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Prologue
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THE PHONE RANG and rang and rang. Lauren watched the headlights coming up fast behind her through the rear-view mirror. “Pleasepleaseplease,” she whispered, willing for someone to answer. She gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white as the vehicle behind her suddenly switched lanes and whipped around her. It was going so fast she couldn’t even catch a glimpse of its occupants.

Her cell phone made a clicking noise through its speaker and then a mechanical male voice intoned, “Hello. Please leave a message after the tone.”

She was so startled the call was answered after so many rings, she dropped her cell and had to pull onto the shoulder and stop so she could dig around on the floorboard to retrieve it. Still parked on the side of the highway, she double-checked the number she’d dialed and called again. After a long series of rings, Lauren listened to the canned greeting. When it beeped, she fumbled with her message.

“Uhm, hi. Hello. My name is Lauren. Lauren Reilly and I’m trying to reach Hannah Jackson. Major Jackson, if this is you, I really need to talk to you.” She sucked in a breath. “No. Not Jackson. You’re Major McIntire now. Or Missus McIntire or whatever. Anyway, Treece gave me your number. He’s fine, by the way. Writing a thriller or mystery novel down in the Keys now. I mean, you remember Treece, right? Treece Morrison? Anyway, we’ve never met—you and me I mean. I know Treece. Anyway, I worked at the Pentagon when you two were there. I’m an archivist and that’s why I’m calling. See, I found some files and your name was—”

The driver’s side window shattered. Screaming, Lauren dropped the phone again, sank low in the seat, shoved the car in gear, and floored the accelerator.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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THE PHONE RANG and rang and rang. Tait thrust an arm dripping with soap and hot water out of the shower to grab the damn thing. He checked the caller ID before turning it off. He’d already emailed a partial report. The rest of the debrief could wait until morning. He dropped the phone back onto the counter and retreated under the scalding water pouring from the shower head. He’d been back from the retrieval Crow LeFlore, a former combat partner and now some mysterious mercenary honcho in a semi-government-sanctioned group, sent him on for all of thirty minutes. Two spoiled rich kids decided to hit the road in Mommy’s Mercedes. He caught the brats on the other side of the Mexican border, minus the Mercedes and in the hands of a cartel far more interested in human trafficking than was good for the two teen-aged girls. Despite saving their lives and other things, they’d bitched at him all the way back to a multi-million-dollar log mansion in Aspen, Colorado where the father of the car thief handed over a cashier’s check with lots of zeros. Of course, the fact that Mommy had been a US Representative hadn’t escaped him. Hence Crow’s involvement.

Tait considered himself to be a hunter. He free-lanced for several bail bond companies tracking down bail jumpers. He also worked search and rescue missions—both paid and volunteer. Occasionally, Crow called with a mission—that often paid his bills for a year, even after splitting with FILO, the organization Crow worked for. He’d pretty much seen it all but even so... What the hell was wrong with young people today? Tait snorted and pictured himself in a rocking chair on his front porch shaking a cane at those young whippersnappers. Laughing ruefully, he leaned his hands on the granite tile lining his walk-in shower, head bent so the steaming liquid sluiced across his neck and shoulders. He was beat, as he was going on close to 72 hours with no sleep. Back in the day when he’d been running special ops with the SEAL teams, that had been a walk in the park. Even his wolf half was tired. The critter wanted a rare steak, the man a six-pack of beer, and both halves wanted 24 hours of snoozing in front of the fire. Sounded like a damn fine idea.

Tait “Shooter” McCord was a Wolf. He carried the lupi versi pellis gene on his Y chromosome and that weird little DNA anomaly gave him the ability to shift from man to wolf and back again. He never got sick, healed faster than normal when injured—and considering he’d been a SEAL for almost 20 years, he’d needed that special kick more than once. Tonight, though, he was feeling his age—emotionally if not truly physically. He’d come back to the Crazy Mountains in Montana to lick his wounds after that last mission in Bumfuck, Afghanistan. The operation had been a Charlie Foxtrot from the git-go. They’d only lost two men, but the entire unit had been shot up, with half of the team sustaining career-ending injuries. Had he been human, his injuries would have resulted in a medical discharge. He’d received the Navy Cross, the Silver Star, and the Purple Heart. All three medals made him feel like a fraud. Getting his teammates out wasn’t heroic. It was part of the job. So, he'd retired and returned to a place that had been home once upon a time.

The water turned tepid and he turned off the faucet. After drying off, he pulled on a pair of ragged jeans and wandered into the kitchen. The steak he picked up on the way home kissed the cast-iron frying pan on both sides and then he was settled in front of the fire in his living room with the big screen TV showing some spring training baseball game. Ten minutes later, with his stomach full and headache finally receding after drinking one beer, he closed his eyes and dropped into combat sleep.

[image: image][image: image][image: image][image: image]

HANNAH MCINTIRE stepped on the lever to open the stainless-steel trashcan in the kitchen and upended the plastic container filled with cupcakes.

“They weren’t that bad.” Her husband, former Army SpecOps command sergeant major and current sheriff of Blaidd County, West Virginia, made sure he was out of her reach as he spoke.

“Seriously, Dad?” Their son rolled his eyes. “I could get away with that when I was a kid but Mom knows I’d be lying now. Let’s face it. They were pretty awful.” Like his father, Liam stayed out of Hannah’s reach.

“Would have been nice to have more than a couple of hours’ notice.” The lid clanged shut to emphasize Hannah’s irritation. “Not my fault the bakery was out of stuff and you—” She pointed an accusatory finger at Liam. “—insisted you had to leave with the damn things before they’d finished baking. I’m not taking the rap this time.”

Father and son exchanged knowing looks. Despite the fact they were both Wolves, neither was fast enough to evade the identical Gibbs Slap™ Hannah landed on the backs of each of their heads. “I’m going to take a bath. You two can fix your own damn dinner.” She passed the blinking answering machine on her way to the master bedroom and paused. As bad as the cupcakes had been—and she had to admit her plan to avoid ever having to bake anything for the PTA ever again had worked brilliantly—she’d expected the machine to be full. There was only one message. Odd, that. At the very least, she figured the mates’ network would have been activated, with the other wives calling in either congratulations or complaints.

Three steps down the hall, Hannah stopped, pivoted, and returned. She had a bad feeling now. When she looked up from studying the blinking light, she had Mac’s full attention. She stabbed the play button. And listened. Then she hit replay as Mac joined her. They exchanged glances at the sound of shattering glass and the report of a large caliber weapon.

“I’ll get the number changed tonight,” Mac said. “Call Treece.” They reached for the burner cell phones in their hip pockets simultaneously.

Treece’s answering machine got an earful from Hannah, along with a demand to, “Call me the fuck back ASAP or I’ll come down there and feed you mountain oysters for breakfast, the ones I harvest from you, you stupid son of a bitch. FYI, my home number no longer exists and that means I have to fix the gawddamned PTA phone tree. Do you even realize what that means? No, of course not, you lazy—” His machine cut off. Hannah waited for Mac to finish his call.

She really thought Treece would have known better. He’d been her source inside the Defense Security Service at the Pentagon for years. She trusted him. Maybe all that damn rum down in Key West had pickled his brain. He knew better than to hand out her number to just anyone—but especially someone getting shot at.

“What if she’s hurt?” Liam asked, his voice cracking a little. The poor kid was going through the voice change and some days his was as deep and reverberating as his father’s while others? He still sounded like her little boy.

Hannah reached for him but he ducked her hand. “I’m serious, Mom. She sounded scared and she said she found your name in a file. I thought all the files had been deleted.”

“There’s nothing to worry about, Liam. We’re safe here.”

“Then why is Dad having the home number changed? Again.”

Mac finished his call and faced his wife and son. “Sean’s throwing some switches on the number so we can’t be tracked. He’s also doing a reverse trace on the cell phone and the name.” His fingers curled around the back of Hannah’s neck and he pulled her stiff body into his. They’d been together a long time, but his need to protect her, to protect their son just got stronger with each passing year. He’d already killed to keep them safe. He relaxed slightly when Hannah leaned against him and slipped her arms around his waist. “He’ll do a file search to make sure none of us are in the system.”

“Are you going to find and help that lady?” Liam persisted.

Hannah exchanged a look with Mac before saying, “We’ll see.”
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TAIT AWOKE to a howling wolfdog and someone pounding frantically on his front door. Shit. He bolted off the couch, hurdled the coffee table, and slid to a stop at the front entrance. Good thing his combat instincts had kicked in because it took him only seconds to unlock and open the door. He grabbed the arm raised to knock and jerked the man inside. Stepping out on the front porch, he glared at the animal until it stopped yapping and sat.

“Dammit, Chewy! You know Doc. Not nice to eat the top county cop.” The hybrid wolf growled. Tait stared and growled back. Chewy whined softy and went to his belly on the grass. “Can you behave now?” The wolfdog made a whurfle sound. “Then come in and get breakfast.”

He held the door for the wolfdog. Chewy padded inside and ignored the man pressed against the wall next to the door. “I’ll fix coffee,” Tait told the older man.

“That damn dog is a menace,” Doc muttered.

“And that’s why he doesn’t like you. He’s sensitive. He knows how you really feel.” He dropped his hand to rub the dog’s ears. “Chewy is more in tune with his wolf side.” And boy, wasn’t that the truth. Not only his wolfdog but he himself. They often ran together, especially when the moon was full.

In the kitchen, Tait motioned for Doc to grab a stool at the island then he dove into a chest freezer next to the back door and hauled out a haunch of venison. Opening the back door, he peeled the freezer paper off and held the meat so Chewy could grab it by the lower leg. Tail wagging, the hybrid trotted back outside.

“You gave him frozen meat,” Doc stated, as if that was a bad thing.

Tait shrugged, not turning around as he set up the coffee maker. “Keeps his teeth sharp.”

“You are one sick puppy, you know that, right?”

Giving his eyes an exaggerated roll, Tait grabbed two mugs from the upper cabinet. “And that’s why you keep showing up on my front porch pretending to be a chew toy.”

The grin that had been hovering around Doc’s mouth disappeared. “Heard you had a close call down south...” He let the sentence trail off.

Tait leaned against the counter, arms folded across his chest and he faced the man who’d known him most of his life. “How’d you hear about it?”

Doc shrugged. “Little bird told me.”

Shit. Tait needed to have a talk with Doc’s son, a Border Patrol agent down on the Rio Grande, about keeping his mouth shut. “Then you know I snatched the two girls from the cheap hotel where the cartel runners stashed them before transport.”

“Were they...hurt?”

“No.” Tait’s voice was cold and flat. “Five more minutes? They probably would have been.”

Doc scrubbed a hand through his thinning brown hair, his eyes snapping angry green sparks. “Glad you were the one who went, Shooter.”

Ignoring an implied question and the use of his military moniker, Tait replied, “Glad I was available.” He wouldn’t divulge who’d sent him or what he’d done to the cartel scum he’d found with the girls. Instead, he filled the two mugs before the coffee maker had finished, managing not to spill a drop. He passed one to the older man. “Why’d you come all the way out here, Doc?”

“Just wanted to check up on you, boy.”

Tait’s cell rang, saving him from a snarky reply. Instead, he said, “I need to take this.” He walked out the back door and leaned against one of the poles supporting the porch overhand and answered tersely. “Crow.”

“Shooter. I catch you sleeping in?”

“Nope. Just having morning coffee with the county sheriff. Did you get my email?”

“I did, yes.”

I’ll type up a full report and zip it over to you today. I have the check. How do you want to handle the split?”

“Any problems collecting the recovery fee?”

Tait’s gruff laugh echoed through the phone line. “Only at first. Then the father got a good look at me. I think he might have added an extra zero or two.”

Crow snorted. “Yeah, you definitely have that alpha-hole stare down pat.”

“Not that it will do any good. I got the sense no lessons were learned. By the girls or the parents.”

“Not surprised. We appreciate the assist, Shooter. Sending in some of our people could have created an...incident.”

“You know me, Crow. Always happy to be of service.”

“As for the split, keep it all as compensation for your road trip from hell. You didn’t access any of our resources and in fact, did us a big favor. One we will happily repay in kind should you ever need it.”

Well, fuck him. A favor from Crow and FILO? That was worth the missed sleep, the mouthy teens, and those extra zeros. “I’ll tuck that in my back pocket, Crow.”

“Why is the sheriff there?”

“Checking up on me. His son and I grew up together. Saw the asshole down on the border and he called home.”

If not for his preternatural hearing, he would have missed Crow’s low chuckle. “Always good to have friends, Shooter.”

“Yeah. Right back at’cha, Crow.”

They signed off and Tait returned to the kitchen. The coffee maker gurgled to a stop so Tait topped off both mugs. “You didn’t drive all the way out here and face down Chewy for the fun of it, Doc. What’s up?”

“Chewy my ass,” the sheriff muttered. “Shoulda named that thing Cujo.”

Tait snorted a laugh. “You feel the same way about Tango? He’s taken a few bites outta crime since he came on the department.” Tango was Meagher County’s K-9. “You do know that Tango and Chewy are pals, right? Carter brings him out here all the time to run.”

“Figures,” Doc muttered. He glanced up and caught Tait’s gaze again, his expression now troubled. “You know anyone in West Virginia?”

“Why?”

“There’s a county sheriff there who’s been trying to track you down. He finally ended up calling my office when all else failed. The guy claims to be former Army SpecOps.”

“Name?”

“Ian McIntire. He says you owe him.”

For a long moment, Tait wondered if his blood had frozen in his veins. Then his heart started beating again.

“What’s going on, Shooter? Who is this guy and why is he tracking you down?” Doc’s gaze remained steady, if still concerned and uptight. “You know we’ve got your back, right? Me and all my deputies. That’s what we do. Who we are.”

The other man’s words should have warmed the cold dread lodged in his chest but it didn’t. Mac McIntire was a ghost from the past. In fact, Tait was surprised the guy was still alive. He’d heard rumors for several years that Mac and his team had all been wiped out. Evidently not. And Mac would know to trace him to this part of Montana. Tait’s mixed Crow Indian and Irish ancestry and growing up near the Crow tribal reservation wasn’t a secret—not to the man who commanded the Wolves of the 69th.

Before Tait could reassure the man who trusted him when he didn’t always trust himself, Doc’s cell phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen and held the phone up for Tait to see. Blaidd County Sheriff Office.

Tait hesitated a moment, then said. “Answer it and give him my number.”
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Chapter 2
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LAUREN PEEKED through the torn curtains of the cruddy motel room. The asphalt pavement glistened haphazardly between the mist and the patchwork of security lights circling the parking lot like a committee of vultures. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that her throat had not been cut—at least not yet—and therefore food should be moving from her mouth to her innards ASAP. A roadhouse shared the block with the motel and she heard the clink of beer bottles and loud conversation above the tinny sound of the jukebox through the thin walls of her room. She did not want to walk into that place.

Did she have a choice? Not really. Oh, she could curl up on the bed fully dressed—because there wasn’t an icicle’s chance in Hades that she’d touch those sheets—and pretend she wasn’t hungry. The ice machine didn’t work, and the vending machine next to it had a pack of brownies that looked to be at least as old as she was, a bag of chips with an expiration date of 1-1-2007, and a couple of candy bars that she’d never heard of before. The drink machine on the other side ate a five-dollar bill and gave her nothing in return.

Despite all her “book learning,” Lauren was a lamb in the middle of a pack of wolves. She didn’t know how to run away. She’d never been the kid who wanted to join the circus. She got lost in books, not life. It hadn’t occurred to her that her car, phone, and debit card could be traced. She’d sure learned that in a hurry when some black hat shot out her car window. Thank God she was clumsy and bent over just as he fired.

Since that terrifying night, she’d learned. The hard way. Still, she’d managed to empty her bank account, charge her credit cards to the limit, dump her car, and stay one step ahead of whoever was chasing her. She suspected the men were from the corporation whose name she’d discovered in the same file with Hannah Jackson McIntire’s. Somebody didn’t want that info to see the light of day, and she was fairly certain their goal was to make sure she didn’t live to see the light of another day either.

Her stomach growled again. She was stuck in this crossroads until late tomorrow morning when the scheduled bus arrived. She had no choice. She packed everything in her backpack, having learned from experience not to leave anything behind. She carried several fake IDs—and they weren’t too bad even if she said so herself. She’d managed to create them using a library computer and printer and a sheet of plastic business cards from a business supply store. Lauren picked one and looked it over. It looked a little worn but was still clear enough to be read. It would do. Lily Day. She could remember that. Which was why she’d picked that name in the first place. She shoved the other IDs into her pack.

Grabbing the key, she looked around one last time, just in case. Nope. Nothing there to betray her. She pulled down the sleeve of her sweatshirt so it covered her hand and touched the doorknob. Absolutely nothing left behind—not even fingerprints. Sticking to the shadows, she flitted around the perimeter of the parking lot and sidled along the front wall of the roadhouse. The door opened, and two men stumbled out. She flattened against the rough wood at her back. They ignored her, arguing about sports.

Her nose twitched. Food. Lauren worked up a mouthful of saliva and swallowed, hoping to preclude the next complaint her stomach made. It didn’t matter. The door slammed open again, this time spitting out a giggling woman and a drunk biker. No one would have heard her grumbles over the brittle laughter. Using the couple as cover, she slipped past them and stepped to the side. She peered around the room, getting her bearings. There was a shadowed booth in the back corner that looked unoccupied. Good. She could sit there. Eat. Drink a soda. Or two. And eat bar food. Out of sight, out of mind. And it was close to a dark hallway that, with luck, would lead to the bathrooms and a rear exit if she needed to escape. She had a plan. All was well.
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TAIT SAT in the far corner of the last booth watching the room. The place was the only thing open in town. Even the lights in the motel office across the way were turned off, despite the flickering neon sign that read “VAC N Y.” In addition to being unobtrusive, the booth also had a view, albeit through a grime-encrusted window, of the motel. A stir in the shadows across the parking lot caught his attention, and he’d watched the obviously feminine figure scurry toward the roadhouse. He couldn’t be positive, but he’d lay even odds that his prey was about to walk into range. About damn time. He’d been on her trail for two weeks now.

All the patrons but him ignored any activity at the door. When the woman slipped inside and plastered her very fine ass against the wall, Tait felt things stirring inside him—things best left dead. His wolf crouched, watching and waiting, curious as to what their quarry would do next.

The last thing either he or the wolf expected was for the woman to walk straight toward them. What the hell? He glanced around. The bathrooms were located in the hallway several tables to his right. She was probably headed there.

The woman cleared the dance floor, though not without some trouble. Man and wolf both were gritting their teeth by the time she extricated herself from the drunken guy wearing a Mack Truck ball cap. The front doors banged open and four men stood silhouetted by high-beam lights coming from some big-ass SUV in the parking lot. The woman ducked behind the much larger drunk, dropped to the floor, and scuttled under the nearest table, scrambling between legs..

Tait’s attention returned to the four men. Hired muscle, if he had to guess. Mercenaries. They wore black combat pants and boots, long-sleeved T-shirts with a logo on the chest, and they were stupid enough to flaunt open-carry laws with the semi-automatic pistols holstered on their belts. These were hard men, from the looks of them, but he wasn’t impressed.
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