.

			It just wasn’t the one they particularly wanted.

			He knew what his men were feeling. Each and every one of them—himself included—wanted to be part of the op that took down the terrorist leader. They all wanted to go mano a mano with the man, like some hokey Hollywood movie, and blow that bastard off the face of the earth.

			But real life wasn’t anything like Hollywood’s depiction. Victory wasn’t won by being Rambo. It came from being a team player.

			So tonight they’d tuck their anger back inside and follow their orders. They’d help clean up this little piece of enemy held territory. They’d do their job, and they’d do it well. And when the word came down that bin Laden was no longer a threat to the United States, they would get together and have a beer and silently acknowledge the part they’d played in his demise. No discussions, no bragging, no news broadcasts, and most importantly, no feelings of inadequacy because they weren’t the one who pulled the trigger.

			Muldoon used infrared glasses to watch the two heat blobs that were the Al Quada guards as Gillman and Cosmo rigged enough explosives to take off the top of the mountain. There was no doubt in his mind that, before the sun rose, this cave was going to be history.

			The only slightly snarky moment came when one of the guards—the bigger one, about Muldoon’s own height and weight—left his post to take a leak, heading right where Cosmo was hidden.

			Their orders tonight included a warning not to let the enemy know that they were on the ground. The fact that they were going after this specific target would be concealed by more carpet-bombing in the area, scheduled to begin at 0353.

			The intent was to make it look as if the cave had been taken out by a couple of lucky hits from a random airstrike, rather than as a result of Spec Op ground forces. The terrorists didn’t have any patrols venturing far outside of their cave entrances, and the U.S. commanders didn’t want to give them a reason to start.

			Muldoon’s team had to be covert.

			Right now that guard was answering the call of nature literally feet from Cosmo’s hiding place.

			But it was Cosmo, the King of Invisible, so Muldoon didn’t worry. He just watched as the SEAL blended even more completely into the night. The guard could’ve peed right on his head, and Cosmo wouldn’t have moved an inch.

			Finally after an interminable amount of time—what had that guy been drinking?—the guard went back to stomping his feet to keep them warm at his post.

			The rest of the op went like a dream. The second entrance was just where they’d expected it to be. Natural fissures and cracks used for venting the cave were marked. No other entrances were found.

			This was going to work. They were going to help put this cave permanently out of business.

			At just before 0300, with nothing left to do save get their butts back down the mountain—WildCard approached.

			Even in silence, the chief had a ferocity that made Muldoon want to smile. He was glad—not for the first time that night and probably not for the last—that he’d chosen WildCard Karmody for this op.

			But one look at WildCard’s face, and he knew there was trouble.

			Problem? he signaled.

			WildCard responded with an obscene gesture that more than conveyed his opinion that not only was this a problem, it was a big problem.

			Muldoon jerked his head, and the chief followed him back away from the guards.

			WildCard cut to the chase. “Silverman reports heavy movement coming up the trail. About thirty tangos. ETA at the cave about forty minutes.”

			“Okay.” That was not anywhere near the complete reaming Muldoon had imagined. “We’ll take a different route down.” It would take a little longer because these hills were littered with landmines, but it was certainly doable in the time they had left.

			“We could,” WildCard agreed. “But they’ve got a prisoner—looks like that stupidass French reporter, that photojournalist who went missing from Khandahar last night.”

			Oh, man, that hurt. Dream op to nightmare, in two small words. Prisoner and reporter. Muldoon gritted his teeth and considered his options.

			“Holy fuck,” WildCard said. “When I tell you that a stupidass French photog is going to turn this perfect op into a total clusterfuck, what you say, sir, is oh, holy fuck. If this isn’t the time to use your full adult vocabulary, Lieutenant, I honestly don’t know what is.”

			“Not helping,” Muldoon said shortly.

			“The guy’s an asshole for putting himself in harm’s way in the first place,” WildCard pointed out.

			Thirty terrorists, eight SEALs. The odds were in their favor. They could set up an ambush and take them out, no sweat. The problem would be keeping the prisoner alive while the bullets flew.

			Oh, yeah, and maintaining their covert status.

			Covert meant K-bar knives instead of assault weapons.

			But it was hard to be effective in a group ambush when using only knives. Of course, they could take the terrorists out quietly, one at a time, but at some point one of them would notice their forces dwindling and shots would be fired.

			“Actually, the guy’s just an asshole, period. Look at what he chooses to do for a living.” WildCard believed there was a separate level of hell reserved especially for reporters and news photographers. His wife was Savannah von Hopf, a fact that never failed to amuse Muldoon, particularly when the foul-mouthed chief went on a rant. Along with the Kennedys and the Rockefellers, the von Hopfs were the closest thing America had to royalty. They were frequently targeted by paparazzi, hence the Card’s strong negative opinion of the press.

			“What we should do,” WildCard continued, “is go invisible while they pass us on the trail. Our mission is not to rescue some dickhead reporter and risk letting the entire Al Quada network know we were out here tonight. Am I right?”

			He was. But yet . . .

			“We let them get into that cave, that reporter’s not coming out,” Muldoon told his chief the obvious. “Not ever.”

			WildCard was silent then, no doubt thinking what a hideous way that would be to die, even for a reporter. Buried alive with a mob of angry terrorists . . .

			“Get me Jenk,” Muldoon ordered. Mark Jenkins had the radio. It was time to break silence and talk to some of the pilots of those F18s that were constantly patrolling at high altitudes with a full payload. “Get Izzy and Cosmo. Send Gillman and Lopez down the trail. I want to know the location of every rock, every outcropping, and particularly every open area. There was one spot we passed coming up where there wasn’t much cover, where the trail opened up. Find out how far the tangos are from there.”

			“Aye, aye, sir.” WildCard didn’t have far to go before dispensing Muldoon’s orders, sending Lopez to fetch Jenk. He was back in a matter of seconds, with Izzy and Cosmo in tow. “I assume this means you have a plan to fuck these fuckers first.”

			That was one way of putting it. “Yeah.”

			“Knew you would, sir,” Cosmo said.

			“Do we have enough explosives left to rig something that’ll sound like a landmine going off?” Muldoon asked.

			“Piece of cake.” WildCard was absolute.

			“Do it, Chief.” Muldoon turned to Cosmo and Izzy. “I need some clothes. One of those guards was about my size.”

			“About my size, too,” Izzy said. “Back in California, the senior chief ordered me to remind you to delegate, Lieutenant, with utmost respect. So I’m reminding you, sir. With utmost—”

			“Yeah, and how’s your French?” Muldoon asked, already knowing the answer. Izzy spoke fluent street Spanish. He only knew enough French to order a meal, provided the restaurant had big golden arches. “Use your utmost respect to get me the clothes, Zanella. I’ll be down the trail.”

			 

			0329.

			Muldoon could hear the terrorists approaching, moving slowly but steadily up toward the cave. They were quiet, not talking at all as they climbed through the night, but he still could hear the crunch of the cold earth beneath all those feet.

			Silverman had told him that the prisoner—the French journalist—was wearing a burka, the traditional Afghan woman’s robe and hooded veil.

			It was an effective means of transporting captives since it concealed them completely from public view.

			Jenk was crouched beside him, plugged into the radio. He gave Muldoon an affirmative, then held two fingers to his watch. The first wave of bombs from the F18s would hit their targets, with the utmost precision, in two minutes.

			Seconds ticked by as the tangos slowly got closer, as somewhere overhead those smartbombs were cutting their way through the night sky. Muldoon breathed easily, knowing the coordinates he’d given the Navy pilots were accurate. Those bombs were going to hit so close the SEALs were going to feel the ground shake and be able to warm their fingers from the heat.

			But if those coordinates were off . . .

			Yes, of course there was a chance of human error. Yes, it was possible that the airstrike Muldoon had ordered Jenk to call in would land directly on top of his team.

			But until that happened, he wasn’t going to waste his time worrying about it.

			And then there they were, rounding the corner and coming into view.

			Their pointmen came first, three of them, leading the way and checking for booby traps—much in the same way the SEALs had come up the trail mere hours earlier.

			They weren’t too far ahead of the main group, which was a motley looking, straggling bunch. They were walking wounded, retreating to safety from the intense pockets of fighting in Khandahar. Some weren’t even walking. There were at least four stretchers being carried, one of which held a boy who couldn’t have been more than thirteen years old.

			Who, like the rest of them, was carrying a personal arsenal of weapons and ammunition.

			These were terrorists. All of them. They weren’t poor little tired, hungry, and forlorn terrorists, as much as they currently looked the part. They were terrorists, plain and simple. They were the enemy, and a deadly enemy—period, the end.

			They had pledged to die defending Osama bin Laden. They trained their boys to hate and kill, and enslaved their girls by forbidding their education. They supported a killer who fought his war against unarmed men, women, and children.

			In theory, thirty terrorists weren’t a whole heck of a lot of terrorists. But when they were all crowding one small trail, thirty was plenty.

			Muldoon searched for a burka-clad figure—the reporter—and found him, shuffling along in the center of the group, surrounded by dozens of men.

			Figures he’d be there. If Muldoon were transporting a prisoner, he’d keep him secured and surrounded by his men, too.

			The good news was that the reporter was slight of stature. He’d be easy to handle in the event he wasn’t into following orders spoken in rusty French.

			As Muldoon watched, he saw that the reporter was guarded in particular by two men, both of whom spent more time eyeing each other mistrustfully than watching their prisoner. And that was more good news.

			Jenk, who was crouched beside him, silently tapped his watch.

			Here it came. Any second now. Either he’d killed his men or . . .

			Boom!

			They were all still alive, thank you God. The first bomb had hit exactly where Muldoon had asked for it to hit, just to the west of the trail. It was followed immediately by a second in the same vicinity, and he allowed himself an exhale of relief.

			As for the tangos, so much for maintaining silence. Thirty voices all began talking at once as they picked themselves up and dusted themselves off.

			Muldoon watched the crowd, trying to pick out the group’s leader.

			Was it ZZ Top over there, with the beard down to his waist? Or was it Young and Angry, with the big arm gestures and the long coat that billowed as he walked? He must’ve practiced in front of a mirror for hours to get it to look like that.

			With only a few short months of Pushtu and Dari under his belt—Potential Enemy Languages 101, a required class for all SEALs heading into the area—Muldoon could only pick out a word here and there in the din. Still, it was obvious from the gestures and body language that ZZ wanted to take cover, while Angry wanted to push on to the cave at a stepped up pace.

			Jenk tapped his watch again, signaling 30 seconds. Oh, good. Time to find out if his next set of coordinates were as accurate as the first.

			Don’t. Think. About. That. He knew better than to waste his time worrying about things that were out of his control.

			The trail opened up into a clearing just ahead and Muldoon mentally traced the route he was going to take one last time, as he focused his attention on the burka-clad reporter.

			The two guards, Itchy and Scratchy, had taken different sides in the run or hide debate.

			As Muldoon watched, Itchy gestured almost in unison with Angry, toward the mountains to the west, where the first two bombs had fallen. He could imagine what they were saying. “What, are you nuts? Not only are they shelling to the west, but it’s a total minefield out there. We should head for the cave. We’ll be safer there.”

			Scratchy and ZZ both gestured to the east. “We’ll never make it that far. We should go this way. We can take cover in the valleys and—”

			Boom!

			The third bomb—special ordered by Muldoon—hit smack where he’d wanted it to, off to the east, followed by another slightly to the south.

			Everyone dropped to the ground again, like some kind of funky dance.

			And, as Muldoon had hoped it would, the decision and gestures became unanimous. They’d head to the safety of the cave. At a dead run. Last one in was a rotten egg.

			Two more bombs hit on either sides of the trail. Yes, that’s right. This was a full scale attack. Run, you terrorist scum. Run for your lives.

			But they were bottlenecked because the clearing ahead funneled into another narrow trail. They pushed and jostled and jockeyed for position, no love lost between ZZ and Angry’s men. It was just the kind of ugly chaos he’d been hoping for.

			With one last nod at Jenk, Muldoon slipped out from his hiding place and into the severely distracted crowd.

			He had his weapon held at ready as he kept the woolen scarf wrapped securely around most of his lower face. It wasn’t a good idea to go for a walk in a crowd of Taliban-supporting terrorists with an unshaven chin, but there weren’t a whole hell of a lot of options here.

			Muldoon shouldered his way through the crowd toward the prisoner, who was having a hard time keeping up with what virtually amounted to a bag over his head. Itchy and Scratchy had begun pushing the guy, united at last in their attempt to make him move faster. It was inevitable, but still, the timing was perfect—the reporter tripped over his long robe and fell smack on his burka-covered face right at Muldoon’s feet.

			It was a gift from heaven, and he didn’t hesitate. He hoisted the squirming reporter up and over his shoulder as Itchy and Scratchy shouted at him.

			“Don’t fight me,” he muttered in French into the burka’s heavy folds. “I’m here to help you.”

			The struggling didn’t stop, so Muldoon just gripped the reporter more tightly and focused on the shouting. The two guards might have been speaking a dialect he didn’t know, or maybe they were simply talking too fast. Either way, he didn’t catch a single word.

			When in doubt, shout back. And shout louder.

			“Go,” he screamed at them in Pushtu. “Run. Now!”

			But it wasn’t until he started to run, too, that the shouters turned the volume down a notch. Although Scratchy, to his right, had a glare that was filled with suspicion.

			The good news was that Frenchman couldn’t have weighed more than 120 pounds. It would have been laughably easy to carry him if he weren’t trying his best to get away. Something hard kept jamming painfully into Muldoon’s back, just hard enough to keep him thoroughly annoyed. It seemed improbable that the terrorists had let this guy keep his camera, but he couldn’t figure out what else it might be.

			“Stop,” he finally ordered in French. The promise of help hadn’t worked, so he tried the alternative. “Stop fighting, or I’ll kill you right now.”

			The reporter’s immediate surrender was a relief, especially since the scarf around Muldoon’s very American chin was starting to come undone.

			He tightened it back up and then there he was, next to the big alter-shaped rock that he’d noticed when his team had first crept up the trail. But he was there earlier than he’d anticipated. And the next bomb—the most important one of them all, please God, don’t let it kill his men—hadn’t yet struck its target.

			So he tripped and went down onto one knee, much harder than he’d intended. He landed right on a rock, right on what must’ve been his knee’s freaking funny bone. Oh, shit, it hurt like hell, with waves of pain that rolled through him, really ringing his chimes. Still, it did the trick of slowing him down.

			The reporter started struggling again, making it that much harder for him to get back to his feet.

			Scratchy was tugging at him, shouting again. Itchy was long gone.

			Muldoon didn’t need to make a show of pulling himself painfully up and then—

			Ka-boom!

			It was the bomb that he’d been waiting for, and it hit so close that the concussion knocked him back on his butt. And probably onto that same freaking rock that his knee had connected with. Son of a bitch.

			It rained dust and debris, and, still clutching the reporter, he scrambled to his feet and ran for cover.

			Due west.

			Scratchy was shouting yet again, and this time Muldoon caught the word he’d hoped to hear.

			Landmines.

			But he didn’t slow as another bomb hit, again shaking the ground. He vaulted over an outcropping of rocks—and almost directly into Cosmo and Silverman’s open arms.

			They half carried, half dragged both him and the reporter to safety behind yet another ridge of rock, while somewhere nearby WildCard thumbed a switch.

			Boom!

			It sounded convincingly like a weight-triggered landmine, but it was quickly drowned out by the din of more bombs falling.

			Scratchy apparently had some amount of common sense, because he raced after the last of his Al Quada buddies.

			There was no time for Muldoon’s knee to still hurt like hell, but it did. God, it felt the size of a watermelon, but that was absurd. A banged funny bone didn’t swell. You hit it, you writhe with pain and you scream for two or three minutes, and then life goes on. But try as he might, he couldn’t seem to get past the writhing part.

			He pulled himself to his feet, refusing to consider the possibility that he’d actually injured himself in that fake fall. So what if it hurt? So what if it swelled. He was a SEAL. He’d worked through pain plenty of times before.

			“Get that thing off of him,” he ordered Silverman, who was untying the burka-covered reporter.

			“Sir!” It was Jenk, with the radio. “It’s 0337, the sub is preparing to launch and the F-18s are still on course. The helo’s picking us up four clicks down the trail—we’ve got to hustle to get there before the real bombs start falling.”

			“Let’s go,” Muldoon ordered.

			“Whoa,” Silverman said. “The French guy’s a girl.”

			“Americans,” the reporter spat in heavily accented English. She was indeed a woman. “I should have known.”

			“Are you all right, ma’am?” Muldoon asked her.

			Her hair was dyed a ridiculously fake-looking shade of black, and the glare she gave him was venomous. “Do you know how long it took me to arrange an interview with Abdul Mullah Zeeshan? And you have to go and rescue me. Thanks a lot, Captain, but no thanks. I’m going to that cave.”

			It would have been funny, the way she started marching back toward the trail, if only they hadn’t been on such a tight deadline. If only his knee hadn’t felt as if were about to explode, and the only thing keeping it in one piece was his now too tight pants. If only it wasn’t hurting so much that a river of cold sweat poured down his back with every other step he took.

			“In about fifteen minutes, that cave is going to be destroyed,” Muldoon told the young woman.

			“Bullshit,” she countered, with the kind of withering glance that only European women could deliver with such authority. “Your own government has issued statements admitting that these caves are bomb-proof.”

			“They were lying,” he said. “It’s called misinformation. They wanted Osama to feel nice and safe right where he was.”

			She said something in French filled with accusations, and turned and ran. Up the trail. Toward the cave.

			And wasn’t that just what he needed?

			She was small and fast, but Muldoon had her tackled in fewer than five steps. His knee was on fire, but he managed to land on his left side, keeping it from connecting with the ground as he took her down. It hurt, but it was nothing like it could’ve been—until she kicked him.

			Whamo.

			Right in the knee.

			“Shit!” It was remarkable. Part of him watched from above, disassociated and completely dispassionate, as he damn near retched from the pain.

			Don’t let her get away!

			He held her tightly, even managing to cover her as one of the last of the bombs that he’d ordered sprayed them with more dirt. She was screaming about something, but he couldn’t understand. She might as well have been speaking Martian. All he could do was cover her mouth, hope she didn’t bite him too hard, and hang the hell on.

			And then WildCard was there, thank you glorious God, keeping the reporter from sprinting farther up the mountainside.

			“Gag and carry her if you have to.” Muldoon managed to form words into a direct order to the chief.

			“I’ve got her, sir.”

			“Breathe,” Izzy told him. “Just breathe and you’ll be all right, Lieutenant. I promise, it’ll get better soon.”

			Zanella thought he’d gotten whacked in the balls. Muldoon had to laugh. If only . . .

			“You okay, sir?” Lopez hovered above him anxiously.

			“Yes.” Muldoon pushed himself up onto his elbows, up so that he was sitting, up all the way to his feet. Shit, shit, shit, shit. “Yes, I am.” He said it again, mostly to convince himself that it was true.

			“Sir,” Jenk said. Tick tock.

			“Let’s run,” Muldoon ordered them, ordered himself. “Come on, let’s move out of here. Now.”

			He could do this. Down the trail, one step at a time. Eventually he’d reach the helo and someone would give him some ice and the pain would start to recede.

			“Can you really run, Mike?” WildCard was back beside him then, slowing to Muldoon’s pace. It was probably the first time in his life he’d lowered his voice to be discreet.

			“Yes.” Muldoon didn’t want to talk, not to WildCard, not to anyone. He needed all of his energy focused on moving forward. But he was in command. He couldn’t just disappear. “Where’s—”

			“I passed her off to Cosmo,” the chief told him, anticipating his question. “I thought maybe after she realizes we really did save her life, she’ll be eternally grateful and he’ll finally get laid.”

			Muldoon had to laugh. “You’re a good chief.”

			“You bet your ass I am. I take care of my men.” He looped Muldoon’s arm around his shoulders. “It’s the right leg, right, sir?”

			“I’m okay.” Muldoon wanted to pull away, but the truth was that putting some of his weight onto WildCard let him move faster. And the faster he could move, the faster his team would get to safety. A SEAL team was only as fast as its slowest member—which right now was him. Which pissed him off, royally.

			“You’re not okay. You said shit,” WildCard pointed out. “Nearly two years in Team Sixteen, and you finally said a four letter word. In fact, I think it was shit, shit, shit, shit. A quadruple. So what is it? Ankle?”

			“Knee.”

			“Twist it?”

			“No. I don’t know. I landed on it, and . . . I’ll be fine.”

			“Fucking hurts like a bitch, huh?”

			“I’m okay,” Muldoon said again. “Let’s kick it faster.”

			“Aye, aye, sir.”

			WildCard somehow knew to be silent then. And the night became a blur of Jenk’s reports every thirty seconds of how much time they had left, of his and the chief’s ragged breathing, of redhot searing pain.

			He heard the helo before he saw it, and then there it was—one of the most beautiful sights he’d ever seen.

			Muldoon counted heads as his men climbed aboard, then the pilot swooped up and into the sky and got them the hell out of there.

			The pain caught up with him as Lopez cut open his pants to look at the watermelon that had once been his knee. He puked quietly into one of the helo crews’ helmets until, much to his intense embarrassment, his world tunneled, and he fainted.

			 

			He woke up groggy and disoriented as the helo landed. WildCard was there, and Muldoon grabbed his sleeve.

			“Everyone okay?”

			“Yes, sir. We’re safely back aboard the carrier, Lieutenant. Mission accomplished.”

			“Good.” His head felt so heavy, but his knee didn’t hurt anymore, thank goodness. He tried to sit up, but WildCard and then Lopez was there, holding him down.

			“Hey, hey, Mikey, where do you think you’re going, man?”

			“I’m okay,” Muldoon said.

			“He’s fucking trying to walk off the helo,” WildCard said over his head to Lopez.

			“Sir, I don’t know for sure,” Jay Lopez told him, “not until we get you X-rayed, but I think you probably fractured your patella.”

			“Fractured . . . what?”

			“Remember the time Captain Muldoon ran down a mountain in Afghanistan with a broken kneecap?” WildCard said.

			His words didn’t make sense. “Meant to tell that reporter—I’m not a captain.”

			“Lieutenant, I gave you something for the pain,” Lopez said, speaking slowly and clearly, “because you broke your kneecap.”

			“And then ran a few miles,” WildCard added.

			No way.

			“But I’m okay,” Muldoon said as the ship’s hospital corpsmen carried his stretcher off the Seahawk. There were intravenous tubes attached to the back of his hand. It was surreal. “No, really, you guys, I’m okay.”

			“That you are, Lieutenant,” WildCard said.

			His men watched as he was carried past. As usual, Cosmo said it best, giving him the Navy SEAL equivalent of a full salute. “Hoo-yah, sir. Glad you’re on our side.”
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