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GRIFFITH CAINE jerked awake, sweat pouring from every pore, chest heaving as he tried to breathe through the panic. The stench of blood, fear, and things darker, more fetid remained in his nostrils and the screams of his team, the explosions and small arms fire echoed in his ears. He fucking hated the nightmares. His Delta Force team had been set up, the ambush devastating. In the aftermath, with his team dead or so badly injured they’d take years to heal, Griff had faded into the night to nurse his wounds—and to seek revenge. 

His team thought they were clever when they’d nicknamed him “Abel,” playing on both the homonym and his last name because he’d been ready, willing, and able to do whatever necessary to keep the team safe. He wasn’t a stranger to violence. He could kill from over a mile away with his sniper rifle or up close and personal with his bare hands—hands that were coated in so much blood he’d never find redemption. He could live with that, especially when so many of his enemies hadn’t. Too bad the Army couldn’t. Even several years later, he had a price on his head, placed there by the good ol’ USA.

He was only good at one thing, which was why he currently walked the busy streets of Bangkok. People thronged the sidewalks but he cut through them like a dull knife hacking through aged beef. Griff wasn’t elegant. He was a blunt weapon and hell if he didn’t make a damned good living being just that. Locating the restaurant, he checked his surroundings. A meeting like this wouldn’t be the first time his enemies had attempted to set him up. That’s why he no longer did business in person. But this potential client had been insistent—and there was a lot of money dangling like that proverbial carrot. He didn’t plan on being an ass but his curiosity had been pricked.

Just beneath the surface of his skin, his wolf paced. It didn’t like the crowds, the myriad odors crashing against the man’s senses, though they were honed by the beast’s. Still, nothing set off alarms. He dodged traffic while crossing the street, leaving irate honking and shouted Thai expletives in his wake. He slipped into the place, following a noisy gaggle of natives. Peeling off, Griff headed to the secluded table in the rear. Three men, two of them masquerading as sumo wrestlers, stepped in front of him. He didn’t slow. The thin man in the middle went down with a broken arm, the pistol he’d been holding now in Griff’s possession. The fat boys were too slow and after he banged their heads together, they’d be lucky to come out of the encounter with only concussions.

He offered a cynical smile to the elegant woman sitting at the table. Veronica Toulouse was a stone-cold bitch. She trafficked guns, drugs, humans—anything that could pay her freight, which was hefty. She shopped the runways of New York, Paris, and Milan and the designer outfit she currently wore would feed the average Thai family for almost a year. Her dark eyes were cold and sharp—like a reptile’s. He’d never met her but he knew her type. The blurry photos he’d been able to track down didn’t do her justice. And, given the trouble he’d had finding pictures of her, he found it fascinating that she wanted to meet him in person.

Griff had agreed to this face-to-face only because she’d deposited half a million nonrefundable dollars in his Cayman account. The money was already transferred through a circuitous route to his holding account at a very old, very prestigious, and very discreet bank in Geneva, Switzerland.

“Well,” the woman purred, lifting one perfectly arched eyebrow in amused approval. “You are exactly as advertised.”

Griff set his shoulder against the wall so that the whole restaurant was in front of him. He didn’t acknowledge her obvious come-on. It was a distraction, a way to keep his attention focused on her face and tits—which were all but spilling out of the couture dress. Her ploy didn’t work, not that he was worried about the pistol the woman held in her lap, hidden below the table, which was her whole reason for the subterfuge. “You paid a lot of money to get my attention, Ms. Toulouse. Why?”

“Yes, yes I did.” Her faint French accent teased his ear as she offered a frank appraisal of him with her gaze. Holding his attention, she made a show of licking her lips, hinting at things sexier. “I would think the why is obvious, Mr. Abel. I want to hire you.”

“I don’t do lap dances.”

Her trilling laughter grated on his nerves but he kept his expression neutral. Arms loose at his sides, he tilted his head her direction but his own perusal had already summed her up. He was more concerned about other operatives she might have stashed in the restaurant.

“That’s too bad. I would wager you give quite the ride.” He didn’t respond and after a strained moment of staring, she cleared her throat. “Sit down.”

Griff didn’t move.

“Playing hard to get?” That brow lifted again, only there was no amusement in the expression. “Fine. I asked for this meeting because I refuse to do business with someone I’ve never seen. You come highly recommended, Mr. Abel, and you appear to measure up to your reputation. You know why I want to hire you. I have already made a second deposit...a finder’s fee, shall we say? Let us discuss the details.”

“No.” Griff didn’t like Veronica Toulouse and he was ready to end the meeting.

“I do not think you understand the situation.” She slipped a hand into a designer bag sitting on the floor next to her chair. Griff tensed, waiting. Then she slid out a large envelope and tucked it under her thigh. “I’ll leave this here. It contains the necessary information.” She picked up her cell phone and tapped out a sequence of letters and numbers on a message app. “And now, your usual down payment has been wired to your business account.” She offered him a cat-like smirk. “This is, of course, in addition to the one million I have already paid you.”

His phone vibrated in his pocket. He didn’t need to look at the message to know the money was in place—two million dollars was his standard down payment. Those who did business in his world did not short the contractors. Doing so was always a fatal mistake. The final payment, to be determined after he planned the hit—should he accept the contract, would be in place before he pulled the trigger. She’d caught his attention. Three million dollars before he even accepted the contract would catch anyone’s attention.

The woman pushed back from the table, picked up the designer leather bag—now holding her tiny pistol—and strolled out. Her men scrambled after her. While the rest of the customers watched them exit, Griff scooped the brown envelope off the chair where she’d been sitting and disappeared through the kitchen.

Holed up in the cheap room he’d rented, Griff surfed the Internet. Tex Wilson was an arms dealer, which made the man scum of the earth, as far as Griff was concerned. But the man also had a wife and two children. The contract was carved in stone—take out everyone in Wilson’s family or forfeit not only the money but Griff’s life. He very carefully burned each piece of information in the folder, cleared all evidence of his presence from the room, and disappeared into the night. He had until the next full moon to find his prey.

Hunting under an Assassin’s Moon is what he did best.
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RIO DE JANEIRO in February was not Griff’s idea of a good time. While the temperature hovered around 90 degrees, the humidity stayed steady at just over 80%. And if it wasn’t the weather, it was the people. Tourists poured into the city to celebrate Carnival and all those people partied into the early hours of the morning. They spilled into the streets, clogging the main thoroughfares even when there were no parades. His wolf chafed at the noise and the press of bodies. The animal’s wariness transferred to the human. He wasn’t there to party. He had business and Carnival interfered with what he needed to accomplish.

Women eyed him in open invitation. He ignored them—or seemed to. In his line of work, situational awareness was inbred. Threat assessment was on-going. Men looked away, quickly, unable or unwilling to challenge him. He was the alpha male prowling these streets and every male with an ounce of testosterone and any brains at all didn’t question his right to claim the title of Top Dog. A woman bumped into him and he snarled.

“Sorry,” she exclaimed, pushing away at the same time. “Sorry-sorry.” She flashed a sheepish and harried smile. “I hate crowds.”

A scent washed over him—far more pronounced than it should be given the sheer number of people and odors. A hint of jasmine, a taste of amaretto—her fragrance lingered even as the crowd swallowed her, sweeping out of his sight. He stood there, an implacable pillar of rock the waves of revelers crashed against, parting around him, staring in the direction she’d disappeared in. He finally moved against the tide until he found a quiet eddy where he could assess the situation. He had all his weapons—pistols and knives. He had the wad of money shoved deep into his front pocket.

An accident then, their meeting. Except for one thing. His wolf clawed at his insides, eager to hunt down that elusive scent of flowers and almonds. Mine, the wolf whined. Griff didn’t have time. Not tonight. No, tonight he had far bigger—far more important prey. Soon, he promised the wolf who shared his soul. We have her scent now.

His animal resisted until another scent caught their attention. A familiar one. John Wayne Reagan. Master Chief John Reagan. Duke. His SEAL team had come in behind Griff’s Delta team. They’d cleaned up the mess. Had been tasked with taking him into custody. Shit. Had the SEALs been sent to hunt him now? He faded into the shadows. Griff was damn good at that. He waited. Watched. Picked the man out of the crowd, noticed the woman on Duke’s arm. He shifted through the smells wafting on the air. The woman wore Duke’s scent. Not here on a mission then. Vacation? Honeymoon? Didn’t matter. He would not bring danger to a man he respected, to a man he once called friend. He might have been Army and Duke Navy, but in Special Operations, a friend was a friend and Duke had been one.

Griff turned, stepped out of the alcove and melded into the throng. A deep voice, full of command, shouted his name. “Griff? Hey! Griffith Caine!”

He didn’t turn around. He could feel Duke pushing through the crowd in his wake, heard the quick explanation. “C’mon, darlin’. We gotta catch up to him.”

“Him who, Duke?”

“A lost friend.”

Almost stumbling at Duke’s statement, Griff clamped down on his emotions. He didn’t have friends. Not anymore. Now, he only had employers. He had sources. He had targets. He ducked into another shadow—a narrow gap between buildings and a mask-maker’s cart—going high this time, so he could see without being seen. Duke and his lady stopped not three feet away from the cart. He watched the other man search the crowd, saw him glance back into the narrow alley. Griff aimed his gaze away but kept the couple in his peripheral vision, watching the two but not staring at them. Duke was a warrior—a fellow sniper—with instincts as finely honed as his own.

“Are you sure it was him, Duke?”

“Yeah, princess. It was him.”

“What are you not telling me?”

“Don’t ask, Cory.”

“He’s an operator?”

“Not anymore.”

“What does that mean, Duke?”

“Can’t say, darlin’. Still classified.”

Duke’s woman huffed a breath, then she leaned into his arms. “You’re worried about him. No teasing, Duke. And no more questions. Except one. Do you want to keep looking for him?”

Griff waited for the answer, was relieved when it came. “No. I promised you a vacation, princess. If it was him, he knows I’m here. He can find me if he wants to see me.” There was a pause as Duke checked around them again. His gaze flicked across the recessed ledge where Griff perched. Duke’s voice rose, the words louder as he added, “Or if he needs me.”

The crowd swirled past but Griff didn’t move until he was sure Duke and his lady were long gone. He was a sniper, a hunter. Had the patience of any apex predator. Yet sitting there, crouched above the mask-maker’s stall, he itched to be up and away. He needed to find the moon, an empty stretch of beach, and his wolf. In other words, he needed to run. Griff hated the crowded city—the people, their stench, the humanity pressing against him until his fur bristled. Still, he had a job to do. Bills to pay. A target to hit. First, though, he had to run reconnaissance on a certain bitch arms dealer.

Toulouse hadn’t stayed in Bangkok long. Two hours after their meeting, her private jet had taken off for Sardinia, her base of operations. He’d done his homework on her, though. She had hideouts in half a dozen places around the world. Hong Kong. Miami. Johannesburg. The Swiss Alps. Bangkok. New York. And the bitch had millions. She could lease or buy with a snap of her fingers. He’d refused the contract she offered him. He didn’t do wives or kids. Not fucking ever. As for the main target? There was something about the man that pinged his radar. Tex Wilson was not what he seemed. Griff might be a hired assassin. Hell, he might be an Army deserter. He didn’t have many lines but the few he had? Unlike some politicians, when he drew a line in the sand, he didn’t cross it.

Veronica Toulouse had not been happy when he returned her money, along with a big fat nope. That was something he never did—refund the nonrefundable portion—but he wanted to make sure she had absolutely nothing to hold over his head. Thinking she could put the squeeze on him, she issued a challenge. Within twenty-four hours, he learned she’d put an open contract out on him. If he killed Tex Wilson and family, she’d pull the hit on him, plus she’d still keep the money he’d returned. When that didn’t pull him out of the shadows, she expanded the contract—anyone who could dispose of the Wilson family and him would receive a bonus of five million USD in addition to their regular fees. That rock and hard place were currently sizzling in the frying pan. It was just a matter of time before he had to leap into the fire.

Griff easily jumped to the ground. He rubbed his temples, the vicious headache made worse by his lame attempt at proverbial nonsense. His route to his current base of operations was a circuitous one. He didn’t own a house, never stayed in any one location for long. There were places he revisited, but never to put down roots. That got people in his line of work dead. A working knowledge and a place to base out of in lots of different locales made hunting those he was hired to target so much easier. Rich people. He almost laughed at their folly, believing they were above the law. In many ways, they were—the drug lords, international mobsters, arms dealers. They made and broke their own rules as the whim hit. But they were set in their ways, believed their power and money kept them safe. Sure, they had guards, armored vehicles, and security systems—all of which could be breached, but they were cocky and believed their money protected them.

He had two objectives—find and deal with Tex Wilson, and eliminate Veronica Toulouse. Both were allegedly here in Rio—or would be. For Carnival. Fun times. Not. His wolf swiped at the insides of his skin, claws out. Oh, right. Three objectives. He would also track down the elusive woman with the intoxicating scent.
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Chapter 3
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LENNOX MORGAN shivered, which was just crazy. The temperature hovered close to sweltering and the humidity plastered her hair to her skin. The panic she always fought when trapped in large crowds smoothed out despite the feeling of someone walking across her grave. She was insane to have come to Rio this time of year but BeBe’s email had been so insistent. She would never understand what drove the woman to do what she did, but Len couldn’t ignore the all-but-desperate plea for help.

She edged away from the side of the street, weaving toward the buildings lining the busy boulevard. Her eyes sharp, she searched for a quiet spot where she could regroup. Crowds always freaked her out now, had ever since the car bomb in the Green Zone. Baghdad had been two years ago but the PTSD still hammered her. A couple brushed past, and a sense of familiarity washed over her. He was military—from the way he carried himself and the air of command surrounding him. His voice wafted back to her as he spoke to his companion. He sounded American. Just that quickly, her nerves settled. If she screamed for help, he—or someone like him—would come. The fanciful thought made her laugh. She acknowledged the fact that the way she reacted to almost everything that happened to her was utterly ridiculous, but she still felt better, more settled at the idea of a potential rescuer. She’d learned that allies were rare.
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