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Dedication
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This is for all the usual suspects—

family, friends, cheerleaders, and task masters.

You know who you are and you know how much you mean to me.

Cheers!
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AMY ROUSE skulked in the shadows of the front porch as the screen door banged behind her. In the past few months, she’d learned the differences in sound between a fast military attack helicopter and civilian helos but had never grown accustomed to the racket. A deep throb reverberated against her eardrum—a sound felt but not heard yet. Atosi Goforth appeared at her side. When she glanced at the old man, he’d turned his face toward the west, watching the hot, Oklahoma sky.

Movement down at the barn flickered in the corner of her vision. A ragtag knot of men—at least those who were ambulatory from the group rescued from Area 51—ranged in a loose semi-circle looking like the trained soldiers they’d been.

Amy still couldn’t get over that deal and the aftermath. She’d discovered things that shouldn’t exist outside of a nightmare not only existed but her best friend fell in love with one. A werewolf. A werewolf marine, actually. Her world had been rocked to the core and now here she was, waiting for the Wolves to return from their latest exploit. Amy’s life had turned topsy turvy in the past year, and not just because of the Wolves. Her mind skittered away from finishing that thought.

The throbbing settled in her chest, echoing her heartbeat, and she inhaled deeply around the pounding. Jacey Randolph, wiping her hands on a white towel, emerged from the barn. Amy could see her best friend’s smile all the way from there. Nathaniel Connor must be on the helicopter. The Wolves were coming home.

“My grandson will be happy to see you.”

And there was that thought she’d just shied away from. She managed to not roll her eyes since the old man was watching for her reaction to his statement. “I doubt it, Mr. Goforth.”

“You should call me Atosi, as you will be my granddaughter one day soon.”

Amy sighed, a feminine action she hated despite her propensity to do so. “Yeah. Right. Harjo doesn’t even know I exist,” she muttered. “He goes dashing off in the middle of everything on a rescue mission, doesn’t offer so much as a please or thank you.”

The old man’s burst of good-natured laughter almost elicited another sigh. Before either spoke again, the helo appeared, coming in low and hot at treetop level. Jacey climbed the gentle slope from the barn and waited near the vehicles parked along the driveway. Amy’s hand lifted to shade her eyes as Jacey did the same.

The helicopter’s rotors tossed up dirt and grass before the behemoth squatted in the yard like an angry mud dauber. Jacey didn’t move, waiting for the door to open and the engine to wind down from an angry whine to silence as the rotors whispered to a stop. Nate was the first man off the helo. Amy’s best friend met him halfway. He lifted Jacey into a bear hug and swung her around as they kissed.

Amy fought the urge to fan her face as she flushed. The Wolves were so dang sexy she thought she might go up in flames whenever she encountered one with his mate. She descended the first few steps from the porch.

“It’s so not fair,” she muttered. Atosi’s rich laughter drifted down from behind her.

“You are not bound to the earth, child. You are made to soar the skies.”

Yeah, whatever. She kept the thought to herself. The old man’s hearing was much too keen, often picking up her dissatisfied mutters. Amy glanced toward the barn. Most of the men had disappeared back inside but one waited, there in the shade, to see if any of them was needed. She couldn’t tell which man remained in the shadows, hovering just in case. Sean Donaldson hopped down from the passenger area, drawing her attention back to the helo.

The big guy had gone to east Texas to help out a buddy from the Army, or so Amy had been told. And then things had gone wrong. The former members of the 69th Special SciOps Group had gathered on the ranch, planned, and then departed. Despite her gripes otherwise, Amy had been involved at least peripherally. She’d chartered a plane so Mac could fly down to meet Sean while Harjo commandeered a military helicopter to whisk him, Nate, and Michael Lightfoot to Fort Polk, Louisiana. Since the 69th was in the process of becoming an official unit of the Defense Security Service, they could get away with things like that. She’d gotten a phone call yesterday informing her to plan for the arrival of civilians. She hadn’t expected them to arrive so quickly.

As she watched, Sean helped a little boy and a woman out of the helicopter. Nate and Jacey broke their embrace and moved toward them. Amy stepped forward, her brain already trying to figure out which trailer to move the two into. She definitely needed to get more manufactured housing ordered. One had been set up as administrative offices, and one was being converted to medical space.

In the meantime, she’d figure out where to house the newcomers temporarily. They’d originally converted the loft in the barn to open barracks space. Atosi had permanently moved into one of the spare bedrooms in Jacey’s house, and up until recently, Amy had occupied the other. She’d moved back into her apartment in town. She didn’t necessarily mind the drive but once winter came, she might have to reconsider. Her Mustang was a fun car but she wasn’t very good at driving on snow or ice.

She halted as two soldiers hopped out of the passenger hatch and helped a very pregnant woman from the helo. Then they turned and withdrew a Stokes basket. Amy gasped at the array of tubes and medical gear packed around the patient. Movement in her peripheral vision startled her—Dr. Kerry Sutherland huffing up the hill.

Amy would have been surprised at the change in her expression had she been looking in a mirror. Her brows furrowed and her lips tightened into a narrow line. She didn’t trust the doctor, hadn’t been able to pinpoint why beyond a gut feeling, but she always paid closer attention any time the other woman was involved. She still couldn’t figure out why Harjo hadn’t turned in the doctor for her role in the horrible experiments perpetrated on the men now living in the barn. Jacey and the Wolves were doing their best to see the men, scarred and outcast as they were, through both the physical and the emotional trauma inflicted on them.

She plastered a smile on her face as Sean approached. The little boy was settled on the big man’s hip, the woman tucked safely under his arm. Gypsy, Jacey’s half-tame coon chittered from the porch rafters.

Rather than being afraid, the boy’s face lit up. “Boomer! Boomer, is that a coon? For real? Can I pet it? Mom, mom! Lookit!”

She held out her hand. “Hi. I’m Amy Rouse. Welcome to—” She snapped her mouth shut. She’d been about to say the “crazy,” which was a good description but probably not the most reassuring term she could use. “Oklahoma,” she finished.

“I’m Annie Simmons—”

“Soon to be Annie Donaldson,” Sean interrupted. “And my little man here is Cody.”

Amy’s heart contracted a little. She’d seen Sean angry, cool and collected, deadly, and full of mischief. She’d never seen him so gentle and protective. And proud. She shook Annie’s hand and winked at the woman’s son. “That’s Gypsy, Cody. He’s—”

“A pain in the ass.” Sean finished her sentence but she didn’t mind.

“Oh, thank god I’m not the only one.”

She flashed a puzzled look toward Annie. “Beg pardon?”

“Sean. He—”

“Finishes her sentences.”

Annie punched Sean in the gut but he just grinned down at her. He opened his mouth and Annie shook her fist at him. Instead of speaking, he laughed.

“As I was saying, I’m glad to see that he’s an overbearing jerk to everyone.”

Now it was Amy’s turn to laugh. “Oh, Sean. You’ve met your match and I am so freaking glad! It’s about time.” She jerked her head toward the barn. “They’ll need you down there. I’ll get Annie and Cody settled for now. Y’all hungry? Thirsty? Oh! And this is Mr. Goforth. Y’all know Colonel Harjo, right? Mr. Goforth is his grandfather.”

Atosi winked at Cody. “We have bears.”

The little boy’s eyes widened. “Bears?”

The old man nodded solemnly. “And a cougar.”

“Can I pet them?”

Before anyone could say no, Atosi offered a knowing smile. “Perhaps. For now, let us start with the rascal up here in the rafters. Gypsy, come down. Be polite to our new friends.”

Much to everyone’s surprise, the raccoon skittered down one of the support poles, stopped eye-level with Cody, and extended a paw. The boy carefully shook the coon’s paw, grinning ear to ear. Sean set him down, kissed Annie even as he tousled the boy’s hair, and jogged toward the barn.

Amy suddenly remembered the pregnant woman, but she was being escorted down to the barn with the stretcher. Annie followed her gaze.

“That’s Sally Keegan. Her husband, Danny—” Annie gulped. “He was hurt really bad. Look, Cody and I can find a motel room or something. Sally almost lost her baby once. She’ll need a real bed and care.”

Her brain already churning with the logistics, Amy motioned them up on the porch. “I’ll get y’all something to eat and settled and then make some calls. I’m betting Sally doesn’t want to leave her husband’s side at the moment. Jacey has a clinic set up down there. It’s—” How did she explain things to this woman? How much did Annie know? Would Sean be stupid enough not to let his lady know the 4-1-1? “There’s some trail—manufactured homes here. We’ll figure something out. Don’t worry about a thing.”

Cody chattered excitedly as Gypsy settled on his shoulder. They all trooped into the house following Atosi. After Amy made sure they were comfortable in the kitchen, she jogged down to the administrative office. It had two furnished bedrooms so it could be used in a pinch. She could borrow the master so she didn’t have to drive back and forth from town. The trailer she’d picked out for herself hadn’t been delivered yet. She’d push up the delivery day so Sean and Annie could move in.

Atosi seemed happy in Jacey’s guest room for now so the trailer she’d planned for him and Harjo could be appropriated for the second couple that had arrived, once Danny could be moved from a clinical setting. She needed at least three more manufactured houses moved on property. She grabbed her housing notes and started making calls. Luckily, Jacey’s ranch had deep wells and springs and contractors had already laid in additional water lines, dug new, larger septic tanks, and set up sewage lines from several pads meant for houses. Hannah and Harjo both assured her that the purchase order number she had from the Pentagon was pretty much carte blanche. Amy hoped so. She was about to run the tab up again.

“Manufactured housing,” she muttered. As she looked around the office and at the higher end appliances in the kitchen, she was struck once again how nice it was on the inside. The outside? Still sucked. But she had to be honest. Some of the units she’d looked at were nicer than her apartment—inside and out. After a long conversation, she convinced the dealer to get the ordered trailers delivered and set up ASAP.

The couples would each need their own place. As an afterthought, she added one used and very plain—in fact, the ugliest in the bunch—to the buy list. That one was for Kerry Sutherland. Amy was not thrilled the doctor stayed in the barn with the men. Though one of the stalls had been turned into a private sleeping room and another into an office for her—which was bare-bones as no one would give her access to a computer without supervision, Amy figured it was time to get the woman away from the Nevadans, as she’d nicknamed the men rescued from that underground lab at Area 51.

Phone calls made, she climbed the hill back to Jacey’s and slipped in through the front door. The drone of conversation from the kitchen let her know the newcomers were fine. She stared out the front window at the helicopter perched in the yard. The pilots and two soldiers who’d unloaded the stretcher returned from the barn. They climbed in and the motor whined as the rotors began a lazy windmill. The blades picked up speed, blurring even as the downdraft kicked up dirt. Moments later, the thing lifted and hovered briefly before climbing into the sky. Only then did she realize that Harjo had not accompanied the group back to the ranch. Neither had Hannah or Mac, only their absence didn’t make her heart lurch. Nor did it make her feel sad and alone.
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JACEY BARRELED around the corner of the bunkhouse and slammed into Nate’s broad back.

What the—” She ducked under his outstretched arm. “Oh...”

A body slowly twisted on the end of a rope. The face came into view, mottled and purple. Joshua Harjo stumbled to a stop beside her.

“Dammit. Cut him down.”

“We’re too late, Harjo,” Jacey replied, her voice subdued.

Light footsteps padding toward them registered too late, their shock numbing other senses. Amy rounded the corner.

“Hey, y’all. Why did everybody take off running? What’s going—” Jacey and Harjo reacted too slowly to prevent her from seeing the gruesome scene. “Oh...”

Amy’s stomach heaved and bile rose in her throat. She’d seen dead bodies before. At funerals. People in caskets were...sanitary. Starched and proper in their Sunday-go-to-meeting clothes. Hair combed. Faces made up to approximate life. This? This was...dirty. Gruesome. Her nostrils flared as the stench of violent death hit her nose. She gagged and turned away. Harjo’s arm circled her shoulders, holding her upright and urging her to leave.

He called back over his shoulder, “Call it in, Jacey.”

Nate growled. “Notify Mac and Hannah. No civilians, Colonel. You know that.” He emphasized Harjo’s rank.

Amy, fighting her rebellious stomach, swallowed hard but couldn’t miss the tension swirling around the room. “I’ll be okay,” she lied. After all she’d seen and done in the past year, she would never be okay again, no matter how much she pretended otherwise.

“Stay with her, Harjo. Nate and I will take care of him.”

Amy didn’t resist the pressure of Harjo’s arm across the small of her back. He urged her toward the door and the steps leading down to the ground floor of the barn. They met Dr. Kerry Sutherland coming up. Harjo pulled Amy closer, turning her away from the other woman. Amy wondered about his actions. Did he not trust the doctor?

“What’s happened?”

Harjo searched the doctor’s face for an extended moment. “Nate and Jacey are dealing with it.”

Sutherland placed her foot on the next step, as if to push past him, but Harjo shifted his body to block her way. “It’s too late for you to do anything else.” His anger simmered on the surface of his demeanor but he didn’t care. The doctor was still there for one reason and one reason only—because the Pentagon said so.

“You have other duties, Doctor.” His tone left no room for argument. Amy stiffened beneath his arm but he didn’t spare her a look.

Dr. Sutherland got the hint. She turned, though with reluctance, and marched down the narrow staircase.

“Harjo?” Even though she whispered his name, his sharp glance had Amy clamping her mouth shut. She had so many questions but was smart enough to know that now was not the time. He obviously had a beef with the doctor and didn’t want the woman going upstairs until Jacey and Nate finished whatever they were doing. Deep down, she understood even as her curiosity poked her.

He didn’t start moving down the steps again until the doctor had retreated to the stall set up as her living space and office. With Amy once again snug under his arm, he led her down to the first floor and out into the sunlight.

“Want to tell me what that was all about?

Harjo shook his head even as he surveyed the area to see who was nearby. “Not here. Not now.”

He urged her up the gentle rise toward Jacey’s house and though she dragged her feet, she was ready to get away from the sight and scent haunting her from that scene up in the loft. Her stomach roiled again and she choked.

“I’m sorry.”

Amy halted and stared up at Harjo’s face. He looked stricken, and as sick as she felt. “For what?”

“I’m sorry you had to see that. That he felt the need to—” He cleared his throat. “That he died. That we didn’t get there in time.”

He appeared haunted now and Amy’s heart lurched. “You just got here, Harjo.” And he had, having driven in from Fort Sill that morning.

Watching the play of expressions on his face, she finally figured out he wasn’t just talking about getting to the man while he was still kicking at the end of the rope. He was referring to the rescue of all the men from Area 51. She’d seen the same haunted look in Nate’s eyes, if fleeting. Both of these men—all the Wolves in fact—were much too good at covering up their emotions. They were warriors and reacted as such.

Nate had been trapped in a wolf’s body, unable to communicate, and not even knowing who or what he was. By the time anyone understood what was going on, it was too late for some of the men used as living guinea pigs. The ones the Wolves brought back to the ranch were scarred—physically and emotionally.

No one talked about what happened with the rescue. She’d heard snatches of conversation, knew one man had died in the labs, and that a beloved member of the Wolves had sacrificed his life to see the others to safety. The men spoke Jacob Nakai’s name with reverence.

She glanced up at the house and recognized Atosi Goforth’s figure sitting in the shade of the front porch. Her pulse sped up for a moment as she considered life without the old man. Cutting her eyes to Harjo, she noticed his gaze was fixed on his grandfather. Any death was sad but the death of an elder was something...more.

Amy’s family had never been much for tribal customs, but she’d loved her very traditional great-grandmother from whom she’d learned the value of the native wisdom that came from age. As an adult, she’d learned patience and acceptance from the tribal elders she worked with—lessons that now helped her cope.

She slipped from beneath Harjo’s arm but caught his hand in hers as she did so. “You did what you could. All of you.”

“Why do you stay?”

His question surprised her and she answered without thinking. “Because I care.” She did. She’d arrived to cover her best friend’s back, worried for Jacey. She’d stayed because these men and their mates asked for nothing while giving everything they had. How could she not care?

Harjo cupped her cheek with his free hand, a move that startled them both. “I know. Thank you.”

He leaned forward and she leaned in until their foreheads bumped gently. She inhaled, the sound of her breathing echoed by his. A playful breeze teased the ends of her hair and cooled her heated cheeks.

“You’re welcome.”

Her words seemed to break the spell. Harjo straightened, inhaled deeply like he was coming up for air after holding his breath for a very long time. He offered a tentative smile but didn’t release her hand, not that she’d let him. Her fingers twined with his as they headed toward the house once more.

Atosi had disappeared from the porch but met them as they opened the front door. The old man had donned a ceremonial shirt and carried a small drum, along with a basket containing tobacco leaves and a cedar branch. A woven blanket was folded over his arm.

“We sing the warrior home, grandson.”

“Yes, Atosi. We do.” Harjo had gone to the house meaning to call Clark Mitchell, the county sheriff, as well as his cousin, George, who was the Chickasaw Tribal Police Chief, since Jacey’s ranch technically sat on tribal land. Despite what Nate thought, they needed to contact the authorities. He would wait, though, until his grandfather sang the death songs and purified the man who’d died so his spirit could find peace. Harjo didn’t question how his grandfather knew. The old man was a seer. He would have been surprised if Atosi hadn’t known.

What would an hour matter? The man was dead. He’d be cremated before his remains were returned to any family. If he had none, then the Wolves would find a place to honor him.

“Yes, grandson, they will.”
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THE FLASH hurt his eyes so Nate closed them. He hated this. All of it. Jacey taking photos of Tommy. His body was still warm, dammit. The scent of ammonia burned his nostrils. The bladder and bowels emptied when a man was hung to death, there in the last throes of life. He wanted Tommy cut down, cleaned up. Sanitized. And burned. Mac had drummed that into his head. No trace. No DNA. Fuck. Nothing left of the man who, for six months, had shared a common misery.

“Gawdammit, Jace, please can we cut him the fuck down now?”

“CYA, Nate. We’re taking a big chance by not calling Clark immediately. I’m going to cover our asses. Yes. It’s a suicide. Yes. We can lie and say we cut him down to attempt CPR. Yes. Dr. Sutherland can pronounce. But there should still be an investigation and by all rights, an autop—”

“Tell the fuckin’ sheriff that Sutherland did one.”

“We still need to get the funeral home to transport him and do the cremation.” Jacey ignored the malice in Nate’s voice at her reference to Clark Mitchell. The sheriff remained a burr under Nate’s saddle, rubbing a sore spot raw whenever the subject of she and Clark, her high school boyfriend, was mentioned. She also ignored the disrespect at calling the doctor by her last name.

“You don’t trust her either.”

Jacey glanced quickly at Nate before lowering her eyes. “I don’t know her.”

He laughed, though it sounded brittle. “Even when she’s been her so long? Let’s keep it that way. She might talk all rah-rah team spirit but she damn sure didn’t stop the experiments in that fucking lab.” A shudder ran the length of his body as he rubbed his palm over his head, ruffling his shaggy hair.

“Do you want me to clip it?”

The question, a total quantum leap from the subject, caught him off guard.

“Your hair. I have clippers. I can take it high and tight.”

He rubbed his fingers through his hair again, his expression rueful. He was a marine. He’d not worn his hair this long since before boot camp. “Naw. I’m getting used to it.”
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