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      HUNTED WOLF (Book Eight)

      
        With plans to kill a psychopath, nothing will stop him.

        Not even the magick.

        

        Holding a gun and storming a beach like a courageous soldier is strange territory for Hannah Lee, a quiet Seattle doctor. Stepping foot on that beach changes everything for her. Feeling an undeniable magickal pull, Hannah knows her real mission: find the wolf who sets her heart on fire. She never expected him to come in war paint and Kevlar, wielding an automatic weapon. But Viper has an agenda of his own—despite the attraction he so desperately feels. Will he succumb to the magick or will his vendetta stand in the way of what Fate desires?

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The Moonbound Curse

        

      

    

    
      
        Around 100AD, the Romans came to conquer Britain and the Isles. Some of the Brigantes clans aligned with the invaders, but not all. Those that fought were conquered, taken, and dispersed through the Roman empire.

        

        A group of Celtic widows, captured and stolen from their homes—witches who practiced the old ways, created a curse to protect themselves from men who would do them harm.

        

        Their spell would transform a man into a supernatural warrior, guided by the magick of Fate and the manifestation of a powerful wolf spirit. He would have the senses of a wolf, the strength of ten men, long life and good health.

        

        The price of this supernatural power was enslavement to the moon. All werewolves were transformed under the light of a full moon and had no choice but to remain in animal form until sunrise.

        

        The widows bound themselves to these warriors with a hundred-year-bond, extending the protection of the curse to their own bodies.

        

        And that curse created the Moonbound race.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      “You look like you’re going to murder someone.” The commander’s voice broke into Viper’s revenge fantasies.

      He had his hands fisted and pounding on his legs, which bounced in tandem with his heartbeat. “That’s my job, isn’t it?” He cocked an eyebrow at Rain.

      The commander laughed and smacked him on the back. The plane’s engines hummed around them, and whatever comment Rain made was lost to the night.

      Flying across the country, from North Carolina to Mexico, was technically flying back in time. Not far enough backwards for the likes of Viper. He would’ve liked to have gone all the way back to when Adrian Rossi had first started his operation. Cut the man’s balls off and wear them as a necklace. Filet him like a fucking side of beef.

      “Okay, man, you have got to settle down.” Rain touched the muzzle of his unloaded M4.

      Banner sat next to him, eyeing them with raised brows, as though asking if it would be necessary to intervene. They were so spread out, though, it would have been a jump. The MC-130 was flying light, with Gray leading the other Black Wolf squads on paratrooper training somewhere in the Smokies. What had been a week of easy base work had turned into his dream come true. Objective: Adrian Rossi.

      This is personal.

      He’d volunteered for this one. Viper had known he’d need to hunt down Adrian Rossi from the first moment he saw the video feeds from that island. Those defenseless children needed retribution.

      And salvation.

      Every time Steel had brought up the video feeds to do some work for the enforcer team, his blood had burned a trail through his body that still fueled him. Defenseless girls being beaten, being raped.

      He was going to save them all. Every last one. And he’d kill anyone who stood in his way. He couldn’t wait to feel the old bastard’s bones crushing under his hands.

      “Dude.” Banner kicked his leg and Viper looked down to see it bouncing again.

      Fuck. Gotta settle down. Rain had already warned him about the civilians, and that was going to be hell enough. Having to run around trying not to shoot civilians, while they had to seek and destroy.

      One of the pilots popped his head back into the galley. “Commander DuBois, three minutes to landing.”

      Rain nodded and shouldered his weapon. “Okay, guys. We’re about to land in Mexico. There’s a little landing strip outside Choaca about twenty miles. One of the enforcers has secured us two boats.”

      “The civilians are still coming with us?” Viper asked, barely able to keep the lace of anger from taking over his tone.

      “Vipe. We’ve covered this.”

      The silence edge to Rain’s voice gave him all the reprimand he needed. He’d voiced his concerns during initiative prep and been rebuffed. He wasn’t high enough on the food chain to merit input into the mission specs.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Rain’s sigh would have gone unnoticed if it hadn’t been telegraphed in his shoulders. “What?”

      “Civilians, sir. I know you think they’re not going to be an issue, but—”

      He shook his head. “You’ve said all this before.” Translation: Unless you have new information, shut the fuck up.

      Banner spoke up for him. “It still seems like a better plan to requisition a couple of birds and drop straight onto the island, instead of the beach incursion.”

      There were various nods from Colt and Warrick, while everyone else looked straight ahead, like they’d been trained. Too many years of honing wolf senses made the Black Wolf squads a different kind of unit. Not the lock-step bitches of the open military.

      Everyone felt something was off about this mission. It wasn’t just Viper. If he’d been alone, he would have shut up like a Chik-Fil-A on a Sunday morning. But he wasn’t alone.

      This mission had failure stamped on its fucking forehead.

      Civilians. Blind entry. Little intel. No recon.

      Hell, he wouldn’t have been at all surprised to find his M4 made out of gummy candy and his body armor replaced with a Superman cape. Shit. This thing is a mess.

      And it was going to get someone killed. Viper just hoped it wasn’t anyone on this plane. He didn’t want one of the good guys going down on this one. Not because of poor planning.

      “The alpha council was clear. We are backup manpower.” Rain leaned into the landing and they all braced for impact.

      When the wheels made hard contact, and they all shifted forward in the momentum change, the mission was real. Now or never. There was no time for a second thought. But dammit, this was a shitty plan.

      “But that’s not what Command said,” Banner said, with one eyebrow up. He lowered his voice as the engines slowed. “I thought we were leading the mission.”

      “Oh, we are.” Rain unclipped and stood while the plane came to a stop. “And I made it clear to Maggie, we’re in charge, as soon as the beach incursion begins.”

      “Fuckin’ really?” Viper spat. “Because I don’t want them getting caught in the crossfire. We’re not losing a man today.”

      The Rangers all grunted in assent and stood on cue. The plane finally jerked to a stop and they all filed out after Rain.

      Something itched under Viper’s skin, hard and electric and ready.

      He’d been dreaming about this moment since he first got a look at those security feeds. Adrian Rossi had his pound of fucking flesh coming off, if Viper had to carve it out with his fingernails.

      The engines cooled the noise and the back of the MC-130 opened into almost pitch black. How the hell the pilots had even landed was beyond him. The stars were out, and the half moon. But otherwise, the night was gray. Viper almost dropped his NODS so he could see in the dark.

      But there was a light off to the right. A GMV. Or some kind of motorized vehicle, because there were headlights. Whether or not they’d be able to requisition an actual combat vehicle was unknown. The deployment had come without warning, and the state of readiness of the on-the-ground civilian crew was also unknown.

      Viper hated unknowns.

      The tickle under his body armor grew with each step. Shit, was he this excited to be finally within striking distance of Adrian Rossi? His blood raced at supersonic speed, thudding in his ears. And there was no huey, so he couldn’t blame the blades of a bird. There was only the Combat Talon, and that was receding, its engines barely a hum.

      A spark slid across his chest and he had to hold his breath to let it pass. The fuck?

      Several bodies moved around in front of the headlights, walking toward them, and one of the people took off running toward them.

      His first instinct was to raise his weapon, being charged on like that, but the commander opened his arms and accepted the woman’s jumping hug.

      The actual fuck?

      He hadn’t seen Rain Dubois hug a woman other than Nora in his entire life—the whole ten years he’d known the man, not one single running hug. Plus, Nora was his mate, so it was acceptable.

      “Mags!” Rain grunted, hugging her back. “Good to see you again.”

      “You, too, boss.”

      Viper shouldered his weapon and itched at his chest, where the weird energy hadn’t stopped bugging him. And it was getting worse. It was almost like something was on fire under his skin.

      “Boys,” Rain said with a big smile, “This is Maggie Gallagher. Biggest badass in a small package you’ve ever met.”

      “Hi, boys.” Maggie’s voice was lost among all the bodies in front of Viper, and he was distracted by the insane freakazoid crawling thing that was quickly spreading through his body.

      It wasn’t on his skin. He knew the difference.

      “Well, I hear you have some boats,” Rain said, walking around the vehicle with the little woman.

      She was introducing the commander to a bunch of other people that Viper couldn’t be bothered to acknowledge.

      Let’s get on that fucking island.

      “This way,” Rain said to the team, and they followed in a line.

      Around the side of the vehicle, there waited a group of one…two…three—six others.

      “Holy shit,” he whispered to the big hulk. “Seven fucking civilians?”

      Banner elbowed him. “Shut up about that, dude.”

      The little spritely thing with the short hair was holding hands with a bald dude and she waited for all the Rangers to settle before she spoke. “Andrea and Vadik are going to set the charges before midnight and call me when they’re set. Once they’re set, we’ll have half an hour to get to the beach and we should be on the island when the explosion happens so we can take everyone by surprise.”

      “You have the boats?” Rain asked.

      “Luther got them. We’ve got a dock over here about a quarter of a mile.” Maggie pointed off toward the glow of lights in the distance that must’ve been Choaca. “The island is about five miles off the coast. I’ve mapped out the edge of the visibility of their security cameras, and we found a spot we can tread water until we get Andrea’s call.”

      The commander nodded and glanced back at the Rangers. “Boys, these enforcers are good people. They’re not trained like us, but they have just as much of a dog in the fight, maybe more.”

      “We’ve spent months tracking this guy and trying to get at him,” an Appalachian-accented male voice said, from the other side of the group. “This is our last chance before our alphas physically come and remove us from Choaca.”

      “Donovan’s right,” Maggie said, tightness in her tone. “This is our last chance.”

      “These guys all have a dog in the fight, too, Mags.” Rain clapped Duke’s shoulder.

      Viper shifted from foot to foot behind him, wanting to voice his agreement. But the strange energy was pulsing around him, and he didn’t trust his voice.

      “But I know, like you said,” she continued, “You’re on point. We’re just here for support.”

      “We have orders to take Rossi alive,” a soft female voice wafted over heads and struck Viper between his ribs like a punch.

      He caught his breath and chuckled. “We’re authorized to use lethal force, sweetheart. There will be no taking alive.”

      “The hell there won’t.” Maggie’s retort surprised him. For a woman who had so clearly said she would follow orders, she was awfully mouthy.

      “Our objective is to take the island,” Rain said, putting out his hand. “So let’s get to those boats. We’re coming up on 2330 local time. That only gives us half an hour to get to the boats, get our gear loaded, and get out to the checkpoint.”

      Viper shrugged and moved to his right, away from the rest of the group. Pissed didn’t begin to cover it. His commander couldn’t actually be considering diplomatic means. There was no reasoning with psycho.

      His arm brushed against something…someone…and electricity shot through him like a spark. He shook his head and looked over to find a pair of dark, narrowed eyes, pinning him in shock.

      A woman. And with that kind of energy…

      Oh no.

      Aw. Hell. No.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Hannah Lee stared up at the dark-painted face of the wide-eyed Ranger and struggled to swallow. He was built like a house and looked like he was ready to snap the rifle he was carrying into two pieces.

      Her body finally made a gulp for air. She backed up a few steps, trying to even out her breathing. Magick swirled around her like a hurricane, threatening to send her careening toward him like a lost puppy who’d just been reunited with its family.

      She wanted to touch him again. Desperately. Her arm brushing against his had been accidental. Maybe. Probably. But as fast as they’d locked gazes, he vanished from her side.

      Hannah had felt the magick light a fire beneath her skin from the very second the Ranger’s plane had landed. Heat had licked at her, getting hotter and hotter as she’d watched them disembark.

      If she was being honest, walking to his side hadn’t really been a choice; the magick had just pushed her that way.

      He’d felt it too. There was no mistaking the surprised look that’d crossed his face, followed by anger and annoyance. Still, when Fate led wolf spirits to each other, no one in her pack ever ignored it. Fated mates were sacred and cherished. Not everyone found one.

      Certainly coming across her mate just as they were about to storm a psychopath’s island wasn’t the best timing, but Fate had her own way of doing things.

      Maggie was always going on and on about how everything happened for a reason. About how they were all on this mission for a reason.

      The headlights on the cars went dark and then everything faded to gray. The night was dark, with only a slight glow of moonlight from the half moon high above her head.

      Hannah glanced up and breathed the salty air. Her heart wasn’t racing anymore, but the magick between her and the burly barbarian-looking Ranger was making her body ache. Her family had brought her up to have excellent self-control, but this fire stoked a need inside her that would only be satisfied by a mate bond.

      Maybe he just needs a minute to process. She could give him a minute. Right?

      “What up, jumpy? You doin’ okay?” Niko rubbed his shoulder against hers.

      “Yep.” She glanced over and gave him a fake smile.

      Dani kept pace on the other side of him. Dani and Niko had started sleeping together weeks ago, but it was more of a friends with benefits arrangement than love. Sure they enjoyed each other’s company, that much was evident, but it wasn’t love. They weren’t mates.

      Hannah had always dreamed she’d be one of the lucky ones in her family that found a Fated mate. No one else in her family, except her cousin, had been put together by magick. She wanted that too. More than anything, she wanted that. Most marriages in her pack were pre-arranged to align power and wealth and keep the Lee pack strong.

      The small cell phone in her hip pocket buzzed. She pulled it out and the glowing screen lit up the dark night. Daddy was calling…again. This would make three missed calls since the plane she was supposed to have been on landed in Seattle without her on it.

      “You can’t tell him, Hannah.”

      “I hate this, Niko. He’s worried about me, and I shouldn’t be lying to him.”

      “It’ll be okay. We just have to get through this together. You’ll be home soon.”

      Tears welled in her eyes. Would she? Would any of them?

      “Talk to me.”

      “Tell you what?” She jammed her hands into the pockets of her cargo pants and kicked the sand with her toe. “That I’m concerned about everyone’s safety. That I don’t want anyone to get hurt. That I was the only one who really wanted to go home—” Hannah glanced ahead, trying to pick out the back of her Ranger’s head in the dark.

      My Ranger…wow. Could she really be that possessive so quickly?

      Another flare of yearning made her body thrum. Yes, she could. He was hers. And she was his. The magick said so…but this bond would cost her so much.

      Her parents would hate him and he really wouldn’t fit into her life back in Seattle. Not that he would even come back to Seattle. If she bonded with him, her whole life would change.

      She loved her parents, but she wanted more than they were offering. More than being a good doctor, and a perfect wife to a man who was kind to her.

      There was more to life than just settling for okay.

      Hannah had turned down several suitors over the last couple of years. She wouldn’t be so successful staving off Daddy the next time he pushed someone at her.

      “These guys know what they’re doing,” Niko assured her. “You don’t have to worry. I promise we’re going to have you on a plane home by the time the sun is coming up.”

      His light-heartedness jarred her from her conflicted thoughts; she looked up at the young man she’d grown fond of over the last few months. Everyone joked around calling Niko a mobster, but he was a sweet guy with a good heart who’d do anything for anyone he cared about.

      She shook her head. “I know, but I’m a doctor, not a soldier. I don’t want to hurt people,” she answered. “They look like they’re here to blow up everything.” She pointed to one ranger carrying an enormous duffle bag that easily weighed more than she did. “Why did they come with so many weapons? We’re rescuing people, not murdering them.”

      Niko nodded toward the weapon strapped to her hip. “You’re carrying.”

      “I know how to use a gun. But I don’t like using it.”

      “We have to do whatever it takes to get these girls off the island,” Dani piped up.

      “I know that. And I will, but—”

      “You’re fucking unbelievable.” The Ranger she wanted to glue her body against turned around with a snarl. “We’re here to dispense justice. People will die. Probably your friends if you don’t use that gun.

      His anger was reinforced by the adrenaline of the situation, but every word cut through Hannah. Fate had chosen a brute of a man for her to link her soul with. Maybe this feeling she had wasn’t Fate. Maybe it was just stress. The words sounded silly in her mind. Of course it was Fate. Magick didn’t lie.

      “Hey man, give it a rest. You don’t know anything about her,” Niko answered, putting his body between hers and the big Ranger’s.

      “None of you belong here. You’re a liability to us. To yourselves.”

      “Vipe! Can it,” one of the other Rangers at the front of the group shouted.

      Hannah peeked from around Niko’s shoulder and saw the large angry Ranger, facial expression was non-existent in the darkness, but the golden heated glow of his eyes was unmistakably desire mixed with fury.

      Niko growled back. “Pick on someone your own size, asswipe.”

      Chuckles erupted from the other Ranger’s leading the group. “Niko, you’re biting off way more than you can chew, buddy,” Rain called over his shoulder. “Viper would have you on your ass before you ever saw him coming.”

      Viper. My mate’s name is…Viper. Surely not. She gulped and glanced up at the brute again. He wasn’t walking forward anymore. In fact, he was standing still, waiting for them to catch up.

      “I’m gonna go talk to Maggie, you two try not to get beat up by the reinforcements, okay?” Dani said and hurried off toward the front of the unit.

      “Niko.” Hannah put her arm on her friend and pushed him aside gently.

      He sidestepped, giving her an eye-full of the big man trying to stare her down.

      “It’s okay.”

      “It’s not okay, Hannah. He’s being a douchebag.” Niko rubbed her arm and she shuddered.

      The slightest stimulation made her entire body surge with the magickal energy bubbling just below the surface of her skin.

      “No way,” Niko said slowly, his shoulders slumping. “Shit. I had money on Donovan being next. Now I owe Maggie forty bucks.”

      She drew her eyebrows together. Somehow it didn’t surprise her that Niko and Maggie had a pool going on who would find their mate next in the group.

      “Next for what?” Viper snapped.

      Hannah jumped at the sharpness in his voice. She’d almost forgotten he was standing there—staring at her.

      “Maggie, make them shut up!” Rain bellowed into the quiet of the night. “We have shit to do and we need to focus.”

      Viper took a step forward and Hannah mirrored, closing the gap between her and the seething soldier.

      This was what she’d wanted all her life. To have a chance with a Fated mate, but this guy was not going to make it easy. He wasn’t anything like what she’d imagined her mate would be. He was big and loud and angry, and she was so…not. They were so different.

      Even though he was so different. So sharp around the edges. She belonged with him, and she wanted that chance.

      She opened her mouth to say the words her pack used to start the mating ceremony only to have Maggie’s bouncing figure come between her and Viper.

      Gods, that name…was so abrasive. Viper. He was named after a deadly and vicious snake.

      “Hey,” Maggie waved off him like he wasn’t a scary hulking dude three times her size, then turned to face Hannah. “Everything okay, back here? We really need to stay quiet. It’s only a little bit further to the boats. Andrea and Vadik should be checking in any moment. This is it, Hannah. We need you with us to finish this. Are you okay?”

      She nodded, watching her mate over Maggie’s shoulder.

      He turned away and hurried to catch up with the rest of the group.

      “It’s fine, Maggie. Just a difference of opinion. It’s fine. I promise.” Hannah glanced at Maggie, then after Viper’s rapidly retreating figure. She wanted to run after him, tell him she was his. Hear him reciprocate.

      “Do I need to have a chat with the angry asshole giving you the glowing lust-filled…Holy crap!” Her eyes widened as her voice dropped to a whisper. “Niko owes me money, doesn’t he?”

      Hannah let a small sigh slip between her lips and then nodded. “Apparently, he’d bet on Donovan.”

      Maggie’s face split with a wide grin. “Well it was either Donovan, Dani, you, or bet on himself.” She chuckled. “Come on, we need to catch up to the others. They’re probably already boarding.”

      They plodded through the powdery sand. “Did you know immediately with Luther? Were you fine with him being so…different than you? I feel terrible. I have the overwhelming urge to—”

      “Jump his bones?”

      She laughed this time. “In my pack the male is supposed to approach the female and tell her that he recognizes the magick, but all he did was cut and run. I know he felt it,” Hannah whispered. “I see it in his face. But I also know we are in the middle of—”

      “Not all packs are the same,” Maggie threw out. “We’ve seen that firsthand through this whole mission. You need to talk to him. Don’t expect him to know the intrinsic traditions of your pack.”

      Of course. She’d expected him to respond like someone in the Seattle pack, but that wasn’t going to happen. Maggie was right, she needed to say something.

      They approached the boats, and Hannah sucked a quick breath. The magick surging between her and Viper struck like a tidal wave with their close proximity again.

      She stopped walking and leaned over, breathing deeply. In and out. The dizziness started to fade with the intake of extra oxygen.

      “You okay?” Maggie asked.

      “Fine, go ahead. I just need a second.”

      Maggie left her side, and Hannah closed her eyes, listening to the gentle roll of the waves.

      The rhythm soothed her supercharged senses and she took several more meditative breaths before opening her eyes and moving toward the boat Viper was helping to load.

      She walked straight up to where a heavy duffle bag lay on the dock. He was the only one headed back for it. No avoiding her this time.

      He didn’t slow his approach, but he didn’t look directly at her either. His hard gaze focused solely on the big black bag at her feet.

      Hannah moved just a tad and put the sole of her booted foot on one of the handle straps. “I’m Hannah Lee,” she said extending her hand as he came within reach. “I recognize you as my Fated mate.”

      Viper ignored her completely, still refusing to make eye contact. Instead, he bent, grabbed the bag and, yanked it from beneath her foot.

      Sent her flying backwards and she landed on her ass on the hard dock with an oomph.

      “Fucking shit, woman. Why were you standing on the bag?” He moved toward her, extending his hand to pull her up. “You better not be this klutzy on the mission.”

      She slipped her palm into his and grit her teeth to hold in the hiss of desire swirling through her body from the contact.

      His grip tightened on her hand and he pulled her quickly to her feet.

      Viper tried to release her hand, but Hannah squeezed, not letting him escape so easily. She might be small and quiet; easily pushed aside, but this was too important to be ignored. “I recognize you as my Fated mate.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      The fuck?

      Fated mate?

      Viper shook off her hand, ignoring the heat she created in his limbs. He’d been sure he’d heard her wrong the first time. But the second time had been clear as a bell.

      She had really said it.

      He hoisted the hot bag onto his shoulder, without sending her to the ground this time, and walked it to the half-full boat.

      Colt and Duke took it from him and settled it between them.

      They knew how to handle shit. They didn’t go around standing on explosives like some careless…

      “You okay, bro?” Duke nodded back toward the klutz. “Don’t hurt the civilians.”

      “She shouldn’t be here.” Viper gritted his teeth. “None of them belong here.”

      “I’ve heard this one before. And it goes a little sumthin’ like—”

      “Fuck you.” He jumped into the boat, sliding into the seat beside Gonzales and settling his gear around him. “And the bird you rode in on.”

      The whole boat laughed. Except the blond guy, and Viper unfortunately also had the seat beside him.

      He apparently did not get the joke.

      “Who’s manning this boat?” Viper glanced around at the passengers. The motor boat had a bench running along each side, and something like a walkway in the middle, where the hot bag had been loaded at Duke’s feet. Behind them, where the dark beach waited, the waves crashed onto the shore. And still on the dock was the peace princess.

      She could stay there. Should stay there.

      Don’t get on the boat.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he said when no one answered. “I’ll take the helm.”

      “Colt will take the helm,” Duke said. He pointed across the aisle to Trahan and Golick. “You two, move over. We still have one more coming aboard.”

      Viper shifted in his seat as the two privates moved closer to him, squishing him up against the blond dude who’d threatened to beat his ass earlier. Shit, he almost wished the mouthy jackass would have thrown a punch. Would’ve given him a chance to blow off some steam. His body was tight, coiled like a spring. He needed release—a fight would have been just the thing.

      “She can sit here,” the blond dude said, standing up. “I’ll be on the end, in case there’s spray from the water.”

      He eyed Viper as he walked down the boat to sit beside Golick.

      There was going to be a beat down on that dude before the night was over. He could just feel it.

      Then he smelled her.

      She wafted past him and took the seat the dumbass had just vacated, and she smelled like fucking heaven.

      There was a meadow back home. Some purple-headed grassy thing grew in it, and when he was a kid, he used to sleep in that grass. The scent would crawl inside him and relax him. The grass had been tall enough, it blocked out the rest of the world.

      That was how this girl smelled. Like that meadow. A strange plug of emotion stopped his breath and he let the memory wash over him. Home. Rest. Mom.

      Viper shook his head violently.

      What the hell was this chick doing to him? She was gonna turn him back into a fuckin’ pansy.

      Over my dead body.

      He turned his torso and leaned against the edge of the boat so he was facing Gonzales. This was the young private’s first real mission, and they were all supposed to keep an eye out for him. So far, he had that same green look that they’d all had on their first real life-and-death.

      Determined, but shitting their pants.

      He clapped Gonzales on the shoulder. “You ready, kid?”

      The other Ranger nodded and his lips bulged like he was holding back bile.

      Viper fully expected the kid to puke at some point. They all had. All the training in the world didn’t matter. First time a guy knew he might kill someone, his body would revolt.

      “It’ll get easier.” He nudged the kid’s shoulder. “You watch Colt, and stick with Bravo team. We got your back.”

      “I’m okay,” Gonzales insisted, shrugging his shoulders forward. “Cake, right?”

      He pounded his offered fist. “Right.”

      Rain hollered something over from the other boat and Colt started the motor. The boats ran pretty quiet for their size, and the sound of the waves almost covered them. Almost. Wolves would hear it a mile off. Maybe farther if they were honed in.

      He pulled back his jacket and hit his watch. They were already behind the mission countdown by more than a minute.

      Colt guided them out into open water, after Rain. The motor of the other boat made a little white ring of surf in its wake that was easy enough to follow.

      Every shift in direction, Viper would get another noseful of the meadow. He couldn’t steel himself enough against it. Each inhale brought him back to the past. A place he’d worked pretty hard to bury.

      Dammit.

      He turned farther toward Gonzales, but Colt took a hard turn after Rain’s boat and the scent swirled around him again.

      “Fuck,” he hissed with a long, hard fffffff.

      “What?” Gonzales asked.

      Viper shook his head. “Nothing, kid. Just keep getting a face full of water every time Colt jerks the boat.”

      Better a lie than the truth.

      “Huh,” the kid grunted. “I’m sitting right beside you and I didn’t get anything.”

      He cut him a hard look, but Gonzales had a genuinely puzzled look on his face and checked out the water around them, like there was something wrong with Viper’s position.

      The only thing wrong with his position was the woman sitting beside him. Between the magick shit and her Fated mate talk… he’d gotten pretty practiced over the years at ignoring lust when it was inconvenient. He would let it out of its cage when he had a mind. But he was in control of his own fucking body.

      And he sure as shit wasn’t going to let some little ponytailed cutesy girl distract him from his mission. He was here for his pound of Rossi flesh. Or ton. Or whatever he could get.

      He wasn’t here for no fucking Fated mate. His blood was notoriously hot on a mission, anyway. That was the only explanation.

      Under the thrumming in his eardrums, the motor buzzed, the wind whipped and the land behind them disappeared into the dark. On the horizon, there was a strange glow, like there was another city out in the middle of the ocean somewhere. It couldn’t have been seen from the beach, and it probably wouldn’t even have been noticeable from a couple of miles out. But as soon as he recognized the telltale glow of artificial light, he knew they were almost there.

      The island seemed to rise out of the ocean. It was ringed in light, and small bursts of brightness plunked around the dark perimeter like a football stadium. Every single inch of that beach had to be glowing.

      Fuck. No wonder they had to send someone on to turn out the lights. Any kind of approach would’ve been visible at any time of day or night.

      Rain had insisted that even a bird wouldn’t have been able to light them down. And if they’d tried to drop in, missing a landing would’ve put somebody in the middle of the ocean with no way onto the island. Supposedly, the security station was watched twenty-four hours a day.

      He shifted in his seat and his shoulder came into contact with the peace princess. Heat snaked through him, and Viper rolled his eyes. Holy mother. This was going to be a thing, then?

      Was he going to have to stay away from her for the rest of the mission? Maybe he’d have to talk to Rain and see if he could trade places with Brown or Banner in Alpha Team.

      She brushed against him and the heat grew.

      He pushed at her, but she didn’t take the hint. Damn. He was going to have to change teams. Or she would.

      The girl leaned her head toward him and her lips almost brushed his ear. “I’m not sure if you heard me before, but I recognize you as my Fated mate.”

      Viper grunted and shook his head. Thank the Good Lord the motor was loud and none of his buddies heard her. He’d never hear the end of it if they did. She absolutely could not bring this up on the boat.

      He dropped his head so his lips were next to her ear. With a low growl, he said, “I don’t want to hear any more about Fated mates for the rest of the mission. Whoever you are, you don’t know me, and you don’t know combat. I have a job to do. Just let me do it.”

      Before he could pull back, she turned her face to his and brushed her lips across his.

      Lightning cut through him at the contact—the fresh taste of her tongue sliding to meet his, the quick pressure of her mouth, the slight moan buzzing in the back of her throat.

      As quick as he could, Viper broke contact and sat back. He looked around the boat in desperation. No one had caught them. The kiss had been quick. No one gave him any stinky eyes.

      He found himself panting, his heart plummeting into his stomach like there was no bottom to the world anymore. He jumped to his feet and walked back to where the blond jackass sat, watching the other boat.

      Viper pushed at him to scoot over, and soon enough, the seat he’d occupied was filled by Gonzales and everyone moved down.

      “Shit, Vipe!” Colt yelled. “You’re rocking the boat.”

      “Fucking deal with it,” he hissed. “I want to be in the back.” He gulped air and tried to calm his racing heartbeat. Damn stupid woman, doing something like that in the middle of a mission.

      His leg started to bounce and he turned his body away from the blond enforcer so he was facing the land and the black, instead of the light and the other boat.

      And her.

      He had to get away from her.
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      Hannah licked her lips and tried not to melt into a puddle on the floor. Her heart had nearly leapt from her chest when their lips touched—pure pleasure.

      She’d never felt anything like it, and she wanted to feel more. But he’d jumped away like she carried the black plague. This attraction was beyond ignoring. How the hell was he just blowing it off? Hannah was practically salivating, wanting him so badly.

      If her father and mother could see her now, she’d be on the first plane back to Seattle and kept under lock and key until Viper had signed a contract stating he’d never come within a hundred feet of her as long as she lived.

      Then they’d probably ask her to marry the quiet, boring man who’d been trying to strike a deal with her father for months to join their private medical practice. And she would say yes.

      Is that what you want, Hannah? A life lived with a man who you might eventually call a friend, but nothing more. She envied her cousin, May, who’d won the jackpot. Fated mate, new home down the street from parents that adored them, baby on the way. No bumps for May. No challenges. Just the perfect addition to her already perfect life.

      Not only had Hannah lied to her father about returning to Seattle, she was ducking his calls, making him worry…and she could die.

      They could all die.

      She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket again. Swiping the dark screen, she navigated to her message app.

      
        I love you, Daddy. Tell Mom I love her too.

        I couldn’t abandon the team. I’m sorry I lied.

      

      She pressed send, and slipped the phone back into her hip pocket. She wanted to say more. Wanted to assure him that she’d be home as soon as this was over. But deep in her gut, she knew that was just another lie.

      The boats pulled to a stop and the real waiting began. The minutes dragged by one long second after the other.

      Hannah wished Viper had stayed next to her, at least then she would’ve had the comfort of his close presence. Now, all she could think about was not being beside him. Not smelling the spicy scent of his aftershave. Not being about to reach out and touch him.

      But he didn’t want her to touch him. He’d made that abundantly clear by removing himself from the bench and sitting at the very end of the boat.

      Viper thought she was a weak, soft-hearted, useless civilian, and maybe he was right. Not the weak part, but the soft heart, she’d admit to.

      She’d stood through ten-hour surgeries and days where she barely got to eat or sleep. She was far from weak, but she wanted people to be well cared for, safe, and happy. She gave second chances to people who were sick or injured. That wasn’t weakness.

      Hannah was able to be strong without brandishing a weapon.

      Eventually he’d see that. She had to give this a chance or she’d live her life regretting what might’ve been.

      “Rain!” Maggie’s voice cut through the silence of the night.

      Hannah turned toward the island. A large mushroom of fire billowed up over the center of the island, then faded away, the night sky swallowing the smoke. All the bright lights that’d been screaming into the night were suddenly dark.

      But there’d been no signal. Nothing from Vadik or Andrea. Maggie wouldn’t have kept that to herself. They were all waiting for the same thing.

      Hannah saw Rain dart across the length of the speedboat sitting in the water next to theirs.

      “I saw it too,” Rain shouted. “We’ve waited long enough, Mags. This is my show now. So either the six of you follow my orders or I’ll drop you all back on the mainland. Understood?”

      She couldn’t hear Maggie’s response, but she did see the nod.

      This was it. They were headed in.

      “We’re a go!” Rain bellowed across the water.

      The boat motors came to life, rumbling quietly, but with enough power to send them hurtling across the water.

      Hannah grabbed the rope line along the side rail and braced herself as the boat tore through the waves. Didn’t do much good, the ride jostled her like a pinball between the two rangers on either side.

      Neither of them seemed to notice or mind, but she couldn’t help but look down the length of the boat, trying to catch a glimpse of Viper’s face. But he was doing an excellent job of evading her gaze.

      They glided into the dark inlet and everyone started jumping out of the boats. Hannah glanced over the side, the water was waist high on most of the men. She glanced over at the other boat. Luther and Maggie swam toward the long dock that stuck out into the middle of the inlet with Donovan behind them. They moved off toward the boathouse.

      She went over the side and hissed as the cool water swallowed her nearly up to her bra. Hannah hopped along, trying not to draw attention to the fact that the waves were knocking her over each time one rolled in. She was perfectly capable of swimming, but it was pitch black and all her clothes were weighing her down. Her boots were full of water.

      An arm went around her waist and tugged her forward. “You shouldn’t be here. You can’t even wade through water correctly.” His gruff tone was meant to be ugly, but she couldn’t help but melt against him. Whatever he said, whatever he claimed, they were meant to be together.

      Of that she was certain now.

      “I may not be a soldier, but I’m here to help, the same as you,” she whispered. “I need to be with you.”

      “You need to stay on this beach out of the way. You should’ve stayed in the boat with Colt.”

      She shook her head. “You feel it, though. The magick between us.” She’d seen it in his face. Felt it in that brief kiss on the boat.

      He dropped her in the water and Hannah flapped her arms trying to find her balance. She reached for him, but Viper took a quick step backward like her hand was covered in the flames from hell. Hurt lanced through her heart at the repeated rejection.

      “I don’t give a shit what I feel. I’ve got a job to do, and you’re not getting in the middle of that.” His eyes flashed gold in the darkness.

      Her heart stopped for a split-second, but she didn’t waver. And she sure as hell wasn’t backing down now. He was worth the trouble.

      Worth giving up her life in Seattle. Worth breaking her parent’s hearts.

      “You’re my mate. I refuse to leave your side,” she replied, meeting his angry glare head on. Salt water stung her chapped lips. Her clothes rubbed and her boots were cinder blocks.

      “Viper, are you two gonna argue all night?” an unfamiliar male voice called from the boat behind them.

      “Fuck off, Colt!”

      “Fuck off, yourself. The rest of the group is ten paces ahead of you,” Colt hollered back.

      A vice-grip locked around her wrist and fire snaked through her body like a lightning strike. She looked up at Viper’s still-glowing golden eyes and took a shallow breath. She wasn’t afraid of him hurting her; just afraid he’d try to put her back on the boat.

      “If I tell you I do feel the magick, will you stop getting in my fucking way?”

      “Probably not.”

      Curse words spewed from his mouth. “Look, you can’t keep doing this. I have to focus. People are going to die and I’d prefer if it wasn’t me.”

      “Mate magick strengthens wolves. It hones our senses. This is a gift.”

      “It clouds your senses. It makes you weak. It’s not a fucking gift,” he hissed, leaning closer, putting his face closer to hers.

      He was practically snarling and all she could focus on was how close his lips were and how much she wanted to kiss him again…touch him.

      Viper had brushed her off enough; she wasn’t letting him get away with it again. Hannah was staying with him, whether he liked it the fuck or not.

      She put her hands on either side of his face and pulled him closer. Magick sparked when her lips closed over his.

      He jerked, pulling away at first, but when she slipped her tongue between her lips and into his mouth, he must’ve forgot his objections, though not his anger. Viper cupped her head with one of his massive hands, threading his fingers through her wet hair and wrenching down just enough to make her wince.

      He was kissing her like the world was ending, but reminding her that he was pissed it was happening, all the same. So violent, this mate of hers. Why did that thrill her so much?

      Their tongues tangled, and she relished the taste of him. She’d been kissed before, but never consumed. Her body burned for more of him while he nipped and sucked and licked his way from her mouth down the side of her neck. Each time his teeth bit into her skin, Hannah shivered from head to foot. He wanted her—just as much as she wanted him.

      She whispered the words that would bond them for a hundred years. The magickal cord between them tightened, and suddenly Hannah could feel so much more.

      Not his emotions yet, that would come after sex, but the physical link was fully developed. Her wrists were warm and tingled with magick—the first bond marks had formed.

      “What the fuck?” Viper released her, and shoved her away.

      “You curse a lot. Did you realize that?” she said slowly.

      “I’ll fucking curse as much as I damn well please,” he growled. “You bonded us.”

      “You said you recognized that I was your mate. I said you were mine. This is what happens after we say those words. We are mates.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      Viper held his hand up to the moonlight and pulled his half-wet sleeve down. Sure enough, the warmth that’d sliced across his wrists was exactly what she’d said.

      She had bonded them.

      He could barely see the dark outlines of the new tattoos in the light of the half-moon. Shit. He could feel everything she felt—the stinging cold of her feet, the residual stinging of the tattoos on her wrists, the water lapping at her thighs, the burn on her neck where he’d bitten her skin the haze of the kiss.

      Everything.

      His breath caught hard, and his lungs burned for oxygen. Shit. She’d really done it. How could she have done this to him?

      Memories flooded his mind and the waves crashing on the beach drowned out the pulse beating in his ears. The last time a member of his family had worn these tattoos… his father. His mother.

      His wrists had the exact same big knot on each side that his parents had worn. The thorns, his mom had called them. One big thorn on the inside of her wrist, one big thorn on the outside. The cuffs, his father had called them, with a lock on each side.

      Viper shook off the images of his parents’ faces. They were long gone, and their memories should stay in the grave with them.

      He snarled and grabbed her hand, dragging her through the last of the waves and onto the sandy beach. He needed to be on dry land, and think. Viper looked around. He’d lost his team. Up the beach, near the dark, squat structure that must’ve been the security house, a man ran from the tree-line to the house.

      “Get behind me,” he hissed at her, pulling his M4 from his back and pointing it.

      But the man was wearing heavy gear and carrying an automatic weapon. He moved like Rain.

      Viper followed his progress until he had climbed up some stairs and lowered his weapon. It had to be Rain. He shook himself and switched on his communicator.

      If anything was happening, he needed the radio operations in his ear. Just like always.

      Only this mission wasn’t just like always anymore. He had a bond with a woman that was lighting his mind up with her physical sensations and his memories, and he couldn’t focus.

      Yeah, what a fucking gift this was.

      “What’s wrong?” she whispered.

      “We got separated from the team when you…” He rolled his eyes and grabbed her arm. “Just follow me.” He moved them up to the edge of the cliff, so they weren’t in the open on the beach.

      It was dark enough, they probably couldn’t be seen anyway. But just in case.

      “I had to bond with you,” Hannah said in a soft, almost motherly tone.

      Why did it itch at him when she spoke like that? It was half-comfort and half-irritation.

      “That’s what happens when you both recognize your other half.”

      “I’m not half of anything,” he spat, glancing around and pinning his gaze on the boathouse. If Rain was up there, then they needed to move forward and find the rest of the team.

      What he should do was radio in and tell them that they’d been separated. But then they were going to ask questions. Or worse yet, make assumptions.

      He pressed his back against the rocks and tried to breathe in even gusts. Their plan had been to reconnoiter on the beach, somewhere out of sight.

      The island was four-fifths cliffs and one-fifth beach, just in the inlet. Viper stood at the very edge of the sand with his back against the beginnings of the cliffs, the water lapping at his feet.

      Around the rocks, the forest began at the edge of the beach in the inlet. They had to be somewhere just inside the forest. They’d have to come along the rocks until they ran into Rangers.

      Fucking horrible plan.

      He reached out with his senses. The only heartbeat he could hear was Hannah’s steady thrum. He couldn’t hear any of his buddies. They’d have to get a little closer.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “I’m trying to figure out where the team is.”

      “Don’t you have a radio?” Sarcasm edged her tone and Viper found himself lifting one corner of his mouth.

      He appreciated sarcasm.

      “I can’t radio in and tell them that some chick just mated me.” He shook his head. “They’ll think I lost it.”

      “Well, I’m not sorry I did it. That’s what you do when you recognize your mate.”

      “Look, chick, I don’t care what kind of hoodoo shit your pack is into, but that’s not something you just do to a guy. Without his permission.”

      “Hannah.”

      “What?” he said, turning toward her.

      “My name is Hannah.”

      “I know what your name is.”

      “Good.” She touched his arm and heat sifted around inside him. “Then use it.”

      “Look, Hannah, I don’t care what kind of voodoo shit your pack is into—”

      “You said that already.” She sighed. “And my pack isn’t into voodoo. But as soon as you say that you recognize me, and I say that I recognize you, then we’ve acknowledged the bond anyway. So we bond. It’s how the process works.”

      “Holy Mother of God, woman.” Viper pressed his head into the rock. “You couldn’t have waited until we were… Shit. I mean, talk about the wrong time—”

      Crack. A gunshot.

      Viper jumped to attention and looked around the rock, down the beach. In his ear, Rain’s voice said, “Shots fired, return fire.”

      Punches of automatic ammunition filled the air and the yellow sparks gave away the squad’s position.

      He grabbed Hannah’s hand and pulled her along the rocks beside him. “Stay with me.”

      They moved toward the gunfire, staying close to the bushes that began the forest. Up in front of the boathouse, someone dragged a kitted-out body across the sand, followed by two more civilians.

      Viper’s heart lurched. Rain. Had Rain been hit?

      “Fuck!” He gripped Hannah’s hand harder and moved faster. There was another hail of bullets ahead of them, and the four friendlies disappeared into the forest.

      They weren’t far ahead, only about a hundred yards. He pulled her hard behind him, but to her credit, she didn’t protest. The gunfire stopped as abruptly as it had started.

      Rain’s voice was yelling out commands from inside the bushes. “Alpha team, continue to the big house, as planned. Report your position when you arrive. I’ll take Bravo team in pursuit of the combatants.”

      Viper held his breath as he came up behind Gonzales.

      The new Ranger turned with a start, his weapon raised, and Viper had his hands up.

      He put a finger over his mouth and shook his head.

      The kid’s eyes rounded, but he stayed quiet.

      Viper slid in behind them, keeping Hannah’s hand gripped in his.

      “Luther, Donovan, you’re with me. Let’s go.” Rain signaled the group and they took off.

      The short woman, Maggie, followed Bravo team as they exited, which left Viper’s team with two women in tow.

      Duke turned around. “You heard the commander. We find the road and continue up to the house as planned.” He led the team off through the bushes and Viper released Hannah’s hand.

      The Rangers had their guns at the ready, moving through the brush with stealth and keeping their eyes on the civilians. Rain had promised that the enforcers would be able to hold their own, but so far, they’d mouthed off, started a fire fight, and fucking bonded with him without his permission.

      He had a bad fucking feeling about this.
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      His pounding heart centered her as she followed directly behind him. Hannah had no problem keeping up pace, back home she jogged seven or eight miles a day, but her feet were killing her in the hiking boots Maggie had insisted she wear.

      Her socks squelched with each step and her heels were already raw. His feet hurt too, she could feel the pain in the back of his heels as though it were her own. No complaints. And he’d get none from her either.

      The group crept through the vines and low growing shrubs until they reached a gravel road leading deeper into the island at a gradual incline. A light breeze whipped through the trees and she shivered, her wet clothes a drastic temperature difference than her overheated blood.

      She wiped a few drips of saltwater from her forehead and stepped just a little closer to Viper. They were bringing up the rear of the group.

      Niko and Dani were closer to the front with a younger-looking ranger.

      Their feet crunched in the gravel as they stepped out of the forest. But there were no other sounds. No heartbeats beyond the ones belonging to their group.

      The half-moon overhead cast a slight glow on the white gravel of the road. At least she could see better out here than beneath the canopy of trees they’d been under at first.

      She’d done her best to step exactly where Viper had, but his stride was much larger than hers, and doing lunges for the last fifteen minutes meant her thighs were shaking now.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Viper hissed.

      “Nothing,” she whispered back. Hannah stretched her legs and fell into a quick pace at his side. No more crouching and lunging through bushes and vines. At least for now.

      “You forget I can feel every fucking thing you can. What’s wrong with your legs?”

      “You move every time I try to hold onto you. I can’t see in the dark, so I’ve been listening and following your footsteps as exactly as I could. I’m fine, though. Don’t worry. They’ll loosen back up now that we’re on a road.”

      He grabbed her hand and placed it against the strap of his vest. “You need to be able to run at a moment’s notice.”

      “I can run as fast as you need me to run.” She wrapped her fingers around one of the straps securing his vest. Even though she could see better now, out of the trees, she wasn’t about to admit it and let go of him.

      He’d never volunteered to let her touch him before.

      Viper grunted, probably not believing her. But that was okay. Getting through this mission safe and sound was priority number one, not convincing her angry mate she was a marathon runner.

      The group turned a bend in the road, and Rossi’s enormous villa came into view, sprawled in front of them like a tropical resort. White stucco walls gleamed softly in the slight moonlight. Palm trees swayed in a gentle breeze and a light floral scent from the gardens filtered toward them in the air.

      Hannah took a deep breath. It would’ve been a gorgeous place to stay for a vacation if it wasn’t the evil fortress of a psychopathic monster. The creepy factor was through the roof, and she held back a shiver.

      Not a single soul could be seen…or heard. Not yet. They weren’t close enough to hear heartbeats from inside the house. The Rangers ahead didn’t appear tense, so they hadn’t seen or heard anything either. The only thing helping her personal tension was being as close as she was to Viper.

      The small group crept through the dark, picking their way through the fancy gardens and edging closer and closer to the large front door of the villa.

      The only sound she could hear was the crunch of their feet on the loose gravel of the garden area and the pounding heartbeats of their group. The Rangers’ pulses were slow and steady, as if they were doing nothing more than strolling down a grocery store aisle.

      “It’s too quiet,” Dani said from a few yards ahead. “Feels like the moment in a horror flick right before the psycho stabs someone with a butcher knife.”

      “I won’t let anyone stab you,” Niko replied, letting the slightest bit of a chuckle slip out.

      It was totally something

      “Keep quiet. We’re going in,” growled the Ranger at the head of the group.

      Hannah released her grip on Viper’s vest, and he turned to face her. “Stay behind me, do you understand?”

      “Yes.” She nodded, pressing her lips together.

      The house was windowless, and they were once again navigating in almost pitch black. The Rangers moved forward confidently with their night-vision goggles, but Hannah and the other enforcers had to rely on their heightened senses to keep from running into the walls or artwork.

      She froze as her hand touched the curved edge of what felt like an enormous vase. Hannah moved around the ceramic piece and focused harder on following exactly where Viper’s footsteps echoed up from the floor.

      “I don’t hear anything, Duke,” Viper whispered.

      “I know. It’s uncanny,” the leader replied.

      “Maggie said they were in a basement last time,” Hannah murmured.

      “Roger that, keep moving forward,” Duke answered. “We’ll do a thorough sweep to be sure. It’s very possible we just can’t sense them yet. This place is massive.” He gave a brief verbal command, and everyone started moving forward again.

      They entered an open walkway and stepped cautiously out from under the ceiling, into an open-to-the-sky courtyard.

      Moonlight floated down, giving Hannah a better view of her surroundings. Three levels of balconies stretched up as she tilted her head and looked up at the blue velvet sky. Stars twinkled merrily, completely unaware of the horrors below them.

      “Stay behind me,” Viper hissed. He back-stepped and grabbed her wrist, yanking her out of the lighted courtyard and back under the lower level ceiling.

      The radio on Duke’s belt crackled to life, sending a stab of tension through Viper’s body and directly into Hannah’s.

      “Fuck,” Dani jumped, bumping into one of the Rangers and eliciting an annoyed grunt.

      Hannah shook her head. The uptight Hollywood wolf could be a total badass one second and a cowering pussycat the next.

      Rain’s voice came over the speaker. “Bravo team, what’s your twenty?”

      “At the house. Half the upstairs has been blown away by the bomb.”

      “And Rossi?”

      “We haven’t seen him yet, Commander.”

      “Someone is close,” Viper warned.

      Duke nodded and pointed toward the staircase ahead filled with rubble, likely from one of the charges Vadik and Andrea had set.

      Everyone moved back beneath the cover of the lower walk.

      Duke and the other Rangers led point.

      A lone heartbeat filtered through the tension from an above level. It wasn’t one of theirs. This heartbeat pounded from exertion.

      Movement from the level above caught her attention, and she paused as her gaze met that of a man.

      His brown skin glistened under the soft glow bathing the open area of the villa. Brawny muscles were smeared with dirt and grime. A narrow metallic collar encircled his throat, and wild shaggy hair fell to below his shoulders. His long unkempt beard made him look even more like a wild man.

      “Freeze,” Duke’s voice thundered from just ahead of her. “Put your hands up.”

      “He’s not a hostile,” Hannah whispered, taking a step forward.

      “Hannah,” Viper hissed, using her name like a command.

      A growl rumbled in the stranger’s chest and his honey-brown eyes glowed gold with a fury that made her seriously hesitate to take another step forward. That and Viper’s order to stay behind him.

      “Who’s there?” he yelled in Spanish.

      “We’re here to help,” she spoke out in broken Spanish, stepping to Viper’s side. She’d learned more than enough to get by living in Choaca, but right now at this very moment her mind was drawing blanks in every direction.

      “Who are you?” the nearly naked man bellowed.

      Viper snarled, raising his weapon and moving his body to block the stranger’s view of Hannah.

      She stared at her mate’s broad back for a second before ducking around him again. “He doesn’t have a weapon. He’s not a hostile. He looks like a prisoner.” Hannah evaded Viper’s grasping hand this time and took a few more steps toward the staircase. “We came to help. It’s okay. You’re safe now.” She moved quickly, ignoring the under-the-breath cursing from the other Rangers, including Viper.

      She couldn’t just let them shoot an unarmed man. They were here to rescue people, and her doctor’s instinct said this man needed help. Not handcuffs.

      He focused his heated gaze on her, and narrowed his eyes. His voice was cold and deadly. “No one is safe until my father is dead.”
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      Viper’s heart thudded as Hannah kept walking up the stairs toward the dirty, wild-looking dude in a loincloth. “Who the hell is his father?” he said in a low voice to Duke, who stood beside him, gun similarly raised.

      With four M4’s leveled at his head, Tarzan should’ve been scared, but he had a slight round to his back, and he leaned forward, like he might pounce at any moment.

      Dammit, Hannah. Get the hell away from him.

      “Who’s your father?” she said, her hands out.

      Her body was fully in front of the hostile, and Viper couldn’t get a clean shot off. It’d only take a second to pull out his much more accurate, much more lethal M9 pistol hanging on the back of his belt.

      Could he reach it and pull the trigger before Hannah was all the way in front of the guy?

      Probably not.

      “Adrian Rossi,” Tarzan said.

      He was on the stairs behind Hannah before the man had finished the last syllable. He grabbed her arm and pulled, hard. “Stop, Hannah.”

      “No. I’m not going to let you kill him.” She wrenched away from his grip. “Get off me.”

      “It’s Rossi’s son, okay? We need to neutralize him.”

      “Leave her alone, asswipe,” called out the blond civilian from the back of the group. Nick? Nack? Shit, who could remember. “She’s a doctor.”

      Viper raised his brows and stared at Hannah. “Is that right? Are you a doctor?”

      “Yes.” She turned to the room at large. “Will you all please lower your weapons? He’s not going to hurt anyone.”

      A gust of air caught in Viper’s lungs when Hannah’s hand made contact with Tarzan’s naked skin.

      Shit, she couldn’t just take chances like that. What if the hostile had a knife hidden… well… somewhere? Then, where would she be?

      Dead. She’d be fucking dead. He wasn’t going to let her be dead.

      Viper yanked her arm until she was fully standing behind him. Her protest was momentary, and once she was completely behind his body, he straightened to his full height and spread his elbows out while he held his weapon, to make the biggest target he could.

      “Don’t. Viper.” Her exasperated tone was low enough, he hoped it had only been heard by him. And maybe Tarzan—that guy could take a leap for all he cared. But if his buddies heard her talk to him like that, they would…they would know. That was a tone you only used on…your husband.

      Fucking. Shit.

      Mate.

      Still hadn’t sunk in.

      He had to keep the guys from knowing. Thank the Lord Jesus Christ, she was wearing long sleeves against the cold, and not some tank top. And his jacket was long enough, and it was dark enough, they’d never see the tattoos.

      “Just let me ask him a few questions,” he hissed back at her. He poked Tarzan’s shoulder with the muzzle of his gun. In a loud voice, he said in Spanish, “Who are you?”

      “Since you’re in my home, how about you tell me who you are first?”

      Mouthy sumbitch.

      Hannah poked Viper in the back and he rolled his eyes. “Fine. We’re here on behalf of the United States Government, and the Alpha Council. We’re here to find Adrian Rossi.”

      “I’m Gabriel.” The big hostile touched his chest and Viper flinched, his finger itching near the trigger.

      “Who are you, Gabriel?” Duke asked from the foot of the stairs.

      “I’m Adrian Rossi’s son.” Gabriel glanced around the room. “The oldest of his sons. If you’re going after him, I’m going with you.”

      “You?” Viper chuckled. “You expect us to take you along so you can, what? Shoot us in the back?”

      Gabriel’s eyes narrowed and his head shook from side to side, the dirty strands of hair moving with the momentum. “You don’t understand a thing.” He went off in such rapid-fire Spanish, Viper lost track of what he was saying.

      “Wait, wait,” he said, dropping the gun just an inch and putting up one hand. “You’re talking too fast, man.”

      “He said there isn’t a kid on this island who isn’t Rossi’s child.” The words came from Gonzales, and they took a while to land on the whole room. Silence echoed across the big, black space, while everyone let those words sink in.

      Hannah’s hand gripped his kit from behind and he felt like she was pulling him to stand straight. Like he wasn’t going to be able to stand on his own.

      “We’ve killed four guards already,” he whispered. “They were… young.”

      “My brothers.” Gabriel nodded. “All of them.”

      Bile rose in Viper’s throat and he choked it back. Hannah came to stand beside him on the stair. Without her to hold him, he had to think hard about his balance. Like the world was a different place after that revelation.

      “Who are their mothers?”

      Gabriel’s eyes went to the ground and stayed there. His mouth moved without words for several seconds and Viper could see the gravity in his eyes. Like saying it out loud would make it real.

      Been there, bro. It’s best to get that shit right out.

      “Who are their mothers?” he asked again.

      “The best I can tell, there were some other women he kidnapped, at first. A long time ago. But they’re gone, and so now…” Gabriel’s mouth hung open, still not saying the words.

      “Was that back… in Guadalajara?” Hannah’s soothing voice seemed to have some impact on Gabriel. He looked up at her, parting his hair around his eyes.

      “How did you know about Guadalajara?”

      “We saw the place where Rossi kept them,” she said, almost without judgment. But no wolf alive would be able to talk about Adrian Rossi ever again without some disdain. “We have found at least one of the mothers.”

      “Who are the mothers of all these guards?” Viper shouldered his weapon. The guy needed to say the words. They all knew what was coming. What had to be coming. Say the words.

      “The girls he kept in the house.” Gabriel’s voice cracked. “His daughters.”

      “Ssssssshhhhhiiiiiit,” Duke hissed. Viper heard the sound of all the guns being lowered. In the silence, the movements of the body armor seemed like shouts against what Rossi had done on this island.

      For years.

      He had been holding his own children captive on this island and…breeding with them. Fucking bastard.

      A dry heave came from somewhere in the group, and then another. Quieter. It was impossible not to want to puke at the thought.

      “These guards, then,” Hannah said in slow syllables, like she couldn’t quite process the horror. “They’re all… they can’t be very old.”

      “Most of them are probably kids.” Gabriel pushed up the heavy collar on his neck. “I used to be one of them, until my father threw me into the hunt.”

      Hannah gasped and reached for the collar, but Viper grabbed at her hand before she could touch him. She pushed at him. “Don’t you see. Under his collar.”

      “It’s fine,” Gabriel said, putting a hand up. “I don’t care.”

      “But it’s raw there. You could get an infection.”

      “I don’t care,” Tarzan snarled.

      Viper put an arm in front of Hannah. “Hey now, asshole. She’s trying to help you.”

      “I don’t need help from a doctor.” Gabriel grabbed for Viper’s gun and, suddenly, all the weapons were aimed at him again. He screamed out, “No. I don’t want to hurt you. Just give me a gun. I need to kill my father.”

      A fist tightened around his heart. He knew that feeling. Viper grabbed the guy’s wrist and held it at arm’s length. Dude smelled like a sewer, on top of it all. “Just hold on, there.” He slid up one stair, putting himself between Gabriel and Hannah. “You’re welcome to come with us. But we’re not giving you a gun.”

      “But I need to kill him,” the wild man said, spittle shooting from his mouth and landing on Viper’s jacket. “It needs to be me.”

      “I get it, dude, trust me. You want to kill your dad. I want to kill your dad. Hell, we all want to kill your dad.” He held the man’s wrist hard, willing him to submit. To go down. To sit and wait and let the trained soldiers handle the situation. But Tarzan just pushed back, just as hard, and stared into Viper’s eyes.

      “It has to be me,” Gabriel hissed. “He locked me in a cage for nine years.”

      Viper grunted. He wanted to sympathize with the guy. He’d been this angry the night his father had gone one step too far. And there had been just as many years behind his anger as there were behind Gabriel’s. But there wasn’t a day that went by that a part of him didn’t regret his actions.

      As much as his father deserved to be dead, Viper wished it hadn’t been him that did it. And he wanted to save this poor dude from the same fate.

      “I get that you’re pissed, and you think he won’t really be dead unless you do it yourself. But let us handle it.” He gripped harder. “I promise, man. He’ll really be dead.”

      Water fell from the sides of Gabriel’s eyes and his teeth ground together, so hard, his breath came out in ragged little bursts. “I need to go with you. I’m not staying here.”

      “Fine. You come along.” Viper released him. Can’t make a man’s decisions for him. Unless you’re a 90-pound Asian woman. Then, apparently, you’re allowed to make decisions all over the place without consulting anyone. He settled his breath and looked over his shoulder at Duke and the rest of the guys. “There’s no one in the house, besides him?”

      “Doesn’t feel like it,” Duke said. “We should clear it, just to make sure.”

      “They’re not here,” Gabriel said, breezing between Hannah and Viper, down the stairs.

      All of the Rangers shifted uneasily as the crazy, smelly stranger walked among them.

      “I went through every room downstairs.”

      “Then where are they?”

      Gabriel kept walking, out the door they’d entered, like they should all obviously follow him.

      Duke and Viper exchanged a look, and Duke gave the move-out command. Everyone turned to jog after the madman.

      Viper grabbed Hannah’s arm as she made to follow. “Don’t do that anymore,” he whispered.

      “Do what?” Her eyes were wide, innocent. Fucking beautiful, in the near-dark. Dammit, she was gorgeous. How had he not seen this before?

      “Put yourself in danger.” He pushed at her, as though he could force some sense into her by sheer momentum. “Don’t.”

      “I’m inherently in danger by being around you, Viper.” She reached for his cheek. “But don’t worry, I’ll stay close. I can see your fear, even if you won’t say it.”

      Her smile put him on edge, but he released her arm and she descended the stairs after the rest of the group.

      He raised his eyes to the skies.

      What the hell? What the damn hell.
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      Hannah stopped at the bottom of the stairs, waiting for Viper to catch up. Things weren’t really going according to plan and that was hard for a man like him. A man used to following a well-laid plan.

      Hell, I’m used to a well-laid plan. Who am I kidding?

      Bonding to Viper hadn’t been a check box on the planner that sculpted her life back home. But taking that leap had freed her from all the trappings she’d been avoiding back home. She loved her parents. Loved working at their practice. But it wasn’t enough, hadn’t been for a long time, and she hadn’t been able to tell anyone.

      That wasn’t how life worked with her family. In her family, a person did what was expected. Always. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d lied to her father or mother. Maybe when she was five and had taken a piece of candy without asking…

      She snorted out a soft laugh. This was way bigger than a piece of candy. In the space of the last few days she’d kept her father in the dark about everything. She’d told him she was coming home, while on a plane back to Choaca.

      Now she was bonded to man who challenged every limit she’d ever put upon herself.

      He was hard and sharp and angry at the world, not just her, but that didn’t dissuade her body from wanting to climb him like a tree.

      Hannah started walking again, once Viper was at her side. Once they entered the dark of the house, she struggled to see much of anything. He took her by the upper arm, gentler this time, and led her through the dark hallways and out through the front door.

      Fire licked at her skin where his fingers touched. Magick swelled between them both and she bit back a groan. Thank the gods he couldn’t feel her emotions yet, because island or not, they’d be off against some wall in seconds flat like Nora and Rain.

      She’d have to content herself with being hungry for her mate. Not having the emotional connection yet, in the middle of what they were in the middle of was probably a blessing. It was hard enough sorting through all the extra physical sensations they were sharing. And they needed to stay focused.

      Hannah needed to stay focused and try to eliminate bloodshed as much as possible. At least her actions had spared any unnecessary harm to Gabriel. The poor man. Nine years.

      Who knew what they were walking into next. But these Rangers were out for blood and the alpha council wanted Adrian Rossi alive. Her team wanted everyone else alive and rescued.

      They crossed through the gardens again, weaving in and around ponds and statues toward thick jungle.

      Gabriel led the way, she could see the gleam of his skin under the moonlight ahead of the group. After a few minutes, she realized they were on a worn footpath. This was good. At least they weren’t going to waste time wandering around looking for where the women had been stashed.

      Without any warning Viper yanked her to the ground. Shots rang out through the night sky just ahead of her. She tried to raise her head and look around, but he mashed it back down with a palm as he crawled past her.

      Shouts from his team came from the front of the group.

      “Hold your fire.” Duke’s now familiar voice bellowed. “Take cover.”

      Viper continued forward until his whole body was between her and the pinging of bullets up ahead.

      “What’s happening?” Hannah asked, keeping her face parallel to the ground.

      “It looks like the blown power station. Tarzan is ripping the guards a new one. Keep your head down. They’re still shooting randomly toward the group, but he’s moving so fast none of us can get a bead without risking hitting him.”

      “His name is Gabriel.” She raised her head just enough to see that Viper had his rifle propped and ready to fire on command. “Don’t shoot them. You heard him say they were his brothers. They are just children. We are here to save them. Give them a second chance.”

      “Old Gabe doesn’t appear to share your position on that subject. He’s taken at least one bullet to the shoulder and he still ripp’n.”

      Each report of the automatic rifles made Hannah’s heart tense. Again and again. Rifles went off. Then a scream of agony. Followed by another scream.

      “Hostiles down. Bravo move out.” Duke’s voice carried through the once again silence of the night. “Clear the station. Gonzales, set charges on that free-standing generator and what left of the tower base. We’re not taking any chances.”

      “Yes, sir,” the younger Ranger answered back.

      Hannah lifted her body from the ground and followed Viper forward. Two bloody bodies lay on the ground ahead and she covered her mouth.

      Their throats were gone. Bite and claw marks covered their faces and shoulders. At least these were grown men…and not boys. But still, if what Gabriel had said was really true. They were his brothers.

      Gabriel stood over the two bodies. His shoulders hunched forward and his hair covered his face. He wiped his mouth with his arm, the smell of blood and death filled the air.

      Hannah’s stomach convulsed. She leaned over and dry heaved.

      Viper’s palm touched her back. “They would’ve killed you. Don’t feel pity for them.”

      She sucked in a breath and stood straight. “We didn’t even give them a chance.” Hannah marched past her mate, toward the savage who’d just murdered his own brothers. “We’re here to rescue people. You should’ve given them a chance to surrender. A chance to realize there was a way off the island. That they didn’t have to fight for Rossi any more.”

      Gabriel’s blood-stained face turned to meet her gaze. His eyes were still bright gold and he bared his teeth. “They deserved what they got.”

      “You can’t know that,” she cried out. “Everyone deserves a second chance. I made sure you got one.”

      He raised his eyebrows and looked her up and down then cast his gaze beyond her, over her shoulder. “They didn’t deserve one. It’s most likely they were part of the group who tortured your friends.”

      Friends? Tortured? Oh gods. “Andrea and Vadik! You’ve seen them.”

      He grunted a yes.

      “Where are they?”

      He shook his head. “I left them with Owen. As long as they stay out of the hunter’s sights, they’ll be fine. The collars aren’t working. The hunter won’t kill them unless they shift into wolf form.”

      The hunter won’t kill them as long as they don’t shift? Bile rose in the back of her throat again. She barely heard the barking rangers around her as they cleared the area.

      Viper moved closer and closer until his chest touched her back. “We have to go. The charges are set. We’re blowing the generator they hauled out here to try and jury-rig this tower back into operation.”

      Gabriel nodded. “We need to head east to get to the barracks. Unless the protocols have changed, they’ll be wiring all the buildings to self-destruct.”

      “You’re bleeding,” she said, pointing to his shoulder.

      “I’ll be fine.” He turned away from her and jogged across the clearing, following the same winding footpath they’d come through the jungle on the other side.

      She turned around and looked up at Viper. “We can’t just shoot them all. We’re here to save them.”

      “Shooting is necessary sometimes. Why carry a gun if you don’t agree with that?” He took her by the hand again and led her away from the tower at a fast clip.

      Their booted feet pounded against the loamy soil of the footpath.

      Niko and Dani were just ahead of her. Duke was at the front of the group, just behind Gabriel and the other Rangers were behind her and Viper setting the charges on the tower and portable generator.

      Barely a minute passed before a loud explosion blasted from behind them. Gonzales and the other Rangers fell into stride behind her and Viper moments later.

      The race was on.

      Hopefully they could get to the barracks and the women before Rossi’s failsafes kicked in. At least Gabriel seemed to know his way around the island.

      Small blessings.

      Gunfire cracked from the other side of the island.

      Hannah jerked her head toward the noise and air rushed from her lungs. How many others were going to die before this night ended?
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      They could’ve moved faster if they could shift. Thinking that guns would be more effective than fangs, Rain had ordered them to kit out in their Army gear, and not in their hunting gear. But Viper’s blood was moving so fast in his veins, it almost felt like the moments before the moon forced the shift on him.

      Moving through the thick, high grass of the island felt like training. Everyone on the island was a wolf. What kind of torture to grow up around wolves that should be able to be trusted, and they were only taking advantage of everyone.

      He wanted to kill every one of the guards who held them, and flay Adrian Rossi alive. Slowly.

      People who took advantage of kids deserved death.

      Death.

      Shifting would have increased the likelihood of finding Rossi fast. Every step he took on the island, everything he heard, it just increased his desire to kill the man.

      They crested a small hill, and Viper could see, about half a mile ahead of them, lights flickering.

      Flashlights?

      “What’s that?” he yelled, but the other Rangers were still running. Too much noise. It wasn’t worth using the comms.

      Duke and Trahan had to see the lights. If there was danger, they’d stop.

      “I can’t see,” Hannah answered from his side. He looked down at her, running along next to him, a settled look on her face. The pain in her legs that’d taken him by surprise down on the beach was almost gone. Her feet hurt. He could feel it. But she hadn’t said a single word.

      He liked her more and more.

      They’d been running for long enough that Viper was starting to feel some burn in his lungs. But they were following Tarzan, and he was running.

      Gabriel, he had a name.

      He rolled his eyes. He had Hannah in his head already.

      Both the other civilians were holding their own, although Viper couldn’t feel every part of their body the way he could feel her. It was a little unnerving and a little exciting. Sort of like living in stereo.

      “Bravo team, come in.” Rain’s voice came over the comms.

      Duke held up a hand to halt them and called up to the islander to stop. They slipped off the path, into the trees, and circled up, panting. He touched the side of his head. “This is Bravo team leader.”

      “We have Vadik and Andrea,” Rain said, his voice scratchy. “And other rescues. Sending them down to Colt.”

      “Read you, commander.” Duke nodded at the rest of the Rangers. “Everyone hear that?”

      “We didn’t,” Hannah said.

      Viper’s hand slipped onto her back before he realized he’d done it. He pulled his hand away. “They found your friends.” He offered a tight smile.

      “Are they okay?” Her eyes were so hopeful, so unspoiled. Her hope was going to infect him.

      He’d learned never to hope.

      “It sounds like they are.” Duke glanced between the three civilians. “He would’ve told us if anyone had—”

      “Give me your twenty,” Rain interrupted, in every Ranger’s ear. “Warrick and I are on our way to you.”

      “We’re just east of the power station.” Duke hit a button on his watch and read out the latitude and longitude. “We found one of Rossi’s children who showed us the evacuation plan. We’re about to advance on the place they’re holding all the women.”

      Girls, Viper corrected in his head. He’d seen those security feeds. Not all of them were women. Some of them were as young as fourteen, it had appeared. They were girls.

      “Use your NODS,” Rain said. “Scope out the guards and see if you can take it without us. We’re still a good ten minutes out from your location.”

      Duke nodded and signed off. He lowered his night vision goggles and all the Rangers followed suit. When Viper got his down, he could see through the foliage in a way his wolf eyes couldn’t.

      “It looks like there are four guards on the near building,” Duke said, his voice low. “Anyone see more?”

      “Four on the near, and none on the far, that I can see,” Gonzales said, from the front of the group.

      “That’s what I see,” Golick added.

      “We should come around from the back, then. See if we can get access to the building without alerting the guards.” Duke pointed off to their left. “If we keep a wide perimeter, we can probably stay out of the range of their hearing.”

      “Unless one of them is focused on listening for us,” Viper added.

      Golick shook his head. “But we can’t plan for that. We don’t have time.”

      “What about Gabriel?” Duke said in Spanish, an edge of reluctance in his voice. “What do you think?”

      “They’re not listening for us.” The islander grabbed his hair into his hands and wrapped it around, twisting it out of his face and on top of his head. It stuck in a knot on top and Viper was surprised at the calm on his face.

      “You don’t feel your father here, do you?” he asked. He knew the difference.

      “He’s not here, no.”

      “Then what are we doing?” Hannah stepped around Viper and toward the center of the group. “We don’t go in with guns. They’re innocents.”

      “They. Have. Guns.” Viper pulled her arm. “There are guards in front of that building who will shoot at us if we don’t shoot at them.”

      “They’re kids,” she said, her tone heavy. Viper could feel her chest tighten. He knew that feeling. That was where his anger lived.

      “They’re not all kids.” He released her arm. “Just let us do our job.”

      “They’re on the move,” Gonzales said from the front. “Those four guards are running to the other building.”

      The other Rangers looked toward the buildings, but Viper glared down at Hannah. “We’re not going to kill anyone who isn’t going to kill us.”

      She crossed her arms. “We shouldn’t be killing any of them.”

      “We’re only going to kill in defense.” Duke put his hand between them and pulled up his NODS with his other hand. “You do need to let us take the lead, ma’am.”

      “Fine, but I’m not going to—”

      An explosion rocked the air around them, throwing Gonzales backward into Golick and Trahan.

      Viper reached for Hannah and pulled her against his body, falling to his back on the ground and holding her tight as he rolled on the explosion.

      Duke was yelling something and Viper couldn’t hear anything except the thrumming of his pulse in his ears and the ringing after-affect of the blast.

      He moved his hands along Hannah’s body, making sure she hadn’t been hit. He exhaled long and hard when he found no injuries. Viper didn’t want to let her go, and stayed on the ground, covering her body with his.

      “The barracks,” Duke yelled, pulling on his shoulder. “They blew up one of the barracks.”
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      Hannah winced, her ears ringing from the blast along with the added pressure she could feel in Viper’s ears as well. He’d enveloped her with his arms as they fell backward, cushioning her from the fall. His hands skimmed up and down her body, looking for injuries.

      Duke’s shouts echoed in her head. They’d blown up a barrack? With people inside? Her stomach turned and the distinct acidic burn of bile rose in the back of her throat.

      “I’m okay,” she said, louder than she had to, but everything in her head was still humming.

      Viper released her and they both climbed to their feet.

      The team leader pointed toward the flame-engulfed building in the dark ahead of them.

      Screams echoed through the night and Hannah flinched as their pain lanced through her heart.

      I have to help them. They need me. She leapt forward.

      “Hannah!”

      She didn’t stop. Not until she reached the first body…if it could be called that. She covered her mouth and looked away from the pieces of a burnt female corpse.

      Hannah hurried closer to the fire and stopped at another body. She knelt next to the woman, charred nearly beyond recognition, but her eyes were open and stared up at the empty sky.

      She ran her fingers over the young girl’s eyes and choked back a sob. It wasn’t fair.

      Why kill them now? It was over. Adrian had to know it was over.

      “Hannah!” Viper shouted from across the clearing. He raised his rifle and aimed at her.

      What the hell?

      Then a pair of rough hands closed around her neck and dragged her from the ground. She flailed in his grasp, but he easily outweighed her, like most men, by over a hundred pounds.

      No matter how she struggled against the other wolf, she’d never find leverage with her thin frame.

      “You people ruined everything,” the strange male growled into her ear, laying a blade to her throat.

      “We came to help. We’re here to save you.”

      “We don’t need saving. Everything was just fine until you came.” He pressed the knife-edge deeper and a warm trail of liquid started down the side of her neck along with a sharp pain.

      She scanned the darkness for Viper and Duke. He’d been there only a moment ago. He wasn’t hurt. She’d be able to feel it if he was hurt.

      “No one’s coming for you, little girl. All your soldier friends are going to die when my brothers blow the other barra—”

      His sentence gurgled into nothing and the arm wrapped around her torso stiffened and then loosened.

      She stepped away and whirled to see Viper pulling a wicked-looking blade from her assailant’s skull before dropping the man’s body to the ground next to the burned body of what was probably one of his sisters.

      Hannah’s breath rushed in and out of her lungs.

      Duke emerged from the shadows and Viper waved him off, but Hannah couldn’t take her eyes off the man on the ground.

      Her heart raced, knocking against her ribs so hard they should’ve broken under the pressure. What was she doing here? She was a doctor, not a fighter. She didn’t have any combat training. She was no good to anyone here.

      Tears welled in her eyes, but she choked them back. She’d held it together this long.

      “Was he one of the ones you wanted to have a second chance?” Viper snarled.

      Hannah shivered as ice ran through her veins. She shook her head, backing a step away from her angry mate.

      His eye glowed gold and, at that very moment she realized she didn’t even know what color his eyes were. It had been dark when they met. Too dark on the boats. Too dark on the island.

      She didn’t know anything about this man and she’d linked herself to him forever. Linked him to her…without any thought to his life or what he wanted.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He stepped over the bodies and grabbed her into his arms. “Don’t you ever do anything so stupid again. No running ahead. No being the heroic doctor. I know you want to help, but I’m…” Squeezing her hard, his lips brushed the top of her head and his voice softened, “Don’t make me waste everybody on this island trying to keep you safe. Because I will.”

      In the midst of so much horror and torment, he’d managed to turn the tide of her emotions with a single statement. Taking a deep breath, Hannah tamped down the deluge of tears waiting to fall. That was as close to an I care about you as a girl could hope for. After all, they’d only known each other a few hours.

      She slipped her arms around his waist.

      Gunshots broke their stolen moment and Viper went on high alert again. He shoved her behind his massive body and yanked his rifle up from where it hung at his side. “Stay behind me. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” she answered, letting one last shudder escape her lungs. She took a quick glance at the carnage behind them as they moved around the corner of the burning building.

      More shots.

      Return gunfire.

      More screams.

      Then silence.

      Rangers moved across the clearing, body to body, illuminated by soft moonlight. Women were running from the barracks. She heard Dani yelling at them to slow down. That the soldiers were here to take them to safety.

      “All clear,” one of the Rangers shouted.

      She followed Viper to Duke’s side, where the team leader was shouting directions for the refugees to follow Rangers back to the docks. Duke gave Viper a long hard glance. “You good?”

      “Yes, sir,” Viper answered.

      Duke glanced at Hannah and she swallowed nervously. Viper hadn’t told anyone what she’d done, and both of them were wearing long sleeves. But she got the feeling Duke knew something had happened between them. Still, to his credit, he didn’t speak his suspicions.

      Gabriel darted by their group and took off into the tree.

      “Where the fuck is he going?” Duke asked.

      Dani took off after Gabriel, and Niko ran up to Hannah and Viper. “He says Adrian is at the bunker. He’s not here.”

      “What bunker?”

      Niko shrugged. “I don’t know, but we’re supposed to bring Rossi in alive and snarly out there wants to rip his head off. So Dani’s following him and I’m going after her.”

      Duke growled. “Fuck.” The commander turned to another Ranger. “Golick, you’re in charge. You, Trahan and Gonzales get these people back to the beach and into the boats. Viper and I are pursuing the final target.”

      “Yes, sir,” Golick shouted back.

      “Come on, Vipe,” Duke said, jogging off after Niko.

      Viper turned to Hannah, his face hard, his eyes darting between his retreating commander and her. He hissed out a curse. “You stay with Golick. You’re a doctor, you can help here. I…I need to know you’re safe.”

      Leave him?

      After everything that’d happened, he was asking her to leave.

      She glanced at the limping women and girls the other Rangers were leading away from the barracks. They needed her help.

      Others could catch Rossi. She didn’t have to do that. But she didn’t want to leave Viper.

      “Golick, Hannah’s with you,” her mate shouted, pushing her gently toward the Ranger before he turned and took off after Duke.

      Hannah watched until he disappeared into the trees. Every fiber of her being screamed to follow him, but logically she could do much more good staying with the injured than joining a hunt for a psychopath.

      “Hannah.” Golick waved, urging her toward him.

      She nodded and plodded the short distance between her and the Ranger. She side-stepped a couple of bodies and did her best not to look down at the vacant faces.

      Losing patients hadn’t happened often back home. Seeing so much death made her soul hurt. What had these men already witnessed in their lives? What horrors had her mate locked away in his mind? How did they deal with it?

      “Try not to think about it,” Golick said when she reached his side.

      “What?”

      “I see you trying not to look. The only way is to wrap into a box and shove it into the back of your mind. Eventually it grows cobwebs.”

      Hannah swallowed. “I’ll never be able to—”

      “Golick,” a familiar male voice shouted, bursting from the trees along with several other rangers.

      Rain.

      “Duke and Viper?”

      Golick pointed across the clearing. “Pursuing the final target, Commander.”

      “Keep these girls moving. Make sure you get them all to the boats. And tell them we’re going to get their children.” Rain signaled to the men who’d appeared with him to help herd the sobbing groups of women.

      Golick’s face darkened, but he nodded.

      “Hannah.” Rain grabbed her hand. “I need you to come with me. The bunker is full of children—babies. I don’t know what we’re walking into, but you’re the only one who would know what to do if he’s…” His voice trailed off, unable to say what he feared.

      She’d told Viper she’d stay…well technically she hadn’t verbally agreed. It was more like he asked and she hadn’t run after him. Hannah glanced at the women.

      “They can handle the girls, Hannah.”

      Hannah nodded. “Let’s go.”
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      Viper ran after Duke, pumping his arms and legs so hard, he might lose control of them. Even with his NODS down, he couldn’t see much, other than Duke’s blond head, and he couldn’t help thinking they were running into a trap. Just trees and brush and Duke and nothing.

      A crazy guy in a manbun and a loincloth runs into the forest. Sounds like the beginning of a horror movie. Following him blindly didn’t seem like the best plan, but it was the only plan.

      If there was a way to find Rossi, they had to chance it.

      His lungs burned, they’d been running so fast for so long. The moon was behind them, which meant the beach was behind them, and it seemed like they were near where the back of the island should be. Were they going to run off a cliff at any minute?

      Duke ducked to the right, suddenly breaking his forward motion, and Viper followed, slowing a bit. They ran for a short distance and he honed his hearing, trying to sense how close they were to the ocean.

      He could hear his buddy’s heart pounding, and a little way ahead of him, another heartbeat, and then another, and another, but he couldn’t concentrate hard enough to hear farther.

      Then, like a low thundering, he could hear the waves, and the farther they ran, the louder the crashing. They couldn’t be far from the cliffs, on some side.

      The ground gave way a bit more underneath his feet, and it was suddenly harder to take each step, like they were in soft grass.

      Ahead, something glinted light and he pulled up his NODS to rest them on his forehead. But in the night, whatever had been reflecting the light was too dark for his eyes to see.

      A voice ahead swore, and Viper picked up his pace, grabbing at the M4 he’d slung over his back. After a few seconds, he ran out into a clearing behind Duke. in roughly fifty yards, was a raised platform with a helicopter parked on it.

      Trees rounded the clearing, until what must’ve been cliffs on the other side. He could hear the waves much louder.

      Tarzan lay in the grass with Niko on top of him and Dani gulping huge breaths of air, standing over them both. The islander was wrestling at their hands, but they pulled him to his feet.

      “Just…” Dani panted, “Just wait, Gabriel. Let us help.”

      “I don’t need your help,” Tarzan snarled. “I’m going to kill him.”

      “Sure you are.” Niko’s voice was soft, but he held the bigger man’s arms in a locked grip that said he was in control. “We’re just offering to help.”

      “You don’t understand.” Gabriel tried to wrench free. His voice broke, “No. It has to be me. I need to kill him.”

      Viper’s insides cracked in half at the desperation in those words. He recognized the adolescent version of himself in Gabriel’s anguish. Heard the despair, the guilt. All things he’d carried around for years before he was able to rid himself of the man who had terrorized him for his entire life.

      “Let him go, Niko.” Viper pulled out his M9 and slapped it into Gabriel’s hand. “Do you know how to use this?”

      “Vipe,” Duke said, reaching for the gun, but Viper shot him a hard look.

      “If we don’t arm him, he’s going to get himself killed.” He glanced back at Gabriel and repeated in Spanish, “Do you know how to use this?”

      The man’s hand closed around the weapon and he nodded. “I used to be one of the guards.”

      A momentary pang of regret stole through Viper’s chest. Used to be. “So you know how to use the safety? And how to fire?”

      “Yes.” Gabriel shrugged off Niko’s last hand and looked at the helicopter. He pointed with the gun. “There’s an entrance to the bunker on the other side of the chopper pad.”

      “Bunker?” Viper said. “Why is there a bunker back here?”

      “It’s where he keeps the children.” Gabriel took a deep breath.

      Everything seized inside Viper’s chest, and he couldn’t breathe.

      The children.

      This was the one camera feed they’d had where there was evidence of children, but after having heard from Maggie about the basement of the villa, the Ranger team had assumed it wasn’t on the island.

      They’d never seen any of the guards there. There had only ever been two women on camera, and no windows. It’d been that sight that had first prompted Viper to volunteer for this mission.

      It made his blood burn through his veins just to remember seeing the crying, neglected children, trapped in their rooms or sobbing in the big room with no windows.

      It made him want to kill Adrian Rossi.

      It made him want to kill everyone on the island.

      But Gabriel had carried the same emotion in his voice. And he’d been a guard, probably for most of his life. But yet, he wanted to murder Rossi. Just as much as Viper did. Maybe more.

      He put a hand on Gabriel’s shoulder and squeezed, pulling the man forward. “Look. I know what you’re feeling right now. I get that you want to kill him. But it looks like that bunker has one entrance and we don’t know who else is down there. You need to let us help you so we can get all of those children out of there without getting any of them hurt.”

      The man tried to pull away, but he gripped harder.

      “You don’t know a thing about me,” Gabriel snarled. “You want to take him alive. I heard the woman say they needed him alive.”

      He took a long breath, looking from side to side. Niko and Dani were part of the group who wanted him alive. Hannah’s group. But Viper was the one who had been told to use lethal force.

      If he blurted that out, they might head in, half-cocked, trying to get ahead of the bullets.

      He shook his head. “Here’s what I know.” Viper turned his body, like he planned to tell Gabriel a secret, even though he knew full well the rest of them could hear him. “I know what it means to want to kill your father. And I know what it feels like to do it. I know that guilt, that desperate drive to right the wrong.” His mouth went dry and his hand flexed on Gabriel’s shoulder. “But there’s no use getting yourself killed in the process. Or getting those kids killed. That’s what we’re here for.”

      “But I need to kill him myself.” Gabriel glanced around. “You understand.”

      “How about this?” He met Duke’s eyes and nodded. They just needed to neutralize him. “How about you let us go in first and secure the place, and then you can come in behind us, and we’ll let you make the kill shot.” Viper looked down at the weapon he’d put into the man’s hand. “I armed you. But let me secure the place first. We need to protect those kids.”

      Gabriel followed his gaze down to the gun and squeezed the handle. He shrugged off Viper’s hand. “Yes. You secure. I kill.”

      With a hand signal to Duke, Viper took off, walking out into the open field toward the helicopter pad. They checked around the base of the pad, where the stairs up to the landing were, but there was no sign of an entrance.

      Niko and Dani jogged after them. Viper pointed at them, “You two, stay behind me. We’re going to find the entrance and go down.”

      They nodded uneasily, but stayed back.

      Viper rounded one side, and Duke the other. The bottom of the pad rose up out of the ground like the grass had grown around it. There was no entrance he could find, until he saw Duke waiting along one side, and kept running along until he met up.

      Dani and Niko stood behind Duke, and Gabriel behind them.

      He saw what’d caught Duke’s attention, when he came alongside his friend. They lifted a thick panel that looked like it might’ve hidden electrical panels, but instead, it opened up into the base of the landing pad.

      The entrance looked like an old Kansas tornado shelter, with steep stairs that weren’t meant for regular use. There was a rail, and the entrance was just wide enough for one person.

      The sound of the ocean was louder than they’d been nearer the forest. Viper dropped his NODS for a moment and looked around. The grass ended abruptly about fifty yards away, and the drop off must’ve been right there.

      He shifted the gun into his hands and put the NODS up. “We’re not far from the edge here. If we come out hot, we’re gonna have to watch our footing.”

      “Noted.” Duke’s nod was short and fast. “We’re going in blind.”

      “I know,” Viper said, his heartbeat ratcheting up.

      “I’ll go in first,” the team leader said, and pointed along the near wall.

      “Copy.”

      “What about us?” Niko asked, stepping forward. “We have weapons. We can help.”

      Duke’s sigh was heavy. “I’d rather you didn’t come down until we know the coast is clear.”

      “I can’t hear anything down there,” Dani said. “Are you sure he’s really there?”

      “You won’t be able to hear anything until we get past the walls,” Gabriel said, coming over Dani’s shoulder with his gun and pointing to the right. “I’ve seen into it, once, and I know there’s a hallway that way. But I patrolled this island for years before I knew this was here. None of us had ever been in there.”

      “There had to be twenty kids on the monitors when we saw inside his security feeds,” Duke said with a heavy tone. “How could we not hear twenty heartbeats?”

      “I don’t know. But until I got past the door, I couldn’t hear anything.” Gabriel’s chest heaved. “This was where he caught me.”

      “Caught you?” Niko repeated, raising a blond eyebrow.

      A loud wave crashed off to their right and the whole group flinched.

      Viper had been trying to tune out all the residual noise, but he couldn’t ignore the fact that the cliffs were less than thirty paces away anymore. On this side of the landing pad, the ocean was overwhelming.

      “I led a revolt of guards, trying to free the girls, and we followed him out here.” The islander’s voice choked off and he sucked a breath through his teeth. “I found the panel open, went downstairs into the hallway, and then… black.” He touched the collar with the muzzle of the M9. “I woke up in the cage with this on, and I’ve been down there for nine years.”

      Viper’s tongue snaked around his teeth as he tried to hold in his fury. Rossi knocked out his own son and let other people fucking hunt him. He had more of a desire to waste the man than ever before.

      But he’d promised Gabriel.

      “Look. We don’t know what’s down there,” Duke said. “Let us go in first and clear the entry. Then, we’ll worry about the rest of you. Got it?”

      Dani and Niko shared a look, but nodded.

      The team leader pointed to the door and went down first. He tried the handle and his eyebrows tented when it opened under his hand. He burst through the door and Viper was right behind him with his M4 raised and ready.

      Duke slid to the right at the bottom of the stairs inside, and Viper went left. It opened into a long hallway. They tried doors, but all were locked. Finally, at the end of Duke’s hall, there was an open one and Viper heard the grunt and looked up just as his friend went through it.

      A loud gunshot echoed through the low, dark hallway, and a single flash of light lit the place in white for a short minute.

      Viper ran toward the shot, but Niko and Dani slid into the hallway ahead of him, coming down from topside. He didn’t see them on the stairs, and tumbled over Gabriel.

      Niko raised a pistol and went through the door, yelling, “Get your hands up!”

      “Stop!” Viper yelled. “Stop!”

      Another shot sounded. Louder, closer. The sound of a body hitting the floor, and Dani’s scream followed. Her smaller pistol fired, and Gabriel climbed across the floor, toward the room.

      Viper jumped to his feet and scrambled after them.

      “Papa!” the half-naked islander yelled, with his gun raised. “It’s Gabriel! Don’t shoot.” He went through the door, but there was no shot.

      Viper ran in behind him, grabbing at him, and found himself falling to the floor, tripping.

      The body wasn’t moving.

      In the dark, he couldn’t see who it was, but his eyes searched the room, looking for Duke, for Niko. For Rossi.

      Through the dimmness, one light cut through. It was from the end of Duke’s M4, and it was coming from a low vantage point, like whoever held it was on their knees.

      He switched his on as well, and in the apex of the two crossed lights stood an old man in a dark shirt and white pants, holding a young girl in one hand and a gun in the other.

      Adrian Rossi.

      “Niko,” Dani whispered from the floor behind Viper.

      “Fuck,” Duke swore under his breath.

      Viper glanced over to see a shadow of his friend on his knees. His head dipped and the gun’s light dipped with it. He moved fast and caught his friend before he hit the ground. “What’s wrong?” he hissed.

      “He shot me.” Duke grabbed at his breastbone. “Caught me in the clavicle.”

      Viper hit his comm button and gave his call sign. “Ranger down. I repeat, Ranger down. In the bunker.” He lifted his finger from the button and opened Duke’s pack. “Just let me find the woundseal.”

      A calm laughter echoed through the dark room and Viper trained his gun back on Rossi.

      “Your radios won’t work down here, American.” He continued to laugh, his shoulders shaking. “You really have no idea who I am, do you?”

      “I know you’re a bastard and a psychopath,” Viper snarled.

      “You don’t even know the half of it,” Gabriel said. “I’ve got him. You take care of your friend.” The man in the loincloth stepped in front of him. “Make one move and I’ll put a bullet right in your brain. And you know I can do it.”

      From the floor near the door, Dani’s sobs cut through the sounds of Viper pulling open the woundseal. “Niko,” she whispered. The emotion choked out her full voice. “Niko. Niko.”

      He looked around, trying to locate her, and he finally saw her, crouched over the body he’d tripped over. Niko wasn’t moving.

      “Just let me finish here and I’ll look at him.” Dammit. Where was Hannah? Why had he told her to stay behind?

      “Niko,” she kept chanting through tears. “Niko. Shit, Niko. Say something.”

      “Don’t you move,” Gabriel said from somewhere in front of Duke, but out of his beam of light.

      Viper’s gun was hanging at his side, which put his light into the ground. Still, there was enough of the other to make out Rossi’s figure, holding the young girl with the blonde hair. She might be a teenager, but she was probably younger. Her face was so blank, like she wasn’t feeling anything.

      Good girl, he wanted to say. I’m going to get you out of here.

      “What’re you going to do to me, Gabriel?” Rossi said, his tone more patronizing than was probably safe in such a tense situation. “Kill me?”

      “That’s what I’ve been dreaming of doing for nine years now.”

      “Oh, it’s been much longer than that for you, and you know it.” The old man sneered. “As soon as I told you what this place was really for, you turned against me.”

      Viper finished filling Duke’s wound. The bullet had only gone in one side, but he’d still need a hospital pretty damn fast. It was in a part of his neck that might have more damage than would show from a cursory feel out. He patted Duke on his good shoulder. “We need to get you out of here.”

      “None of you are going anywhere,” the psychopath snarled.

      When Viper looked up, Rossi had the muzzle of his gun pressed firmly to the girl’s forehead.

      “You’re going to let me go, or I’m going to kill her.”

      Gabriel’s laugh was choked and he took another step forward. “You think that’s going to stop me? You’re going to kill her anyway.”

      A sick smile curled across the old man’s face and he gripped the girl’s shoulder, pushing her forward a step. “Oh, Gabriel. I would never, ever, do that to my own family.”

      “The hell you wouldn’t,” he snarled. “I’m not going to let you out of here alive, so don’t even try it.”

      “Yes, you are, son.” Rossi edged to one side and Viper’s gun trained right along with him.

      For the first time, Viper saw what lay beyond Rossi. The room was wide and dark. A bed sat just behind the old man’s white pant leg, and to the right, against the wall, huddled a group of children. They held each other, probably ten of them, all aged eight or nine. Some a little older.

      “You’re going to let me walk right out of here, and I’m going to take your daughter with me.” He cooed at the girl like she was a baby.

      Gabriel’s gun dropped for a moment. “My daugh—what?” He raised the weapon high, his arms shaking. “You’re lying.”

      “No, I’m not.” Rossi drew one finger down the side of the girl’s face. “Tell him what your name is, honey.”

      The girl looked up at him, turning her head just enough that the gun disappeared for a second.

      Viper’s trigger finger itched. But he had an M4. The bullet spray would catch her.

      “Emilia,” she said, her little voice wavering.

      Gabriel choked, his gun dropping to the floor. “No. It can’t be. You told me she was dead.”

      “What else was I supposed to tell you?” The old man’s weathered hand turned her young cheek so that the side of her face caught the light.

      Gabriel reached for the girl, taking a step forward, but Rossi clucked his tongue.

      “Now, now, son.” He shook his head, his jowls jiggling. “You’re going to back off. All of you. And Emilia and I are going out that door. Then we’re going to lock you in here with the children.”

      “No!” Viper yelled, snaking forward to stand next to Gabriel.

      Rossi backed up until his leg hit the bed behind him. “You don’t have a choice, American. Either you move out of my way, or I kill little Emilia here.”

      The girl whimpered a bit, but to her credit, she didn’t speak.

      Gabriel’s breath caught audibly.

      “I know you’re not going to let me take what you perceive to be an innocent life. So you drag your friends over there by the children, and then I’m going out that door.”

      “No, you’re not.” Viper took another step.

      Rossi sighed. It was a strange noise, like he was dealing with a petulant toddler. He gave a shake of his head and pointed his gun at the wall without looking.

      Viper dove as hard and fast as he could to get in front of the gun.

      He saw the shot before he felt it. The light filled the whole room, and the noise was deafening in the small confines. The bullet tore through the meaty part of his outstretched arm. He hit the ground hard on that injury and heat lanced through his whole left side.

      “I’ll kill them all if I have to, one by one,” Rossi said. “It doesn’t matter. I’m going to have to start over anyway, so none of them matter.”

      The words were so cold and matter-of-fact, he might’ve been talking about tomato plants instead of children.

      Anger burned behind Viper’s eyes and he rolled to his back, pointing his gun up at Rossi. “Don’t you move, asshole. I’ll kill you myself.”

      But before he could even think about pulling the trigger, Gabriel slid in front of the muzzle of his gun.

      “Please.” The man’s tone was tortured, broken. “Please, don’t kill my daughter. I’ve… I thought she was dead all these years. Please.”

      From the door, Dani’s sobs overtook the room again. She kept repeating Niko’s name and wailing.

      Viper couldn’t think straight. From somewhere outside himself, he could feel Hannah’s heartbeat speed. She’d probably felt his injury.

      Dammit.

      He looked at Duke, but couldn’t read anything on his face, it was so dark.

      “Please,” Gabriel repeated.

      Viper was not a mercy guy. There was never an excuse to let a bad guy go. And if he’d had his sidearm, he would’ve shot Rossi between the eyes. But he didn’t. He only had his wide-spray automatic weapon. If he started shooting, he was going to kill Rossi and the girl and probably Gabriel, too.

      Fuck.

      “Move them away from the door,” Rossi said with a nod toward Dani and Niko. “The rest of you, drop your weapons.”

      Duke threw his M4 to the ground and whispered, “Do it, Viper. I’m not losing a kid on my watch.”

      He couldn’t. The only way Rossi was going to die was if he could manage to kill him. He was the only one with the balls to get the job done, apparently.

      “Viper.” His friend’s voice had a hard edge. “Throw down your fucking weapon.”

      He took a long breath, in. Then out.

      Am I really going to do this? Let the psychopath walk out into the jungle?

      “Now,” Duke said. “And that’s an order.”

      He threw his weapon to the ground in front of him and sat up. When his M4 stopped sliding, the light fixed on a spot on the far wall, and there was a strange shape in the shadow.

      Viper looked to the floor and, just in front of the light was the butt of his M9. The gun he’d given to Gabriel.

      “Now, move those two out of the way.” Rossi indicated Dani and Niko, and Gabriel jumped across the room and pulled Niko’s body away from the door.

      Dani screamed and clawed at him, kicking him away when he finally dropped the body, but Gabriel was unfazed.

      “There,” he said. “A clear path. Go ahead.”

      “You move away, too,” Rossi said. He pulled the girl with him and edged around to the opposite side of the room from where Viper was.

      Gabriel was just stepping away when Viper dove for the handgun.

      His fingers had barely closed around the grip when another flash of light filled the room, along with the loud pop of a handgun.
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      Hannah clutched the small girl’s form to her with her free arm as Adrian Rossi’s body crumpled to the floor.

      Blood pooled on the concrete. He was dead. The girl was safe.

      Viper was alive, but she could still feel the burning in her arm where he’d been injured.

      An emotional cry came from Gabriel in the center of the room. He approached slowly and Hannah realized she was still holding her gun up.

      She dropped her arm and holstered the gun. He beckoned the child toward him and Hannah released her.

      “Hannah!” Rain bellowed from down the hallway. His boots sent a heavy echo through the bunker.

      “I’m fine,” she answered, entering the room. “Viper?”

      He was here. Their bond, even though it was only half-complete had pulled her straight to the bunker.

      Rain had been following his GPS navigator, but she’d pulled ahead of him by sheer force of will.

      A light flashed across her face briefly. Then Viper’s voice called out. The room was dark, and filled with sounds of sobbing. She squinted and moved toward her mate’s voice.

      “Follow the light, Hannah.”

      The flashlight beam shifted to the floor and led her across the room, into his arms. “Rain told me about the babies here and I—”

      His hands cupped her face and his lips closed over hers. Gently. Kissing away the worry that he would be angry she’d followed.

      She melted into the kiss, running her hand down his shoulder until he winced. A stab of pain shot through her arm, echoing his discomfort. His sleeve was damp, and the scent of blood hung in the air—Viper’s and others.

      Hannah pulled away from his mouth. “You’re shot? Is anyone else hurt?”

      “Duke and—”

      “Viper? Duke?” Rain’s voice entered the room and a wide beam of light flashed back and forth. “Shit, are you both shot?”

      “Yes, commander,” Viper answered, grabbing a pack of woundseal from his vest. “I already sealed Duke’s wound, Hannah’s helping with mine.” He handed the packet to her and shone his flashlight toward his arm.

      She tore it open, wincing at the large bloodstain on his sleeve. She made the hole larger, where the bullet had gone through his shirt and poured the powder into the wound.

      “Rain,” Dani sobbed. “Niko is…”

      Hannah’s body tightened and pain like fire stabbed her gut. No! No! It can’t be true. It can’t.

      She finished with Viper’s arm and scrambled away from him, toward the sound of Dani’s weeping. She bumped into a couple of beds before she found her way across the room.

      Her hand fell to Niko’s still form. No heartbeat. No breath sounds. He was gone. Really gone.

      Hannah rolled back from her heels and let her butt hit the floor. Her friend was dead. She’d never hear his sweet smart-alec voice or joke with him about how crazy his family was again. And gods, what was his family going to say...or do?

      Tears burned at the corner of her eyes.

      Rain was spouting off orders, but she couldn’t hear them, not till he touched her shoulder. “Hannah, I’m going to carry Niko out of here, but I need you to help Gabriel with all the children.”

      Carry Niko out. Cause he wouldn’t be walking. Ever again. Or smiling. Nothing.

      He turned toward where Dani crouched on the other side of Niko, and flashed a light on the red-eyed woman. “I need you too, Dani. There are a lot of kids here that need our help. Niko died trying to help them and we’re not done yet.”

      “If I’d run faster, maybe I—”

      The commander touched her again. “Don’t torture yourself with maybes, Hannah. You did everything you could, just like everyone else in this room.”

      It didn’t feel like it. She could’ve run faster. Or refused to stay when Viper asked her to. Any number of things might’ve changed the outcome for her friend.

      “Hannah,” Rain said, lowering his voice. “They’d all be dead if it wasn’t for your quick action. I need your head in the game, right now.”

      She swallowed. Her mind went into auto-pilot. There were patients. People who needed help. Children and babies who needed help. She jumped to her feet. “Give me that flashlight.” Hannah held out her hand, and Rain plunked the Maglight into her palm. The heavy metal was warm from his grip. She closed her fingers around it and shined a light toward Gabriel, then to the—massive—group of children. Her mouth fell open. “How many kids are in here?”

      “Fifty or more probably,” he answered.

      Gods! Surely he wasn’t serious. “Where are the rest?” she asked, shining the light along the group of children in the room. They all looked the same age. There had to be others.

      “They are in the other bunk rooms,” said a girl’s voice from the back of the group. Hannah shined the light toward the voice.

      “He has the keys. We can’t get to them without the keys,” the black-haired girl pointed in the direction of Adrian’s body.

      “Are they younger? Older?”

      “This is the oldest group. Once they age out of this room, they…” Her voice trailed off and Hannah’s stomach turned at the reality of where that statement had been heading.

      “Gabriel, I need you to find the keys. Honey, what’s your name?”

      “Maria.”

      “Okay, Maria. Are there any adults in this bunker?”

      “I don’t know. Usually.” The girl shifted, nervous, her eyes round. “They lock us in here at night, to sleep.”

      “Got the keys,” Gabe said, jingling a key ring.

      Hannah surveyed the room of children, huddled together. Most of them seemed close to adolescence. But all old enough. “We’re here to rescue you, okay? To take you outside. We need you to help carry the babies. Everyone needs to walk carefully. It’s dark and we won’t have anything but these flashlights until we’re outside.”

      She followed most of the flurry of Spanish that flew back and forth between the children. They began filling one-by-one along the wall, around Adrian’s body and then past Niko’s. She flashed a light toward where Viper was, but he’d moved.

      “Viper?”

      “Over here, Hannah.”

      She moved her light. He was helping Duke climb to his feet.

      “Get those kids out.”

      She nodded, and the responsible cap of being a doctor fell securely back into place. Hannah followed Gabriel down the hallway, unlocking one door after another. Calming one group of terrified children after another. Luckily they all recognized Emilia and Maria, and settled quickly.

      Considering the conditions they lived in, she’d been prepared for much more resistance, but these poor babies seemed to know they were about to get a taste for something they’d never had before—freedom.

      Gabriel opened the last door on the hallway and the older girls followed him. They pulled baby after baby from the white cribs built into the walls.

      Four, five, six, seven infants. So many children. Hannah choked back the stabbing pain in her chest and inhaled. The worst was past. Right?

      Hannah flashed the light along the wall. The never-ending line of children seemed to have only grown. They walked quietly and carefully, just as they’d been told. Any child large enough to carry a smaller one had their arms full. Smaller children were holding the hands of the toddlers that could walk.

      Gabriel stopped next to her in the hall. “There’s one more room we need to check. Let me take Emilia with me.”

      “Go.”

      He nodded and took the girl’s hand. They disappeared into the darkness, only coming into view when a random flashlight waved across them. The stairs up out of the bunker were around a corner and out of sight.

      The Rangers had all gone up already. Viper had helped Duke. Rain had carried Niko. Dani had grabbed a small toddler and hurried up the stairs after them. She didn’t hold it against the Hollywood wolf for not sticking around to herd the children.

      Dani was grieving. She and Rain were too, but they all dealt with it differently. Hannah needed to be busy. Giving her a job to do had been the best thing Rain could’ve done for her at that moment.

      Gabriel came out of the darkness pulling two women hard in his hands. One was much older, with silver streaks in her hair. The other was wearing all black and had her sleek hair pulled up into a ponytail.

      “This is my sister, Luna.” He thrust the younger girl forward. “And this is our mother, Christina.”

      Both women eyed Hannah cautiously, struggling only a little against his grip. Hannah was shocked at their rough treatment until she realized who they must be.

      “You’re the adults who live down here.” Her insides clenched. “You’re the ones who keep these children captive.”

      Christina scoffed at her and struggled against her captor. “You know nothing of our life here.”

      “He locked you in that room, Mama.” Gabriel’s voice was tight, but he didn’t look at his mother. “He was going to kill you, just like he was going to kill them.”

      “He would never have killed me,” she screeched. “He loved me.”

      Gabriel thrust Christina into Hannah’s arms and, from behind her, Rain’s loud voice echoed up the stairs. “Hannah? Everything okay down there?”

      “We have a live one,” she shouted back. “Or two.”

      Rain was down the stairs in a flash and the women struggled hard against them.

      Christina began to thrash and cry, and Rain grabbed her, hard.

      Gabriel held down on the younger one, Luna, while she pushed at him.

      With a flash of his hands, Rain had fished something out of his pocket and secured it around the wrists of the older woman. A tiny black swath went across each wrist and secured her hands behind her.

      “Hold her,” he said, thrusting the woman at Hannah.

      Gabriel had the younger woman in his grip and Rain grabbed another set of restraints, similarly securing her.

      “There,” he said, pushing her back at Gabriel. “Let’s get them both down to the beach. Is there anyone else in the building?”

      “That was the last room,” the bare-chested man answered, holding his sister in his hands.

      “Can you take her?” he asked Hannah, raising one eyebrow. “I need to be able to carry…Niko.”

      “What are we going to do with…my father?” Gabriel asked, his words halting.

      Rain looked down the long, dark hallway, face tense and drawn. He spat on the ground and growled, “Leave him.”

      Him. Rossi.

      She’d used the gun she hated. Taken a life. Broken her oath as a doctor. Clear as day, Hannah remembered the moment when all of that had fallen away. The moment when she’d heard Rossi threaten them and her mate would’ve died if she didn’t act. And she had.

      Without hesitation.

      One second of self-doubt.

      One second of uncertainty, and he would’ve known she was there. Heard her. Sensed her. They were all wolves.

      They could feel each other from a hundred feet away. She’d been lucky he hadn’t reacted to her presence. That he’d been too caught up in his malicious hatred to notice Hannah step up behind him.

      She pressed her lips together as unshed tears gathered in her eyes again, but now wasn’t the time for them either. “We need to get moving,” she said, gesturing for the other woman to climb the stairwell first.

      Hannah held Christina’s arm as they walked, like the woman was her prisoner. They brought up the tail end of the lone line weaving itself across the clearing and into the trees.

      Flashlight beams bounced along the moving tide of children. She picked up a struggling toddler in front of her and situated the baby on her hip. At this pace it would take them at least thirty minutes to reach the inlet.
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      Viper struggled through the forest with Duke’s arm around his neck. If he concentrated on Hannah, he could feel where she was walking behind him, like her magick was a beacon he could center on. She was in the back of the trudging group.

      They made slow progress through the forest, stopping only to swig water from their packs. There were so many children. They didn’t have food and water for this many.

      For being such a big group, the mood was surprisingly quiet. Certainly, the kids who’d been in the room with them had witnessed horror, maybe not for the first time in their little lives. Even though he’d seen Rossi fall, had seen the flash of the bullet and heard the dead weight of the body, he still didn’t believe it was really over.

      Rain and Colt had been communicating over the comm channel, talking through the evacuation plan—which had morphed from the tiny numbers they’d anticipated, to now the possibility of rescuing more than a hundred people.

      And prisoners.

      The children may have been innocent, but some of the guards had been aggressively complicit. Who knew what kind of crazy awaited them on the beach.

      They came to the road that led down to the beach and stepped out onto the cleared path.

      Dani walked in front of them, holding Maria’s hand with heavy limbs that seemed weighted down. The girl held the hand of a younger boy who had dark, ruffley hair, and wore a white nightshirt that hung down past his knees. None of them had shoes on.

      Viper’s stomach turned over when he thought about what was behind him. So many children, kept captive. Locked in their rooms with siblings. Probably never seeing the out-doors, except in picture books. But maybe they didn’t have books, either. Rossi was more warden than father.

      Their young lives would never be the same.

      “Jeez, dude,” Duke moaned and sagged against him. “If you go any faster, you’re going to be dragging me behind you.”

      He paused, re-situating his friend’s arm around his neck. “If you weren’t such a slow-ass bitch, we could go at the normal pace.”

      Duke’s laugh was caustic. “You know there are like a hundred kids behind you.”

      “Yeah, well, good thing they don’t speak English.”

      “You don’t know that.” The smile was evident in his friend’s voice, but Viper wasn’t taking the bait.

      He wasn’t in the mood for a sarcasm rally.

      “What’s your twenty?” Colt’s voice came over the comm.

      Rain answered, and Viper could just hear his real voice echoing over his radio voice. “We’re five minutes out. Coming in slow.”

      “I just took the last of the girls from the barracks over to the landing strip.” Colt cut out with a buzz of static.

      “Any prisoners?” Rain asked.

      “Ten total.”

      “We have two more.”

      Viper’s ears perked up at that. Two prisoners? He didn’t remember prisoners. Only children. He whirled around, but the moonlight wasn’t bright enough to shine all the way back to the end of the group, and all he saw, besides people he recognized, were tiny heads.

      “Come on, Vipe.” Duke winced. “I need to get to the boat.”

      The kids began to stream around him and he finally turned back to the road. He didn’t like not being able to see Hannah. Even feeling her physical presence wasn’t enough. He needed something deeper. He needed more.

      “Fine, you whiny bitch,” he grunted and kept walking.

      “Language, dude.”

      “English.”

      The tree-line melted away into the night, and the moonlight cut a path along the ocean water. The beach, at last.

      He increased his pace again, chancing Duke’s complaint, and hurried toward the feel of sand under his boots.

      Colt stood at the base of the ramp that led up to the boathouse, waving his hands.

      Viper kept pushing his pace until he reached his buddy. “Take Duke,” he said when they reached the end of the sand and the wood clomped under his foot.

      “We have another boat,” Colt thumbed over his shoulder. “Come with me.”

      He touched Dani’s shoulder and pointed down the pier. “Go with him. They’ll get you guys off the island.”

      Maria halted hard, pulling Dani back before they could touch their feet onto the pier. “We can’t. If we try to get on a boat, we’ll die.”

      “You won’t die,” she said with almost no emotion in her voice. “We fixed it so you can leave.”

      “But Nana always told us…” The little girl shook her head and backed away. Many of the kids behind her followed suit.

      “We made it safe for you to leave,” Dani said, tugging on the girl’s hand. “You’re not going to die. I promise you.”

      The little girl’s lip trembled, and she kept shaking her dark hair back and forth like her dissent alone could stop it from happening.

      Suddenly, Hannah’s calm voice cut through the protests of the children. “Look, honey. Maria.” Hannah brushed past Viper and he smelled that scent of hers again.

      The coolness, the spice of her hair. It was like a balm to his soul.

      Maria’s eyes flew up to meet Hannah’s. “We can’t leave,” she said, her voice still wavering.

      “Watch, watch me.” Hannah put her hand on the little girl’s face and smiled. “I have Christina with me, and we’re going to go first. You know Christina, right?”

      “Nana?” the girl said. “Yes.”

      “She has the same implant that you have. The one that you think is going to kill you. But I promise you, we shut it off so it can’t ever hurt you again. Okay?” She knelt in front of the girl. “I’m going to take Christina to the boat so you can see that it won’t hurt you. Okay? Because she has the exact same thing inside her that you have, that was put there so you couldn’t leave.”

      Maria’s lip quavered, but she nodded.

      Viper reached for Hannah’s hand as she released the girl’s cheek, and made eye contact for the briefest of moments. Her touch warmed him and he found himself smiling at her.

      It’s over.

      She gave him the most peaceful, most reassuring smile, and released him with a squeeze. She pulled the old woman behind her, down the pier, watching the little girl the whole time.

      “See, Maria?” she said. “See how she’s okay?”

      Hannah walked past the wooden rail that jogged off to the boathouse door, and kept stepping carefully. All of the kids had gathered behind Maria, not stepping onto the ramp.

      The sound of her footsteps was almost eerie in the darkness. Like the whole scene was still some surreal dream.

      At the end of the pier, the boat waited, and the lights shone out across the ocean, giving just enough light to the wooden dock that they could all see her climbing onboard a big, white yacht with the old woman in her hands.

      Colt took the woman and pushed her onto the boat.

      “See?” Hannah held up her empty hands. “Christina is fine. And you will be fine, too. Now, come down here to me so I can take you on the boat.”

      The older kids in the front exchanged skeptical glances, but Maria stepped out, her little jaw quavering. Her bare foot made barely any noise on the wood, and Viper held out his hand to her.

      She swallowed and took it.

      “That’s right,” Hannah said. “Come here, to me.”

      Maria ran forward and emotion took Viper’s breath, holding him silent for a long minute. He watched the girl sail into Hannah’s arms and throw her arms around Hannah’s neck, and relief flooded his entire body.

      The other children began swarming onto the pier, streaming past him.

      They were going to get off the island. He’d saved them.

      His team had saved them.

      Hannah.

      Hannah had saved them all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    

    
      Viper unloaded the last of the children onto the mainland beach and glanced around at the scene in front of him.

      Using Luther’s boat, they’d managed to get everyone over in two trips. But now the beach was crowded with huddled groups of children and young girls.

      He had no idea what they were going to do with them all.

      The sun had begun to rise up over the mountains behind Choaca, and the morning was almost like a spell. Until he’d seen the first rays of light for himself, he still wasn’t certain they’d really see it again.

      Rossi was dead, many of the guards were dead. The island was evacuated. Not everyone had survived. But Hannah was safe.

      Hannah.

      It was hard to believe that, only twelve hours ago, he’d been blissfully unaware of the fact that his mate was somewhere out there in the world, coming for him.

      Fate was a fucking bitch sometimes.

      He pulled at the sleeves of his combat jacket and saw the edges of the tattoo in the full light. It was so much like his father’s.

      Viper had nearly forgotten what it was like to look at the mate bond tattoos. So many dark mornings, he’d been huddled under a desk with his little brothers, and all he could see of his parents were their hands and their legs, and those tattoos.

      The yelling above him, the fighting, the beating. It’d all happened mostly out of sight, but those tattoos had been the handcuffs that wouldn’t let his mother leave his father. The thing that had always made her insist they had to stay. All of them.

      His father was the alpha, after all, and a wolf, and when he wasn’t drinking, he was a good man.

      But that hadn’t mattered.

      The tattoos had always represented jail to him. Death. But one new sunrise, and all he could think about was that Hannah had these same tattoos under the sleeves of her shirt, and she belonged to him.

      And he belonged to her.

      He searched the beach for her, and found her already kneeling with a group of children, offering them some of the MREs from the Rangers’ packs.

      Poor kids. Hope they like teriyaki.

      “What are we going to do with all of them?” Gonzales said from over Viper’s shoulder.

      “Not sure.” He signaled to Rain, who had laid out the dead bodies under cover, up the beach from where everyone had congregated. Closer to the landing strip.

      “I counted one hundred and twenty-two total.” Banner’s deep voice was full of frustration. No one wanted to think about what that meant. One hundred and twenty-two children, young women, and soldiers, who’d been held prisoner by Rossi or brainwashed by Rossi. They’d all need new homes, maybe new packs.

      “How many of those are kids?” Viper asked.

      “Eighty-seven.”

      “And how many did we lose?”

      Banner shrugged. “Given how many were in the one barracks, I’d say we lost about thirty.”

      “And then the guards who were killed.”

      “And the guards,” Banner repeated.

      Gonzales whistled.

      Rain jogged up to them and signaled for Warrick and Young, who bounded across the beach. Everyone had unloaded their weapons and packs, and they moved much faster without the weight. It felt strange, still, to be done with the mission and defenseless. Ready for debrief.

      “We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us.” The commander crossed his arms. “I’m waiting to hear from the alpha council what they want us to do with all the children.”

      The cool morning air turned sour in Viper’s mouth as the enormity of it all settled into his mind. They’d just rescued a family, bigger than most of the packs he knew, from years of isolation. “Shit,” he whispered. “I mean, who’s even their alpha?”

      “I don’t know,” Rain said. “It wasn’t Rossi, though. You would’ve been able to sense it if he was an alpha, and he wasn’t.”

      “We’re gonna have to get some answers from somebody.”

      Gonzales thumbed behind them, toward Choaca. “That Damon kid was answering our questions in the boat, at least. But Alex took him to the hospital with Vadik and Andrea. He wanted to stay with his sister.”

      “Damon?” Viper asked.

      “One of the guards.”

      Rain pointed along the beach, where the sand ended and the landing strip was visible through the trees. “I asked Colt to set up some tents up there. I think our only option is going to be to start debriefing everyone. I need you guys to get some sleep. Four hour shifts. Whoever’s awake will be helping me with information gathering and debriefing. And I’ll call in to Julianna, and see if we can get some real food out here for everyone.”

      “I’ll help Colt with the tents,” Warrick said, clomping off through the sand.

      “Good,” Rain called after him. “Then you and Colt and Young take the first shift sleeping.”

      “What about us, boss?” Hannah’s voice was soft behind Viper, and sent chills through him. She was so calm, and so quiet, she was like a wave of peace washing over them, keeping them all sane.

      Or maybe it was just him she was keeping sane.

      Viper moved aside to make room for her in the circle. When she stepped in beside him, his first instinct was to pull her into his body, but he couldn’t do that with all of his buddies around.

      They couldn’t know yet. Until the debrief was done and they were on a plane home, nothing was really safe.

      “Have you had a chance to look at the wounds yet?”

      Hannah nodded. In the growing sunlight, she glowed. Her features were so delicate, so arresting. He would’ve been hard-pressed not to stare at her openly when they first met if he could have seen her like this.

      He might’ve been able to ignore the magick in the dark, on the island, but it was irresistible now. There was no arguing; she was obviously the most beautiful woman ever created.

      And that he wanted her.

      She was already his.

      God. His.

      That’d take some getting used to. And the way the light played on her cheeks, the way her eyes lit like fiery coals in the morning sun… dammit. It was a good thing they hadn’t met in the daytime. He would’ve been killed for sure, distracted by Hannah.

      “I want you to be with me when I question the two women,” Rain said. “Viper, you, too, in case we have to restrain them.”

      Hannah and Viper followed him across the beach, back toward the boat, where the two women sat huddled together, under a big, spidery tree.

      The older woman let out a hissing hush when they approached.

      “Can I look at your hand?” Hannah asked in cautious Spanish, holding out a palm to the old woman.

      Christina clutched the appendage to her chest. “No,” she said.

      “My mother just wants to return home,” Luna said, stroking the old woman’s back and avoiding all their gazes. “And so do I.”

      “We just have some questions for you, and then we can talk about that.” Hannah knelt on the ground in front of them and looked up at Rain and Viper, forcing her eyes down to indicate they should do the same.

      Viper almost laughed.

      These two women were prisoners. And they’d participated in holding children captive. Interrogation techniques told him they’d be more likely to talk if he intimidated them. Not sit on their level. But when Rain knelt down and took a seat next to Hannah, Viper followed suit.

      “We’re not allowed to talk to strangers.” Luna’s voice was almost childlike, but her eyes were shifty. She was much smarter than she gave an appearance of being, he had no doubt.

      “We’ve already spoken with Clara and Damon, and they’ve helped us understand quite a bit about your island,” Hannah said, reaching out to touch the girl’s arm. “We just want to understand.”

      Luna’s shoulders slumped and she held tighter to her mother. “What is it you want to understand?”

      “How long have you lived on the island?” Viper sat back on his heels and rested his hands on his thighs, mimicking Hannah’s posture.

      Might as well present a united front.

      “My entire life.”

      “And how old are you?”

      “Thirty-three.”

      Hannah put her hand on Rain’s arm and Viper saw them exchange a strange glance.

      He didn’t like her touching Rain like that… but butting in between them would be a little too mate-y for the moment. Viper could get his shit under control. She wasn’t fucking the guy. Just touching his arm.

      Just touching his arm.

      “Are you certain that you’ve been on the island your whole life?” Hannah asked, squeezing Rain’s arm.

      Viper took in a deep breath. Just touching his arm.

      “Yes.”

      “Because we’ve been led to believe—”

      The older woman’s eyes rose to Hannah’s and she shook her head. “She wasn’t born on the island.”

      Luna’s brows shot up and she sat back. “But, Mother—”

      “Before the island, there was a place in a far away city where we all lived together in a dark little room.” The woman’s voice had a distant quality, like she wasn’t experiencing the memory. “That’s where you were born. You and Gabriel.”

      Rain grabbed Hannah’s hand, gripping it hard. They looked at each other and said in unison, “Guadalajara.”

      Viper sucked a long gust of air through his teeth. Stop touching my woman.

      He knocked Rain’s shoulder, but the commander didn’t look away from Christina.

      “Adrian brought other wolves in to live with us. And humans. And we were all having babies,” she said. “But then Pamela helped some of them leave and Adrian was angry with her. Very angry.” Her fingers went to her lips and she shook her head. “He took her little girl away from her and he said he was going to kill her.”

      “When the women escaped, that was when you went to the island?” Hannah asked.

      “Yes. We left the city and traveled for a long time. Gabriel was sick on the boat when we went to the island, and Adrian hit him so hard…” Her eyes glazed with the old memory, touched with fear.

      Hannah slid her hand onto the woman’s. “It’s okay, Christina. You’re safe here.”

      Viper nodded, but kept a close eye on Luna. The woman wasn’t affected like her mother, and there was something buzzing under the surface with her. Anger? Pride? He couldn’t quite tell.

      “What happened after you got to the island?” Viper asked.

      “We lived there. He brought us to the house first, until there were too many children. One of the girls tried to escape with her baby, and he couldn’t allow that. So he moved Luna and me down into the bunker with the children so he could control the mothers.” Her tone was so matter-of-fact, it chilled his blood. She talked about the kidnapping, the rape of girls, like she was describing what she had for breakfast.

      “Why did he need to control the mothers?” Rain said.

      “So he could breed them,” Christina said, shrugging her shoulders. “We’re animals, after all. That’s what we’re made for.”

      Luna’s nod was curt and precise.

      Viper’s mouth went dry. He tried to wet his lips, but he couldn’t.

      Breeding wolves.

      “Who was breeding them?” he ventured.

      “Adrian.” Christina blinked at him, as though it was the most natural thing in the world. “He bred me and Belinda and then when he brought Galina. We were the first generation. When my daughters were old enough, if they were the right stock, he would breed them, too.”

      Hannah’s jaw was working and Viper wanted to take her hand to calm her. But Rain was between them. He picked at the edge of his jacket that was still hiding his tattoos from plain sight.

      “His daughters?” Hannah asked, her voice cracking.

      “Of course. They were the best stock, being of his blood. I was only the first generation, so I was never going to be able to give him what he wanted.”

      “What did he want?” Hannah said.

      Viper swallowed hard. “Pure stock.”

      Hannah and Rain stared at him, but Viper nodded. He’d been doing the math about the number of children and their ages, plus the relative stories they’d heard from debriefing Lani and Marco, and from the notes Marco’s mother provided them.

      Christina nodded and flashed him a childish smile, almost in solidarity. “Yes. Pure blood. That’s what he was after.” She reached for Luna’s face and stroked the side of her cheek. “Not all of the girls were right for breeding, of course.” A sad note. “And I was only able to give him three. I had mostly boys, and then Luna and Anna weren’t the right stock.”

      Rain shook his head. “What made them the wrong stock?”

      “They didn’t have enough of their father in them.”

      The words hung heavy in the air and Viper tried to wet his lips again to no avail. His stomach was starting to turn. No wonder Gabriel had been in such a fever to kill his father. Viper’s own family was nothing compared to this.

      Part of him wished that Gabriel had been able to do it, after all. Living with a past like this was going to be torture for these kids. No matter how old they were.

      He wanted to kill Rossi all over again.

      “So he would…breed…the ones who looked like him, in other words?” Rain interjected in a low tone.

      “Yes.” Christina’s smile, again, was a creepy mix of understanding and pleasure. Like she agreed with what Rossi had been doing.

      Viper’s fingers itched to be pounding something. This was all so fucked up. To do this to humans, to wolves, it didn’t matter. It was sick.

      “And when some of the boys were old enough, he would breed them to the girls.”

      He glanced at Rain and loosed a long breath. “Pure blood.”

      “That’s right,” Christina said. “He wanted the perfect pure blood.”

      Luna’s eyes shifted around the group. “He was trying to breed out the weakness in wolf kind.” Her back straightened and her chin rose up. “And if we couldn’t help with the breeding, then we helped with the care. Or we took care of the island. Or, like some of the boys, we helped keep everyone else out. Some of the girls helped him make money. But we were there to make the race better. More pure.”

      Viper swallowed hard and tore his eyes away from the strange mother and daughter, huddled together in the sand under a tree, trying to justify the actions of a madman.

      He bounced a few times, trying to get the angst to leave his muscles, but he couldn’t. He jumped to his feet and walked away from the insanity.

      “Wait,” Hannah called after him. “Viper. Wait.”

      He stopped, facing the water, trying to forget everything behind him. Hannah’s hand slid up his arm to his shoulder, but he didn’t turn around. “Don’t call me that,” he said.

      “Call you what? Viper?”

      “It’s not my name.”

      “But that’s what everyone calls you.” She walked around to stand in front of him, her hair blowing around her face in the light breeze.

      He ground his teeth, but Hannah’s compassionate glance stilled some of his anger. The feel of her hand on him, the magick swirling around them, he wanted more of that.

      “My name is Josh Vipperman.” He grabbed her hand. “Viper is the guy who does this.” He pointed around behind them, taking in Luna and Christina and all the kids, the MC-130, the M4s, the packs, the injuries, the death. “Viper kills people. He’s pretty pissed off that he didn’t get to torture Adrian Rossi for days and days, and part of him wants to kill those women, for what they’ve done, what they’ve participated in.”

      “But you won’t.” She put her hand on his heart. “Because you’re a good man, and a good soldier.”

      “I’ll be honest,” he said, covering her hand with his, “Being good doesn’t take away hate like Viper has.” He pointed across the beach, to the groups of innocent children eating stale Army food, watching the strangers with wary eyes. “Someone has to stick up for these kids. Someone has to see justice done for them.”

      “What about those kids?” Hannah turned his face so he could see Luna and Christina, sitting with Rain, still talking.

      “They’re not kids.”

      “But they were,” she stroked his cheek. “One time, they were kids, and a madman got ahold of them, and they did what they could to survive. They’re just as much his victims as anyone.”

      Viper filled his lungs with the cool beachy air and exhaled, long. “I want to see justice done.”

      “It was.” Her smile was so relaxed, so peaceful, he found the anxiety subsiding from his chest.

      He just wanted to stare into her eyes and let her convince him there was nothing to be angry at anymore. “How is this justice?”

      Hannah took both of his hands in hers. “I killed Adrian Rossi. He’s dead. He has paid for this injustice with his life.”

      Viper shifted from side to side, rocking in the sand, trying to let her words soothe him, but the enormity of it wouldn’t let him be. “If I’m really honest, I want to bring the man back to life and kill him again. And then bring him back and let Gabriel kill him, and then bring him back, over and over, until he’s died enough.”

      The words had tumbled out of him so fast, he hadn’t even felt them coming. But once they were out in the air, something clicked inside. The revenge fantasies.

      They were more than just about Gabriel, or Luna, or the children. He pulled Hannah into his arms and held her, hoping that her mercy and light would fill him and assuage his burning guilt.

      “There’ll never be enough bad men in the world to kill to right these wrongs,” she whispered against him. “Not the ones done to Gabriel and his daughter, and all of the children. Not the ones done to Josh Vipperman. Not the ones done to anyone.” Her hands rubbed up and down his back. “I see the mad desire in you. To hurt people who do wrong. You have a heroic heart.”

      Heat welled up behind his eyes, and burned a trail down his nose and into his throat. He held his breath. He hadn’t told her about his mother and father, but it didn’t matter.

      She was right. There weren’t enough bad men to kill. He’d never be able to kill enough of them.

      Viper stroked her hair and gripped her hard against him. She was the balm for his wounded soul. He was beginning to believe that, with Hannah in his life, he would be a different man. A better man.

      “You’re a wise woman,” he whispered into her hair. The guys couldn’t hear this. He needed there to be a moment with just him and Hannah.

      He wanted her in a way he’d never wanted anyone. Not just to feel her body wrap around his, but to feel her presence with him. Always. He wanted her to belong to him.

      Forever.

      “You’re a valiant man,” she said.

      And for a long moment, he just smelled her freshness and felt the weight of her in his arms, and nothing else in the world mattered. Not the Army, not his past, not the evil in the world. Only the future, and Hannah.

      Only Hannah.
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      She curled her body closer to his in the small tent they’d claimed on the edge of the beach camp. Her body ached from trudging through the horrors of today.

      The hiking and fighting had taken a toll not only on her muscles, but on Hannah’s mind. She could live with what she’d done.

      With the life she’d taken from this world.

      That act had changed her. She’d worked and studied her whole adult life to be a doctor. To heal. To save. And out of everyone on this island that’d wanted Adrian Rossi dead—wanted to take vengeance on him—in the end, she’d been the one to snuff out his life. She’d done it without hesitation.

      He’d hurt her mate and something inside her had just snapped.

      The thought of losing Viper had made her hollow inside, and that pain had been unbearable. The act of continuing to breathe without him would’ve been too much for her heart to take. She knew how strong Maggie and Luther’s bond had been. How deeply it’d come over Nora and Rain too. But she had felt death’s hands coming for her when Viper had been shot. Nothing could’ve stopped her from killing Adrian. Not even her doctor’s oath.

      He was here now. They were together. He was safe. They were both safe. Still wearing filthy clothes, covered in blood and sand and smelled of seawater, but they were alive and together.

      The beat of Viper’s heart against her ear soothed the savage part of her she’d never experienced before.

      She shifted and changed and ran every full moon just like every other Moonbound wolf. Her animal had always been peaceful. Happy with her life goals. Pleased to continue serving in her family’s tradition and medical practice. Her ancestors had all been healers, even before there was ever a thing called a doctor. Having a mate changed everything.

      Changed her. And she was excited to see where it led. Her life was a pattern of predictable scenarios, but now…

      Now there were more possibilities than she could conceive. She wasn’t going to go home. She’d call her father and mother and explain, but she couldn’t go home.

      Not until she and Viper had sealed their bond permanently and found their way together. Hannah wouldn’t be strong enough to stand up to her father and mother’s disappointment that she’d not taken the path well-traveled. The path they’d laid out for her since she was a small child.

      Viper exhaled deeply and tugged her even closer as he rolled to his side, immobilizing her between his hard body and his steely arms.

      This was the road less traveled and it felt pretty damn good from where she was laying.

      Hannah snuggled her face a little higher, into the opening of his shirt, and laid her cheek against his chest. Magick swelled through the connection, warming her entire body.

      Energy coursed through her, but exhaustion won out over her aroused mind. She drifted to sleep, wishing for a hot shower and bed they could share for a minimum of twenty-four hours.
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      Marco DiSanti took a deep breath and his lungs filled with the succulent scent of charred Kobe beef steak. Just cooked enough to get a crust, but rare enough to preserve the marbled beauty of the meat.

      He slid the steak out of the pan and onto the perfectly plated bed of roasted leeks and the fragrant ramps he’d searched for months to find.

      Francis DuBois sat at the silver prep table in the center of the kitchen, holding his knife and fork like a cartoon toddler ready to chomp on a dinosaur leg.

      Drooled like one.

      “What’s taking so long?” Aria called out from beside her father, in that cute, petulant tone she had that made him want to bite her lip.

      “It has to be perfect, babe.” He spooned some of the pan juices over the black and gold crust of the still sizzling steak. “It’s your alpha.”

      “And your alpha,” she laughed. “But he’s not going to kick you out of the pack if you accidentally over-cook a steak.”

      “Don’t make any promises, Aria.” Francis’ tone carried a smirk, and Marco added the special swirl of the calabrian chili sauce. His favorite. His specialty.

      He flourished the plate onto the table in front of Aria’s father, and leaned against the stove, waiting for the first bite.

      The first bite was the best.

      Aria raised an eyebrow and reached for his hand. “Daddy likes his meat, I guess.”

      “Everyone, quiet.” Francis held out his fork with the first bite of steak, and closed his eyes as he put the meat in his mouth. He chewed. His lips curled up into a smile. “Son. You can cook. That’s for sure.”

      “That means you can have me.” Aria’s tone was playful, almost overtly sexual.

      Marco still hadn’t gotten used to being so open about their sex life, and wasn’t sure he ever would. But it certainly curled his hair, the things she did in bed…

      This woman.

      This woman.

      He would never get enough of her.

      A buzzing in his pocket shocked him.

      The three of them exchanged a long look. This was the call. They’d been waiting for hours. His phone read a 336 area code. North Carolina.

      He swiped at the front and immediately heard a whoosh of wind in his ear. “Rain?” he asked.

      “Is this Marco?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is Aria there with you? And Francis?”

      “Yes.” Marco slid his phone onto the stainless steel table top and hit the speakerphone. “Now we can all hear you.”

      Rain’s voice disappeared under the wind again, but he cleared his throat and the words were much clearer.

      “Adrian Rossi is dead.”

      Aria’s smile dimmed and she cast her father a worried glance. “So it’s over?”

      “It’s over,” Rain said, his words slow. “We got onto the island and Rossi managed to corner us in a bunker. If we hadn’t killed him, he would’ve killed us.”

      Francis took a deep breath. “Rainier.”

      “I know, sir.”

      “You promised me.”

      “I did.”

      Marco raised an eyebrow at Aria. She shook her head and walked around the table. With anxiety bubbling in her chest, she slipped her arms around his waist and rested her head on his back, holding him.

      “The alphas aren’t going to be pleased,” Francis said.

      “I know, Uncle Francis. I wish we could’ve brought him back for questioning.”

      Aria squeezed Marco’s chest and whispered over his shoulder, “Are you okay?”

      He paused, looking inside like he never had before.

      Am I okay? There didn’t seem to be an answer coming back. Did that mean he was okay? Or that he wasn’t?

      His father was dead. The father he’d never known. The man who had kept his mother captive, who’d raped her. Did he care?

      “I think so,” he whispered back.

      Rain continued to talk over them, with Francis, but Marco had tuned out. He turned around and took Aria in his arms and brushed his lips over hers. Her groan turned up in laughter as he slid his tongue into her mouth.

      “You are too predictable.” She bit his lip and nipped little kisses down his neck. Near his ear, she said, “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “A father I never knew is now dead. I’m not sure what to feel.” He touched her forehead with his. “I know that I’m home here.”

      Her lips spread into a smile. “Francis has been like my father since I was a girl. He can be your father, too.”

      Marco glanced across the bright kitchen and couldn’t help feeling grateful for the round-faced man who turned his old wedding ring over and over on his finger while he tried to lead an old and storied pack through the aftermath of a madman’s actions. He was a good man. He had a good daughter, and a good niece.

      “I like that option,” he said, lowering his lips to Aria’s again, breathing in her warmth and love, and turning his back on Adrian Rossi.

      Forever.
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      “Lani?”

      Her name rolled softly on her mate’s lips. She’d never tire of it, but it was different this time. This was the call the pack had stayed up all night with her to wait for.

      Her new mother-in-law squeezed her hand and nodded toward the small silver piece of technology that she still didn’t quite understand.

      “You can do this, mija.”

      Daughter.

      Teresa had taken her in with so much love and affection, it frightened her at first. Then made her angry. Then made her sad. Her own mother had never called her daughter with so much regard.

      In her own broken way, she’d cared for her, but it had never been like this. Lani hadn’t realized what a family could truly be until Tomás had shown her his home. Introduced to all the people he called family. They protected each other much like her tribe back on the mountain, but here life was not so harsh.

      She was allowed to make choices about everything. No one tried to force her to do something she didn’t want. No one ordered her about.

      Teresa had sat in silence with her the first few days.

      Tomás had hovered, paced, and worried. But his mother told him to leave each day to help his father with the ranch and she’d just sat there across from her, making baskets from straw. Never speaking. Just waiting for Lani to be ready, weaving that straw in and out, in and out, growing the bowl of the basket deeper and deeper.

      After three days, she’d moved closer to Teresa and picked up straw to make a basket of her own. For two days and five baskets later, she’d finally been able to talk. Finally been able to reach for the love her mother-in-law offered.

      Lani reached for the phone, but her hand trembled and it slipped from her palm.

      Tomás picked up the phone from the hay bale where it’d fallen and pressed the screen. A familiar male voice came through the speaker. “It’s alright, love.” Tomás’ words were like balm on her chapped soul.

      She loved his parents and this pack. Over the past three weeks they’d shown her how completely they’d accepted her. But Tomás had been her rock. Fate had truly blessed her.

      “Citlani?”

      She recognized Rain’s voice. “I’m here,” she croaked. Had the murderer escaped? Had more innocents died? Or was the monster who’d viciously murdered her mother paid with his life?

      “It’s over. He is dead.”

      Air rushed from her lungs. The whole barn was silent. Dozens of men and women waited for her. Awake until the early hours of the morning, just so she would feel their support. Their love.

      She’d never felt so much love. All their faces watched her, calm, not judging. She could scream. Laugh. Cry with joy. And they would still just be there. No matter what choice she made. They’d still be there.

      Lani was going to make it through this because of Tomás and his family. And his pack. Life was going to be good, better than it’d ever been before.

      “Thank you.”

      “I hope you find peace, Citlani.”

      She looked up into her mate’s warm brown eyes. Tears welled and cascaded down her cheeks. “I already have,” she answered. She squeezed Teresa’s hand, smiled at Tomás, and then up at his father who sat just behind him. “I’ve found a good home where I am loved.”
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      Luther Frost ran his hand along the white fiberglass hull of the White Pearl for the last time. When Alex had come to the hospital and told Luther they had used his old home to transport the girls from Rossi’s island, a swell of pride had cascaded through him. He liked the idea of it being used for good.

      After having been used for evil, for so long. Even unwittingly, it didn’t matter. It was still evil.

      “You have something face,” Maggie said, stepping onto the dock beside him. She slid her hand into his and the warm ocean air ruffled her short hair. “What’s wrong?”

      He patted the hull again. “It’s strange, Mag. I haven’t had a home since Boston.” He gazed out over the rolling water and leaned against the boat, pulling Maggie into his side. “When I was on the run, it was one job after another—Vadik could tell you, I was a mess. But somehow, Rossi saved me from that. I don’t know why, and now that I know who he really was…I…”

      “You don’t have to say it,” she said, touching his chest and rubbing at the fabric that covered him. “I can feel the ache.”

      “It’s still confusing, to feel so much gratitude for a man who basically ruined every life he touched.” Luther shook his head and leaned it back against the boat. The sun was low in the sky, giving the ocean vista a purplish-gold look. Clouds streaked across, like white streaks on a bright canvas.

      The island was out there, still. Sitting in the hot sun all day. Dead bodies everywhere. They may have gotten the live ones out, but the dead would remain until the enforcers or the Rangers went to clear them out.

      Rossi himself was there, somewhere. The details of the raid had been fuzzy, even after Alex had told and re-told what he’d heard.

      “You think Hannah’s okay?” Maggie leaned her forehead on Luther’s chest. “I can’t even imagine.”

      “We can go over to the landing strip and see her if you want.” He stroked her back as they stared off into the horizon together. “I just wanted to come and say goodbye to the old girl before we get on the plane with Dani.”

      “Rain swears she’s okay.” Maggie’s voice took on a far away quality after he said Dani’s name. She had cried when they first told her about Niko, and her eyes were still somewhat red-rimmed, even hours later. She and Andrea had held each other and sobbed, but nothing could be done.

      He was gone.

      Even Donovan and Alex had gotten emotional when they heard. And someone was going to have to tell Niko’s family. Luther was glad not to have that job.

      “Well, I think we should go.” Luther pushed off from the hull. No sense prolonging an already sad goodbye. He touched the fiberglass one last time. “You’ve been a good home.”

      He threw his arm around Maggie and walked down the dock. His footsteps sounded hollow on the wood, and seemed to echo around them as they landed. When they turned to walk up toward the parking lot, a familiar face was darting through the vehicles toward them.

      “Alex!” Maggie called out. “We’re over here.”

      “There you are.” He jogged up to them and put his hand on Luther’s shoulder. “Hang on. Julianna is right behind me.”

      “What’s wrong?” Maggie’s pulse began to thunder and Luther squeezed her to help her settle.

      The pace of the last couple of months had worn on her. It was going to be a challenge to stop seeing crises everywhere she turned.

      “They just released Andrea and Clara from the hospital.” Alex held up a hand to shield his eyes from the low sun. “I think the Rangers are going to bring most of the kids to the hotel so we can put them up until the alpha council decides what to do with them.”

      “Julianna is okay with that?” Maggie asked.

      “Hell, it was her idea.” Alex glanced behind him and a smile spread across his face when he saw his mate weaving through the last of the cars to join him. “Here she is.”

      “What do you think the alphas will do with them?” Luther said.

      “We’re not sure.” Alex opened his arms and Julianna stepped beside him, mirroring his smile.

      “I’m so glad we caught you,” she said, reaching for Luther’s hand.

      He took hers, but felt something hard inside. He turned his palm up and found a big silver key. “What’s this?”

      Julianna and Alex exchanged a warm glance. She put her hand on her belly, resting it there like every pregnant woman seemed to do, naturally. There was a part of him that couldn’t wait to see Maggie with that glow. Someday. Soon.

      “It’s the key to the White Pearl,” Julianna said.

      Luther turned it over and over in his hand. He should’ve known it felt familiar. But it had been so long since he’d held it. He’d forgotten.

      “We’re giving you and Maggie the boat.” Alex patted Maggie’s shoulder and she jumped forward, wrapping her arms around his neck. He grunted and walked back with the force of her hug.

      “Oh, Alex,” she sighed. “You don’t know what this means.”

      Luther’s throat closed up with emotion and tears burned up his nose. He tried to hold them back, pulling his brows together to stop them, but a little water leaked into the corners of his eyes. “Really?”

      Julianna closed her hand over his and squeezed. “I don’t need it. And frankly, I’d like to know that it’s being put to some good use.”

      He gripped the key, hard. No one had ever been this generous to him before, not in his entire life. Maggie clung to his side, smiling up at him with that infectious, spritely smile of hers.

      God, he loved her.

      “How can I repay you for this?” he said, feeling the emotion crawl up into his voice. “I don’t have a lot of money.”

      “You don’t have to pay us for anything.” Julianna leaned into her mate’s arms, the contented look of impending motherhood brightening her face. “If you didn’t take it, it would rot here. This way, at least I know it’s out in the world doing some good.”

      He slid the key into his pocket and shook Alex’s hand, then Julianna’s again. “I can’t ever thank you enough.”

      Maggie gripped him hard and looked up into his eyes, overwhelming him with how much he loved her. He pressed a kiss to her lips and she giggled against his mouth.

      “You know what this means,” she whispered into his mouth, returning his kiss with a fervor that made him forget the rest of the world. Maggie grazed his cheek with her hands and electricity fired through him.

      “What?” he asked.

      Her eyes lit up with that mischievous audacity he loved about her, and she smiled. “Road trip.”
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      “I’ve spoken to our food supplier, and let them know how many children we have, and that they are staying at the resort indefinitely until other arrangements can be made. The chef said he needed at least two extra people hired for the kitchen. And we need extra staff to care for them as well,” Diana said, reading from the tablet in her lap.

      “Yes, anything we need. I’ll approve it. Are the extra beds and furniture on the way?” Julianna asked, rubbing her belly. The baby didn’t show yet, but she could feel the hard little ball inside her abdomen when she rubbed.

      “Yes ma’am. Everything is in place and the contractor said the furniture will start arriving by this afternoon.”

      “Good. Thank you.”

      Her assistant rose from the couch in the penthouse.

      Julianna hadn’t been able to rent out this place since sharing it with Alex. When the Rangers had brought back all the kids from the island, she’d need to be in the hotel to help monitor their care.

      She’d had Diana move all her things and Alex’s back to this suite. It was temporary. Once her father’s estate had been liquefied and divided, then put into trust funds to care for all his children, she fully intended to return to Miami with her mate.

      It was time to leave all this pain behind and start fresh.

      Alex missed his family terribly. She could see it in his face every time he got on the phone with his mother or one of his siblings. She just hoped they’d accept her. She wasn’t a wolf. But her child would be.

      Scary and exciting at the same time to find out about an entire world hiding beneath what most people accepted as reality.

      “I’ll check in with you later this afternoon.” Diana paused at the door, stepping aside as it opened and Alex walked in.

      “Good morning, Diana. Everything okay?”

      “Oh, yes, just going over details for the suites being renovated temporarily for the children.” She smiled and slipped out, shutting the door behind her.

      Julianna gazed up at her mate’s tired face. He’d been going non-stop since they’d gotten back to the beach. He’d barely slept. Barely showered.

      He turned the deadbolt on the door and crossed the room toward her. “How are you, love?”

      “I wish I could say I knew exactly how everything was going to go down with all these kids…with my siblings…”

      “Well—”

      “I know, I know. You ran my DNA and I’m not even related to Adrian Rossi. But he played the role of my father, and he is their father. I can help. I can make this just a little easier for them.”

      Alex sank into the cushion next to her and pulled her into his arms. “You’re an amazing woman, Julianna. You might not be blood to these kids, but you are the best thing that has happened to them in their lives.”

      She smiled and turned to give him a quick peck on the cheek. “Come relax with me in the pool.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, now. Before someone else calls. Or some other emergency pops up.” She stood from the couch and unbuttoned her shirt. His gaze glued itself to her weaving fingers and she gave him a teasing smirk before shirking off her blouse.

      “You are evil,” he chuckled.

      She dropped her skirt next as she continued toward the sunken pool on the balcony. Turning, she bent a finger, beckoning him after her.

      He obliged. Quickly rising and stripping out of his tired wrinkled clothing.

      Julianna stepped into the cool water with a sigh. A boom from out across the ocean made her stand straighter.

      Alex was beside her a second later as an orange and black cloud mushroomed into the sky. She tensed, gripping his arm tightly.

      “It’s really gone now.”

      “Rain didn’t say they were going to blow the whole island up…” Alex’s voice trailed off in confusion. He moved to leave her, but she tightened her hold on his bicep.

      “They don’t need you anymore. Your part is over. We take care of these kids and then we go home.”

      He kissed her temple and hugged her against his body. The cool water lapped at her skin and she breathed a sigh of relief.

      “You’re right. Once everything is settled with all of the children, it’s time to take you home. Mama is dying to meet the woman carrying her first grandchild.”

      “It will feel good to start fresh. Build a new home with you.”

      Alex sighed. “You don’t know how happy I am to hear those words.”
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      Rain DuBois walked through the dark corridor of the command center, smelling the familiar scent of the base and seeing the familiar sights, but still somewhat trapped back on that island. Every other moment, he was replaying the sequence of events in his head.

      The stale smell of the bunker.

      The darkness.

      The flashes of gunfire.

      The movements of the children in the corner.

      Rossi, dead on the ground.

      His only order from the alpha council had been to bring Rossi in. What may have started off as a revenge mission had quickly turned too complex for a simple kill. They should’ve taken him alive. Interrogated him.

      If Rain had made it to the bunker before Niko and Dani had stormed the place, he might’ve been able to save Niko. Save Rossi.

      His plan had always been to make this walk down this hallway with Adrian Rossi struggling along in handcuffs, ready for interrogation. Instead, he was alone, holding the paperwork for his deceased friend in his hands, ready to make a full report about the failure of the mission.

      When he reached the last door, with the frosted glass, he knocked.

      “Enter,” the dark voice said.

      Rain glanced around the empty hallway as he opened the door. Something felt off, but he couldn’t quite place it. He walked past the dark wood bookshelves, across the plush carpet of the general’s office.

      He stopped in front of the desk and saluted.

      “At ease, soldier.” General Doyle held out his hand for the files. “I heard from LTC Brock that you’re a man down. I’m sorry to hear about that.”

      “Yes, sir.” Rain relaxed his gait and passed along the paperwork. “We lost one soldier, and several more were wounded. Lieutenant Duke hasn’t yet made a full recovery, but he was taken to the infirmary when we landed.”

      The old, bald man opened the files and clucked his tongue. “Brown. That’s too bad. He was a good soldier.”

      “Yes, he was, sir.” Rain took a breath, ready to give the report when asked, but something still stuck hard in his craw. He’d been mulling it over since they’d stepped back onto the MC-130 outside Choaca.

      Doyle raised one silver-black brow. “You have something to say, soldier?”

      “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

      Doyle nodded, closing the folder and placing it on the desk in front of him. “You know I always want to hear from my team leaders honestly, DuBois.”

      “Something doesn’t compute for me, sir.” Rain gripped his hands in front of his body. “The alpha council ordered us to take Rossi alive.”

      “But you don’t answer to the alpha council, DuBois. You know that.”

      “Yes, sir. But Francis led me to believe that he’d been in contact with you, with the Major General, and that their plans had been communicated fully.”

      Doyle shrugged, the crisp uniform making a raspy sound as he did. “We also don’t answer to the alpha council, soldier. In fact, the alpha council as they now call themselves is nothing more than an informal group of pack leaders. They wield no power in this country.”

      Rain dropped his shoulders, trying to ease his own tension. But this had always been a point of contention between the leadership and some of the men. Speaking up, of course, was another thing entirely. “Yes, sir,” he finally said.

      “I can see you don’t agree.”

      “The bombing of the island. When I reported that Rossi had been killed, LTC Brock made an off-handed comment about saving us the trouble.”

      “Yes?” The inflection in his voice rose through the vowel, as though he anticipated more to the comment.

      “If the plan was to bomb the island, then why were we sent in?”

      General Doyle tented his fingers, leaning his elbows on his desk. “We needed you to return here. Command didn’t want you spending days trying to clean up that island. After much discussion, we believed it’d be easier to destroy all the evidence and the bodies and everything.”

      “Evidence of what?”

      The old man shifted in his chair, his discomfort putting Rain on edge.

      Doyle was never this close-to-the-chest with his men. This was a special unit, and the information flowed freely.

      Why would he lock them out of this?

      “Evidence of Adrian Rossi’s organization.” The man stood and walked around the desk, his demeanor shifting to a more congenial attitude. “The technology that kept those wolves imprisoned is too dangerous. We couldn’t risk any nefarious hands getting ahold of the ability to subdue or control wolves.” Doyle put a hand on Rain’s shoulder. “Look, son. You executed a difficult mission, with the civilian assistance. You lost a brother, and you need some time to grieve that as a team.” He walked Rain toward the door. “The full moon is coming up in a few days. Why don’t you all take some leave? Go up into the Smokies, make camp, run together, grieve for your brother.”

      He took a deep breath and tried to let that sink in. It’d be their first moon running without Brown. That was always a hard first. The first moon after someone fell. Wolves were so resilient; they rarely lost someone on a mission.

      But Doyle was right. They needed the time.

      Rain saluted the general and nodded his head. “Thank you, sir. I think we’ll do just that.”

      Doyle opened the door for him and Rain stepped into the dark hallway, his shoes making a hard clip on the linoleum.

      They’d go into the Smoky Mountains, and make camp somewhere, and run without Brown. It’d be hard, but they’d manage.

      He found his steps quickening when he walked out of the command center and out into the cool night.

      They were home.

      Nora would’ve gotten the flash about their return, just like all the other wives would have.

      Wife.

      He still marveled at the sound of that, every time he said it. Their marriage ceremony had been a backyard cookout at Cap’s, with the unit chaplain there to perform the ceremony.

      It hadn’t been much, but it had solidified for him that he was now Nora’s protection—mate and husband.

      And he couldn’t wait to get home so he could leave behind the horrors of that island and relax into the comfort of Nora’s arms again.

      He would always love coming home to her.
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      Hannah reached for Dani’s hand as they walked up the stone path toward Niko’s Uncle’s house.

      The Hollywood wolf shrugged away. Dani didn’t want comfort from anyone, and hadn’t accepted any either.

      The Rangers had Niko’s body in beautifully carved wooden coffin.

      Julianna had come through quickly to provide their fallen friend with a place to rest as well as making sure all the children had shelter until they council found places for all of them.

      Hannah hung back a few steps, keeping pace with Viper and the other Rangers carrying the casket.

      Dani stepped forward to knock on the door, but it opened before she touched the polished oak.

      People dressed in black poured from the house and surrounded them. They were pushed faster into the house, along a wide hallway and into a room that was typically used as a living room. But all the furniture had been removed and a low table had been set in the center.

      Unfamiliar tear-stained faces milled back and forth. No one had spoken yet. Silence hung in the air like a storm cloud waiting for the right moment to burst. The Rangers set Niko’s casket on the low table and then backed away toward the wall.

      Viper’s hand ran down Hannah’s arm, and he curled his fingers around her wrist, pulling her back toward him.

      A large man entered the room. The magick rolled off of him in swaths. The Lupesco alpha. Niko’s uncle. His face was drawn and taut. Angry brown eyes were rimmed with redness and his mouth trembled, revealing a sample of the hurt his magick conveyed.

      He stopped beside Niko’s casket and placed a gnarled hand on the hand-hewn lid.

      Julianna had asked for half moon to be carved on the top and the carpenter had done an amazing job with so little time.

      “Milla and Natalja, come forward, and bring your parents.” Three women and another man stepped out of the throng of people.

      Hannah couldn’t really see their faces, but the one woman she could see looked hauntingly like Niko. She had to be his older sister.

      “Niko died protecting those closest to him. He died leaving people behind that loved and cared for him deeply. The death of a Lupesco is never taken lightly, especially a murder. I have been informed that no plans of revenge must be made, that one of his own team avenged his death not more than a few minutes after he fell.”

      Hannah’s breath left her in a hurried gasp. The alpha turned to face her and the crowd of people in front of her parted, allowing his powerful gaze to fall directly on her. She trembled. Killing Adrian hadn’t been for Niko. She’d been afraid of losing Viper. When she’d pulled that fateful trigger, she hadn’t even known Niko was dead. She deserved no praise for avenging her friend.

      Or for taking a life.

      “Hannah Lee. Our pack owes you a debt that can never be repaid. For as long as you live, anything you need, any support in any situation. You have only to ask.”

      The alpha’s words brought a new flood tears. She didn’t want or deserve anything. “He was my friend. I’m sorry, I—”

      A raised hand stopped her words. “This is our way, little one.”

      Her mate’s palm squeezed her shoulder, sending relaxing vibes through her nervous system. But it wasn’t enough. Hot tears streamed down her face, mirroring Dani’s and all his family’s grief.

      Had it not been for the mission to Choaca, she would never have met Niko Lupesco, but because she had her world was forever changed. Because she’d met so many different wolves. Seen so many ways of embracing the wolf spirit, she was a better person because of it. Because of Niko. Because of all the enforcers.
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      Andrea VonBrandt leaned with her good shoulder against Vadik as they exited the Austin airport terminal onto the sidewalk.

      Aaron pulled one of the big ranch pickups to a stop in front of them and threw open the passenger door.

      Vadik tossed his backpack into the bed and then lifted her to the front seat, snapped her belt into place and gave her a kiss before closing the door and getting in the back.

      She stared straight ahead through the windshield, watching cars trickle past the drop off points. Andrea could feel her brother’s anger simmering beneath the surface. The way the alpha magick licked and sizzled against her skin.

      Not only had she lied to him and not come home, she’d failed to mention on any of the multiple phone calls thereafter she’d mated. Much less that she’d mated a Russian mercenary and she had no intention of staying in Somewhere longer than it took to gather her things and say goodbye to everyone.

      They drove through the airport in silence for several minutes before she finally couldn’t handle it any longer. “I’m sorry.”

      Aaron didn’t answer.

      “I had to follow through. I couldn’t leave. Not when we were so close to making it all count. To finishing it.”

      “I am your alpha. You obey me. That’s how our pack works. It’s how it’s always worked. That’s how we’ve stayed safe all these years. Everyone does what’s best for the pack.”

      “I wasn’t hurting the pack by not coming home.”

      “Yes,” he snarled, gunning the gas and going around a puttering beat-up sedan. “You did. You challenged my authority.”

      “You sent me on that mission. You could’ve sent Miles or Lee, but you trusted it to me. Your sister. I made the right choice. You weren’t there.”

      “You almost died!”

      “But I’m not. I survived.”

      “You’re still leaving me, aren’t you?”

      There it was. The real reason her brother was pissed as hell.

      “Aaron, meet Vadik Nabatov. Vadik, my oldest brother and alpha of the Somewhere, Texas pack.”

      “Nabotov? Really, Andrea. So next you’re going to tell me you’re skipping off to Siberia.”

      “Aaron!” Heat flamed in her cheeks. She’d never seen her oldest brother lose his shit before, but there was a first time for everything.

      Vadik chuckled. “It’s alright, Andrea. I’m used to the Russian jokes. It doesn’t bother me. But I don’t have plans to immediately return to Russia, and I don’t live in Siberia. Much too cold. Andrea couldn’t handle it there.”

      She looked down at her lap and smirked.

      “I see why you two hit it off so well. Sarcasm all around.”

      Andrea drew in a deep breath. “Look, I know you’re angry and scared all at the same time. Shit happens, . People get hurt. But I lived. I’m here. Vadik saved my life, so maybe you should be a little nicer to him.”

      “I’m grateful you saved my little sister,” he said between gritted teeth.

      “It was my idea not to stay in Somewhere,” she whispered. “He was willing to stay.”

      Aaron glanced at her quickly, a haunted look in his eyes. Then back to the open highway. “I’m upset, but I don’t want you to leave. I love you, sis.”

      “I love you too, big bro, but I need to leave. I need a fresh start with my mate away from a town where everything I see stirs up painful memories of Paul.”

      “Did you tell him you live in your old boyfriend’s bar?”

      Andrea sighed. She had, and Vadik had taken it quite well. Her past was over and done with. She was a different person now. Moving on was more of necessity than a choice at this point.

      “Yes she did,” Vadik answered softly, taking the burden off her shoulders. “Sometimes it takes finding just the right person to make you move forward from your past.”

      “It doesn’t make it any easier for the ones who get left behind,” Aaron said.

      “I’ll be back to visit.”

      “I know, sis. I’ll just really miss you.”

      

      An hour and a half later, Aaron dropped her and Vadik in front of the Wolf Den bar. It was still early, but she could hear three heartbeats inside.

      She waved to Aaron as Vadik grabbed their bag from the bed of the truck. She walked to the front door and knocked.

      It flew open and her brother, Adam grabbed her into his arms before she could react. “Andrea!”

      “Arm! Arm! Arm!” she screeched.

      “Shit! Sorry. What the hell did you get yourself into? Aaron said you got shot.”

      “I’m okay. Just lost a chunk of my upper arm. It’s going to be angry with me for a good long time. Probably for eternity.”

      “Geeez.” He looked over her shoulder and stiffened. “I see you went and found yourself a mate.”

      Andrea stepped to the side, and Adam extended his hand. “Adam VonBrandt.”

      “Vadik Nabotov. It is nice to meet another of Andrea’s brothers.” Vadik glanced down at her and smiled reassuringly.

      He is taking this so well.

      “She tells me there are three of you.”

      Adam thumbed over his shoulder. “Yep. Come on in. Allan’s inside with Reyna. She’s working through the inventory lists or something.”

      They shoved through the old wooden door, and Andrea breathed in the smell of whiskey and Old English polish. The wall of liquor in the back sparkled and every single piece of oak in the place shined with pride. Reyna had done and excellent job tending to the place.

      “Andrea!” Reyna called out, popping up from behind the bar counter. “Heard you kicked ass, chica! Battle wounds to prove it.”

      Her other brother, Allan stood and walked to her side, enveloping her in a gentle hug. “I’m so glad you’re home safe.”

      “Me too,” she whispered into his chest.

      Reyna was waiting for her hug once Allan released her. She gave Reyna a gentle one-armed squeeze and smiled.

      “So introduce us,” her brother’s mate said, gesturing to Vadik.

      “Reyna, this is my mate, Vadik. Vadik, this is Reyna, my brother Allan’s mate,” she waved toward her other brother, “This is Allan.”

      Vadik shook hands with each of them. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You too, and congrats,” Reyna said, side-stepping to stand next to Allan.

      “The place looks great,” Andrea said.

      She beamed. “I tried. It’s been a blast. The bikers who come here are really good guys. They’ve got a lot of respect for you, and this place. I’ll miss not being here every day. I’ll probably drive Allan insane at the station.”

      Andrea smiled. “Maybe not.”

      Reyna cocked her head and a look of suspicion shadowed her brown eyes.

      “Vadik and I don’t plan to stay in Somewhere permanently. I’d like to give you the Wolf Den. I don’t know how I’d ever sell it, but if I knew you wanted it and would take good care—”

      “Say no more! I want it. I’m really sorry you’re leaving, but I want the bar,” she answered with a wide grin.

      “Does Aaron know?” Adam asked from behind her.

      “Yes,” she answered.

      “There will always be a place for you in Somewhere. No matter what,” Allan added. “I’m glad you are moving forward. It’s been a long time coming.”

      She sighed. It really had been. And it’d taken just the right person to get her to take that first step.
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      Owen Collins opened the door to the small clapboard-sided house, and smelled the stale air. A ghost house.

      Viper cleared his throat behind them, and Clara bumped into Owen’s back, pushing through.

      “There.” Viper reached over and flipped on the light, but it didn’t do much to illuminate the low-ceilinged front room.

      Owen was used to the open space, even if the cage walls had been close. They were open.

      This would be an adjustment.

      “What do you think?” Hannah asked, coming through and closing the door.

      Owen thrust his hands into the pockets of the hospital scrubs he was still wearing. “It’s good. I appreciate it.”

      “We had to flub the paperwork a little, about the two of you being married. They typically don’t allow standalone base housing for recruits unless they’re married.” Viper smacked the back of the recliner and the chair rocked back and forth in the silence. “But this has been a special circumstance. Command pushed it through.”

      “When does he start?” Clara asked, slipping her arms around Owen’s waist and drawing her mouth up. She hadn’t said much since he’d agreed to it, and he had a feeling that a talk was in order.

      He wasn’t looking forward to it.

      “Not until after the next full moon.” Hannah took Viper’s hand and pulled him toward the door.

      “The company’s going to run, all together.” A knot of emotion stopped Viper’s voice. “For Brown, and for Niko. We have a ritual for the first full moon after we lose someone. You and Gabriel will come. It’ll be like initiation.” A smile spread across the big Ranger’s face, like he’d realized the emotion taking over. “Only without the embarrassing shit.”

      Being offered a place in the Army was strange enough, but the presence of fellow wolves was enough to Owen nodded and offered his hand. When Viper shook it, he felt the other wolf cringe a little.

      “You’re going to have to learn how to control that,” he said with a shiver.

      Owen retreated his hand and looked around the room. “What?”

      “Did you feel that, too?” He traded a glance with Hannah, and she nodded.

      “What?”

      “Your alpha power.” The big Ranger wiped his hand on his pants. “You can…push…on other people.”

      “I’m an alpha?” He glanced down at his hand. It was the same one he’d always had. Strong, yes, but not Superman strong. Owen turned it over. Same palm as always.

      How could he suddenly have strength to push on someone when he didn’t even intend to?

      “Every time the spell is cast, a new alpha is created. A new pack, a new family,” Hannah said. “I’ve never seen the spell performed by someone who isn’t a mate, so I don’t know all the specifics. But we do know that you and Vadik and Luther are now alphas.”

      “We’ve never had alphas in the squad before,” Viper said, hugging Hannah into his side. He pursed his lips and considered something for a moment. “But that doesn’t mean it can’t work. We’ll need to work with you and Clara, since you didn’t grow up in a pack.”

      “I don’t mean to push anything.” Owen walked to the small window and pulled the shades.

      Outside, several small houses lined the street, some with lights on and some without. The forest wasn’t far—only two rows of lights before the total dark. A part of him longed for the complete openness of those woods.

      Was there a fence between him and the trees? Could he wander out there anytime he wanted? Would Clara come with him?

      He turned back to the room. “Well, thanks for bringing us here.”

      Viper and Hannah nodded in unison and she opened the door. The night air was cool, and brought relief to Owen’s senses. He took in a deep mouthful.

      “There’s food in the fridge and Cap’s wife brought some clothes for both of you. Not sure what kind or anything, but it’ll be enough until we can go to the PX in the morning.” Viper waved with one hand and Hannah pulled him onto the front porch.

      When the door closed, Clara turned to him and pulled her arms around her body. “So, this will be our house now?”

      He nodded and looked back out the window. “It seems like a good place to start a new life.”

      “It doesn’t sound like you believe that.” She walked up behind him and her hands skimmed his hips and clasped around his stomach.

      Owen leaned back against her. “I might as well start saying it.”

      They stood still until their breathing synced. It was something he’d taught her to do through the wires, in the cage. Breathe together, be together. Clara had done it like it was second nature.

      Maybe it was.

      “I still don’t understand why we didn’t go to Iowa.” Her voice was low, whispery, like the wind. “Not that I mind. I just…you talked about it like you needed to go home, and now, we’re free, but we’re not going back.”

      Owen’s heart sped a little, knocking at his throat and taking his voice. When Rain had suggested joining the Rangers, he’d jumped at the chance before he even talked to Clara, forgetting that they were bonded in the way they were. Once they were on the plane, he knew it had been a hard choice. But he couldn’t explain why he needed to come to North Carolina. It’d just been a draw.

      He wasn’t sure how to explain it to Clara any other way. Maybe, after days or weeks, he’d find the words. But at the moment, there were none.

      “I do want to take you to Iowa.” He rested his hands on hers.

      A light came on across the street, and he watched Viper and Hannah’s curtains close. He wasn’t friends with any of these people. But he could be.

      Owen turned around and settled Clara against his chest, stroking long strands of her red hair between his fingers. “I’m not ready to go right now. But someday, I’ll take you there.”

      “But you think you…will like the Army?”

      He smiled and grabbed a handful of her hair, pulling her head back so he could kiss her. Her lips were warm, her breath hot. She moaned against him.

      Owen smiled his way out of the kiss. “I like you.” The laugh that whispered through him eased some of his tension. “Being here, with other wolves, I think it will be good for us. The only thing that matters to me is that we’re together.”

      Her eyes practically glowed when she looked at him, and he felt the energy growing between them. His body responded to her nearness, and he got hard as quickly as his breath raced.

      “I’ll never get enough of you,” he whispered, lowering his lips to her neck. She squealed and wiggled against him, which made him harder.

      He pressed his body over hers until she lay on the hardwood floor, spreading herself below him and smiling.

      If this was how their life together was going to start, then he would take this house, and the life the Army offered. His home wasn’t in Iowa, and hers wasn’t in Mexico.

      Their home was each other, and it would be for a hundred years.
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      Viper closed the curtains in his new house and blew out a long breath. The Ranger unit worked fast. The guys must’ve been working around the clock since the morning to get his new house and Owen’s and Gabriel’s all ready for occupancy in twelve hours.

      This was the benefit of the secret unit. They had more leeway than the other units. They all lived together, in a corner of the base near the edge of the forest, and no one bothered them. It generally meant more people in his business, which was never a good thing. But he stayed away from the nosy ones, as much as he could.

      Until now.

      Hannah had changed everything.

      Cap’s wife would want to meet her, and Nora would want to spend time with her. Everyone would be interested in Hannah.

      But he just wanted to lock her in this house for days and never leave his bedroom. He hadn’t even seen her naked yet, and all he could think about was sex. He’d been imagining having her thirteen ways from Sunday, ever since they’d fallen asleep in that tent on the beach.

      Maybe that was moving too fast for her, though. Maybe that was why she’d disappeared into the back of the house. She was hiding from him.

      “Hannah?” Viper called, but his voice just echoed back on him. He thought he heard water turn on somewhere.

      Was she going to take a shower?

      Dammit, how long was he going to have to wait to seduce his own mate? He’d been ignoring magick for long enough.

      He needed to be inside her.

      “Hannah?” he kept calling as he walked through the house. The lights were off everywhere except the back, so he followed the glow.

      “In here,” she finally called back.

      He pushed the door open and found a barely lit bedroom. The carpet was a light tan, but the bedspread was dark, so the middle of the room seemed to disappear into the dark.

      Except that on the bed, gold skin provided a sharp contrast to the darkness. Hannah’s body was gloriously naked, and the only dark patches were below her abdomen and on her head. Otherwise, everything shone like a beacon.

      Viper walked across the room, his blood racing faster with each step. He’d felt her body before, had kissed her before, but he’d never seen her like this. He’d never seen anyone like this. Someone who belonged to him the way Hannah did. Every inch of her skin was his. And every inch of his belonged to her.

      Some inches more than others.

      She rolled over onto her side and her smile spread slowly as her eyes traveled up his body. “I know you’ve been waiting for this.” She lifted her top leg, just enough to remind him of what was between them. “So patient,” she cooed.

      He knelt on the bed at her feet and touched her soft ankle, rubbing his hand up to her calf. “You’re a fast mover, Hannah Lee.”

      “When I know what I want, I go for it.” Her eyes blinked lazily. “How do you think I got through med school?”

      “Hopefully not like this.” Viper smiled and when his fingers brushed across her knee, she smiled.

      “No, not like this.”

      “Good.” He moved closer, his fingers grazing her thigh. “Let’s make a deal.”

      She moaned and her legs spread the tiniest bit, as his fingers slipped to the inside of her thigh, still inches away from her sex, but close enough that he was within reach. He stopped and gripped the skin, massaging the sensitive flesh inside her thigh.

      “I can’t stand the idea of other guys having seen you like this, and we don’t know each other well enough to have expectations about our pasts yet, so let’s make this deal.” Viper’s fingers slipped a little higher.

      Hannah’s eyes closed and her mouth dropped open with a little sigh. “What deal?”

      He moved a finger across the seam of her sex and her sigh turned into a moan. Her legs spread open and she rolled onto her back.

      “No history.” His fingers slipped inside her hot wetness and Hannah arched her back. He smiled and moved his finger pads until he felt the little, sensitive nub that would make her call his name.

      “No history,” she panted, grabbing for the bedspread.

      “I don’t want to know about any other man, and I won’t tell you about any other woman.” He stroked her clitoris, and she squirmed, biting her lip hard. His jaw dropped open, and he felt his breath coming faster. He was getting harder and harder, straining against his pants, but he wasn’t ready yet.

      She wasn’t ready yet.

      Hannah had been torturing him since they met. It was his turn.

      “No history,” she repeated, bucking her hips for more contact.

      “I mean, as far as we are concerned, there’s been no one else.” Viper lowered his head and delved his tongue into her pussy, while she writhed beneath him. He spread her lips with his fingers and found the sensitive flesh that sent her to pieces under his tongue.

      Hannah cried some unintelligible words and wound her legs around his back, jerking her hips forward, harder. She wanted more.

      Viper slipped two fingers inside her and stroked her from inside, enveloped by the sweet scent of her arousal.

      Her breath hitched and she fisted the bedding hard. Just as he heard her breath reaching a crescendo, he pulled back.

      “Aaaahhhhh,” she moaned. “Don’t stop, Josh. Please.”

      “Promise me,” he growled against her thigh, kissing the skin he’d grabbed only moments before. “No men before me.”

      “No men before you,” Hannah moaned, looking down across the flat plane of her stomach and meeting his eyes.

      “And no men after me.”

      “No men after you.” Her chest heaved with each long breath.

      “Promise me.” He kissed the other thigh, so close to her sex that he could almost touch it with his tongue.

      She groaned. “I promise. No one but you.”

      Something hot and hard rose in his chest, driving him past her throbbing core and up her body, to take her mouth. She belonged to him. She would always belong to him.

      Hannah reached for the front of his pants and fumbled with the zipper as he kissed her. The brush of her fingertips on his erection almost sent him through the roof.

      Viper growled and turned her hard on her back, pressing her into the bed, crushing her, owning her.

      He freed his cock and guided himself to her entrance, pausing to look in her eyes. “No one but you,” he whispered, and drove into her.

      The wet heat of Hannah was a balm, as much as a driver. He couldn’t stop the momentum, needing to be inside her over and over, more and more. But it soothed some kind of burning just under his skin.

      Her knees anchored around his hips and she pulled him into her, panting against his shoulder as he fucked her. Her crescendo began again, with her legs spread wide, and the sound of her pleasure sent him into a tailspin.

      Tension gathered deep in his abdomen and their rhythm increased as they both edged on their orgasm. When he was coming into her, listening to her come down from her pleasure, he felt a warmth spreading through his chest with each little moan of hers.

      She was his.

      Whatever tomorrow would bring, nothing mattered anymore, except this.

      Hannah was truly and fully…his.
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      TO FIND A MATE

      Chapter One

      Somewhere, TX

      

      Adam VonBrandt heard footsteps in the hall and resumed his pensive-stare-out-the-window look. For good measure, he hoisted the heavy snifter of his brother’s sixty-year Macallan Scotch off the windowsill. If this wasn’t the perfect image of the tortured ex, he didn’t know what was.

      He hadn’t exactly felt the mate pull with Deirdre Trewitt, but that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt to see her with those green tattoos on her wrists. Doubles. Mated.

      There hadn’t been time to have it out earlier—not with his brothers and sister and cousins and three other packs in the room. But she had gotten his meet me in the library at midnight text. He’d seen the little Read icon show up under the bubble.

      She should be coming.

      The last time there’d been footsteps, it hadn’t been Deirdre, and he’d been forced to listen to his brother’s new girl toy whine about how Allan wouldn’t play the mating game.

      Fuck his brother.

      Although the girl-toy was obviously off to try just that. His lucky brother.

      Adam had expected to get fucked himself, until Deirdre showed up with the tattoos.

      She could have texted him.

      “Adam?” Her voice was a whisper, and he kept waiting for it to thrill him that they were meeting like this, but it didn’t.

      The desire for her body had left him when he saw her bond on her skin.

      He swirled the glass of Scotch and the ice cubes clinked in the empty room. He didn’t turn around. “Hi, Dee.”

      “Your text said to meet you?” She padded into the room, but stayed on the other side. They’d never had that powerful bond that Adam had heard about, so it wasn’t like his physical proximity was going to pain her. But he got it. He didn’t want to be near her, either.

      “I’m not trying to seduce you.” He toasted some imaginary, far-off concept. “I have too much respect for the mate bond.”

      Her sigh was so loud, Adam was fairly certain anyone in a ten-mile radius could have heard it. Gods, she really thought he was that kind of douche? He set the glass on the windowsill.

      “Why did you want to see me, Adam?”

      “Not for a heart-to-heart.” He turned on a boot heel. “I just figured you’d want to explain why you didn’t even text me to let me know you’d picked out someone else.”

      Deirdre’s shoulders went up and down, quickly. “I can’t explain it. I guess you have to feel the mate call to know what it’s like.”

      Adam raised an eyebrow. “Like, Fate?”

      “Yes.”

      “In that case, you sure as shit should’ve told me.” He took a couple of steps toward her and she tensed. “I’m not gonna mess with Fate, Dee.”

      “Then why did you want to meet in the library in the dark?”

      “Because this isn’t a conversation you have in front of your dude.” Adam turned to his right, like the beefy cowboy was standing beside him. “‘Gee, Harry, I’ve had your new mate fifty ways from Sunday over the last ten years, and figured we’d get married someday. By the way, don’t forget to try the veal.’”

      A tiny smirk flowered across Deirdre’s face. “His name is William.”

      “Because that was the most important detail in that little speech.” Adam pushed a hand through his hair. “Gods, Dee. Ten years.”

      She shrugged again, like she was ready to be rid of him. “Let’s face it, Adam. We were placeholders until something better came along.”

      He waited for some kind of sting to rise up inside, but it didn’t come. Instead, he found himself chuckling. “You’re saying he’s hotter than me? Cuz… I’m not seeing it.”

      Dee’s laugh was less tentative than her smirk had been. She was warming to him. “Always with the sarcasm.” She walked to the high-backed chair and put her hand on the leather. “I’m saying he’s my Fate.”

      “I get that.” He wiped at the air, like it was the slate he wanted to clean. “But next time, text a guy you’re having placeholder sex with, just as a heads-up that he’s not getting laid this weekend.”

      A full-out laugh. Her eyes sparkled when she laughed again. “This really is about sex?”

      He pulled one corner of his mouth up. “Like you said, we both knew we weren’t Fated. No kidding around there.”

      Deirdre took in a long breath through her nose. “Yes, there’s nothing quite like feeling Fate tell you who your match is.”

      “So I’ve been hearing.”

      The sparkle was back in her eyes. “He’s my Fate. I can’t change that, nor would I want to, honestly.”

      “I promise, this isn’t a ploy to get in your pants.” Adam picked up the snifter and took a long swig. “I’m sure there are plenty of girls here this weekend who would be happy to ride the A-Train.”

      Deirdre squeezed the chair. “You probably shouldn’t say that to them.”

      “It worked on you.” He let a little for old time’s sake slip into his voice.

      “Well, I’m special.”

      Adam pursed his lips. She’d been a consistent part of his life for ten years. Every other month, he was either up at the Trewitt’s getting his horse trained, or buying a new horse, or going to a rodeo.

      She’d been his sexual distraction from the generally unappetizing romantic life of Somewhere, TX, where all the wolves were family and all the townies were human. Humans were messy.

      But he wasn’t sure if he thought she was special in the way he wanted her to be. She had been a great companion, and an occasional lover. They hadn’t ever had the magick that she undoubtedly felt with William, or that Aaron and Tonya had.

      Plenty of wolves never found a Fated match, and they still chose a mate and said the spells to bond. Adam always assumed he and Dee would be wearing the matching tattoos someday.

      It should hurt more that she’d bonded with another man. Only it didn’t.

      Adam found himself swilling the last of the Scotch and rolling the glass in his hands. He turned back to the window. “What does it feel like?”

      “What?”

      “The Fate stuff. What does it feel like?”

      He waited for her to answer, but part of him didn’t want to know. In a family where everyone who was married was also Fated, he didn’t want to know what wasn’t in store for him.

      “It feels like… a magick rope. Wherever you are, you’re pulled toward them. It’s like you’re in their orbit, like you couldn’t get away from them if you tried.”

      He nodded and set the glass down on the side table, turning to face her. “That’s not us.”

      “No, it wasn’t.”

      “And that’s okay.” He rimmed the glass with his finger.

      “I love William, and I am glad for every day we have together.” A distant look caught in her eyes and her voice went hot. “I think about him when I’m not with him, and I feel him wherever I’m at.”

      “You can feel him now?” Adam looked out the door, into the semi-dark hallway.

      “I can. He’s waiting for me to go run with him.”

      He turned back to the window. Outside, the whole landscape of the VonBrandt ranch was awash in the bright white glow of the moon. “You’re going to shift?”

      A smile crept over her features. “Well, we need to get out of the house.”

      Adam laughed and nodded. “Right. I get it. Can’t have sex in a house full of strangers.”

      Deirdre curled her tongue inside her mouth. “You’re not wrong.”

      He gestured to the window. “You should go, then. Don’t keep William waiting.”

      With a long pause, she watched him. “You’re sure we’re okay? I mean, you and me? Are we good?”

      “We’re good.” Adam hooked one thumb into his belt loop. “I’m gonna head home and get some shuteye. Big run tomorrow.”

      Dee approached him, careful. “Let me just…” She slipped her arms around him and hugged, hard.

      He kept waiting for the lust to set in, to distract him, but there was nothing. The presence of those tattoos had cut off whatever had been tethering him to her. Adam hugged her back.

      “It was good to know you,” he said. “In the very biblical sense, too.”

      She laughed, fuller and louder this time. It was almost like her comfort had returned, and Dee had let her guard down.

      Adam stepped away.

      “You, too.” She clipped across the wood floor to the door and turned. “And watch out for Fate. She might have something in store for you, yet.”

      He smiled and waved her off. It was certainly possible that Fate had plans for him, and he would be on the lookout for it.

      After all, he had a house full of visiting wolves. At least half of them were female, and more than two-thirds of those were un-mated.

      All he had to do was get within orbit of every single one of them and see what happened.

      If Dee was right, he wouldn’t be able to keep it from happening, and since he had the benefit of singleness, with a side of solitude, he planned on doing everything he could, while the house was full of wolves, to find his mate.
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      Beeeeep! Beeeeep! Beeeeep!

      Paige slapped the off button on her nightstand alarm clock and yawned. The bright red numbers glowed at her through squinted eyes. 6am.

      She had the day off from the bakery today, so she could enjoy her sunrise ritual on the big rock out in the back pasture before heading in to work anyway.

      She flipped the switch on her lamp, bathing her dark bedroom in a warm yellow glow. The outfit she’d picked out the night before stared back at her from the armchair across her room—jeans, a fitted moss green t-shirt that really made her hazel eyes pop and complemented her bronzy-red hair. She always put a little more thought into her clothing choice on Fridays.

      Paige shuffled across the room and climbed into her clothes. Then slid her feet into waiting sneakers and shuffled through her house. A half-eaten bowl of popcorn and a mound of cried-on tissues littered her coffee table.

      Hillary.

      She pulled her cellphone out of her back pocket and called her best friend —possibly only friend. Typically, they watched reruns of Dr. Who or Star Trek together, but Hillary had just broken up with her boyfriend George and had shown up on her doorstep yesterday afternoon with every Nicholas Sparks movie on the planet.

      So she’d sat through hours of tortured-weepy characters and listened as her friend recounted each reason she should beg George to come back.

      “Paige?” Hillary’s voice came through the speaker. “Why aren’t you at the bakery? Isn’t this your day to see Adam?”

      A smile curved her lips. Hillary was the only one that she ever talked to about her crush on Adam VonBrandt.

      She’d followed Meg from Baltimore to Somewhere six years ago to learn the skills she needed to open her own bakery.

      “Somebody goofed and scheduled me off today. I’m going in after I watch the sunrise. I just wanted to check on you and make sure you hadn’t caved.”

      Her friend sighed. “Nope. No caving. George is not the right man for me, and I deserve better.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “Go watch your sunset and then drool over your obsession. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Bye, girl.” Paige tapped the red button on the bottom of her phone screen and shoved the cell back into her pocket.

      She wasn’t supposed to ever have Friday’s off. Meg and Berg both knew this, but every once in a while it did happen.

      Since she didn’t have to show up for prep-time, she could enjoy her favorite spot out by the creek on the back of her property and watch the sun rise over the pines.

      When her Granny Lewis passed away years ago, the sweet old woman left a huge chunk of change for all five of her granddaughters. Paige had used hers to buy part of what she’d always wanted—a farm. The rest of the inheritance was safely tucked away in a bank until she was ready to start her own bakery. But since seeing Adam VonBrandt had become the highlight of her week, she’d had no motivation to push forward to the next bullet point of her life plan.

      Paige opened the back door and took a deep breath of the nippy November air.

      There was enough light to see by, so she left the flashlight on the table next to the door and stepped out into the cold. She zipped up her coat and headed down the path she’d worn into the ground from her back door to the big rock next to the creek. It was about a ten-minute walk.

      Paige slowed her pace as she came to the edge of the clearing where she liked to spend her mornings off.

      The sound to two people moaning floated in the air and Paige’s eyes widened.

      She ducked behind a tree and held her breath. Her rock was already occupied this morning —by a very naked couple. Holy crap!

      A few moments passed. The moaning had stopped.

      She peeked around the pine tree trunk and froze. The people were…changing into—? That couldn’t be right. The air shimmered around them, like the shine on a soap bubble.

      Paige blinked and rubbed her eyes. When she looked again, there were no people. The bubble had popped and only two silvery gray wolves stood where the people had been. It couldn’t be real… She held her breath and waited.

      The wolves hadn’t seen her, and she watched them trot off away from her. She waited until they were long out of sight and hopefully out of hearing, then turned around and walked straight back to her house.

      That pot of soup she’d made for dinner last night was going into the trash. Someone at the market had to have given her some bad mushrooms or something, because she’d just hallucinated for the first time in her life. What a trip.

      Paige turned toward the barn. Casper needed breakfast before she dumped out her leftover veggie soup. Then she could head in to town a little early. Some time in the kitchen would help clear her head.
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      Book 1: The Werewolf Cowboy

      Book 2: The Werewolf Bodyguard

      Book 3: The Werewolf Ranger

      Book 4: Chasing a Wolf

      Book 5: Seducing a Wolf

      Book 6: Saving a Wolf

      Book 7: Broken Wolf

      Book 8: Hunted Wolf

      

      COMING IN APRIL

      Somewhere, TX Series: TO FIND A MATE

      If you enjoyed Hunted Wolf, please consider leaving a review on your favorite reading platform. You can also join us in the MOONBOUND PACK Fan Group on Facebook for insider information, paperback giveaways, and special parties.
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      The Moonbound books introduce the alpha council, as they search for the origins of the mysterious un-bonded wolf now mated to Jared VonBrandt of Somewhere, TX.
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      We would like to introduce the Alpha Council trading cards. Join the Moonbound pack to see who trading card #1 is…

      If you would like to receive one of our special, numbered Alpha Council trading cards, please send a self-addressed stamped envelope, to:

      
        KS Publishing

        PO Box 171512

        Arlington, TX 76003

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Camryn Rhys

        

      

    

    
      Author of hot historical romance with paranormal elements and co-author of the Moonbound series--a spinoff of the VonBrandt Werewolves from Somewhere, TX.

      Loves Florentines and lightbulbs. Writes about cowboys who cook and demons who captain airships and werewolves who save the world. Once met Queen Elizabeth. Can swallow a sword. Eats jalepenos by the handful. Former chef, turned writer. Currently living in Canada. Owns a falcon. Not all parts of this bio are equally true.
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        @camrynrhys
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        camryn.rhys9
        

      

      
        camrynrhys.com

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Krystal Shannan

        

      

    

    
      Krystal Shannan, also known as Emma Roman, lives in a sprawling ranch style home with her husband, daughter, and a pack of rescue Basset Hounds. She is an advocate for the American Society of Autism and shares the experiences and adventures she’s been through with her daughter whenever she can.

      Needless to say, life is never boring when you have an elementary-aged special needs child and half a dozen 4-legged friends roaming the house. They keep her and her husband busy, smiling, and laughing.

      Krystal writes magick and Emma doesn’t. If you are looking for leisurely-paced sweet romance, her books are probably not for you. However, for those looking for a story filled with adventure, passion, and just enough humor to make you laugh out loud. Welcome home!

      Get a set of free books to start reading more Krystal Shannan!
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