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Platoon Roster
S.E.A.L. Team Omega First Platoon are based out of Coronado, California as part of Naval Special Warfare Group-1. They have been assigned solely to the National Security Agency for use in covert actions anywhere in the world. Chain of command goes through the NSA, the Navy CNO and the President of the United States. They do not operate by standard Navy protocol.
Rear Admiral Anthony Sanford: Commander of all SEAL teams on either Coast. He’s based between Coronado, California, and Little Creek, Virginia. Age: 56.
Captain Montel Jackson: He’s the Commander of the NAVSPECWARGROUP-1 in Coronado, California. African-American. Age: 56.
Commander James St. Clair: He’s the Commanding officer of the Navy Special Warfare Group-1 S.E.A.L. Team Omega in Coronado, California. Age: 49, 6’1”, 225lbs. Annapolis graduate.
Master Chief Petty Officer Douglas MacCray: He’s administrator and top enlisted man of all the SEALs in Coronado. Age: 49, 5’8”, 190lbs. Former Senior Chief for S.E.A.L. Team Omega until his promotion.
Grady Shaw: He’s the NSA liaison with S.E.A.L. Team Omega. Gives them their orders and works between the group, the CNO, the NSA, and the President. Thinning hair, loyal, and likes to hunt and fish. Age: 40.
Commander Ethan Tremayne: Platoon co-leader. Age: 33, 6’6”, 220lbs. An Annapolis graduate, seven years in the Navy, two in the SEALs. This is first command. Father (James Douglas) is a vital ex-Senator and current Congressman from Kentucky. Owns a condominium in Coronado, drives a Jeep Cherokee. His weapon is an Alliant Bullpup 5.56mm with a 20mm grenade launcher. He speaks Arabic, French, and German. Blue eyes with collar length black hair.
Commander Cassidy Marshall: Platoon co-leader by special Presidential order. Age: 28, 5’4”, 130lbs. Born in London, raised in Virginia at Eagle’s Rock. In addition, a member of two anti-terrorist teams based from there, owns Marshall Enterprises. Weapons: 9mm Browning Hi-Power, H&K MP-5 SD sub-machine gun. She speaks fluent German, Spanish, some French, and Italian. She has blue eyes with long auburn hair.
Alpha Squad Roster
Michael Chaning: He’s the Senior Chief Officer and Top EM in First Platoon, third in command. Age: 35, 6’3”, 220lbs. He’s married to Connie, two kids. He’s been in the Navy for sixteen years and a SEAL for five. Expert fisherman, plays guitar in a blue’s band. His weapon is an Alliant Bullpup 5.56mm with a 20mm launcher. He’s good with the men, strong and strict but not harsh. He speaks Spanish, Farsi, and some Hebrew. He has brown eyes with short dark blond hair.
Kendal Chase ‘Casey’ Gibson: Machinist Mate, 1st Class. Lead Petty Officer. Age: 28, 6’, 190lbs. He has a quick mind and a good planner when he applies self to it. Drinks and gambles too much at times, when drunk he sings. He likes to flirt. He’s an Idaho native. He’s an expert with all small arms. Weapon: H&K MP-% submachine gun. He will aid in planning the ops. He has green-eyes with blond hair that’s often past collar.
Rafael Chavez: Gunner’s Mate 2nd Class. Age: 29, 6’2”, 190lbs. Wife is Sophia, 5-year-old daughter, Pilar. He lives with family in La Jolla. He speaks Spanish, Portuguese, Farsi, and some French. He’s the Alpha Squad sniper with an H&K PSG-1 7.62 rifle. He has Brown eyes, black hair that’s longer than normal.
Jace Adams: Quartermaster, 1st Class. Age: 24, 6’1”, 240lbs. Born in Rhode Island. Ex-High School football star was going pro until he joined the Navy. He’s divorced, with no kids. Quiet and enjoys readings, mainly classic horror. Platoon Radio operator who carries the SATCOM unit. Weapon is Alliant Bullpup 5.56 with a 20mm launcher. He speaks some Arabic, French, and German. He has green eyes with blond hair.
Jake Summers: Operations Specialist, 2nd Class. Age: 22, 5’9” 190lbs. Platoon tracker and a quick thinker. Has two years of college. Loves motorcycles and is building one. He enjoys a good party and prefers robust girls. Weapon is either an M-16 with attached grenade launcher or the Alliant Bullpup 5.56 with 20mm explosive round launcher. He speaks several Spanish languages, Farsi and some Chinese. He grew up in Puerto Rico. Has brown eyes and black hair.
Joe ‘Jo-Long’ Carver: Quartermaster, 2nd Class. Age: 24, 6’1”, 185lbs. Son of an American Marine and a Chinese dancer. Platoon translator who speaks Mandarin, Cantonese and two other Chinese languages, Korean, Russian, and Japanese. He’s a marathon nut. Weapon: H&K MP-5 submachine gun. He’s from Sacramento. He has brown eyes with short black hair.
Rusty Kayayan: Electrician’s Mate, 1st Class. Age: 23, 6’2”, 200lbs. He was born in the U.S., parents originally from Armenia. He enlisted the day of High School graduation. Played soccer in school, wants to be professional fisherman once hitch in the Navy is up. He’s a good mechanic who loves to tinker in all things electronic. He’s squad machine gunner. His weapon is an H&K 21-E 7.62 NATO machine gun. He speaks Armenian, German, some Hebrew, and Arabic. He has brown-eyes with brown hair that’s always in his face.
BRAVO SQUAD ROSTER:
Lieutenant (Junior Grade) Logan Brookes: Squad leader for Bravo Squad, second in command of the platoon. Age: 33, 6’3”, 220lbs. He’s originally from Oregon. He’s has ten years in the Navy with four in the SEALs. He loves to paraglide. He’s married to Paige, a corporate lawyer, no kids. An Annapolis graduate, Father is a Navy Admiral. Grew up in 8 States and 3 countries. His weapon is an Alliant Bullpup 5.56mm with 20mm launcher or H&K MP-5. He speaks German, Italian, and Spanish with some French. He has blue eyes with thick, wavy brown hair.
Darius Ford: Gunner’s Mate 2nd Class. Age: 26, 6’2”, 220 lbs. Single, African-American, played basketball in high school. He’s an artist in his free time who draws and paints in all mediums. He likes to do seascapes. He’s been in the Navy for six years and a SEAL for four. He rides an old low-rider motorcycle. Bravo Squad Sniper with a H&K PSG-1 7.62 rifle. He speaks some Spanish and French. He has brown eyes with black short hair.
Sloan O’Brien: Hospital Corpsman, 1st Class. Age: 27, 6’6”, 200 lbs. He’s the Platoon Medic, a marathon swimmer, Scottish ancestry. Lifts weights and generally presses 275 pounds. He likes to surf and race. He’s divorced, with no kids and dates frequently. Weapon is the Alliant Bullpup 5.56mm or a H&K G-11 caseless rifle. He has green eyes with red wavy hair. He has an easygoing manner.
Zak Lani: Yeoman, 2nd Class. Age: 22, 5’6”, 175lbs. Hawaiian native. He loves animals, divorced with four kids. He speaks Hawaiian, Farsi, and Arabic. Expert with knives and can throw with a deadly accuracy. He uses shuriken when possible. He’s very agile. Weapon is the H&K MP-5 Submachine gun. Has brown eyes with short brown hair, deeply tanned. He loves to play jokes.
Mason Palmer: Torpedoman’s Mate, 2nd Class. Age: 28, 5’9”, 195 lbs. Married to Rebecca, a Navy wife, with 4 kids. He spent ten years in the Navy and four in the SEALs. He’s a demolitions expert. He’s the top pick in the Navy for explosives work. His weapon is an Alliant Bullpup 5.56mm. He speaks German and some Farsi. He was born in Georgia. He has green eyes with short blond hair.
Mark Robson: Engineman, 1st Class. Age: 22, 5’9”, 190lbs. African-American. He’s an expert with most weapons and always working on them. Weapon is the Alliant Bullpup 5.56mm with 20mm launcher. He loves to play chess. He has green eyes with curly black hair.
Perry Klein: Radioman, 1st Class. Age: 24 6’1”, 190lbs. Comes from a small town in Wyoming. On both High School and Navy rifle team. Played 2nd base in College baseball. He loves the water and is an expert in using a kayak, canoe, or small watercraft. He’s single, shy with girls. Speaks excellent Japanese, good Spanish. Weapon is H&K MP-5 submachine gun. Has blue eyes and sandy blond hair.
Other Characters:
The Mavericks: head subsidiary of Marshall Enterprises and also world class mercenary unit that often works with the teams out of Eagle Rock and now the SEALs.
Aiden West: He is leader of the Mavericks. Age: 30, 6’2”, 200lbs. Born in Kentucky. Loyal to Cassidy but doesn’t always agree with her choices. He’s stubborn, hardheaded with a temper, but excellent at strategy planning. Speaks French, German, Russian fluently. Weapons: .357 Desert Eagle Magnum and MP-5 SD sub-machine gun. He has long black hair slightly past shoulders and brown eyes. Almost always wear mirrored sunglasses.
Reese Fletcher: He is 2nd in command of the Mavericks. He’s a native of Boston and the only son of a Supreme Court Justice. Mild mannered and even tempered so he often gets the job of team diplomat to balance his more hot-tempered partners. He’s an expert pilot who can fly anything fixed-wing or rotary. Weapon: 9mm Beretta 93-R pistol. Age: 30, 6’, 195lbs. He has short, wavy dark blond hair and blue eyes.
Lee Chan: He is 3rd in command. Born to a British father and a Chinese artist mother, he is the second son of fourteen children. An expert in martial arts, he has an even temper but is dangerous in certain situations. He has a law degree so he’s also the team lawyer. He uses his father’s name when doing legal matters. Age: 31, 6’2, 200lbs.Weapons: 9mm Beretta 93-R and a 9mm Uzi. He’s also an expert with silent weapons. He has short black hair and brown eyes.
Troy McDowell: He is 4th in command. He is British. His father is a member of Parliament. The demolitions expert for the Mavericks, he knows how to blow up anything with any type of explosive. Even tempered, well-liked. Father of twins. Weapon: 9mm Beretta 93-R. Age: 31, 6’4”, 219lbs. He has sandy hair and green eyes.
Bryden Young: He is the Mavericks electronics expert. Age: 28, 6’, 190lbs. Born in Mississippi, raised in Atlanta, Georgia he still has a heavy accent that gets stronger with stress. Weapon: either the Beretta 93-R or an H&K P-7. He has short light blond hair and jade green eyes.
Ira Weller: The medic for the Mavericks, he tries to balance being a licensed doctor with being a mercenary. He is a quiet man who is quite stubborn with a temper when he needs it. He has an odd accent since he picked up a German one from being raised in Germany. Weapon: 9mm H&K P-7 and H&K MP-5 SD sub-machine gun. Age: 29, 5’8”, 190lbs. He has short black hair and brown eyes. He wears glasses.
Remy D’Arcy: A New Orleans native responsible for the team communication gear usually. Plays in his own band when not working, family involved in the New Orleans underworld. An expert on Voodoo lore. Age: 25, 5’6”, 185lbs. He has wavy blond hair that touches his shoulders and blue eyes. Cajun accent. Weapon: 9mm Beretta 93-R.
Jesse ‘Bear’ Tallbear: He’s the only person ever taken onto the Mavericks on a probationary status. His older brother Kirk was a founding member until his death and it was his request that his brother be allowed to join. He’s a natural athlete with long legs, has an uncanny agility and senses. Age: 19, 6’1”, 178lbs. He’s a full-blooded Apache, with bronze skin, dark eyes with long hair. He is very susceptible to spirits. Weapon: 9mm Beretta 93-R, though he prefers knives.
Lightning Team and Others
Eagle’s Rock: A normal looking farm hidden back in the Blue Ridge Mountains of rural Virginia, formed by Adam Olsen and the President as a base for the two teams of anti-terrorists that helped protect the U.S. and abroad. Cassidy was raised here and still considers it home when she’s not with the SEALs.
Jared Taylor: a man of many names and talents, he was the son of parents that he believed to be hardworking and honest. He spent time in the Persian Gulf where he was known as the Lone Wolf. He returned when his mother and two sisters were killed in what was called an act of organized crime until he learned that his own father was responsible and he went on a rampage that turned this otherwise quiet man into one of America’s most well-known killers as he fought the criminal underworld. Later, pardoned he started Eagle’s Rock and the two teams of anti-terrorists that operate out of it as Major Jon Stone and now Colonel Samuel Barnes. He is Cassidy’s adopted brother. Age: 45, 6’6”, 250lbs. Weapon: .357 Magnum or 9mm Beretta. Trained in all forms of combat.
Sean Grant: Leader of Lightning Team, he’s an ex-cop from Dallas, Texas and also a former Delta Force member. He started his career trying to stop Jared Taylor and soon became an ally. A hot headed, impatient man, he has serious issues at times with the adopted sister that he shares with Taylor. Age: 39, 6’3”, 225lbs. Weapon: .45 Colt or 9mm Beretta. He has brown hair cut short and blue eyes.
Eli Schultz: The electronics genuis for Lightning Team, he’s an easy going man who likes to joke. He can hack any computer and enjoys surfing. Age: 41, 5’6”, 190lbs. Weapon: 9mm Beretta 93-R. He has black hair, a thin mustache, and green eyes.
Even Garrett: A former Army Ranger, he shared duty time with Taylor in the Gulf and joined Eagle’s Rock when asked. He’s the calming influence for Lightning Team and if often at odds with his hot-tempered leader. Divorced, no kids. Age: 39, 6’, 200lbs. He enjoys rock climbing and racing cars. Weapons: 9mm Beretta 93-R and any type of machine pistol. He has shoulder length blond hair and teal colored eyes.
Ramon Lopez: Lightning Team’s medic, he was also in the military with Taylor and helped in his campaign against organized crime. He and Schultz usually enjoy playing jokes on their friends. A cheerful man. Age: 45, 5’8”, 189lbs. Weapon: 9mm Beretta 93-R and 9mm H&K MP-5. He has short black hair, gray at the temples and brown eyes.
Luke Fabrizio: He’s the main pilot for Eagle’s Rock and Jared Taylor’s best friend. Formally on opposing sides, the 3rd generation Italian/American turned on his crime bosses after seeing what they were capable of. Expert of all aircraft, he’s fluent in Italian, French, and Portuguese. Well-versed in hand-to-hand combat. Weapon: 9mm H&K P-7 pistol and 9mm Uzi. He has black hair that he keeps shoulder length and blue/green eyes.
Adam Olsen: The man who runs Eagle’s Rock and the top Justice Department agent. He’s the liaison between the two teams and the Oval Office. A serious man, he has problems accepting change and having one of his members working with a SEAL team isn’t making him happy. Age: 58, 5’6”, 195lbs. He’s balding, always in a suit, and wonders which team will drive him crazy first.
*******
Chapter 1
The USS Constellation, one of the United States Navy’s premier carrier flagships, patrolled between the Mediterranean Sea and Atlantic. Normal routine for the carrier involved surveillance and training…at least up until a week ago.
North Korean and Chinese terrorists claimed to posses a small nuclear weapon. Their renegade Chinese general became the focus of orders to Colonel Samuel Barnes, temporary commander, and his team.
Now the big boat trudged across the still waters, waiting for a helicopter contact that would take the commandos off ship to a new battlefront.
“Well, Colonel, I’d say this has been one wild week.” Admiral James Horton, the commander of the Constellation, spoke to Barnes from the battleship’s front bridge. Military to the core, having two non-military groups, covert ops Lightning Team and the mercenary Mavericks, roaming his deck gave the Admiral more tension headaches in three days than he’d had all year.
To add insult to injury, the Brit woman, Cassidy Marshall, was too young in his opinion to hold title of Commander. He knew she owned Marshall Enterprises, which housed the Mavericks, but still…
Dressed in clean fatigues, Colonel Barnes didn’t reply. Instead, his ice blue eyes looked at the water, now calm after last night’s brutal storm, and thought back to the previous mission.
A tall man with wavy blond hair, this soldier had gone through many names before the current guise of Samuel Barnes. Called the Lone Wolf in the killing fields of Vietnam, and Major Jon Stone in a government job, the name many recognized as the most famous killer in history was his birth name, Jared Taylor.
Now he wondered how cordial the Navy man would be if he knew who he shared the bridge with.
Barnes, or Taylor, rather, and his warriors, Grant, Schultz and Garrett, finished their mission three days earlier with the help of Marshall and her Maverick mercenaries, West, Fletcher, Chan and Troy. They now killed time either with training exercises or by driving the ship’s crew crazy.
“Nah, this job was a piece of cake.” Examining electronic gear over a tech’s shoulder, Eli Schultz spoke to the Admiral from across the bridge. “Usually Sean and Aiden are at each other’s throats.” The electronic wizard for Lightning Team exchanged grins with Garrett, a comrade-in-arms. “This time, there’ve been only a few growls.”
Sean Grant, a tall, rangy brunet with cool blue eyes, cast a dry look at his teammates. “Mainly because this boat is so huge, those kids have plenty of room to play and not be in my face.”
“Yeah, but what would you guys do without us to save your butts?” Aiden West asked as he and several of his top team members entered the bridge.
Admiral Horton couldn’t keep the frown from his face at their arrival.
West, in his late twenties, smirked at the men of Lightning Team. Mirrored sunglasses hid his brown eyes, and his long black hair irritated Horton.
The mercs had been both below decks and out on the flight deck playing with paint guns The paint spatters on their clothes showed that the war had been a massacre.
“I, for one, would live better,” Grant shot back but grinned as his adopted sister rolled her eyes and swiped at a yellow splatter on her forearm.
In her late twenties, Cassidy Marshall was the youngest of both Lightning Team and their counterpart in Omega Force and was also one of the youngest commandos anywhere.
“Admiral Horton? Admiral Miller from the USS Liberty is contacting us,” a communication tech spoke up.
Horton motioned the man to go on. “What did he want?”
“They’d like for us to send out a couple of our ‘copters to search for a SEAL team they lost contact with during the storm last night.”
No one on the bridge noticed the change that came over Cassidy or the Mavericks. Her spine stiffened and she held her breath while the men exchanged worried glances.
“Someone was out in that storm?” Evan Garret gaped. “Why?”
“According to the Liberty, the Seals were looking for a trawler carrying illegal cargo but their man on the ship lost contact with them. The Admiral wants us to send out search parties since we’re closer than they are.”
“Yes, I was informed of the situation.” Horton nodded, tight-lipped, then shook his head. “Tell Miller we are unable to comply.”
Taylor noticed his adopted sister’s blue eyes narrowing and asked the com tech, “What were the last known coordinates?
As the tech read off the numbers, West studied a map on a wall. “That’s about thirty minutes from here. You launch a chopper or two; it would be easy to search for them.”
“Captain Lewis of Naval Intel told me this morning that any request to search for this team was to be ignored,” Horton asserted.
“What SEAL team is it?” Cassidy asked, her words clipped. A cold gut feeling told her she already knew.
“It’s the First Platoon Team Omega based out of Coronado,” Horton replied, shrugging. “Tremayne’s team never should have been out in that weather and now he’ll learn.”
The young woman knew that SEAL team well after spending several months with them as co-leader. She’d grown close to their leader, Commander Ethan Tremayne. At Horton’s callous response, heat flushed up her throat.
West grabbed Cassidy by the arm and whispered before she could spit a harsh reply. “Cool it. We need to stay calm.” Eyeing the map, he spoke up, “Admiral, one of my men is a licensed pilot. How about letting us look for Tremayne’s team?”
Horton sneered at the merc leader. “No mercenary is touching one of my aircraft! I have my orders for Tremayne’s unit. They’re dead.”
Cassidy frowned, flipping her long auburn braid over her shoulder. “Aiden, do something.”
West nodded, and took stock. He had three members with him armed with only realistic looking paint guns.
Small, sensitive microphones taped to each member’s throat connected the Mavericks. West spoke under his breath, knowing his second in command could hear him. “Reese, you still up on deck with the guys?”
“Yep, got our gear packed and we’re ready to scoot,” Reese Fletcher acknowledged keeping an eye on his team and the sailors on deck.
“How much trouble would it be for you guys to acquire two Blackhawk’s?” West asked, silently signaling to his men.
While Taylor argued with Horton, Grant watched his sister and the boys, noticing the change in their behavior.
Silence answered West while the dark blond Boston native hesitated over the question, not sure that he had heard correctly. “Ah, yeah, I’m looking at some right now. Is there a reason we’re going to commit a major felony against the Navy?”
“Explain later. Tell the boys, no deaths. Just hold the Navy boys off until we get up to you,” West ordered, then, with one eyebrow arched, warned Cassidy. “If we get caught, we blow our freedom and our clearances.”
“I need to find them,” she answered, wishing she didn’t have to involve the Mavericks. “I have my Browning. You have a plan?”
West sighed, then nodded. “Shoot the radio panel and we’ll hope that we can pull this off.”
In the middle of the bridge, frustration laced Horton’s voice. “I’m sorry, Colonel Barnes. My orders are firm and…” The gunshot from the 9mm pistol sounded like a cannon blast. It shattered the radio panel and sent the technician running for cover.
People whirled and reached for weapons, the Mavericks drawing first.
“Let’s not do that, boys.” West aimed his ‘gun’ at the Admiral but eyed Jared Taylor while Lee Chan collected the sailors’ weapons. “Rules are very simple: no one moves or tries anything and things stay fine. Do something stupid and someone gets hurt.”
“What the hell are you doing?” Eli demanded.
Troy McDowell, the Mavericks 4th in command, shrugged. “I think we’re borrowing a couple choppers and going SEAL hunting.”
“Cass, don’t do this,” Taylor ordered, reading her eyes. “Let me call Washington. Adam can sort this out.”
“That’s too late. By the time Adam and the President decide what to do, Ethan and the lads could be dead.” She backed toward the door with a look of apology. “I’m sorry but…they’re my friends and this stinks too much for me to let them die.”
West jerked his head toward the deck. “Don’t worry, Admiral. If at all possible, your aircraft will be returned.” He paused at the bulkhead door. “Oh, we’re jamming this, but I’m sure one of your sailors will let you out.”
“West!” Grant snapped, uncertain if he should be amused or angry. “You really think you’ll get away with this?”
“Probably not, Sean. At least you won’t have to worry about putting up with us any more.” The merc leader shrugged, then added, “They mean a lot to her and what the boss says goes.” He slammed the door with a bang while Troy and Lee blocked the handle with pipes.
“This won’t keep Taylor very long,” Lee remarked as they ran up to the flight deck.
“It won’t have to.” Cassidy reached the deck to find the ship’s on-deck crew locked in a shed and the rest of the Mavericks racing to two already-running Blackhawk helicopters.
Reese sat in the cockpit of the lead chopper, waiting for his team to board. When the door slammed shut, he spoke into his headset, “Does anyone care to tell me what in the hell we’re doing and, more to the point, why?”
“Tremayne’s team was out in the storm last night and now no one can raise them. Admiral Horton knew about it already but refused to send help so we’re…doing it.” West explained, turning to look at his employer. “I just hope they’re worth it.”
Cassidy didn’t reply. Instead, she dug in a duffel bag for a small metallic box. “Does anyone have a bloody clue what frequency Shaw uses on the SATCOM?” she asked, turning the box over to a mercenary.
Remy D’Arcy, a native of New Orleans, expertly handled the SATCOM device. “I got it. What makes you think Shaw’s on board the Liberty?” He typed numbers in to connect his device with the other.
“Shaw’s usually the only contact we have in the field. He’ll be on the Liberty.” Cassidy heard her headset switch to a different frequency and, seeing Remy nod, spoke into the mouthpiece. “Spook-1, this is your second worst nightmare calling. You listening or napping?”
She heard several Mavericks snickering, followed by a hiss on the SATCOM, then an incredulous voice.
“Who’s my main worst nightmare?” NSA agent Grady Shaw asked.
“Oh, I figure Adam Olsen, when Jared and Lightning Team get to a working radio,” Cassidy replied, rolling her eyes. “C’mon Grady, cut the chatter. The Navy boys on the Constellation are after us. What the bloody hell have you got Ethan into this time?”
“Oh, sweet Jesus, this can’t be good.” Shaw groaned, leaned back in his chair and ran fingers through his thinning hair. He shook his head as if the girl or the mercs could see him. “Do I want to know what you and those wonder boys of yours did?”
“No, now give,” she snapped.
“Short of it, the platoon got a job to look for a trawler believed to be carrying several hundred tons of pure uranium, drugs, and other illegal cargo. We had no clue what ship or even what nation it’s floating under. Last night, Tremayne and the boys went out to search, but the storm blew in.”
“Why the hell didn’t you call them back?” Cassidy demanded. “You knew how bad that storm was going to be.”
“No doubt, kid. The group was dropped off in two IBS boats. By the time we learned about that storm, it was too late. No chopper could get to them and back before it hit.”
West jumped in. “When did you lose contact?”
“The group separated to search for two targets. We lost contact with Ethan’s unit before the storm hit. I was on the radio with him when I heard a shot, then nothing. I haven’t been able to reach Chaning’s team since the storm.”
Cassidy swore. “Alright, give me the last coordinates for both teams and…Grady, see if you can’t buy us some time. Call Shaun or Steven if you need help. Just try to buy some time.”
“What in hell did you guys do?” the NSA man demanded, staring at a paper just handed to him. “You stole two Blackhawk’s? Horton wants the Liberty to send jets after you guys.”
“First off, we borrowed the choppers and second, tell him to go to hell. He refused to send help because he was ordered not to.” Cassidy replied. Seeing Remy look at his watch and knowing SATCOM transmissions could be traced, she cut the call short. “Got to go, Grady. I’ll call back soon.”
Shaw tried to cut in, but heard the link cut off and swore to himself.
Admiral Lawrence Miller watched him. “More bad news, I take it?”
“Oh, great news if you like a bunch of loose cannons with Presidential clearance running around with two borrowed Navy Blackhawk helicopters.” He, reached for the radio. “The President’s going to love this.”
*******
Chapter 2
“So do we have an idea where to look?” West split his unit up with one chopper going to one set of coordinates while his Blackhawk went to search the other. “Trying to find fifteen SEALS in the middle of the ocean will be like finding a flyspeck in black pepper."
Cassidy Marshall searched the ocean with telescopic sights of a rifle. “They have a beacon and we have the frequency. Reese, any luck?”
Multitasking, Fletcher was trying to fly low to the water without crashing, and keep an eye on the panels in front of him, as well as work the cloaking device. “The fact that I haven’t got us killed yet is luck, but picking up any signals — no.” He met his best friend’s eyes and acknowledged the grim truth.
With tension sparking from Cassidy, West wanted to prepare her. “The odds of finding them alive are slim, Cass. You have to accept that. No human being, not even a SEAL, could survive a storm like that.”
Ignoring him, she continued to watch for any signs of life in the miles of empty water.
“Eventually we’re going to have to face facts that Tremayne and the platoon are dead and return to ship.” West prepared himself for her anger.
“We turn back when I say.” With her chin jutted, she met and held his eyes. “And they aren’t dead until I see the bleedin’ bodies.”
A weak beep from the radio stopped West’s argument.
Remy’s fingers flew over the buttons to trace the signal. “Reese, 6.5 miles from us is the strongest reading,” Fletcher was already adjusting their course.
“We have bodies in the water,” McDowell announced when they reached the site.
“How many are there?” Cassidy asked.
“Not sure yet, luv,” the sandy haired Briton replied, jerking the zipper of his wetsuit up.
West opened the chopper door and nodded to his men. Already in wetsuits, Fletcher lowered them a few feet from the two inflatable rafts. Troy reached the men first. Some floated own their own and the raft held a few injured SEALS. He chose to ignore the zipped bag bobbing in the water.
“Hey, Sloan, need a lift?” he asked one of the floating SEALS.
Sloan O’Brien, the platoon medic, raised an eyebrow. “Damn! Getting rescued by Marines is insult enough, but rescued by you guys…?” In spite of his objection, the man swam around the raft to grasp the hand Troy offered.
“What’s your situation report?” Troy asked, eyeing the other men, seeing some he knew and some he didn’t.
A man he didn’t know replied. “The storm hit us hard. One killed and one seriously injured. Anything else is minor.”
“Our medic will see to those and we’ll get you back to the Liberty as soon as everyone’s on board,” Troy assured him, trying to place the man from files he’d glimpsed. He gave his report into the radio. “Aiden, we need to get these blokes outta the water. No life threatening injuries, just minor ones, but one death.”
Out of fifteen SEALs of First Platoon, they had rescued eight living and one dead. Including O’Brien, there were just three other SEALs the Mavericks knew.
Cassidy tried to pace in the small confines of the cabin as West and Remy helped waterlogged SEALs up the rope ladder. Someone stowed the black zippered bag from view.
“You’re not Navy. I can tell that already,” Lieutenant junior grade Logan Brookes, Bravo Squad leader, observed.
“No, not exactly, Lt. Brookes, but that’s a topic for a later time.” Cassidy spoke to him, but her gaze followed a Hispanic SEAL who was helped on board with his arm in a sling. His dark hair, flouting Navy regulations by its length, laid slick against his scalp in sopping clumps.
“Rafael?”
Rafael Chavez had been with the First Platoon since its founding and one who Cassidy had known the longest. A handsome man in his middle twenties, his eyes locked on hers and he smiled.
West waited until the last of the SEALs came on board, then sealed the door. “Got a mixture of Alpha and Bravo squads I see.” With a nod to Fletcher, the chopper started back to the Liberty. “We’re called Mavericks, Lieutenant. And as some of your men can attest to, we’ve worked with your outfit before.”
“Any word on the LT’s squad?” Kendall C. ‘Casey’ Gibson asked, batting Ira Weller’s probing fingers away from his wound.
Cassidy shook her head just when the second Blackhawk radioed.
“Aiden, we found the second site.” Lee Chan’s British accent sounded tight, a sure sign his next words were going to be bad.
West waited a beat before asking, “What else are you going to drop on me?”
“We have a raft shot full of holes and three bodies. No sign of the rest, either living or dead.”
“The bodies, we know them?” West asked.
“No.” Lee looked at the corpses his unit brought onto the hovering Blackhawk. “Probably SEALs, but none we knew. My guess is the bloody terrorists captured the others. We passed a ship on the way here.”
West made a quick decision before his leader could cut in. “Alright, pull back and meet us at the Liberty. Get the coordinates of that ship cause I figure we’ll be back.” Needing to determine that all the dead were SEALs, West asked the Lieutenant sitting across from him, “Did you have any other people out on this recon?”
Brookes shook his head, accepting the bottle of water handed to him. “No, but Ethan had extra men from another squad.”
Cassidy did quick mental calculations. “That leaves six still unaccounted for.”
“If they were dead, the bodies would have been left.” Casey replied, not caring for what that meant.
“So, they’re prisoners, then,” Rafael nodded, wincing as O’Brien rechecked his arm.
“Wonderful.” West rubbed his eyes. “First we get these guys back to ship, talk to Shaw, and see how much time we have. Let me talk to Shaun back in the States. If he can keep the Constellation and Lightning Team off our backs, then maybe we find Tremayne.”
“I will not leave those men!” Cassidy declared, eyes sparking, arms crossed. “Washington can go to hell! I’ve never left anyone behind and I won’t start now.”
West blew out a breath, trying to rein in his temper. He knew how she felt, but he also knew how much trouble they were asking for. “Damn it, Cassidy! We’ll be lucky if we aren’t arrested on sight as soon as we land on the Liberty. Trying another move this soon without any backup or authorization is slitting our own throats.”
Rafael Chavez, the sniper for Alpha Squad, coughed to break the tension. “I’m taking a wild guess. You guys shouldn’t be out here, should you?” His dark eyes locked onto Cassidy, knowing by her body language that something was wrong. “Cassidy Renee, what did you do?” he asked more firmly.
The British girl slowly looked around at the SEALs before finally meeting Rafael’s eyes. “We were on the Constellation when the call came in that you had been lost in the storm. Some bloke from Navy Intel had already been in touch with Horton, and he refused to send out any search parties… so we came.”
Brookes raised his eyebrows. “I can’t see a Navy Admiral lending two Blackhawks out to…whatever you guys are.”
As the Mavericks avoided that and Cassidy shifted, Casey finally read the signs and gaped. “Oh, my God, you stole two Navy helicopters?”
“Borrowed. We only borrowed them for a little while.” Cassidy corrected over Rafael’s groan.
“And you had the nerve to lecture us on some of the stunts we pulled,” he muttered, eyeing her warily. “Do I want to ask how exactly you got past the Navy to borrow these things?”
West coughed. “Doubt it.”
Brookes stared between them, getting a gut feeling that he should have stayed in the water. “Just who the hell are you people and what the hell kinds of clearances do you have?”
“Before this stunt, we had both Presidential and U.N. clearances along with diplomatic immunity,” West sighed, eyeing his friend. “After this, I doubt if we have anything but the Grace of God looking after us and, since we’re all atheists, that ain’t much.”
“The Liberty is coming up,” Fletcher called back. “So far they haven’t locked missiles or the big guns on us.”
“Shut up, Reese,” West snapped, catching his Magnum that Remy tossed to him. “No chances, so make sure your sidearms are ready.”
As Fletcher landed, he saw the other team had beaten them back. They stood on the flight deck, talking with Navy officers and Grady Shaw. “Lee and the boys aren’t in chains yet, so it could still be clear.” He shut down the engines and heard his best friend growl a curse at him.
Deckhands and medics rushed to help the injured SEALs as Shaw came over with a middle-aged man wearing Admiral’s stripes.
“Welcome back, Logan.” Shaw shook hands with Brookes, amused at the look he got.
Logan Brookes knew he needed to see that his men were taken care of, but his questions demanded immediate answers. “Can you explain what the hell is going on?”
The NSA man knew what he was referring to even before he looked up at West. “Get the others settled and meet me in the recreation room. I’ll have answers for you then,” Shaw replied, noticing that Cassidy seemed torn between wanting to follow the SEALs and hearing what he had to say.
Admiral William Miller eyed the two choppers and the young people he now had on his carrier. “I was just telling Grady that we don’t get enough interesting things here,” he remarked. “It’s odd that just when Horton loses two Navy choppers, my ship’s communication center develops a serious bug and can’t reply to his bellowing.”
West eyed the man, gauging his words. “I suppose those things can happen from time to time. Even the U.S. Navy can’t tell when things will break down.”
“Yep, and I figure my men won’t be able to fix that bug for quite some time. So if someone say…wanted to launch a couple misplaced birds to track down a ship, I sure wouldn’t be able to say anything about it.” Mischief filled Miller’s eyes. “You go with Grady while my boys wash these birds.”
As the Admiral went off whistling, the confused mercenaries looked to Grady Shaw who busted out laughing. “He thinks it’s great that someone took Horton down a notch.” He headed into the ship. “Let’s go talk.”
*******
Chapter 3
Shaw sat down in the ship’s rec room and raked the new arrivals with a critical eye. Not even the sight of some of them smeared in paint splatters lightened his mood. “You guys are in deep shit. Horton’s in a rage. Washington is incensed. Hell, even the President isn’t sure what to do with you. Olsen is spitting nails and it’s all I can do to keep his team outta this. What in the hell happened?” His jaws clenched. “None of you are this reckless.”
Before West could speak, Cassidy stood, her feet planted, her shoulders squared. She explained the sequence of events to Shaw and ended with, “That bastard Horton wasn’t going to do anything. By the time Olsen could’ve gotten around Navy Intel, it would’ve been too late.”
Shaw rubbed his face, glad she hadn’t killed anyone — yet. “Alright, I think I can buy some time since you did find Brooke’s team.” He sighed, tallying how many favors he’d need to pull in.
“I won’t abandon Ethan and the others.” Cassidy cut into his thoughts. “Aiden and the lads can stay out of it if they want to.”
“How’d I know you were going to say that? You sound too much like Tremayne to suit me.”
She smiled but her eyes remained firm. “No SEAL will ever be left behind on my watch. They’re my men, too.”
“Have you told Brookes who you are?” Shaw asked, knowing that she hadn’t.
Cassidy ran a finger down a map. “No, I don’t think he can handle having a woman as First platoon’s co-leader. I’ll tell him… just not yet.”
The NSA case officer hated that he couldn’t read West, so he reminded him, “Brookes doesn’t have enough men left to take on a ship full of terrorists.”
“We’re handling it,” West groused, kissing his life and career goodbye. “You just keep Taylor and Lightning Team off our backs.”
Shaw could have laughed aloud at that, but Lt. (J.G.) Logan Brookes entered the room, tight-lipped and grim. “Alright, Shaw, tell me what’s going on and how we’re going to them back.”
“Okay, ladies, here’s how it pans out. Since only three bodies have been recovered, it’s safe to assume the rest of the platoon has been captured on board the trawler Arcadia.” Shaw noticed that several SEALs cast wary looks at the Mavericks, wondering if they had the chops for this mission.
Jake Summers, the platoon scout, frowned. “That’s an odd name. What banner’s this ship flying under?”
“It doesn’t have a banner. It’s a Japanese ship that sailed from Cyprus. We believe terrorists commandeered it,” Shaw replied, adding, “We wanted it stopped before it reached port.”
“And of course only the 1st platoon could handle it.” Cassidy spoke, leaning against the back wall. The woman’s tone warned Shaw what would come next. It had been an old argument between them. “Doesn’t the NSA or CIA have any other black bag group they could sacrifice? Why is it always Ethan and the lads?” She pushed away from the wall and walked toward the NSA man. “Want to know offhand how many men your black ops have cost the platoon?”
Brookes didn’t know this strange British woman, except that she was connected to his unit. The too quiet tone and the look in her eyes unnerved him. “Chavez, O’Brien.” He called in the two men who knew something about these strangers.
Cassidy’s mood grew darker. “Let’s start with Syria. Simple job. Go in, blow up a town, get out, and make pick up. It was supposed to be a real bloody cake-walk.”
Shaw coughed. “Cass, this isn’t the time for…”
She jabbed a finger inches from his face. “That job cost Sully his life, and knocked Tex out of the SEALs. Two good men, my men, and they weren’t the only ones.” Her icy blue eyes locked on his. “You want me to name others? Do you?” When she didn’t get an answer, she spouted, “Keith! Scotty! Abe!…and now this! You sent them in with no information and four are dead — more, if I raid that boat and Ethan …” She cut off, refusing to think that. Leaning in, she glared directly into his eyes and hissed, “If any one of them is dead, you had better pray I die, too, because I will find you and…”
Needing to regain control, Brooke nodded to O’Brien who strode across the room. With a deft move, he lifted the woman and set her down a few feet back. “That’s enough of that, little skipper.” He spoke softly, but it cleared the roar in Cassidy’s mind.
“I’m fine!” she protested, then spoke to Shaw again. “Do you have any actual details, or am I flying blind as usual?”
Figuring it was finally safe to speak, Shaw cleared his throat. “We know that ship has a crew of one hundred, but it can house twice that many. We don’t know how many men are on board or if they’re all terrorists. The crew could be innocent, but then…” he shrugged. “You’ll have to use your own discretion.”
“What about prisoners?” West asked.
“Our priority is to take possession of the uranium. A prisoner would be fine, but don’t get killed if you can’t.”
Shaw knew that both the SEALs and the Mavericks worked better unencumbered with restrictions. Therefore, even though his superiors expected prisoners, he wasn’t going to distract them from their main goal.
“A stupid question, but do we have the green light for this?” Jace Adams asked. Adams was the platoon’s radio operator and took care of all their SATCOM transmissions.
Shaw hesitated, meeting Cassidy’s eyes. “Officially no, and that brings us to my statement of liability.”
“Uh-oh, here it comes.” Gibson slid lower in his chair and closed his green eyes. “The old deniability line that if we’re killed or captured, the United States will disavow any knowledge of our existence. Been there, done that.”
Laughter spread over the room. Even Shaw smiled briefly before waving for silence. “That’s usually the case, but…”
“This job’s illegal as hell,” Cassidy snapped. “I fully intend on finding those men, come hell or high water.
“My mates and I broke a few rules getting you guys, and we’ll probably break a few more before we’re done. This time it’s different, though.” She paused to look at each man. “Someone high up wants you guys to rot in the wind. Shaw can’t get an official green light to raid that boat. Any action taken is illegal and could be considered an act of war. Right now, you blokes are legal. But, if you choose to go on this mission and things go badly, you’re risking your careers, your freedom and your lives. We still have a few hours, so think it over because, once we move, there’s no turning back.” She paused for a moment. “Give them your usual speech, Shaw. You don’t need us for that.” Cassidy read Shaw’s concern, but ignored it to motion to West.
As Cassidy and the Mavericks left, an awkward silence filled the room until Shaw broke it. “Damn.”
*******
Chapter 4
U.S.S. Liberty Deck
Cassidy stared at the twilight sky as she stood on the flight deck, her thoughts a jumble of memory and planning.
After several minutes of silence, West spoke from off her shoulder. “We’re doing this alone.” It wasn’t a question, just a statement that he could feel from her mood.
“I can’t ask them to do this,” she sighed, not looking at him. “It’s illegal, with no promise of success. It’s too big a risk to ask of them.”
“Oh, but it is alright to ask it of us?” he countered.
Her gaze slid to look at his face, then returned to the water. “No,” she whispered. “I won’t ask it of you or the Mavericks either, Aiden. I made this choice and I’ll live or die by it.”
Not caring for that comment, West turned to go below. “Just make sure you’re certain they’re worth this, Cass. Make sure he’s worth the damn risk.”
After a long time of silence, she turned to go inside and ran right into the chest of Casey Gibson.
“I wondered if you weren’t planning on ditching the rest of us.” He held her arms to steady her.
Cassidy scowled, hating it when one of them snuck up on her. “Damn it, Gibson, what’s with you grabbing me tonight? And shouldn’t you be with the rest of your squad?”
“Yes, ma’am, but I thought I’d check on the CO. I know what a devious mind my co-commanding officer has.” He grinned at her. “You’re not going off with just the Mavericks are you, Cass?”
“No,” she replied, walking away from him. “I’m going by myself.”
Gibson blinked at that and swore under his breath, bolting after her. “Have you lost your mind?” he demanded. “You can’t seriously think about doing this alone.”
“I got the Mavericks into enough trouble already. And this is too illegal for SEALs.” She waited for his string of oaths to end, then added, “Trust me, Case. I know what I’m doing.”
“No doubt; but you can’t do it alone.” He sighed, going in search of his team.
Officer’s Cabins:
Cassidy entered a small cabin, sat down and rubbed her face. “I hate these choices…no choice at all.”
She finished hooking the Browning shoulder holster when the knock came. Expecting Aiden or one of the others, it surprised her to see Brookes on the other side.
“Lieutenant.” She stepped back so he could enter
Brooke stopped inside the door and studied her.
“Am I under inspection, lieutenant?” she asked mildly.
“What? No, I’m sorry. It’s just…you surprise me,” he admitted.
Shifting a curious look to him, Cassidy lifted a brow. “Care to explain that?”
“Your eyes are older than the rest of you.”
She checked the clip in the Browning Hi-Power and put it in the holster. “My eyes? Hell, you outta see my liver.” Pointing to a second chair, she sat down. “Can I help you with something?”
“Actually, since I’m officer in charge while Tremayne is…I mean, I told them I wanted to talk to you,” he stated.
“Rank hath its privileges.” Cassidy nodded, wincing as she heard her own words, and waved a hand. “Sorry.”
He nodded, watching as she shifted her shoulders like they ached. “Gibson says you plan on going after the squad alone.”
“Gibson!” she spit. Hesitating, she nodded, “Yes, that’s my plan.”
“Why?” he asked curiously, seeing her frown at him.
“My mates are in enough trouble and this is too illegal for the SEALs.” She was tired of explaining it. She just wanted it over with.
Brookes considered that. He also thought on what Chavez had told him about this woman. “You plan to take on a ship with an unknown amount of terrorists on board? Is that stupid or suicidal?”
Cassidy’s eyes narrowed at that. “Neither, just devoted. There shouldn’t be too many people on board. It would have been too hard to sneak that many on.”
“You don’t have a plan, do you?” he asked, knowing already.
“Yeah, I had one, just not for this action,” she shot back, and then sighed. “Look, Lieutenant, it’s not your problem…”
“That’s my commanding officer and squad out there.” Brookes barked, pulling the chair over to sit in front of her. “So how about we shelf the worry about our careers and toss the heroics? Maybe between all of us we can get the others out alive.”
Cassidy looked at him. “I can’t promise this will work.”
“You’ve worked with SEALs before. You know we don’t like promises. The only easy day to a SEAL was…”
“‘Yesterday’,” Cassidy smiled, remembering Ethan saying that to her. “Okay, Lieutenant, we’ll see what we can do.”
The J.G. for First platoon smiled. “Good, because if my talking didn’t work, Chavez said to tell you that he was calling his wife.” It surprised him to see the woman’s eyes narrow in thought.
“Fine! For that, on his daughter’s next birthday, I’m buying her that bloody set of drums.”
As Cassidy went out the door, yelling for Rafael Chavez, Brookes looked at West in the door. “Is this good?”
The merc leader thought about taking pity on the clueless man, but shrugged it off. “Oh, sure, it is. She’s been yelling at him since the platoon formed.”
When they got to the recreation room, they saw Cassidy shouting at Chavez while Gibson snickered close by.
Cassidy stood nose-to-chin with Chavez, her face red, her arms flailing, expletives filling the air. Her fearlessness at the man towering over her amused the onlookers. Even Chavez seemed amused… until she mentioned the drums. “You’re always buying Pilar too many gifts, but you’re not, let me repeat, not buying her drums! End of conversation.”
“You threatened to call your wife,” Cassidy retorted, ignoring the other men.
“You were being stupid, so of course I was going to call Sofia.” Chavez shrugged.
Gibson laughed. “See, I told you it was a stupid plan.”
“And you have a big mouth,” she snapped back, whirling to pin the SEAL with her glare. “How many of these new blokes know about your little interesting habits, Gibs?” she asked sweetly.
That shut the laughter off as Gibson paled. “Oh, c’mon chief, you wouldn’t dare.”
Cassidy’s smile turned wicked. “You mean they don’t know that you have a very obscure and strange fondness for…”
“Don’t worry, Lieutenant, they’re always like this.” West assured the man as Shaw hurried in. “Uh-oh, that’s his bad news look.”
“Uh-oh is right,” Shaw muttered, taking calming breaths. “I was able to pull strings and get the Constellation put on a course away from us, but a chopper already picked up Lightning Team. From what I can learn, they aren’t happy.”
West swore, knowing involvement by Jared Taylor’s team would mess things up. “How long until that chopper gets here?”
“You have about an hour.” Shaw glanced at his watch, adding, “Both choppers have been refueled and the gear is stowed. You need to move, and move now.”
“Work on getting some kind of clearance for this gig and keep them outta my hair.” West whistled sharply and saw several heads snap around. “Anybody going on this trek move now! Timetable was upped.”
The SEALs took the change of circumstances in stride and headed to the choppers. Cassidy looked at her friend’s blue eyes and guessed what happened.
“Have Shaun, he should be in his office at the Capital, contact Ethan’s dad. Between him and Shaun, they may get Olsen to recall Lightning Team." She saw doubt fill Shaw’s eyes.
“Marshall, be careful on this,” Shaw urged. “It stinks more than usual.”
The young woman paused at the bulkhead door to look back, considering the odds then gave the NSA man her best smile. “What could go wrong?”
Knowing he’d heard that tone and those words too often, Shaw shook his head and headed for the radio room to get clearance.
*******
Chapter 5
Aboard the lead Blackhawk, ten minutes later:
“The best way is to split up once we’re on board the ship.” West sighed from his place on the lead chopper, looking at the boat plans. “This thing is huge, but any hostages are probably below decks.”
Brookes had to agree. “We need to find them, call for pickup and scrap the rest. It’s the only way to reduce the risk of casualties.”
“I’ll put most of mine up front to distract the terrorists and send a few with your SEALs.” West wished he had more of his team.
“Aren’t they cute?” Cassidy sat on the bench seat and stretched her legs while looking at West and Brookes. “Just so adorable sitting there, planning the op.” Both men glanced up as she straightened. “Just remember one thing, this is my op.”
Brookes started to reply when O’Brien, the medic, laid a hand on his shoulder. “Let her go, sir,” he urged, watching the woman. “Trust her.”
Cassidy sighed, pulling her auburn hair back and under a black cap. “There is no bloody way in hell to approach and board her without them knowing it, so we’ll try a different way. Fast rappel while our ever present gunners give covering fire.”
“They could kill the hostages,” Darius Ford warned. The Bravo Squad’s Gunners Mate ran a hand across his rifle butt.
“Or us, as we rappel down,” Joe Carver, Alpha Squad’s Quartermaster, cut in and tightened his Nomex gloves.
Brookes began to speak, but stopped as Cassidy looked up.
“Both points are true,” she agreed, going on in a tone born of years dealing with Lightning Team. “But, we’re going to be on the ground and moving before these sorry lads realize what’s happening. Anymore questions, gentlemen?”
Several heads shook and Gibson grinned. “God, I have missed her.”
“Well, that being the case, Mr. Gibson is first man down with these handy new concussive smoke grenades. Everyone, have your masks on.” Cassidy smiled as Gibson sputtered. “Days like this, you miss Tex, don’t you?”
“You’re prettier, ma’am,” Gibson replied, pleased to see surprise in her eyes for once. “Don’t gawk, boys,” he snapped at his teammates.
Adams adjusted his mask and nodded toward the front. “She…got a… y’know… boyfriend, Case?”
Gibson paused to consider that before grinning. “Yeah, she does.” He waited a beat to drop the other shoe. “The skipper has that honor.”
That announcement caught the SEALs by surprise and McDowell laughed as he passed. “That was low, mate.”
“I figured I may as well stop ‘em now.” Gibson shrugged, feeling the chopper change its pitch. “It’s show time, boys. Suit up.” The Arcadia floated below them.
“Second unit wants to know if they go now or wait,” Reese Fletcher called from up front.
Looking down at the ship, West saw covered boxes on the old boat’s deck, but no movement. The lack of activity bothered him “We go down together,” he decided, pausing. “Reese, if anything happens, you and Kyle get your birds up and call for help from the carrier.”
As his best friend nodded, West looked at the assembled SEALs. “There’s still time to back out, boys.”
He got several laughs and snorts in response. “Yeah, like that would happen, Aiden,” O’Brien joked. He adjusted his weapons so they wouldn’t move, then slid open the door. “Are we going or what?”
Cassidy looked at their target again and nodded. “Go, Gibson!”
He threw off a quick salute, then went out a side door, his gloved hands sliding down the heavy ropes until his non-skid boots hit the deck. At the front of the ship, he saw several figures landing from the other chopper, but no hostiles. “So where the hell is everyone?”
Within seconds, all the warriors were on board, scrambling in different directions.
“Aiden, take the others and search here and on the bridge. We’ll go below.” Cassidy ordered into her lip mike.
West hesitated a second. “Keep in touch.” He nodded at several of his team to follow him.
Once split up, Brookes knew they would have to split again for speed. He saw how easily she gave orders and, much to his surprise, how quickly his SEALs responded. He touched her arm. “Take Chavez and a few others with you. We’ll start searching the cabins and the holds.”
Cassidy nodded, whistling lowly, and motioning to the men she wanted to follow her.
After twenty minutes, West scowled when they still hadn’t located any enemy agents. “This is wrong,” he muttered, eyes scanning for trouble when Bryden Young called him from the bridge. “You have news?”
“Yeah, but I don’t think you’ll like it.” The light haired Southern merc nodded toward to where their medic was swearing over a bleeding man. “That’s the ship’s captain.”
West could have guessed that. He could also tell by the amount of exposed intestines that the man was dying. “He do this or did the terrorists?”
The Maverick 3rd in command Chan, while of part Chinese descent, spoke Japanese and listened to the older man’s pained whispered words.
“He says he and the crew were hired without knowing what or who they were carrying. Within an hour of leaving port, armed men took control of the ship and killed many crew. They were supposed to meet another ship within a few days, but the encounter with the Americans upset everything.”
Chan paused as the man took a ragged breath before continuing. “The terrorists killed the rest of the crew except him when the helicopter flew over earlier. He locked himself in here and chose to die in his own way by committing seppuku.”
“That’s great, just great,” West swore. “Where are the Americans and what the hell happened to the terrorists?”
Chan asked the questions and frowned. “Oh, bloody hell,” he muttered, looking up. “Tremayne and the lads are in the hold with the bleedin’ uranium, and the bad guys are…” A burst of gunfire and explosives shook them before Chan finished, “…below decks and under those tarps.”
“I hate this!” West swore, worried that the SEALs had no idea the ‘crew’ would try to kill them. West was on the stairs leading to the main deck when his radio buzzed in his ear. “What? I’m kinda busy trying not to get killed here,” he snapped, expecting the voice of his second in command.
“You damn well better not get killed, you stupid, moronic, dimwitted idiot, because I want to be the one to kill you!”
“Ahh, God.” West squeezed his eyes shut, wondering who in the heavens had it in for him. “Grant.”
Sean Grant snarled into the mike as he paced in the small confines of their helicopter. Eli Schultz, Ramon Lopez and Evan Garrett looked on in amusement.
“Kid, I’ve seen you to do some really dumb stunts, but this last one has got to take the prize.” He yelled to be heard over the rotors. “Have you got any clue how much trouble you guys are in? And I don’t just mean with me!”
West didn’t have time to debate, ducking a bullet whizzing past his ear. “Can we have this discussion later, Grant? I'm more than a little busy here."
Listening to gunshots and explosions, Grant frowned. “Damn it, we’re twenty minutes from the trawler. Can you hold on that long?”
Whirling to fire his Magnum at a lunging dark skinned killer, West swore under his breath. “Do I have a choice?” he asked, and then caught himself. “No clearance, Grant. We got ourselves into this and we can…” a loud concussive blast knocked him down and out.
“West? What the hell happened?” Grant yelled again, swearing as he looked toward the cockpit. “Tell Fabrizio to push this thing, Jared! Those damn brats are going to get killed before I get a shot at ‘em.”
Hearing a low chuckle, Taylor looked down at his longtime friend and pilot, Luke Fabrizio.
“Yeah, but Grant doesn’t care about the kids or anything,” the former Mafia flyboy commented.
Taylor looked back as Grant yelled orders to his partners. “He cares, Luke. He cares. Twenty still our ETA?”
Fabrizio looked up with a grin on his tanned face. “For my best girl and her squad of hotshots, I can cut it to ten.” He hoped he sounded more confident than he felt.
*******
Chapter 6
Trawler Arcadia, upper deck:
Lee Chan had seen his leader fall and roll to his side. He didn’t see any blood and was relieved when his friend started to come around. “Enough is bloody well enough. Young, get to a good position and blast anything that moves that isn't one of us or a SEAL.” He switched frequencies to reach the SEALs below but only got static. "D’Arcy!”
“Yo!” Keeping his head down, the New Orleans native called back. “Messenger?” he guessed.
Chan smiled, pleased at his teammates. “Grab Bear and get below. Find Cassidy and the others and warn them.”
“Gotcha, boss.” D’Arcy looked next to him at a lean bronze-skinned dark eyed man. “Okay, Bear, here’s where we see if you’re as fast as Kirk. Keep up with me and don’t get killed.”
Jesse Tallbear wasn’t yet twenty-one, the age where one could become a full-fledged Maverick; in fact, he just turned nineteen. Tall, lean with the long legs of a runner, his slender build didn’t tell of his real strength.
Bear’s older brother Kirk had been a full-fledged founding member of the. When he had died in combat, it was in his will that Jesse be given a chance to follow in his footsteps. The younger man knew he had been accepted with caution and he wanted to prove it was the right choice.
Now he ran behind D’Arcy through a barrage of gunfire. D’Arcy hit the deck next to the door leading below, sliding behind a beam for cover, then looked for the boy.
Bear, he admitted, was as good as or, in some cases, better than Kirk. Quick on his feet, he seemed to guess where the bullets would strike. “Another Apache wonder.” He grinned as the boy dove next to him, not even breathing hard.
“Into the deep dark that is shadow?” Bear asked, nodding at the door and recalling a line from a book he’d read once.
“Oui, mon ami.” D’Arcy checked his semi-auto rifle and reached for the handle. “Oh, and, Bear?” He waited for those bright dark eyes to look his way. “We old men hate to be shown up, so anytime you run, try to appear to be out of breath, huh?”
Bear grinned wider and nodded, following his teammate into the dark corridor, where they heard gunfire. “That’s got to be trouble.”
“No kidding.” D’Arcy muttered.
Below Deck:
Things had seemed easy enough, perhaps too easy as the SEALs searched the cabins below deck.
“This makes no sense,” Gibson muttered, shifting his H&K MP-5 submachine gun on his shoulder. “Where the hell are these guys?”
“Maybe they jumped ship,” Carver suggested, eyes darting in search of a hidden enemy,
Cassidy Marshall stared at the MP-5 she carried. “If another ship or even a sub had been in the area, the Liberty would have picked it up. Either we have the wrong ship, which I doubt, or these blokes are VERY good at hiding.”
“Obviously, boss,” Chavez muttered, then stopped, cocked his head, and motioned to his teammates.
Cassidy and Gibson exchanged looks as Carver eased closer to a cabin they hadn’t searched yet.
“There are noises.” He looked around. “Anyone got any ideas?”
“Open the door?” Gibson rolled his eyes, reaching for the handle when Cassidy rapped his hand. “Huh?”
Something didn’t feel right. She motioned him to one side next to Carver while she and Chavez took the other side. A second later, she nodded to Carver who took a firm hold of the handle and jerked it open
“Come out, hands up!” he yelled.
A babble of voices came from inside, then the lone head of a dark skinned man appeared. “Americans!” he cried, dropping to his knees in the corridor as if in praise. “We are saved!”
While he cried and praised, his fellow crew in the cabin also yelled and shouted. Something still felt wrong.
Chavez watched the man with his long bushy hair, when something Shaw said clicked in his mind. “‘The boat sailed from Cyprus. Its crew was Japanese.’”
“Shit!” He brought his gun to bear on the men just as one pulled a handgun from beneath his shirt and aimed at Cassidy. “Down!” he yelled, firing into the man’s chest.
The sudden move didn’t startle the SEALs as Gibson had seen the man in the hall go for a knife.
“We have ringers!” he shouted, bringing the butt of his weapon down on the man’s head just as Carver fired his weapon.
At the first shot, armed men poured out of three other cabins.
“This hall is too close for us to fight in and live.” Cassidy looked around and saw what she wanted. “Down the corridor, if we can get to a larger space, we’ll be fine.”
“I love her confidence,” Carver muttered, fired two more short bursts and took off running. “Is she usually so bright and chipper in a firefight?”
Chavez spun and fired off another shot, catching a man in the face. “Sure, it was all her time around Keith. He got her into the metaphysical crap of good feelings in a fight mean good things.”
“Oh, don’t you dare start that crap,” Gibson muttered, glancing over his shoulder to see they still had company. “All through the damn Syrian job, he kept harping at me with that stuff.”
“And you were the only one to come out of that job without one bloody scratch,” Cassidy reminded him. “Keith said you had a strong and clear aura about you.”
Gibson rolled his eyes, but froze in step to bring his gun to bear at a side door as it slammed open. “Cass!”
The woman started to whirl when a huge arm caught her waist and lifted her.
“Nice to see you too, little skipper,” O’Brien muttered setting her down and letting loose a burst from his Alliant Bullpup rifle. “No time to chat. We have trouble.”
“We already have trouble, in case you didn’t notice,” Carver replied, wincing as a bullet went past his ear. “You didn’t have to bring more!”
Brookes hit the hallway with the rest of the troops behind. He slammed the door and looked around. “I’m guessing the hold?”
“Only choice. It’s big enough to have a decent chance until we get help from above,” she agreed, frowning when she noticed D’Arcy and Bear. “I don’t think I like seeing you here.”
“Boys are in huge fight up top so them getting down here is iffy,” D’Arcy replied, then added, “On a lighter note, we’re heading for the captured SEALs.”
Adams let out a sigh. “At least we got some good news.”
Cassidy’s expression pierced her man. “What else is there?”
“It’s also the same room with the uranium.” He winced when O’Brien slapped his head. “Hey, don’t kill the messenger.”
When they hit the hold, Ford groaned. “We have water in here.”
Cassidy gauged the water level. “It’s slow rising yet, so we have a chance to get them out. McDowell, check the map. There has to be another way out of this hold.”
As McDowell checked his wrist map, Brookes tapped his men to hold the terrorists from gaining entrance while the rest looked for their objectives.
“Hey, Cass, if we live through this, will you marry me?” Gibson asked, wading through water past his ankles.
Brookes started to tell his man to quit joking around but saw the woman already grinning.
“You have too many strange habits, Gibs,” she laughed. “I couldn’t let any husband of mine play in poker games for four days straight or start howling at the sky after a few drinks.”
O’Brien busted out laughing while he laid down covering fire. “We really should have had him de-hypnotized after that.”
“No, you and Lani shouldn’t have had him hypnotized in the first bloody place.” The young woman snapped back at him while she ignored the look Brookes gave her. “Ethan and Stern should have had both you shot for that.”
“Here.” Bear called from a door halfway down the hall. “It’s sealed.”
Cassidy swore, feeling the boat shake from an explosion. “Damn, what in the bloody hell are they doing up there?”
“Oh, did I mention Lightning Team was coming?” D’Arcy called over his shoulder and grinned at the swearing he heard in return.
Brookes brought them back on point. “It’s been sealed with a torch. It’ll take another torch to get us through and we don’t have time.” He saw her face tighten. “The water is rising faster.”
“McDowell, front and center!” she yelled for the Mavericks main demolition expert.
Leaving his current task, the sandy haired demo man hummed when he looked at the door. “Bloody thing is reinforced heavy duty steel. This door isn’t made to be opened when it’s been sealed,” he declared, feeling her eyes.
“I’m not asking what it’s made to do, mate. I’m asking if you can blow it without sinking us,” she replied.
A voice shouted from the corridor they had just left. “Americans you have sealed yourself into a tomb! Save yourselves the pain! Surrender! We will be merciful.”
“Yeah and I’m a little blue alien,” Adams returned, ducking. “Their aim is getting better.”
“Gibson, get up there and toss a couple frag grenades to keep them busy,” she ordered, then slapped McDowell’s arm. “I need it down.”
McDowell swore, but dug in his shoulder pack for explosives and wires. “Get back and I mean way back.”
The frag grenades Gibson tossed caused a rumble that had radios blasting with questions, but it stopped the shooting.
“What in the hell is going on down there?” West radioed from the deck, trying to think in six different ways.
“We have some very persistent bad guys and Gibson gave them a present.” Cassidy looked over her shoulder. “Aiden, we won’t be coming out the way we came into this room. Fletcher will have to take his chopper around to the other side.”
West looked on his map to see where they were and where they’d come out. “Did you fine Tremayne and the boys?” he asked, ignoring the yelling in his other ear.
“Yeah, but McDowell has to blow a door down.” She watched as he slapped several pounds of demo charges on the door.
A sputtering came in her ear. “If there’s uranium in that room, you can’t blow the door!” Schultz exclaimed from the Lighting Team chopper.
“Well, I have water seeping in already, so I figure blowing the door can’t make it worse. Do you?” she bit off, shutting the radio down.
Brookes saw her expression and guessed the cause. “Not happy with the cavalry?”
“I would be happier if it had been little green men from space,” she sighed, hearing McDowell shout to stay down.
After checking on the placement of the SEALs and his own boss, the sandy haired Briton said a quick prayer and pushed the button. A loud sound and a flash filled the hall and shook the whole boat.
“McDowell?” Chavez called. “You okay?”
“I bloody well better get a raise for this whole mess.” McDowell growled through the smoke, moving closer to inspect his work. Water seeped out the loose door. “Hey, Adams, c’mere and yank this monster off the rest of the way.”
Jace Adams had played high school football and had been on the fast track to the professionals until he joined the Navy. So the brawny SEAL had no trouble removing a half-exploded door.
Cassidy had to force herself not to charge into the room even as she felt McDowell’s hand on her arm.
Brookes shined his light into the room and swore. “O’Brien, get over here. The rest of you keep an eye on those doors.”
O’Brien shouldered his weapon as soon as he stepped through the door, swearing under his breath. The huge room was originally made to hold cargo. Now it held floating containers and several men tied to chairs.
McDowell, allowing the SEALs to care for their own, was most concerned with the containers. He took a small box from his pack and turned it on, instantly picking up a reading. “Background radiation is up, but not dangerous. None of the boxes have been punctured.”
Brookes acknowledged this news with a nod, allowing O’Brien to check one man at a time while he centered on Mike Chaning, the platoon chief, and the unit’s commanding officer, Ethan Tremayne.
“Okay, guys, time to wake up.” O’Brien spoke loudly, checking pulses and injuries, finding none life threatening. “The air in this place had all but run out, skippers.”
“Quiet, I have a hangover,” a low voice groaned from a turned over chair.
O’Brien laughed, pulling the chair upright. “Nah, but you’ll probably feel like you wrestled a dolphin.”
Rusty Kayayan forced his eyes to focus, spitting blood from his mouth. “Damn, you’re ugly, O’Brien.”
“Save a guy and get grief,” the red-haired medic returned, knowing he had to keep it light. He glanced down as more water rushed in. “We need these chains off now.”
Cassidy looked out the door at the others trading shots with the enemy. “Chavez!” she shouted. “Come here and play lock pick.”
Chavez paused at the door, then squeezed her shoulder. “You guys have caused us so much grief, it isn’t funny.” With a wink, he went to work freeing the hostages.
“Commander?” Brookes knelt in front of Tremayne, feeling for a pulse and not liking it.
Chaning winced as he rubbed his wrists, not trying to stand yet. “They worked him over the worst,” he explained, seeing Cassidy in the door. “He tried to deflect them from the rest of us.”
“That bloody well figures,” Cassidy muttered, fighting her urge to enter the room.
With voices around and fresh air coming in, consciousness returned to Tremayne and, like any true SEAL, he woke up swinging.
“LT!” O’Brien shouted, seeing his CO swing, and winced as Brookes took the blow on the side of his head.
*******
Chapter 7
Though unsure of his surroundings, Tremayne knew his men were in danger. He started to grab for a weapon when a foot stepped on the gun barrel.
“No, Ethan.”
The soft voice froze him. It didn’t belong here among the loud, cruel guttural voices wielding devices and fists that hurt. This new voice, this soft voice with the lilting accent…he knew it, but from where? Bewildered and impatient, he tugged on the rifle again.
“Ethan, stop and listen to me.” The foot remained on the gun. Someone knelt in front of him and touched his hands. “I know this is probably confusing for you, but you’re safe now.”
Jerking his hands away, he shielded his face with his arm, waiting for the blow to fall.
“No one is going to hurt you. Ethan?...Ethan?”
The soft voice, the voice that didn’t belong here, kept calling his name. If he could only remember who it belonged to. Risking a look, he squinted his glassy blue eyes and focused on the face.
“The rest of First Platoon is here, Ethan, and we’re going home,” the voice promised.
Ethan stared into those big blue eyes, the lashes fringed with tears and he let his hand rest on her face.
“Cassidy?” he whispered, then passed out, falling forward.
The British woman held him up as O’Brien swore. “He needs more medical help than I can give him here.”
Carver ran in. “The bad guys just got some help; we need to get outta here!”
Brookes had regained his feet, though he still shook his head. He glanced at Cassidy. “Do you have any ideas?”
“I might have one left,” she frowned, then spoke over her shoulder, “Gibson, toss another frag out there, then bar the door and get back here!” Seeing the unspoken questions, she explained, “We go out the back door and hope your ride is there.”
The grenade blast resonated, followed by the sound of feet.
“We have maybe ten minutes before they regroup,” Gibson reported surveying his rescued comrades. “How many can move on their own?”
“If I had my way, none of them,” O’Brien replied, and then sighed. “But we can’t carry them all. Kayayan for sure, Lani is iffy; Klein and Clay are shaky but can move. The Chief and the Skipper are a big fat no.”
“I sure as hell can move under my own power,” Chaning stood, ignoring his buzzing head. “It’ll take all of you to help Tremayne and cover our rear. Just give me a gun and…”
“Chief, even if you could go on your own, I wouldn’t give you a damn gun,” O’Brien barked.
“Enough!” Cassidy snapped, eyes bright. She’d perfected that whip-cracking tone by bossing around stubborn SEALs. “McDowell, get out that door and contact Fletcher. Tell him where the pick-up is and then cover it. Adams, grab Tremayne and get going. Put the injured in the middle and, Chaning, stop yelling and let someone help you.Gibson, up front and, Summers, cover the rear with that Bullpup you have. Does everyone have an order? Good, let’s go.”
“God, I have so missed her,” Gibson repeated, heading up the other set of stairs. The door behind them crashed in. “We have company!”
Cassidy swore, needing more time for that chopper. “Gibson, Carver, give me your grenades and then go!”
Both men paused to look at her. “You go and I’ll toss ‘em,” Gibson volunteered.
“I can handle it, mate,” she promised, seeing his concern. “Despite what certain people think, I know how to throw, so get going.”
“You better be right behind us,” he warned, then turned and ran for the steps, leading the wounded toward escape on Fletcher’s Blackhawk.
Cassidy took a deep breath when armed men enter the hall. With eerie certainty, she threw all four grenades in rapid succession before slamming the door and locking it from the outside.
Halfway to the evacuation site, she felt the blast. A few feet later, a bullet struck her lower back toward her hip. She went down, rolling, pulled her Browning and fired, pleased to hear a scream.
She swore when she heard the fight on top of the trawler still going on. This needed to end, and quickly, in order to get her people off the boat.
Struggling to her feet, hunched over in pain, she saw Fletcher’s chopper had enough space to hover near deck. “Aiden, pull back.”
West’s answer distorted briefly, then he came back in a clearer tone. “We still have shooters. They’ll pick the choppers off if…”
“Tell Fabrizio to strafe the front bow. He’s armored. We just need enough time for Reese to make his pick up. Get clear, Aiden.” Satisfied with that, she turned toward the chopper on deck. “Brookes, get those men on board ASAP, then take off!”
He turned to throw a look at her and frowned. “We’re almost ready to go.”
“Fletcher, get them on board and take off!” she commanded. “Do not, no matter what, turn around.”
Fletcher almost laughed into his radio. “Once I’m clear, why in the hell would I want to come…?” His words dried off as suspicion entered his mind. “Oh, shit.”
Cassidy helped Brookes get Lani on board the chopper. “We’re in,” Brookes nodded, but frowned when she jumped onto the boat. “What the…?”
“Cassidy, what the hell are you doing?” Chavez lunged toward the door of the Blackhawk.
“Lt. Brookes, do not let any of those men out of that chopper,” she snapped, eyes locking with his. “As co-commanding officer of First Platoon of S.E.A.L. Team Omega, I am ordering you out of this area ASAP.” She watched realization dawn in Brookes’ eyes at her status.
“I’m sorry, Rafael. Take care of Ethan and the other wounded.” She stepped further back, and then limped off while the chopper lifted skyward, dodging shots whizzing past it.
“Cassidy Renee, you’re wounded! Get back here!” Chavez yelled into the wind even as O’Brien and Adams grabbed his belt.
“You jump from this height, you’ll kill yourself,” the Platoon medic snapped
“Fletcher, you have to go back!” Gibson screamed through his headset to the other chopper. “We can’t leave her!”
“I’m under orders.” Bitterness filled Fletcher’s voice. "I can’t go back and neither can you.”
Brookes swore, jerking his cap off. “Damn it! Why the hell didn’t one of you tell me who she was?”
Chavez growled, “She didn’t want you to know yet. She said you wouldn’t take it too well.”
“I’m not taking this too well." he snapped.
“Kyle’s bird’s clear. He’s got the Mavericks with him,” West called through his radio as bullets clanged off the armored hull of the Eagle, Eagle Rock’s own super helicopter. He hated having to ride with Lightning Team, but Grant had pulled him on by his hair.
“Good, then get clear yourself, mate,” Cassidy ordered, firing the last round from her Browning Hi-Power at a shooter determined to put a hole in the chopper.
Catching something in her tone, West opened his mouth to speak when Schultz let out a shout.
“Holy jumping green cows! Cass is still down there!”
“Cassidy, what are you doing?” West demanded. Taylor came from the front with an outraged Grant behind him. “Hold on. Garret will toss the ladder down.”
Even from this distance, he could see his friend shake her head. “No good, mate. Someone on board needs to trigger the explosive charges Chavez and Summers planted and I’m the one with the remote. Now get going.”
“What in hell is she playing at?” Grant demanded, his blood running cold. “Jared, get her out of there!”
Fabrizio swore as a 7.62 rifle shot hit the bulletproof hull. “I can’t stay this close.”
West forced the words from his throat. “Don’t do this, Cass.”
“I started this mess, Aiden, and I told you that I’d live or die by that choice. It’s my choice to die here because I couldn’t stand losing everything else. Tell Ethan I’m sorry.”
Cassidy jerked her radio away, letting it drop to the deck.
“Come and get me, you bastards!” she screamed, deliberately pulling their attention away from the choppers. Shots pinged against metal and thudded into wood around her. She doubled over, keeping her profile low among the boxes on deck.
In an awkward step-hobble dance favoring her bleeding left hip, she reached the ship’s side away from the explosives. Footsteps clanging against metal stairs drew closer. Pulling herself onto the ship’s rail, she fumbled in her pocket for the detonator. A bullet split the air beside her ear and someone yelled a few feet behind her.
Shock collided with adrenalin and her trembling fingers almost dropped the detonator into the murky water. Catching it at the last second, she pushed it just as a hand grabbed for her shoulder.
She jerked free and dove into the ocean now reflecting flames and filled with flying shrapnel while explosions tore through the Arcadia.
The severity of the blasts made all three pilots fight to keep their birds in the air.
"Aiden, she ordered us not to go back,” Fletcher’s resigned voice reported to his leader. “What do I do?”
West still stared at the blazing ship sinking into the oil slick water. Ignoring everyone around him, his thoughts centered elsewhere. “Damn it!” he jerked his radio off.
“We have to go down. She could have…” Gibson cut off, eyes burning and not caring. “LT, we have to…”
Brookes met the pilot’s grim eyes, both understanding. “Head back to the Liberty, Fletcher. They’ll send out search squads.”
The Idaho native stared at his leader. “She’s hurt! We can’t leave her.”
“Even if she survived the blast, there’s no way choppers could get close enough with that blaze.” O’Brien spoke slowly, knowing his friend’s feelings. “We need to wait.”
Chaning leaned over to look out a window. “I’m not the one breaking this to Tremayne.”
*******
Chapter 8
The water boiled with the heat of the sinking trawler’s flames. Cassidy Marshall surfaced several feet from the wreckage, gulping for air and paddling away from the fire. Pleased that the demo charges worked, it took several minutes before she noticed the pain of her wounds.
Fighting to stay afloat, she hoped neither the boiling water nor flying shrapnel had punctured the single raft she freed from the side of the ship. The raft floated close by and she pulled herself inside, covering her head in the face of more explosions. When they ended, she flopped onto her back and forced her mind to concentrate on the immediate future.
A Navy salvage team can…get to the sealed hold and take out… She winced at the stabbing pain in her gut. …the uranium containers…. Realizing her mind had drifted, she fought to refocus. With the SEALs rescued, either Shaw or my two inside men in Washington should be able to get the Mavericks cleared of any wrong doing.
“You think it’s so simple?” a voice spoke.
Too weak from loss of blood and shock to lift her head, Cassidy opened one eye and frowned at the man sitting on the raft’s edge.
“You really think dying will erase all this?” he asked, clucking his tongue. “Cowardice really doesn’t suit you, Skipper.”
Reality phased in and out. Her back felt on fire, but the raft rolling in the waves soothed her. “Back talking me wasn’t your strong suit either, Dylan,” she murmured, staring at the night sky and praying the dizziness would pass.
Dylan Fuller had been a founding member of S.E.A.L. Team Omega until his death in combat. Now he sat on the raft, chuckling, his straw colored hair blowing in the cool wind. “What’re you gonna do, chief? Court martial me?” he teased, then grew serious. “I know what you did, Cass. We all do. This wasn’t your fault.”
“If I had stayed with the platoon, they wouldn’t have been caught in that storm,” she sighed. Lifting her head, she inspected the burns and blood on her right arm. “I had to save them.”
She felt Fuller push some hair off her face when he said, “You didn’t tell Rafe those charges were rigged to a remote device. You knew you would have to stay behind to work it. So, was it guilt or fear?”
Silence answered him even though she knew what he meant. The raft rolled with a swell and time passed as she allowed memories of the better times in her life flicker in her thoughts before she finally remembered the question. “It would have caused too much trouble if I had gone back. This way, Shaw can get the Mavericks cleared and the SEALs won’t be in the middle of any fight between me and Washington.”
“Got it all figured out, right? You planned it down to the last goddamn detail.” Fuller’s eyes held hers. “Except for one thing. Did you factor in Ethan’s reaction?”
Uncertainty flickered in her eyes and she tried to swallow at the specter’s next question. “Did you consider how the Skipper will take it when he learns the full outcome? Did you think of how he’ll feel when someone has to tell him you sacrificed yourself for them…for him?”
Cassidy forced her eyes closed, fighting tears of pain and guilt. “It’s best for him, Dylan,” she whispered, feeling the breeze pick up and seeing a light nearing. “If I die, then he isn’t forced to choose between me and his mother.” Her eyes opened wide, drinking in the inky firmament. “Oh, look, I can see Sully and the others…way over there.” She struggled to sit up. “Wait, guys! Wait for me!”
Dylan Fuller touched her hand. “It’s not time for you to come home yet.” She didn’t hear his last words or the sounds of the approaching helicopter. Darkness enveloped her.
In a Helicopter, scanning the area:
“We are so screwed.” A black man in his middle thirties kept muttering, his fingers white-knuckling on the seat’s armrest.
His companion, a young man with short blond hair and deep blue eyes looked away from the binoculars to glare at his friend. “Shut up, Shaun. We’ll find her.
Shaun Richardson had grown up in the projects of Chicago and spent his formative years as a thief.
His companion grew up in a wealthy military family, but Steven Michaelson had struck out early to make his own way. Now the youngest full Colonel in the Marines, he strived to make sure both sides of his life stayed sane.
On their way to the U.S.S. Liberty, the two best friends made a detour past the sunken trawler in hopes of seeing survivors.
As Michaelson glanced down at the water, he refocused the binoculars on a particular section and felt his heart freeze. “Cal!”
The pilot waved that he saw the object and picked up the homing beacon signal. As the chopper got close enough, two Marines in wetsuits went down the ladder and reached the raft.The first man to arrive thought the woman lying inside was already dead but, when he felt for a pulse, he laughed aloud.
“Tell those fools up there to lower a stretcher. Our girl’s still kicking.”
When the pilot passed word back to his two high ranking VIPs, Michaelson slumped on the seat. “She’s alive,” he whispered in relief, hearing Richardson release a breath. Both men wondered the same thing: How long would she live, considering the rumors in D.C.?
U.S.S. Liberty Infirmary
Once the three helicopters returned to the U.S.S. Liberty and the injured men went to the ship’s sickbay, all hell broke loose.
“I should break your face!” Grant yelled while a white smocked Navy doctor looked at a graze on West’s arm. “This stunt was…”
“…stupid, lame, dumb, harebrained.” West finished for him, voice expressionless as he sat, body and mind numb. “I’ve heard it all before.”
Grant started to explode but backed off when Grady Shaw entered.
“Cool it, Grant. As far as anyone can prove, Cassidy and the boys were working under my orders so, if you’ve got a beef with them, take it up with me, outside.” The NSA man didn’t mention just how many favors he had to call in to get that order in writing.
While Grant bellowed, Ira Weller and Sloan O’Brien tried to help the stressed out Navy doctors.
“Look, Tremayne, be reasonable about this and I’ll get you a cookie.” The medic, Weller used his most patient tone with the upset SEAL.
It hadn’t taken long for Tremayne to come around to consciousness. It took much longer to calm him down when he learned what had happened
“Leave it, Weller,” he snapped, wincing as a medic applied antibiotics to a wound on his back. “Get somebody to tell me again how in God’s name you let her do this.” The pain evident in his voice and eyes didn’t all come from his injuries. "I don't give a damn if she ordered you out or that you didn't know who she was. This squad has never left a member behind and the first time it did it should not have been…"
“None of us expected it, Tremayne,” Brookes spoke. “I take full responsibility.”
“No one takes responsibility for Cassidy but Cassidy, Brookes,” Tremayne replied, shaking his head. “She needs to care for everyone else but refuses to let anyone care for her.”
Still shrugging off the medics, Tremayne knew he shouldn't be taking all of his anger out on his men but the very thought that Cassidy had been left, essentially to die, just wasn't sitting well with him and he didn’t give a damn if he was showing emotions unbefitting an officer and a SEAL.
A shout caused heads to turn when Gibson skidded to a halt, ignoring the glares of the medics. “I was up with the Admiral when he got the call from the Marine Recon unit,” he gasped, eyes bright. “She’s alive! Hurt pretty badly, but alive.”
Later on:
Several hours passed before they heard anything else, despite Weller’s best attempts to threaten the Navy doctors.
Tremayne stayed in sickbay where most of his men had been restricted. While he knew his injuries were serious, he hated lying around. Cassidy had been in surgery for five hours and they wheeled her into a different section of sickbay, which bothered him.
“That is one lucky young lady.” A doctor spoke quietly to another as they walked through. “One bullet that close to her spine…and the other could have ripped her guts apart.”
The other man shook his head. “From what I hear, her troubles are just starting. Injuries not withstanding, a lot of powerful people want an example made of her and those boys.”
Ethan sighed, knowing he would do what he could to see his friends cleared, whatever the charges. He waited for both men to leave before getting up to go see his friend.
Cassidy lay in a bed surround by wires, looking smaller than he remembered. He knew she had suffered burns and bullet wounds, but her emotional wounds concerned him most. How would she handle the events to come?
“Oh, baby, what have you done?” he whispered, pulling a chair closer. He gently lifted one hand in his and swore he and his platoon would see this through with her.
The U.S.S. Liberty, sometime later:
“Olsen needs to call the dogs off or I get in touch with my man at the United Press and start to remember some things I shouldn’t.”
A mass a voices along with shooting pain brought Cassidy Marshall out of blissful oblivion. She recognized West’s voice and wondered who he was snarling at.
“It’s not that simple, Aiden,” Taylor countered. “You and I both know that.”
“Shaw got us cleared. There are no loopholes in his paperwork.” West lowered his voice to a harsh whisper. “I’ll be damned if they’ll haul her off in chains.”
She remembered more of recent events and forced her eyes open, needing to get her people out before they could be arrested. A dull, sick panic set in. Struggling to sit up, things got blurry and she gasped at the wave of pain. Determined to move, she threw one leg over the bed’s edge.
‘Hey now, whoa, little Skipper,” O’Brien soothed, catching the girl before she fell and easing her back on the bed. “You aren’t going anywhere.”
Cassidy grappled with him. “Have to get out…can’t let ‘em…”
The big man barked over his shoulder, “Kayayan, get the Skipper.”
Kayayan nodded and took off running to find his commanding officers.
“Cass, calm down,” West urged, shooting Taylor a look. “You’re safe.”
The British woman continued to struggle against O’Brien “Aiden…you can’t let them…we need to get out.”
“No one is taking you or the boys anywhere, Cass.” Tremayne’s voice cut through her panic.
Tremayne had been meeting with Shaw and Admiral Lawrence when Kayayan found him. Now he entered sickbay with his gaze centered on one bed, crossing over to sit on the bedside.
“It’s alright,” he promised, reaching to touch her face. “You’re safe here and I’m with you.”
Still unsure, the girl relaxed until Shaw walked in with men she didn’t know.
“Ethan?” Her hand tightened around his as West swore.
Taylor stepped into her sightline, his features grim but calm. “The SEALs are taking a different flight back to their base in Coronado,” he explained to her “You and the Mavericks will come back with the Team and me.”
“Prison, huh?” Her voice didn’t betray the fear in her heart.
“No, but some people do have questions,” Taylor replied, trying to reassure her.
Tremayne had fought against this and he planned to fight more as soon as he got back to base, even if it meant calling on his father to see what he could do.
“It’ll be okay, baby,” he whispered. “It’ll take a few days and then you can come out and yell at Gibson and the guys.”
She knew Ethan believed that, even though she knew better. “I love you,” she murmured.
Something in her tone worried Ethan, but a shout that the platoon’s flight would be leaving ended any further conversation.
“I’ll see you soon,” he promised from the door.
Cassidy’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “I doubt it, luv,” she whispered.
“It’ll be fine, Cass,” Taylor assured her, missing West rolling his eyes. “Olsen’s told me it’s a simple debriefing.”
West shot a dry look at his second in command. Both men knew that nothing was ever simple in the covert world of Washington, D.C. Cassidy had too many foes for this to be simple.
*******
Chapter 9
Coronado, Ca., U.S. Naval Base: One Month later:
“Ethan, not to second-guess you,” Lieutenant (j.g.) Logan Brookes began, slumped in a chair in Ethan’s office. “But are you sure you’re up to a full training schedule?”
The men of First Platoon had been training hard and fast for the past two weeks since Tremayne was given a clean bill of health.
Ethan eyed his second in command wryly, tossing him a bottle of water. “Get out of shape while I was laid up, Brookes?”
The other man snorted. “I just don’t think this is what the medics had in mind for you.”
“Maybe, but I need the activity to take my mind off of other things. I can’t get Shaw to call me back about Cassidy and I can’t reach her.” he hated to voice how much that worried him.
Brookes set his water down, sitting up straight. “Think we made a mistake by leaving her?”
“I think I made a huge mistake, pal. Orders were from too high up to ignore, though.” Tremayne muttered.
“You have a plan?” Brookes asked, figuring he didn’t.
Ethan considered his next words. “I have some time off coming so…I figure maybe I’ll head up to D.C.”
“Ah.” The lieutenant leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands behind his head. “I hear the Capitol’s pretty this time of year.”
“Yeah, it usually is.”
“It may be a good idea to make a trip east part of the training roster, have the boys brush up on their history and such.” A twinkle filled Brookes’ eyes.
Before Ethan could reply, a knock on his door sounded and Chaning stuck his head in. “Sorry to bust in, sirs, but Commander St. Clair wants you at his office as of yesterday.”
News that Commander James St. Clair, the platoon and Tremayne’s CO, wanted him did not fill Ethan with cheer. “Something just went seriously wrong,” he muttered and stood. “You may as well tag along.” He spoke to Brookes, but paused to look back at his Senior Chief. “Find out if Gibson has done anything wrong, illegal, or just annoying recently.”
Nearing headquarters, Ethan recognized a certain tension in the air. The black car with tinted windows and government plates didn’t inspire confidence either.
“Uh-oh,” both SEALs muttered in unison.
In the Commanders’ office, they realized the situation involved more than just the SEALs. In addition, beside St. Clair, they saw Shaw, Colonel Michaelson and a man neither SEAL knew.
“Come in, sit down and I’ll get out of the way.” St. Clair ushered his men in. He gave the stranger a hard look before excusing himself.
Ethan’s bad feeling got worse. St. Clair wasn’t a man easily cowed nor would he walk away concerning business with his team.
“Tremayne, Brookes, I’m glad you were here and not on training.” Shaw motioned to chairs while glaring at the man Tremayne didn’t recognize. “You know Col. Michaelson, and this is Adam Olsen. I’m sure you’ve heard of him.”
“He’s the top Justice Department agent and head liaison between the White House and the Special Operations Group,” the Colonel said, adding with more than a touch of sarcasm, “You could also call him Cassidy’s boss.”
Tremayne glanced at Olsen and his unlit pipe clenched in his teeth, then ignored his angry expression to focus on the NSA contact. “I’ve been trying to contact you, Shaw. I can’t reach Cass.”
Shaw sighed, sitting on the desk. “Yeah, I know. We can’t reach her either.”
Brookes looked up at that comment. “What do you mean? Where is she?”
“I honestly don’t know.” Shaw prepared himself for the impending outburst.
Ethan leaned forward in his chair, staring hard at all three men. “You told me she was just wanted for a short debriefing. That she and the boys were in the clear. What the hell happened?”
“That’s where she went at first, Tremayne,” Shaw replied, shrugging. “But then the kid started bleeding inside and ended up in Bethesda.”
“Cassidy’s injuries couldn’t take the stress and she collapsed. We put her in the hospital under guard.” Olsen winced when he saw the flash in the hardened SEAL’s eyes. “My people were placed with her to keep her safe.”
“The boss has a lot of enemies, both on our side and others,” Michaelson brooded. “This whole mess seemed too easy from the start.”
Tremayne’s mind refused to focus so Brookes spoke up. “So what the hell happened?”
“The Mavericks were deployed out of the country with another of Olsen’s teams. I got a call late one night that the hospital had been hit.” Shaw sounded disgusted. “It was professional. They took out Olsen’s people and Cassidy’s gone.”
“Look out,” Michaelson muttered, stepping out of the way of Tremayne’s temper.
Despite the fury Ethan felt, and the guilt and helplessness threatening to overwhelm him, when he could finally speak, the calm in his voice surprised him. “How long ago?” he asked, not seeing the cautious look Brookes gave him. “How long ago did this happen?”
“Two weeks,” Olsen answered.
Brookes slid lower in the chair, rubbing his face. “Oh, shit.”
Ethan leapt to his feet, unaware of his shaking hands, and roared, “Someone kidnapped Cassidy two weeks ago and this is the first you think to tell me about it?”
Olsen stiffened and drew his head back. “She’s a member of my group, Commander Tremayne and therefore my problem.” His shoulders slumped when he added, “But, despite my best efforts, all my sources have dried up.”
Shaw managed to get between the two men while Brookes took a hold of his leader’s shoulder.
“I know how you feel, Commander, but…”
“You don’t know anything about what I feel!” Ethan snapped back, pacing. “I told her she’d be safe and all the time she knew it was a damn lie. I should have listened to her.” He stopped in front of Olsen to ask, “Where is she?”
Olsen started to say they didn’t know when Shaw cut him off. “We believe in a remote place in Virginia. It used to be used as a safe house by Langley, but a few years ago it was written off.”
“Why?” Brookes asked, still keeping a firm hold of his friend.
Shaw’s grin looked sardonic. “The big joke in the spook business is everyone’s playing a different game. Rumors have been flying for at least a decade of a black op team out of Langley. They’d do jobs so black, no one else would touch.
“Michaelson was right when he said Cass had enemies. She and West’s people both have. It looks like some of them are trying to get rid of her.” Shaw glanced at Tremayne’s thunderous expression before adding, “This group is unofficial and doesn’t exist, but I have contacts who told me this was one big set-up.”
Ethan waved an impatient hand. “Later. Do you know where they’re at?”
“Yep, or I wouldn’t be here now.” Shaw laid blueprints and folders on the desk. “It’s a risky job, pulling an assault on U.S. soil against men who are technically U.S. agents.”
Just as the NSA man knew he would, Tremayne ignored the implied warning.
“She took risks to come after us. I’ll do no less, and you damn well know it,” Tremayne stated, then paused, “We’ll need weapons and gear. What about them?”
“Your weapons won’t be traceable back to the Navy or the SEALs,” Olsen told him. “In case you have to leave them behind.”
“Unless you leave a body behind, so don’t,” Shaw put in.
Tremayne picked up the plans. “Straight in and out, shoot and scoot, as the boys like to say. That’s our kind of job.”
“Finding out who’s the brain behind this stunt wouldn’t hurt either.” Shaw shrugged. “It’ll give me some weight if anyone starts screaming about this.”
“My first and top priority is finding Cassidy and getting her out safely. Then we’ll see what else we can find.” Ethan walked out without another word, Brookes following close behind.
“Can he do this job?” Olsen demanded. “Lightning Team…”
Shaw whirled and, in a rare show of anger, shoved a finger into the Fed’s chest. “It was your people who made this harder. Tremayne’s men are the best and I wouldn’t trust anybody else with this. Olsen, I’ll warn you now, if that girl has been hurt worse, you’d better pray to God Tremayne doesn’t come after you.”
S.E.A.L. Team Omega First Platoon Barracks:
“C’mon Chief, you know I’ll be good.” Casey Gibson tried to assure his chief that he wasn’t planning on anything wild or weird with this weekend pass. It wasn’t working.
Most of the 1st Platoon had just showered away that day’s dust and training sweat. Amid exchanging plans for the weekend, their C.O. walked in.
“Listen up, guys!” From his expression, the men knew immediately something was wrong.
“Problems, Skipper?” Ford asked.
Brookes had followed Ethan in and addressed the squads. “As of right now, all leaves are canceled. I want you packed and ready to move in two hours.”
Groans and muttered oaths came from the men.
“Oh, come on, Lieutenant, have a heart,” Summers pleaded. “I have a hot date lined up and if I cancel on her one more time, she’ll never speak to me again.”
“Chance you’ll have to take, Summers,” Brookes replied. “Our good friend, Mr. Shaw, has brought us another job.”
This time the groans included threats and various unkind words toward Grady Shaw.
“Last time Shaw gave us a job, we all ended up nearly glowing in the dark,” Carver retorted, sitting on his locker.
“Consider this an add-on to that last job,” Brookes replied, looking up as Ethan went into his office and closed the door.
Chief Chaning caught the tension. “What’s wrong?”
“We got a group of black bag spooks operating out of Virginia that we get to shut down,” Brookes told them.
This was certainly not their normal job. Others could handle this as well, if not better than the First Platoon, and they all knew it.
“Before one of you starts pointing out how this isn’t in our usual area…,” he took a second to look at each man, “…these men attacked, captured, and are holding Cassidy.”
Silence extended though the barracks until Gibson exploded. “Goddamn! I knew we shouldn’t have left her! I knew it!”
“Get packed. There’ll be plenty of time for that later,” Chaning ordered, then he and Brookes headed for the office.
“Tremayne?” Brookes hesitated. He had seen how much the British woman cared for his leader and now he could see how much Ethan returned those feelings. Emotions on missions could be deadly. “We need a plan.”
Ethan Tremayne nodded, pushing the folders over to his 2-IC and Chief.
“I want to say we’ll blaze right through that building and leave burning carcasses for the big shots to find,” he muttered.
“That’s your heart talking, not your head,” Chaning replied, knowing he needed to speak out. “You need a clear head for this, sir, or you’ll be not only a liability to yourself, but to your men and to Cassidy.”
“I know that, Chief.” Ethan sighed, pushing back in his chair. “We have the floor plan and security plans and how to disable them. It’s really a by-the-book, in-and-out job.”
“If you say so.” Brookes arched an eyebrow.
“You don’t have to tell me. I know, with a hostage, the risks triple, but I have to tell myself it’s by-the-book.”
Not only did Tremayne have an emotional stake in this, but so did Casey, Chavez, and O’Brien, the three-squad members who knew the woman well. Aware of the burden this imposed, Brookes shook away his worry. “We’ll study the plans in the air. Shaw said he’d have weapons and more information once we land.” Brookes laid a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “We’ll get her back.”
Tremayne smiled. “I know.” When Brookes left the office, Tremayne looked at the small snapshot in his hand, recalling when it had been taken.
A summer afternoon by the lake, a picnic basket and wine, and Cassidy sitting in the middle of the blue and white checked blanket, blowing kisses to the camera.
“Hang on, baby. I’m coming.”
*******
Chapter 10
Rural Virginia, twenty-four hours later:
“This is still a bad idea.” Congressman Shaun Richardson absently tapped a pen on the desk. He and his best friend waited in a rural Virginia warehouse and neither one liked it. Olsen still wants his spooks to do the job,” he added. “How exactly did we manage to keep them out of it?”
“Olsen screwed up. That’s how,” Steven Michaelson replied without halting his restless pacing. “He should have had men from Eagle’s Rock in the hospital with her, not some suits from the Justice Department. So he got outvoted this time.”
Richardson watched his friend pace. “The question is, can the SEALs do this job any better than the Team?”
“Shaw says so and I trust Tremayne, so we just have to hope so.” Michaelson glanced at his watch, scowling. “Where in the hell are they, though?”
A low chuckle made him look back and glare. “What’s so funny, Mr. Congressman?”
“You trust me?” Richardson asked.
“You’re my best friend, so I trust you with my life. I trust you not to cause a war in Congress, and I trust that you won’t go climbing buildings at 3:00 in the morning just to see if you can still do it.” Michaelson’s eyebrows pursed. “Why?”
Richardson leaned back in the chair to stretch. “The SEALs have been here for the last thirty minutes.”
“What?” Michaelson whirled as a side door opened. “I hate it when you do that.”
Ethan Tremayne raised a curious eyebrow at the black man. “My unit takes pride on making sure no one knows when we’re around, so can I ask how you knew?”
“I grew up on the streets, Commander, and I was a thief for the better part of my life. I learned early to spots cops and to know when I wasn’t alone.” Richardson grinned. “Your boys are good, but I’ve had the training to get around things like that.”
As the rest of First Platoon entered the warehouse, Michaelson met Tremayne’s grim eyes. “Still want to do this?”
The electric blue eyes turned cold. “We don’t leave anyone behind.”
“Is there any kind of clearance for this?” Chief Chaning asked, making sure the entire unit checked in.
“Officially, no, there isn’t.” Michaelson sat on the edge of the desk and studied the men. “Officially, First Platoon of S.E.A.L. Team Omega is on a job in Peru. There are documents to prove that if anyone starts to get too nosy.”
Richardson rolled his eyes; silently praying no one got that curious.
“What about weapons?” Chavez asked since the unit had left California without theirs.
The blond Marine waved a hand toward several wooden crates. “We think this should do. Your usual weapons with a few surprises thrown in.”
The SEALs went to work looking in the crates when Gibson let out a shout, holding up odd shaped gun. “There are more SAW guns here than we have at base.” He noticed it had been modified. SAW or Sub-Acoustic Weapon was a non-lethal rifle that used high impact sounds rather than bullets to knock out a foe.
“How’d you get all this stuff so fast…and from where?” Brookes asked, not sure that he wanted to know.
Michaelson grinned, waving hand. “Lieutenant, I am a Marine officer. I work with the best mercenaries in the world and know quite a few illegal gun dealers. Getting guns when I want has never been a problem for me.”
“Though in this case, Olsen supplied the gear. He has a wonder boy of a weapons geek. None of this is traceable,” Shaun put in, adding. “Besides, there is paperwork showing it was part of an assortment of weapons stolen from an armory in Kentucky three months ago.”
“Covering all the bases, right?” Ethan commented, allowing his boys to go through the gear as he, Brookes and Chaning concentrated on the details. “We have a rough plan on how to go in, but I have questions I need answered.”
“Shoot.” Michaelson expected this based on Tremayne’s reputation.
Tremayne took a deep breath. “What’s the rule on prisoners?” SEALs rarely took live captives unless directed to.
“Commander Tremayne, these are black op agents, the blackest ever known to exist — or not to exist, in this case. These men do not believe in rules of engagement,” Michaelson replied with a shake of his head. “If roles were reversed, they would not hesitate to kill you. As far as they go, your team is free to handle this as you would any terrorists. “However,” he reached behind him for a photo. “If at all possible, we would like this man alive.”
Ethan took the photo of a large man with a rugged face and long red hair. “Who is he?” he asked, passing it to his officers.
“Shamus Flynn is the head of this group and he would go a long way to cutting off any trouble this raid may cause.” Michaelson explained.
“What about cleanup?” Chaning asked. “Who will handle that if we leave prisoners?”
“Olsen will have a team waiting to clean up once your team pulls out,” Richardson answered. “There will also be a helicopter close to airlift you out, considering Cassidy’s need for medical help.”
Ethan refused to think on that and focused on another thing that bothered him. “If Olsen has the men and the authority, why is he backing off to let us handle it?”
“Olsen didn’t like it and still doesn’t, but he knows West can cause one hell of a scene, and he also knows he screwed up,” Michaelson replied. “Cassidy’s the third highest Justice Department agent, so who ever grabbed her pulled such an illegal op that no agency will want to claim it. However, Olsen screwed up by not having men from Eagle Rock with her. His people will offer back-up, but that’s it.”
“It’s your show, Commander Tremayne.” Richardson told him. “If you want out, you need to say so now.”
“I have never left one of my people behind.” Ethan declared, and then added in an unmistakable tone. “But, you better warn everyone involved in this that once we get her clear, Cassidy comes home with us. If she needs a hospital, it’ll be Balboa.”
Michaelson supposed he should have expected that. When he looked into the SEAL officer’s eyes, he decided to let Shaw and the President handle Tremayne’s demand.
“There’s a truck out back for you. When you’re ready, just click the remote and the chopper will come in,” Richardson finished, seeing the SEALs had already loaded the gear onto the truck.
“Alright, let’s get going. We want to be in position to strike early,” Chaning snapped to the men. “Klein, you drive. The Skipper will be up front and the rest of you had better have those weapons ready.”
Ethan paused before leaving. “How much trouble will you guys be in? Or Shaw or Olsen?”
“This group pulled an illegal op on the third top Justice agent in Wonderland. Olsen and Shaw can easily handle it if anyone starts whining,” Michaelson assured him, extending a hand. “Just get her out, Commander.”
“That’s the plan.” Tremayne returned, climbing into the truck cab just before it rumbled off into the night.
“What are the odds of them pulling this off?” Richardson asked as they watched the taillights disappear.
His friend considered before sighing. “Pulling it off is one thing. Finding Cass alive is the part that worries me.”
“Keeping the Eagle’s Rock boys out of this should be what’s concerning you.” Richardson knew no matter how much Olsen may have agreed to this, he would still be watching over their shoulders.
*******
Chapter 11
Rural Virginia, 1500 Hours
“The way the blueprints read, it’s a two story brick Colonial, but it has an underground section.” Lt. Brookes spoke through the window that separated the truck cab from the bed. “Realistically, they should have her downstairs.”
Tremayne looked over the plans and the security setup again. “There are supposed to be six men on patrol outside. We need to take them out first.”
Gibson broke off the internal debate about wearing night camo paint or a full mask in order to comment. “It’s good they included a few SAW guns, huh, boss?”
“I figure that’s why Shaw put ‘em on the list,” Tremayne agreed. “They probably have a generator for backup power. We’ll leave ‘em with lights, but kill the security systems for the inside. Shaw’s report says a computer in a shed next to the main building controls all the systems. Palmer, that’s your job.”
Mason Palmer, the unit’s main demo man, nodded. “Not a problem, sir.”
Chaning examined the floor plan again. “We’ll have to split up the squads to cover all three sections.”
Tremayne leaned forward, elbows on knees, and considered for the millionth time what they were about to do. Fifteen men to cover three floors and an unclear number of foes presented no unusual problem for his platoon…except these foes weren’t usual. Once they realized they were under attack, they’d kill their hostage.
Breaking his reverie, he straightened. “We’ll let Olsen’s men handle the outside once we go in. Brookes, take Chavez, Gibson, Summers and O’Brien and hit the basement. We need to secure that area first. I’ll have Ford, Carver, Robson, and Kayayan with me on the first floor. Chief, you’ll take Klein, Palmer, Adams and Lani and secure the second floor. Other than the man we want alive, everyone else is open. If you have a live one, secure them for the cleanup crew. Any questions?”
The truck rumbled down the road a while before Chavez voiced one. “What if Cassidy’s…I mean, what if it’s too late?”
Brookes saw his leader’s eyes, already grim, go dark and dangerous.
“If she’s dead, Chavez, we take her body out and then we raze this goddamn place to the ground.” Ethan felt the truck slow down. “We’re here.”
The SEALs wore night black combat clothes complete with full masks, weapons secured so they wouldn’t make noise.
Brookes motioned the men into teams so they could approach the house from three different directions. “Use SAWs on the guards and hide the bodies,” he whispered into the Motorola radios they all had. “Signal when you’re in place.”
Casey gave a mock salute then turned serious as he started out for the position his team was scheduled to have.
Normally laid back and jovial, he could be serious when he needed to be and while every mission was serious, he took this one especially so.
While technically and officially, Cassidy Marshall was First Platoon’s co-commander and could be, at times, harder on them then Tremayne.
She had covered for him on more times than he could recall and had stood up for the platoon more than she had needed to.
The SEALs were a family that looked after one another, Cassidy was one of them no matter what anyone said, and Gibson was determined to bring her back.
While they waited for the teams to check in, Ethan tried to center on the here and now, but his thoughts kept trailing back to his memories.
The first time he met the British woman he had just been assigned to be the commanding officer of S.E.A.L. Team Omega’s First platoon. The Annapolis graduate, used to following regulations, found himself in a unit that disregarded rules.
Cassidy had been on special assignment with the platoon when he came on board and she had stayed to make sure the shift of power went smoothly.
They spent days dancing around each other, her presence sending sparks down his arms and through his chest. It didn’t matter where, either — the rifle range, gym, on training exercises.
One evening, ready to head home, he crossed the parking lot and found her parked beside him, fumbling for her keys. They hit the pavement and bounced underneath his truck. He dropped to his knees and retrieved them, holding them up to her.
“Here.”
“Thanks.” Instead of taking the keys, she took his hands and pulled him to his feet. “I get nervous when a man gets on his knees like that. Looks too much like a proposal.”
Tremayne dusted his khakis and grinned. “Skittish, huh?”
“Oh, like you’re not?” She tilted her head, teasing him.
“Me? I’m not afraid of anything.”
“Really?” She grabbed his collar in both hands and pulled him to her, inches from her face. Moving her mouth close to his, she whispered, “Scared yet?”
His grin faded; his eyes changed to deep blue; the wall he’d built so carefully crashed. “To death,” he whispered back, then leaned in and kissed her soft, enticing lips.
“That’s the signal. All units are in place and Palmer is waiting your word,” Brookes spoke softly, looking over. “Tremayne?”
Ethan shook himself out of the past, swearing silently. “He’s got it. We go on your count, Chief.”
Listening, it seemed to take a lifetime before the security shed exploded. Chaning brought his arm down. “Go! Go! Go!”
The SEALs leapt out of the darkness and took the agents by surprise.
Another team a few miles out heard the explosion.
“Well, it’s started.” A black-suited agent spoke.
The agents were a specially created top-secret covert agency that answered to only the President. Normally, this would have been their assignment. This night, though, they were the reserves.
Duke Chambers, a former Green Beret and head of security for Eagle’s Rock, leaned back in the van’s front seat and closed his eyes. “God help those stupid sons of bitches if the kid’s hurt. Those Navy boys are playing for keeps.”
CIA Safehouse, rural Virginia: 1700 Hours
“Team one, get going!” Tremayne snapped into his microphone, bringing his Alliant Bullpup to bear on a pair of men approaching with submachine guns.
The unit led by Brookes split from the main attack force as soon as they hit the house. “Summers, find that door to the basement. O’Brien, cover the rear, and someone find us a prisoner to talk to.”
“We need to clear the top floor to keep anymore from joining the parties downstairs,” Chaning told his men, taking the side stairs to the second floor two at a time. “Adams, toss a couple flash grenades. Lani and Klein, get ready to deal with anyone who comes your way. Palmer, nobody goes down those steps. Lani, you have this set. Go.”
Once orders were given, the SEALs reacted with practiced skill and launched The blast woke men upstairs, sending them scrambling into the hall and straight into armed SEALs.
“Clear these rooms!” Chaning snapped.
Downstairs, Ford charged into the living room and dove behind the couch as a burst of auto fire shot his way.
“Don’t know who you cowboys think you are, but you sure made a mistake coming here,” an arrogant male voice shouted.
Yeah, I bet. Ford thought to himself, staying low as he crawled behind the couch.
“You good ole boys don’t have the guts to take on real black ops men,” the man went on, shooting another burst off. “The old man must be desperate to send his wet behind the ears kiddie squad in. Grant’s team too busy to be bothered or just scared of us?”
Ford blinked, understanding as a voice came in his ear.
“This yo-yo thinks we’re Olsen’s outfit,” Carver said. “You cool, Ford?”
A tsk sounded which meant his teammate was safe but didn’t want to reveal his location.
“Fine, stay low. Robson’s about to send this guy a present.” Carver nodded to the skinny black man next to him. “The yo-yo is behind that little wall he made with the desk and end table. Can you land it in one?”
Robson rolled his eyes while cracking open the chamber of his Bullpup and inserting a 20mm explosive round.
“Can Gibs still break glass while singing?” he returned, whirling around the doorframe and launching the round.
The 20mm shell landed next to the loudmouth man who screamed, scrambling over his barricade just as it exploded. The blast sent the man flying, on fire. He hit the floor, writhing to extinguish the flames.
Carver placed the barrel of his H&K MP-5 in the man’s face. “You have a shot at living. Where’s the girl you’re holding?”
The man panted as his clothes and skin smoldered. “Go look for yourself, Chinaman,” he spat, bleeding from the mouth. “Better yet, save yourself the trouble…not much left to find.”
“Hey, guys!” Kayayan shouted from the doorway. “The Skipper has lost it! The Flynn guy the Feds wanted alive said something to set him off.”
Carver swore, running from the living room and shooting another man. “Finish these bastards and yell for the Chief!” he told them as he went in the direction Kayayan indicated.
The upstairs team went to the next room. “These guys sure liked their vices,” Klein remarked, moving bags of cocaine with his gun barrel. The fight upstairs hadn’t lasted long and several men had been tied and knocked out. Now they were just searching for any evidence.
“They’ve got drugs, beer, and women, not very professional,” Adams agreed, opening a drawer full of Playboy magazines. A Polaroid photo caught his eye. “Oh damn,” he breathed, holding it out to Klein.
“We’ll be lucky if he doesn’t kill someone.” Perry was grim when they heard Robson calling over the radios.
“Chief, we need you on the first floor! The Skipper’s lost his cool!”
Chaning had been tying their last prisoner when he got the message. “Get downstairs and help the others!” he snapped, knowing this had been bound to happen even before Adams passed him the photo.
*******
Chapter 12
Inside the CIA target, safehouse:
While his men went on a room-to-room search, Tremayne stepped into a den, looking for evidence.
“Your lot is too by-the-book to be the old man’s boys. Besides, if you were Olsen’s do-gooders, there’d be choppers buzzing overhead.” The heavy Irish brogue sent Ethan whirling, his Bullpup aimed at Shamus Flynn. The red-haired Irishman dwarfed the desk; his heavily muscled limbs overflowed his chair. Barrel chested and thick necked, he appeared smug and unconcerned. My lads are the best in this business, but you’re going through them like water.”
“What are they best at, Flynn? Killing old women and children? Assassinating people? Kidnapping?" Tremayne didn’t lower his weapon.
“We’re best at winning, boyo.” Flynn studied him. “No, since you’re none of the above, I’d guess you and your lads are SEALs— looking for something in particular.”
“It doesn’t matter what we are. You and your rabid dogs are finished.”
“Rabid dogs, you say?” Flynn leaned back in his chair and laughed. “Such a brilliant phrase, but then you’ve always been a bright lad, haven’t you, Ethan Tremayne?”
When the SEAL made no comment, Flynn opened a folder in his hand. “Oh, I know who you are, laddie and I know you and your outfit are here looking for Olsen’s pretty little girl. Don’t be so surprised. Since my backer said SEALs would show up, I wanted to be prepared.”
Tremayne fought down the sick feeling in his gut “Where is she?” he demanded, fighting to keep his voice steady.
Ignoring the question, Flynn went on, pressing the fingertips of both hands together. “I know your type, Commander Tremayne. Raised in a wealthy Kentucky family, educated at Annapolis, joined the Navy and then the SEALs. All this to prove a point to your folks and to control of your life and emotions. Then along comes a sadistic bloke like myself. I tell you how pretty your girlfriend was. Notice the past tense, mate? I say how much fun my lads had with her. Though I’m sure you know how soft that near perfect skin was, how she’d whimper your name while I was with her, how she’d scream as we’d…play.”
Flynn clucked his tongue and tossed the folder on the floor, scattering photos at Tremayne’s feet. “Girl’s tough. She held out through the drugs, the beatings, and torture. Oh, she screamed, but that wasn’t what I wanted. No, I wanted her broken.”
Tremayne glanced at the photos and felt his heartbeat slow. A rage, so hot it blistered his lungs, began to rise from his gut. He could barely hear Flynn over a roar filling his ears.
“Wasn’t ‘til I took her that I got what I wanted. First time, despite the drugs and injuries, she fought me. That, mate, is satisfaction. Winning a hard fought battle it was when I finally forced her to open for me. So tight and hot she was that I took her three times and then, because she still had a little fight in her, I rolled her over and took her for what she really was.”
Flynn met Tremayne’s disgust-filled eyes as he waited a beat. “I took her like the bitch she is and then gave her to my lads to play with. I figure, after I beat the hell out of you and before I slit your throat, I’d drag your carcass downstairs and let you watch while I rape your woman in front of…”
Tremayne’s self-control snapped. In one lightning move, he tossed the gun down and lunged straight for the jugular, his only focus to choke the life out of that twisted bastard.
Flynn sidestepped the move and brought his massive elbow down on the SEAL’s back, driving him to the floor.
“Shame on you, laddie, for getting so distracted.” Flynn taunted, kicking the Bullpup away and reaching down to pull his dazed opponent to his feet. “This’ll be easier than I thought.”
Tremayne smashed his forehead against Flynn’s. It caused him one hell of a headache but it broke the hold and allowed him to grab the Irishman’s arm and throw him over in a classic judo throw.
He let the images and words fuel him. Tremayne didn’t recall driving Flynn down to the floor with a swift knee in the stomach. His fists flew, sending punch after bloody punch, while grunts left his throat with each swing.
“Oh, sweet Jesus, this doesn’t look good.” Chaning stepped into the room and stopped, looking at the carnage. Broken furniture and sickening photos littered the plush carpet. In the middle of it all, his commanding officer, normally composed in a fight, sat on a man they needed alive, pummeling him to death.
“Sir?” he called. “Commander, are you listening?”
“Get out!” Ethan snapped.
Chaning bent down to pick up the photos, tossing them in the fire that was burning in the stone fireplace across the room. “Adams, Ford! Get in here and help me stop this.”
“Hey, Skipper!” Ford called as he and Adams took a firm hold of Tremayne’s shoulders and pulled him off Flynn. “Cool it, you’ll kill him.”
“Let go!” He jerked loose and shrugged his shoulders to straighten his shirt.
Chaning noticed Flynn’s broken nose and other broken bones, along with heavy bruises. “Carver, secure him and get Robson to guard him.” He looked at Tremayne. “You calm now?”
Tremayne didn’t feel calm. He still felt like killing the son of a bitch lying on the floor. “No, but it’s as close as I’ll be for a long time.” He looked around. “Has Brookes called in yet?”
His Senior Chief started to reply when Summers ran in. “The radios don’t work in the basement. Skipper, we need you.”
For a brief second he hesitated, not sure he wanted to face it, then swallowed and went out.
“Hey,” Chaning caught Summer’s arm and pointed to the bloodied Flynn. “He did that with his bare hands. Now, is what you found downstairs going to set him off like this again — or worse?”
Summer looked at the beaten man, then back at his Chief. “Worse.”
“Shit,” Chaning swore. “One of you guys radio that chopper and get those cleanup crews in here, ASAP,” he snapped, heading for the basement at a run.
Basement:
Knowing their detail was the most dangerous, Summers used caution when he found the basement door and jerked it open. He took a smoke and a flash grenade from his webbing, pulled the pins, then lobbed them down the stairs. “Fire in the hole!” he shouted, holding the door closed as the blasts went off.
“Well, that should wake ‘em up,” Gibson grinned, adjusting his mask before going down the steps. He pulled the trigger to take out the knee of one man grabbing for his weapon.
“Summers, stay by the steps,” Lieutenant Brookes ordered, walking into the hall and frowning at the row of doors. “Look for anything they’d use for cells.”
A door two down from them opened and a man in a lab coat came out, coughing. He froze when he saw the SEALs. “Don’t shoot!” he pleaded, dropping to his knees. “I…didn’t do anything!”
“Why don’t I like the sound of that?” Chavez muttered, covering the man.
O’Brien looked in the room and lifted the shaking man by the shirtfront. “So, are you a mad scientist or just into torture for kicks?”
“Look, I…was only following orders.” The skinny, balding man paled in the face of the dangerous and angry men. “You know orders. If I didn’t do what they said, they would have killed me.”
“Depending on what you did, we may kill you,” Gibson snapped, nudging the man’s ribs with the muzzle of his H&K MP-5 submachine gun. “What did you do, Doc?”
The man considered his chances, then sagged. “I didn’t want to hurt her, but I had to.”
Brookes swore and saw his men tense. “The woman, where is she?”
“Talk, little man, or I recall anatomy class real fast.” O’Brien shook the man again.
A trembling hand pointed down the hall. “Last room, but it’s too late. He took the rest of the drugs to kill her.”
“Gibs, Chavez, go!” Brookes snapped as O’Brien bound the man. “Summers, find Tremayne.”
As their scout took off running, Gibson and Chavez had already reached the door they needed. Chavez didn’t wait to try the knob; he shot the handle off, then his teammate kicked the door in.
“Freeze!” Gibson snapped at a uniformed man leaning over the bed.
The soldier whirled with a syringe in one hand and pistol in the other, surprise and anger showing on his face. Gibson raised his MP-5 and emptied the entire clip into the man, stitching him from stomach to head. The full burst tossed the man over the bed, where he slid down the wall, leaving a bloodstained streak behind him.
Gibson crossed the room to check the man, when the insignia on his shirt collar caught his eye and froze him. “Holy hell, Rafe, this guy was…” He had turned to look at his teammate, but caught himself and stared. “Oh, my God, what did they...?”
“Go get O’Brien and the Lieutenant.” Chavez ordered him, forcing himself to stay calm. The sight in the small room froze him as soon as he had entered. It contained only a double bed and, on the other side, a wall of chains with carts of various tools. At the sight of the bed, his stomach dropped to his boots.
Ever since Chavez had known Cassidy Marshall, she had seemed like a little sister to him, despite her temper and abilities. He, like the rest of the platoon, doted on her. He had seen her injured; he had seen her angry and scared, but this…Tied, spread-eagled and naked, to the bedrails, she was pale, covered in blood and bruises. He swore between his teeth as he sat on the edge of the bed and, with his knife, began to cut her ropes.
“O’Brien?” He finished removing the ropes and...his mind blanked, unable to handle his rage.
The Scottish/American medic didn’t need any closer look to know they were in deep trouble. He grabbed a sheet lying on the floor and wrapped it around her.
“She’s alive, but barely. Deep shock, bad burns and...” It surprised him that his hands shook.
He had handled wounded and dying teammates before. “We need to get her…oh shit,” he swore, seeing her eyes flicker. “She’s coming around. I wanted her to stay asleep ‘til we got her out of here.”
The woman whimpered at the voices near her and the hands on her. “…please…not again.”
The whimper made Chavez boil, but he kept his voice soft as he brushed her hair back. “No, boss, you’re safe.” He swallowed his fear and anger when her swollen eyes opened. She didn’t recognize him and pulled away in terror.
Brookes stood in the doorway. “Can we move her?” he asked, blocking Gibson from going back in.
“No choice. She needs more help then I can do here,” O’Brien replied. “But, from the corpse over there, going to Bethesda is a bad idea, boss.”
“Why can’t I go in?” Gibson demanded, almost like a pouting child. “She’s my friend.”
Brookes started to snap something when he saw Tremayne behind Gibson and read the waves of anger radiating off him.
“How bad?” Tremayne didn’t stop for an answer, but walked into the room to see for himself.
“From what little I can see and can guess, we’re talking broken or fractured ribs, burns in several places, multiple contusions, infected lacerations and…” The medic stopped, wondering if it was wise to continue.
“I know she was raped,” Tremayne told him. “The bastard bragged about it.”
The tone made Brookes wary and he could see O’Brien ready to intervene as Tremayne neared the bed.
The photos upstairs were seared into his brain and he thought he knew what to expect. Seeing her huddled in the corner of the filthy bed, covered by an even filthier sheet, and her face a map of abuse made his knees buckle and his stomach revolt. Tremayne knelt next to the bed, tracing his fingers along the bruises and marks on her throat while his eyes burned with unshed tears. “Cassidy, sweetheart, can you hear me? We need to leave now. You’re safe and I swear I am not leaving your side again.” He stood and gathered her in his arms.
Cassidy was drugged and disoriented, scared and confused. They had tried to make her believe things before and she refused to trust the illusions again. Her ragged scream jolted the men, but Chavez caught her hand and held it while tucking the sheet around her.
“Calm down, Cass. It’s Ethan. You know he won’t hurt you.” Chavez spoke normally, easing her hand to rest on Tremayne’s chest. It took several long moments before the woman relaxed and let her head fall on his shoulder.
“…Eth?”
He kissed the top of her head. “Sshh, sleep now. We’ll be home soon.”
The response went unheard as the SEALs moved slowly with Jake in the lead, meeting Chaning on the way down.
“Chopper’s out front and the cleanup crews are arriving,” he announced, swearing at the sight of Cassidy.
Tremayne nodded, allowing his two senior officers to handle regrouping the SEALs.
“Sweet Mary, what is that?” Kayayan asked when he saw the helicopter waiting for them.
The refashioned Sea Stallion had been overhauled; the side door was already open so the SEALs tossed in their gear, then themselves.
Tremayne hesitated on handing Cassidy to O’Brien but did so without jarring the sleeping woman.
Before entering the Sea Stallion, he looked behind him as several vans arrived. He would let Shaw deal with this part. He boarded, only wanting to get his woman somewhere safe. However, to do that required convincing the pilot not to go to the prearranged place.
When Lani let out a yelp, he looked to see what alarmed his man.
“Hey, this isn’t the way to Maryland.”
Tremayne and Brookes exchanged looks, then pulled and cocked their guns. A laugh from the cockpit stopped them.
“The Boss said a SEAL couldn’t tell directions unless they had that nifty little floating compass you guys use.” The voice came over the inside speakers. Tremayne thought he should know it.
Gibson definitely did. “Hell, Bear. Are you old enough to have a pilot’s license?” he asked, settling back on the padded bench.
Jesse Tallbear grinned under his helmet. “I could fly before I knew how to drive. And who said I had a license?”
“Oh, God, not these guys again,” Brookes groaned
“I thought one of Olsen’s pilots’ would fly us to Bethesda.” Tremayne knelt next to Cassidy’s stretcher and watched O’Brien hook up IVs.
“That was the plan, but Aiden and Mr. Shaw thought you’d prefer having a pilot you knew, as well as not having to go to Bethesda.” Bear watched his screens and made sure his radio was off. “So…we made a small change in the plan.”
“You guys getting in the habit of stealing aircraft?” Chavez asked, opening a cooler and handing out bottled water.
A disgusted snort came back. “Borrow, not steal. A Maverick never steals anything.” Bear adjusted his flight course. “So, you guys just relax and I’ll have you back in Coronado ASAP.”
Carver looked toward the front of the chopper. “Can this thing make it all that way without stopping for fuel?”
“Sure, it’s been overhauled so it doesn’t use as much fuel and I’m carrying extra tanks.” Bear sounded cheerful, but he didn’t mention the possibility of Olsen putting jets on their tail.
Tremayne ignored him when Cassidy whimpered and twisted.
O’Brien gave a closer look to an oozing wound on her back. “She’s running a fever from the infections. I can give her antibiotics, but she needs a hospital.”
“Balboa is expecting us,” Bear assured them.
“Your boss believes in preparing for everything, doesn’t he?” Brookes asked.
“The Mavericks motto is always prepare for everything ‘cause it’ll most likely happen.” The young Apache saw a light indicating he’d picked up other aircraft. “Damn.”
An F-16 flew next to them. “Sea Stallion 1267, you are off your prearranged course.”
“Oh shit,” Adams muttered. “We have jets tailing us.”
“No, I’m not, Captain. Check with your base command.” Bear returned, flipping switches with one hand.
He knew the machine could handle it. He knew he had the firepower for it. He just didn’t want to give the SEALs in the back a heart attack.
“You are off course. Return to the proper course or be shot down,” the F-16 pilot warned.
Tremayne swore violently when he saw the pilot flick a switch to warm up his weapons system.
“This type of bird doesn’t have a weapon system,” Ford exclaimed, getting a queasy feeling.
“Captain, have your base commander call this number and you can see I’m perfectly legal.” Bear rattled off a set of numbers. “Besides, we’re over a heavily populated city. I’m armored and have a fully operating weapon system complete with missiles and guns. Do you really want to get into a fight with me?”
Several moments of tense silence passed before the fighter pilot replied, “Base command confirms your heading is correct. Good trip, Stallion.”
The two F-16s pulled back and Bear let out a breath. “I didn’t think Olsen would pull that card yet. Damn good thing West and Shaw are five steps ahead of him.”
Tremayne could have asked about that but chose not to, deciding instead to focus on Cassidy and getting them all home alive.
“Bear, what’s Shaw doing?” he asked as an afterthought.
“Oh, I figure having the time of his life,” the young pilot replied, turning them toward California and help.
Same time in Washington, D.C.:
“Where in the hell are they?” Adam Olsen roared as he stormed into Grady Shaw’s office.
Shaw looked up from his paperwork with an expression of complete and total innocence even though he knew exactly what the Fed meant. “Where are who?” he deadpanned. “If you mean Lightning Team, how should I…?”
“You know damn well who,” Olsen snarled, slamming both hands on the desk. “Your SEALs, where are they?”
Shaw coughed as he picked up papers that had gone flying. “Last I heard, they were in the middle of a raid in Virginia. Weren’t your boys playing cleanup?”
“Yeah and Duke said when he got to the house your SEALs left in the chopper.”
“So what’s the issue?” Shaw asked, adding. “And they aren’t my SEALs.”
Olsen snarled, furious. “The issue, smart guy, is two of my men found the pilot knocked out and tied up. Now, where are they?”
“How should I know?” he countered, playing on his own anger. “If someone hijacked your chopper, why blame me?”
“I can’t blame West because I know he’s in Columbia!” Olsen snapped, sitting finally. “They were supposed to take Cassidy to Bethesda.”
The door to Shaw’s office open and Steven Michaelson leaned on it, his blue eyes looking dangerous.
“No, they were supposed to take her someplace safe and after I got to the safe-house and saw what I did, Bethesda sure as hell isn’t it.”
He tossed a folder on the desk so Shaw could see. “Tell me, Olsen, how long have you known that someone in Navy Intelligence was playing both sides?” he asked, pulling out a photo of the man Gibson killed.
“This is one of Admiral Keller’s staff and I don’t like what that means.” Michaelson looked grim. “I talked to Shamus Flynn, which wasn’t easy since Tremayne did a nifty job of rearranging his face.”
Shaw frowned, rarely seeing Tremayne that mad. “What did he say to set Tremayne off?”
“Oh nothing, just bragged how he raped Cassidy.” Michaelson raised an eyebrow as Olsen paled. “Think Taylor will like that, Olsen?"
He paused for effect. “Eagle’s Rock is out of this. You want to help? Find the son of a bitch in Navy Intelligence who’s behind this, but stay the hell away from Cassidy.”
“Where is she?” Olsen demanded. “Damn it!”
“Drop it! It’s over! She was happy with them, but you guys dragged her back,” Michaelson snapped, anger blurring his vision. “Until this is over and assuming she recovers, you better stay away from Tremayne and the boys. I mean it, Olsen. You may have power, but you screw with us, and West can bury you.”
As Olsen stomped out, Shaw raised his eyes. “Bear picked them up, right?”
“Yeah and I’ve already had to deflect a couple F-16s,” Michaelson muttered, suddenly tired as he slumped in a chair. “I talked with Bear and he says she’s bad.”
Shaw reached for his coat. “C’mon, the best place for us is Coronado ‘cause it won’t take Olsen long to figure out where the boys went.”
*******
Chapter 13
Balboa Naval Hospital, Coronado, California:
Ethan Tremayne couldn’t recall how many times he’d been in this place for various members of his platoon. However, this time felt different.
Now, as he sat in a waiting room that smelled of antiseptic, he wondered what the ultimate outcome would be of this visit.
Jesse Tallbear had flown them directly to the hospital, landing on the roof emergency pad where a team of the best Navy trauma doctors waited.
Tremayne fought them when they reached for Cassidy, but finally a senior nurse and Brookes convinced him that she’d be in the best hands.
“I thought that before,” he muttered, not realizing he had spoken aloud until he heard his own voice.
The rest of First platoon scattered to other places in the waiting room, sleeping, talking, or reading old magazines.
He tried to get them to leave but none listened. Gibson said it for them.
“We stay until we know for sure she’s safe.”
In his current mood, Tremayne could have laughed at the word ‘safe’. What did it mean? He thought she was safe when he left her the last time. “There is no such thing as ‘safe’,” he sighed, looking up as he heard a step.
Lieutenant Brookes held out a cup of coffee. “I thought you could use this.”
He had been watching his friend and commanding officer, getting more concerned by the minute.
“Thanks.” Tremayne took the coffee and blew in it before sipping, wincing at the taste. “This stuff coffee or motor oil?”
“Nurse Lacey said it was guaranteed to either keep you awake or kill you,” Brookes replied, dumping another creamer into his cup. “After ten of these, it’s almost drinkable.”
Tremayne nearly smiled, leaning back. “Go home, Logan. Take them to the base to shower or whatever. No sense in all of you hanging around.”
“You could go home, too.” Brookes knew it was futile but felt he had to try even as his boss shook his head.
“I want to be here when she’s out of surgery. I want to be here when she wakes up,” he stated, ignoring the cold spot in his heart and the nagging voice that said she might not wake up.
Brookes looked at Chief Chaning, shrugging. “Alright, I’ll take these guys so they can shower, but I probably won’t be able to keep Chavez or Gibson from coming back. If they do, at least go take a shower and get some food.”
Tremayne nodded, barely aware of the near mutiny his officers had while trying to get the other SEALs to leave the hospital.
“Besides outranking me, what makes you think I’m leaving?” Gibson demanded.
“Because once you guys get cleaned up and get a few hours sleep, some of you can come back and convince him to do the same,” Chaning snapped, rolling his eyes.
Gibson considered this and grinned. “Oh, okay. No problem, Chief.”
Once his men left, Tremayne felt himself slipping further away. His exhaustion melded with his guilt and anger.
“Damn.” He rubbed his eyes, looking up as the waiting room doors opened. He felt tired enough to bite the head off of anyone brave enough to cross him. “Dad?”
James Douglas Tremayne’s blue eyes looked like his son’s. The well-respected ex-Senator and current Congressman from Kentucky had been a friend to the SEALs in a time when budget cuts could kill them faster than a bullet.
Even at that time of night, his father looked ready to face the world in a pressed three-piece suit and tie.
Often at odds with what his only child wanted to do for a living, they had recently come to a truce.
“I was in the area on business and thought I’d see if you were off duty. Your base commander told me you were here.” He set his briefcase and overcoat on a chair to look at his son.
He’d often seen Ethan in the middle of missions or during training or even after a job if he’d been injured, but he had never seen him look so tired or worn down.
“Ethan, what happened?” he asked in a deep voice that reflected his Kentucky accent.
He didn’t what to talk about it, didn’t want to think about it, but found the words coming out of him.
“There was nothing I could do, Dad,” he said when he finished, staring at his hands and the blood still on them. “What can I do now?”
“Be here for her. Help her get over the rough spots,” James replied, hearing the pain in his son’s voice. “You know, after Monica, I wasn’t sure if you’d fall in love again.”
Ethan tensed at the mention of his former girlfriend. Her suicide and his family’s reaction pushed him into the Navy.
“But after the first time I saw you with Miss Marshall, I knew you had fallen hard.” James smiled at his son’s look. “She’s a very special young woman, Ethan.”
“I know. I love her and I need her.” Ethan sighed, standing as the doctor entered. “How is she?”
Doctor Young smiled. “Sit down, Commander Tremayne.” He motioned to the chairs, but Ethan shook his head.
“I’ve been sitting since I brought her here,” he complained. “How is she? Can I see her?”
Dr. Young looked at his chart, considering his words. “Miss Marshall is in critical but stable condition. She has several wounds. The infection in some of them is severe. She has three broken ribs, second degree burns and minor ones she received from an earlier injury. In addition, her leg injury has deteriorated. That will need therapy. She was tortured by experts and she was also sexually assaulted multiple times, as well as sodomized.”
Both the doctor and the senior Tremayne saw Ethan tense, his fingers clenching, then relax.
“And?” Ethan prodded.
“She seems strong willed, but her physical and emotional recovery needs to be handled carefully. She’ll be in a delicate state for some time,” the doctor put in.
“You mean you don’t think SEALs can handle her.” Ethan smiled fully for the first time that night. “Doctor, you’d better warn your staff that I have a platoon of fourteen men. Until she’s out of here, one or more of them will be here day and night. That doesn’t include former platoon members when word of this gets out.”
Young didn’t say anything right away, then nodded. “I was told that would probably be the case. Your men have been given clearance for twenty-four hour guard if you want.”
“Can I see her?” Ethan asked, needing that more than anything right then.
“She’s in a private I.C.U. room on the fourth floor. I can’t tell you when she may wake up or how she’ll be.”
“I know how she’ll be, Doctor, but I need to be with her.” Ethan turned to his father. “Dad, I…”
James waved his son away. “Go, Ethan. I’ll be in town a few more days if you need me.”
As Ethan nodded and went out the door, he saw Bear sitting on the nurses’ station desk. “You got all the power here, Bear?”
“Nah, Aiden and Michaelson have that but, until one of them gets here, I’m just a tool,” Bear replied, grinning at an older nurse who patted his cheek.
“And what a cute tool he is, too,” she smiled, throwing Ethan a knowing wink. “This boy here has all of his brother’s charm and more.”
Ethan Tremayne shook his head and headed for the fourth floor, pausing by the door to take a steadying breath.
The room looked like any other he’d seen in his career except this one held the woman he loved.
“Cassidy,” he breathed.
She looked paler, lying in the huge bed surround with wires and tubes. Her face, now cleaned of blood, showed the massive amount of bruises and swelling. Her arms, which had tubes dripping liquid, were molted with marks ranging from bruises to burns.
He knew the soft flannel hospital gown covered more injuries while Cassidy herself covered the worst injuries of them all. How much damage had this done to an already fragile soul?
Ethan sat in the chair closest to the bed, reaching through the rail to lift one sleeping hand in his.
“I love you so much, baby.” he whispered and hoped she could hear him He held her hand to his lips and closed his eyes. Finally alone with her, alone with himself, he didn’t need to be strong anymore. Those earlier unshed tears now jeweled his lashes and one had the audacity to escape down his cheek. The beeping monitors made the only sound and, with weariness crashing down on him, he let their lullaby sing him to sleep, laying his head on the edge of her bed, her hand still pressed to his mouth.
Some time later:
A hand touching his shoulder caused Tremayne to snap awake, jerking around.
“Whoa there, tiger, slow down.” Shaw raised his hands, backing away. “I’m still on your side.”
With a sore body and numb mind, it took a minute for him to recognize Shaw. He looked back to see Cassidy still asleep.
“When did you get here?” he asked the NSA man, rubbing a hand over his eyes to clear them.
“I got in about an hour ago. I had to handle a few things,” Shaw explained, getting a good look at Tremayne and agreeing with Brookes’ assessment. “You need to get some sleep, a shower, and some food, in that order.”
“I don’t want to leave her alone,” Ethan refused, fighting the exhaustion. “I can’t trust…”
Shaw overrode that, waving a hand out the door. “You’ve got a squad of SEALs out there and more on the way. I’m supposed to take you home to get some rest or MacCray’s coming here personally to kick your butt all the way to the border.”
Tremayne started to argue when Brookes entered the room, prepared to back up Shaw.
“You’ve been here for over forty-eight hours straight, Tremayne. You’re about to crash and burn if you don’t get some sleep. What good are you to the platoon or to her if that happens?” he demanded, going on. “I have a squad here now and the Chief will have another squad here tonight. Cassidy won’t be alone and I’ll make sure Gibs or Chavez is with her if she wakes up.”
Tremayne knew what they said made sense and he would have been the first one to lecture his men on going past their body’s endurance, but this was different.
“Alright, I’ll go,” he agreed reluctantly, eyeing his second in command and walking into the hallway. “If anything happens or if she wakes up, call me.”
Brookes smiled. “First thing I’ll do,” he promised, meeting Shaw’s eyes.
“Okay, Eth, I’m driving.” Shaw caught the younger man’s arm. “When you’re clear and awake, we need to talk.”
Knowing that usually meant something bad, he felt too tired to say anything.
“Is the Skipper alright?” Adams asked when Tremayne walked by him.
“He’s just tired and worried,” Brookes replied, looking around at the men. “I want at least one of you with her at all times. No one goes in that room without us knowing, and they better have a need to be there.”
Zak Lani looked up, frowning. “Still think she’s in danger?”
“We’re not taking any chances,” Brookes answered. “Chavez, she knows you the best so you stay with her, though I’m sure Gibson will pop in soon.”
Chavez grinned and went in, careful his weapon stayed within easy reach.
Satisfied that his men were in good position, Brookes went down the hall and found the young Marine Colonel waiting for him.
“This isn’t over, is it?” he asked.
“Not if I’m right, no.” Michaelson sighed. “The fact that Navy Intel wanted your team left to hang made me suspicious but, when I add that to the guy Gibson killed, someone’s in deep and we need to draw them out.”
Brookes glanced back, realizing what that meant. “Tremayne won’t like using her as bait.”
“I don’t think it’ll come to that. These people will panic and slip up. We’ll just have to be ready.”
“SEALs are always ready.” Brookes hoped they would be this time.
*******
Chapter 14
Ethan Tremayne’s Condo, Coronado, Ca.:
Ethan Tremayne forced his eyes open to look toward his clock. He had no real idea how long he had slept or even the day of the week. Lumbering out of bed, he headed for the shower.
The water hit him like a wall of ice water and he cursed, waiting until it had regulated before sticking his head back under the spray.
The water cleared his thoughts and he started swearing more. How long had he slept? He knew if anything happened with Cassidy, Brookes or Chaning would have contacted him. Still, he couldn’t get rid of the cold lump in his stomach.
After shaving and dressing, he stepped out his bedroom to the smell of coffee and food.
“You got your orders, Commander. They came from the top. You have no clue where the First Platoon is. That’s the story and you’ll stick to it.” Grady Shaw talked into his phone while flipping pancakes. “I’ll handle them; you just handle your end.”
As he hung up, the NSA man shook his head. “I swear, for all the static Olsen’s causing me, I should give back some the next time Grant’s crew gets into a mess.”
“What are you doing and who are you?” Ethan stared at the man, looking around his condo’s living room to see it covered with a laptop, papers and cups of stale coffee.
“Ha-ha, very funny.” Shaw laughed, handing him a cup of coffee. “Sit, eat and then we need to talk.”
“I need to go to the hospital,” Ethan countered but drank the coffee. “How long have I been sleeping?”
Shaw considered that answer, putting pancakes, eggs, and bacon on a plate. “Seventy-five hours and some odd minutes and, before you start yelling, Cass is still unconscious, and your boys are always there.”
“Damn.” Ethan felt guilty about sleeping while his men were doing what he should have been. “No change?”
“Eat,” Shaw urged, frowning. “Her vitals are stronger and the infections are clearing up.” He paused for a moment before adding, “Gibson says she screams in her sleep and her eyes open, but they’re glassy.”
“She isn’t going to recover, is she?” Ethan knew he needed to face that reality sooner rather than later.
The other man sipped his coffee. “She’s a tough girl and has pulled through things I never thought she would but…I’ll admit this time may be tougher.” He looked at the younger man and tapped the table once. “You’ll go to the hospital, talk to her and she’ll come around. It’s never failed yet.”
Ethan appreciated Shaw’s effort to keep things positive. “What did you want to talk about?”
“Yeah, that.” Shaw hated to dump more problems on Tremayne, but didn’t see as he had a choice. “I’ll lay it all out and you can make your own call. Someone in Navy Intelligence had already told Horton on the Constellation to write your people off. Our enemy knew Cassidy was on the Constellation and knew how she’d react to that order. It was a simple matter of letting her emotions put her and the boys in the right place.”
“You think all of this was just to get Cass involved. Why?” that didn't make sense to him.
“Admiral Sanford is under heat to order a full investigation of Cassidy’s involvement and, if needed, act on it.” Shaw saw Ethan’s frown deepen. “Whoever in Keller’s office is behind this wants our girl out of the way or dead. That’s what we have to watch for.”
Tremayne pushed his plate aside, deciding he needed to pace. “She’s still in danger then.”
“Michaelson talked to Flynn, and he let it slip that the man behind this was at that house with Cassidy,” Shaw declared, and then shrugged. “She saw him, so allowing her to wake up isn’t in his best interest.”
“Why didn’t Michaelson get Flynn to tell him who this person was?” Ethan demanded.
Shaw coughed, clearly hesitant. “We might have gotten him to do that but…uh… Flynn had an accident while in custody.”
“Someone needed him dealt with so he couldn’t talk.” Tremayne grimaced. “He had papers…photos…maybe something in them…?”
“I have people going through all that,” Shaw assured him. “Our best bet is to let the Navy have their inquest and try to draw the mole out.”
“That’s assuming Cass wakes up,” Ethan muttered, looking at the agent. “What about Olsen? I can’t see him being happy with the way the plan got changed.”
“He’s frothing at the mouth, but he’s being held at bay,” Shaw replied, grinning. “He can’t afford to come on too strong because Aiden West could cause some trouble.”
Tremayne reached for his jacket. “Which squad is with Cass now?” he asked, jingling his keys.
“Bravo Squad.” Shaw started to say something else when his phone rang. “Damn…Yeah? Shaw.”
He listened briefly, then barked, “Close the whole damn place off and get the other squad there! We’re on our way.” Ethan tensed at Shaw’s grim countenance. “Someone attacked the hospital.”
*******
Chapter 15
Balboa Naval Hospital, Coronado, Ca.:
“So anyway, boss, you wouldn’t believe the woman I met a few weeks back.” Casey Gibson sat beside the bed, talking with Cassidy Marshall.
Even though technically part of Alpha Squad and not supposed to be there, he hung around the hospital until either Chaning or the LT kicked him out.
Right then, he stretched out in the chair, telling of his latest conquest.
“I met her at Nick’s and, Lord, I thought I had died and gone to heaven. Not too bright, but that’s cool because the rest of her makes up for it.” He glanced over and frowned.
The British woman didn’t look as pale, but she still seemed so fragile with all those tubes and bruises. It scared Gibson to even touch her fingers.
“Anyway, I was going to go out with her, but then I remembered another girl who picked me up in a bar.” He grinned at the memory. “You remember before that job in Syria? I had to call base for someone to pick me up after this chick stranded me in a motel near Niland. She’d taken off with everything I had on me. You, the Commander and Tex showed up. Man, I thought Tex was gonna kill me. I never did get my wallet or clothes back.”
He patted her fingers. “I know I have a bad habit of doing things to get you mad but I promise, if you wake up, I’ll be good for a whole month…Damn,” he muttered, blinking when he thought he felt her fingers move in his. “Cassidy?”
A quick rap on the door distracted him. A tall, striking blond nurse and a shorter stockier male doctor entered the room.
“I’m sorry to interrupt, but we need to take blood samples and change a few dressings,” the woman smiled, putting a tray on a table near the bed. “It won’t be more than a few minutes.”
Gibson frowned, not wanting to leave his friend, but knowing he didn’t want to see anymore of her wounds.
“Okay, I’ll send in one of the others.” He squeezed Cassidy’s hand. “Be right back, boss.”
He let the door close behind him and saw Sloan O’Brien and Rafael Chavez talking down the hall while Jesse Tallbear paced the floor, his ear to his cell phone.
“Hey guys, I swear Cass’s fingers moved.”
“That’s good,” Chavez said, raising his eyebrows. “Now what the hell are you doing out here?”
“Oh, a nurse and a doctor said they needed to take some blood and change a few dressings.” Gibson shrugged, running his fingers through his blond hair.
O’Brien turned to look at him, a deep frown on his face. “What did you just say, Case?”
“They said it wouldn’t be more than a few…what?” Gibson blinked at the looks slicing him. “What’s wrong with you guys?”
“Shaw and Dr. Young’s orders were that only he, I, or Dr. Weller could touch the boss.” O’Brien exchanged looks with Chavez, then swore. “Shit! Bear, yell for the others!”
A gunshot down the hall finished the discussion even as Bear reached for his radio and the three SEALs took off running, weapons drawn.
“I am such an idiot!” Gibson cursed himself.
“Yeah, but we’ll kill you later,” Chavez shot back, kicking open the door and going in with his gun steady.
The woman Gibson thought was a nurse lay on the floor with a syringe stuck in her neck. Her accomplice leaned against the closet door, holding a hand over his stomach, blood seeping through his fingers.
“This is bad,” O’Brien pronounced from the door.
Their injured co-commanding officer, now awake but nowhere near coherent, held a loaded weapon. “Where’d she get a gun?”
A guilty expression smeared itself on Gibson’s face and his hand slapped his empty holster for confirmation. “Uh…that’s my fault, too. I took it out and laid it on the nightstand so I could get to it quickly.”
“What’s done is done, I guess.” O’Brien shook his head at Gibson’s screw-ups.
“Cassidy, it’s….” Gibson took a step, but froze when the gun rose. “Okay, we need a new plan.”
Hearing the others in the squad coming, Chavez swore. “Keep them back. She doesn’t know them and she will shoot.”
O’Brien went out to head his squad mates off while Chavez considered their options. No choice, he decided and holstered his weapon.
“What the hell are you doing, Rafe?” Gibson demanded, seeing his friend take a deep breath.
“I’m going to try to talk to her. Failing that, tell my wife that I love her.”
Before Gibson could argue, Chavez stepped forward, worried about the glassy look in her eyes and the way she shook.
“Cass? It’s Rafael. Can we talk?” he asked, careful to keep his voice low and calm despite the thudding of his heart. “Honey, it may not seem like it, but you are safe.”
The woman’s eyes snapped up to meet his, but she showed no signs of recognition or of lowering the weapon.
“Get…away.” Her voice was whisper soft, the accent heavier. “Won’t…let you…Get away!” she screamed.
Chavez had taken a step forward, but backed away at her cry, raising his hands. “Easy, boss, no one here will hurt you. Hell, my wife would scalp me if I let anything happen to you.”
“Chavez, what in the hell are you doing?” Brookes demanded from the door.
“Duck, LT!” Gibson yelled, throwing himself backwards and knocking the man to the floor just as the bullet flew past where he’d been standing.
“No, won’t trick me,” Cassidy whispered, her eyes closed tightly.
While her eyes were shut, Chavez closed the distance between them, placing a hand over the gun and his other one holding her free hand.
“No, no tricks,” he whispered, seeing her eyes open and reading the fear in them. “Remember the first time you came to the platoon, Cass? You told Lieutenant Grayson that we wouldn’t last our first time out and he needed you to whip our butts into shape.
“Can you remember how much we resented it when Commander Tremayne came on board? How ticked you were because you had to bail Tex out of a Virginia Beach jail two days before? The rest of us were …having a…party when he came to the barracks.”
Chavez kept his tone even and soft as she stared at him. “Keith was passed out on his bunk; the barracks was a wreck. We didn’t make a great first impression, did we? You yelled at us, and then went to smooth it over with him. Can you remember that?” He eased the gun from her fingers.
Cassidy kept watching this man with a gentle touch. His dark eyes locked on hers with concern and his voice…
She looked over his shoulder at the blond man still kneeling on the floor. Her thoughts drifted until one settled in her mind.
“Drums?” she asked, her head tilted.
Chavez frowned in confusion, then heard Gibson snicker. He let out a breath and hope filled his eyes. “No, my daughter does not need drums.”
“Does so…Rafael.”
He felt weak in the legs but didn’t let go of her. “I’ll talk with you about that later, boss,” he promised, seeing her eyes clear for a brief second, but her legs buckled and she fell.
“…No.” Her words stopped when Chavez put her on the bed. A wave of pain sent her curling up on her side, clinging to his hand. “Ethan?”
“The Commander will be here soon, boss.” Chavez promised, hoping he was right. “Lie still.”
O’Brien came in, eyeing the bodies. “Let’s get them outta here and stitch that guy up for interrogation.”
Chief Chaning motioned to a few SEALs to handle that duty. “Is she alright?”
“Won’t know until she’s calm. I just hope she doesn’t withdraw totally.” O’Brien watched as she curled up tighter. “If she does, we may never get her to come back out.”
Jesse Tallbear blew out a breath. “That was Shaw. Your C.O. is on his way up.”
Brookes touched the bullet mark on the door. “Someone remind me not to make her mad at me.”
“You’re the first one of us she’s ever actually taken a shot at.” Gibson grinned. “She threatened to shoot me and Tex after a tiny incident with a truck full of skunks, but she never did.”
Both SEAL officers looked at him. “Do I want to ask what you were doing with a truck full of skunks?” Chaning demanded.
Before the young SEAL could think of a reply, the elevator chimed and Ethan Tremayne stepped out, oblivious to the SEALs pointing guns at him.
“She okay?” was his first question and then, “What the hell happened?”
“Couple people got in disguised as staff and tried to kill her,” Brookes explained. “She woke up and took them out. Stabbed the nurse with her own poison syringe.”
“The man was shot in the gut but the doctor thinks he’ll make it,” Chaning put in. “She’s asking for you.”
Tremayne nodded, pausing in the doorway to scan the room. His eyes stopped when he saw how small she looked curled on the bed.
“She’s slipping back into shock,” O’Brien announced. “Didn’t pull any stitches, so we caught a break there, but we need to keep her from withdrawing into herself.”
Tremayne sat on the bed’s edge, nodding at Chavez, who left and shut the door behind him.
“This hospital is too big a target,” Brookes decided in the hallway. “We need to move her.”
Shaw nearly choked. “Even I have my limits. No way will the quacks release her.”
Chaning raised an eye at Michaelson, who shook his head.
“Guys, I’m a Marine Colonel in a Navy hospital. Total wrong branch of the military.” He shrugged. “Richardson or Ethan’s dad could pull strings, but it would take a few days.”
Gibson rolled his eyes. “Days she doesn’t have. The boss needs to be someplace she feels safe.”
“And someplace we stand a chance of defending,” Carver put in.
“We need somebody who can pull strings in a hurry,” Adams agreed.
It took several seconds before the SEALs turned to eye Bear, who stared at them.
“Oh come on,” he groaned. “I’m not a miracle worker.”
“But your boss is.” Brookes grinned.
Bear frowned, looked at the men surrounding him, and then reached for his phone.
“Lee, it’s Bear. Put West on the phone.” He blinked, frowning. “Tell him to shoot the Nazi and get on the line. The SEALs need him to pull strings ASAP.” While he waited, he asked the men standing nearby, “Even if my boss can do this, where can you hide her?”
Brookes and Chaning exchanged looks. “That’s the Commander’s choice,” they decided.
*******
Chapter 16
Unaware of his men’s plans, Ethan Tremayne sat still on the edge of Cassidy Marshall’s bed, watching her and wondering if he could do this. Could he handle what she would need of him now?
He wiped away all doubts and laid his hand on her shoulder, feeling her tense and shudder.
“Hey, babe,” he murmured, swallowing his fear. With a light touch, he ran his hand through her hair and down her back. He could feel the bandages and fought down his flash of anger.
“Shaw and the guys ambushed me. Made me get some sleep, otherwise I would’ve been here when you woke up.” He continued to caress her. “Cassidy…I’m sorry. I should have listened to you on the ship. I should have stayed with you and none of this should have happened.”
He let his hand drop and stared at it, still seeing Shamus Flynn and hearing him. “I can never make up to you all that you suffered but I’ll be by your side to get you through this, if you’ll let me. The platoon needs you.” He hesitated before whispering. “I need you, Cass.”
When she remained unresponsive, Ethan sighed. Deciding it was best to give her time, he touched her face with his knuckles and started to stand.
“Don’t go.”
The softly whispered request froze him in place and he noticed Cassidy’s blue eyes watching him.
They were still swollen and not fully clear, but they were open and alert. That lifted some of the weight from his heart.
“I’m not going anywhere,” he promised, sitting back down and laying a hand on her cheek.
The woman didn’t reply. Instead, she held his gaze and placed a hand over the one he had on her face. “Eth…”
“Sshh.” He put a finger against her lips. “Don’t talk. Just lie still and sleep. I’ll be here when you wake up.”
Ethan saw her bite her lower lip and knew she only did that in times of stress.
“Cassidy,” he paused, not wanting to do this but figuring they may as well get it over. “Baby, I want you to listen to me. I know how badly hurt you are and I know what they did.”
Blue eyes went still and wary, but she still shook her head. “No,” she whispered, tears swimming now at the rush of painful memories and waves of humiliation. She needed Ethan to understand so he could walk away.
“Ethan…I love you but…you don’t know what he….what he did.” The halting words choked her. Unable to face him, she looked at her fingers as he held her hands. “You don’t know what they did or…how he enjoyed what he did when he…”
“When Flynn raped you.” Tremayne finished for her, seeing her eyes jolt at that. He placed a hand on her face to hold it still. “I know what he did, Cass. Flynn bragged about it.”
Cassidy closed her eyes, fresh shame washing over her. She knew Flynn told Ethan everything. She planned to tell him enough to explain why she’d understand when he pulled away.
Ethan cupped her face between his hands. “Look at me.” He waited until she had opened her eyes again. “I love you so much that sometimes it scares me to think of how easy it is to lose you. On that trawler before you arrived, I would think that ‘she has no idea what’s happening or how I love her.’ That I’d never hold you again or have the chance to make love to you. When I woke up on the Liberty and Brookes told me what you’d done, I didn’t know what I’d do if you were alive. Hug you or kill you.”
He held her gaze so he could make his point. “This time, I hated myself for leaving you. For letting this happen. The thought of losing you hurt so badly, I did my damnedest to beat Flynn to death.”
“Ethan.” she began but caught her breath as he brushed his mouth over hers.
“You’re expecting me to say I can’t handle this and things would be better if we ended our relationship, right?” he went on before she could recover. “Well, Commander Marshall, you’re with the SEALs again, so I can use your title. Newsflash. I’m going to be with you through whatever comes, nightmares, therapy, or …anything. You’re stuck with us.”
Cassidy stared at him, not sure she heard right. “Ethan, you don’t…”
“Now you’re being selfless. Deciding what’s best for me because you know what a rotten patient you are and how cranky you can get when you’re hurt.” Ethan smiled. His stomach settled and his confidence grew when he saw those blue eyes slit. “You don’t want to be a bother on me or the platoon, right? Well, I figure if I let him, Gibs will hang around you 24/7, and have you seen how much a Navy wife can hover? I have it on good authority we have several SEAL wives ready, willing and able to mother hen you.”
He touched her cheek with his knuckles. “Doubt if anyone will get that chance though, because I don’t plan on letting go of you anytime soon.
She had to fight to breathe; not because of panic. The idea that he wanted to deal with this scared her.
“I’m not cranky,” she objected, seeing his smile grow.
“Babe, you are so cranky when you’re sick or hurt, it isn’t funny,” he returned, careful of where he touched. “You just don’t realize it.”
He saw her frown and then fear returned to her eyes when he let his hand rest on her side.
“I know you’ll be scared, but you need to trust me, Cass. Can you do that? Can you trust me?”
Cassidy pushed back the nauseating fear that ate at her. She had trusted before and always got hurt because of it. However, this wasn’t a man with other motives; his eyes never hid his thoughts and his hands weren’t rough. She knew these hands would never hurt her no matter where they may touch and he would stop if she ever asked him to.
“I’ve always trusted you, Ethan.” She missed the relieved look in his eyes. “I just…I don’t want you to…”
“Stop right now,” he cut her off, eyes sharpening. “I know what I want and what I want right now…is you.”
Silence filled the hospital room as Ethan watched her reach for him.
As gently as possible, he brought her into his arms, feeling her shake. Her arms slid around him and he felt the first shudder.
“Sshh,” he whispered, hearing the sob she tried to muffle against his shoulder. He slid his hand up to caress her back. “Go ahead and cry.
“SEALs don’t cry.” Her voice choked as she fought the burning tears.
He chuckled, turning his face into her hair. “Sure we do,” he corrected. “Just never in front of our co-commanding officer.”
He felt her smile, then the tears came, hot and burning.
Ethan smoothed her hair down, whispering against her it as she cried in his arms.
“Oh, Ethan…they…hurt me!” She wept deep, wrenching sobs, clinging to his shoulders. “They…kept…hurting me.”
“I know, baby. It’s all right now. I’ve got you and you’re safe.” With a slow rocking motion, he kept her tight against his chest, glad she couldn’t see him fighting his own tears.
They stayed like that for some time until a knock on the door had her tensing. “Easy,” he frowned, then spoke toward the door. “It’s death if this isn’t important.”
Brookes slowly opened the door, and peeked in. “It’s important. We need to talk about moving her someplace else.”
Ethan knew he should have already considered that. He eased her back, touching her cheek. “I need to talk to the guys. Will you…?”
“I can hang out, sir,” Gibson offered, wanting to make up for his earlier mistake.
Tremayne started to reply when he noticed Cassidy move so she could see the other man, her eyes narrowing.
“Hey, what’s this about another cheap floozy picking you up?” she asked, tired but curious.
Gibson rolled his eyes, groaning. “Of all the damned things I told her over the past few days, she picks that to remember.”
“You told her about Lola?” Summers asked from the hallway, laughing. “Hell, man, she was trying to pick up any SEAL that night.”
“None of my SEALs had better be getting picked up by cheap tarts,” Cassidy declared, eyeing Gibson. “Did you come out of this one fully clothed and with your wallet?”
“Aw jeez, boss.” The man turned scarlet as his teammates laughed.
Ethan smiled, leaning down to kiss her forehead. “Be good and I‘ll be back,” he whispered, pausing to look at Gibson. “Thanks.”
Gibson let out a ‘no problem,’ then settled himself, shoulders slumped, to be lectured. Silently, he was thrilled.
“So what’s up?” Tremayne asked in the hallway, noticing his two officers and Shaw seemed to be the ones to talk to.
“Balboa is too large for even a full platoon to guard, so we decided it was time to move her to a place where she’d be more comfortable,” Chaning explained.
Ethan could see the reason behind it. “Any idea who those two were today?”
“We’re checking the woman’s ID, but so far nothing,” Shaw replied, disgusted by that. “The man is in surgery and will be under guard by Michaelson’s people when he comes out. I’m hoping he’ll talk.”
Tremayne doubted that, but remained silent, choosing to speak of the one major flaw. “I don’t imagine the doctors here will be too eager to release Cassidy.” He saw the looks exchanged. “Okay, what’d you guys do?”
“I’ve decided that those guys with the attitudes and a love for stealing aircraft do come in handy.” Brookes spoke casually. “Bear got his boss to pull some strings so Cassidy is to be released to our medic and her own.”
Before he could question how they pulled that miracle off, loud voices came from farther down the corridor.
“I firmly object to this,” Dr. Young complained. “That woman has been brutally abused and needs…”
“I am well aware of her injuries and what care she needs, Doctor, as I specialize in both emotional and physical trauma,” Dr. Ira Weller broke in, his black eyes shining behind his wire-rimmed glasses.
“Your hospital has been a center for one attack. More will come, and I don’t think you want this place turned into a war zone.” He added with a hint of danger, “Besides, you have your orders. Do you really want to buck them?”
Dr. Young considered this tall skinny man in front of him. He had come in with written orders from the President of the United States and Young’s own boss had backed him, so refusing him would not be a wise career choice.
“I hope you’re prepared to deal with her injuries.” He scrawled his name on the release papers and stalked off.
“I’ve been doing that for years, Doc,” Weller muttered under his breath, turning to see the SEALs. “West said to tell you guys he’s about used up this month’s worth of magic words, so be careful what else you may need.”
Shaw snorted. “Get real. West loves to show off how much power he has.”
Weller refused to comment on that, tapping the paperwork. “We’re cleared if you guys have chosen a place to keep her.”
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