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  It has only been a few months since humanity found out about the various shifters that live among them. This brave new world is not without its challenges; neither for the humans or the shifters. Alpha Squad is formed to help law enforcement agencies deal with shifter related matters, and not a moment too soon! Follow the brave men and women of the squad as they try to come to terms with their new reality, catch criminals and find love along the way.




  Boot Camp


  Bear shifter Eric King is asked to join Alpha Squad; a task force meant to promote cooperation between shifters and humans in law enforcement, but there are problems: Is Alpha Squad even a serious initiative? And how will he focus on his training when his inner bear insists that the squad leader is his mate?




  Friends & Foes


  Alpha Squad has received its very first assignment and bear shifter Adam King is excited to jump head-first into the action. Upon investigating a string of seemingly shifter related murders, he finds himself torn between his job and the local police’s main suspect; Felicity Weir; female bear shifter and Adam’s fated mate…




  Infiltrator


  For the past six months, Thomas Blackwood has been serving two masters: he’s been an active part of Alpha Squad, but only on his old alpha’s say-so. When he finds himself stuck in between two sets of clashing orders, he must make a choice: who does he truly serve? And what would the woman of his dreams, Private Callahan, think of him if she knew he was a traitor?




  Showdown


  Upon joining Alpha Squad, bear shifter hybrid Sean McMillan realizes there's a lot more to being a shifter than occasionally sprouting some fur. His first mission: a double murder. That shouldn't be too hard for the experienced former police detective, but he didn't count on coming across lab assistant Erin Reid who shows an unusual amount of interest in him. Strangely, the feeling is mutual... 
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  Chapter One




  It started as a rather ordinary day in September. Eric King, who had led the London branch of the New Alliance, found himself with not much else to do but to flip through TV channels at home. Ever since the big reveal earlier in the year, the New Alliance had been struggling to remain relevant, and the only real work that had come along was PR related. That was not something Eric was good at.




  He—like most bears—was more comfortable outside of the limelight.




  So he found himself alone on the sofa, watching the news, which had grown increasingly unnerving over the last few weeks. They kept repeating the same images of seemingly ordinary people—shifters just like him—pouring into makeshift camps in Dover. His heart grew heavy at the sight.




  They had done this. The New Alliance, under Henry's leadership, had orchestrated the events that had led up to this mess.




  They were lucky with how things had gone down in the UK; the human government seemed to be willing to accept the shifters as part of their citizenry.




  But not every country had followed the same approach. That was the reason so many of their kind were now trying to relocate.




  France had implemented a mandatory registration policy for all shifters, and The Netherlands had a similar law up for vote in an upcoming referendum. People—humans and shifters alike—were scared of what the future would bring.




  The camera panned across the latest group of arrivals: a family of five, scanning their surroundings as they disembarked the ferry that had brought them across the Channel. The children seemed to not realize why they had come across; it was still all a big adventure for them. But the mother's face couldn't disguise the uncertainty she must be feeling.




  In her eyes, Eric saw his very own mother, when an unfortunate and badly timed shift on his part had forced them to abandon their hometown of York and find refuge in London when he was only thirteen.




  Looking at him and his younger brother now, nobody would be able to guess that they weren't native to Greenwich, East London, where they'd moved to at that time. They'd adopted the local culture flawlessly, down to the right accent and the same dress sense everyone in their age group seemed to follow. They'd done everything they could to avoid standing out.




  But it had taken him a long time indeed to feel like he belonged. Current events had reminded him of that old struggle.




  How long would it take these families? These children? Some of them had traveled in groups, others had arrived on their own. How long before they could live in peace like they had done before the New Alliance had blown the rules of secrecy to smithereens and exposed all of their kind to the world?




  Just because the current government was determined to make shifter equality work didn't mean that their futures were set. It wouldn't take all that much to sway public opinion, perhaps just a few unfortunate events involving shifters, capitalized on by the growing anti-shifter movement under Victor Domnall's leadership. Then, the next general election could turn their reality on its head all over again.




  He took a deep breath. It was too late to second-guess their campaign now. No matter how he felt about all this in retrospect, he couldn't take it back.




  Even without his involvement, Henry and his people would have just found someone else to run things in London.




  His phone rang, forcing him to look away from the depressing images on the TV. He grabbed the remote and muted it.




  Speak of the devil, Eric thought as he picked up his phone.




  "Henry. What can I do for you?" he answered.




  "Eric. I have a job for you," Henry said. There were other hushed voices on the other end of the line, but Eric couldn't make out what was being said.




  "What's that?" Eric closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. He was in too deep. No matter what he thought about the fallout from their campaign, he couldn't back out. All he could do now was help with damage control.




  "I would like for you to join Alpha Squad." The line went quiet, as though everyone else on the other end was waiting for Eric's response with bated breaths.




  Eric opened his eyes again. The news had switched over to a newsreader in a studio.




  Alpha Squad? Him? He wasn't sure how to respond. If that was what Henry wanted, then he ought to agree.




  "The training starts Monday," Henry added.




  "I thought that was just a PR stunt set up by that politician we met together, Oliver Teese."




  "Be that as it may, I think it is vital for us to have one of our own inside the team, don't you think?" Henry said.




  Eric made a face. He hated that Henry was right.




  "True. All right, as you wish. I'll do it."




  Again, a muffled voice said something on the other end of the line, but Eric couldn't identify the exact words.




  "Oh, Gail is wondering if your brother might be interested. We need all the help we can get."




  Eric sighed. Adam had a bit of a reputation as a troublemaker; at twenty-six, he'd never even held down a regular job.




  "Send me the details. I'll talk to him," Eric mumbled.




  "Thanks. Knew I could count on your support." With those last words, the line went dead.




  Eric sat back and switched the sound of the TV back on when he saw a familiar face appear in the studio: Oliver Teese, the politician.




  "So your new position as Secretary for Shifter Affairs is completely unheard of even internationally. How do you intend to put voters' minds at ease about these new developments we've been seeing?" The female reporter turned to Oliver Teese and folded her hands.




  "Well, I've said so from the start and will say so again. Shifters do not pose a threat to the general public. I've had the privilege of meeting with them from the start of all this."




  "Do you mean you were aware of the New Alliance before they made their presence public?" the reporter said.




  The politician smiled mysteriously and waved away her question. His demeanor made the hair on the back of Eric's neck stand upright. A liar by omission. "The important thing to remember is that we have the matter under control. We have a reputation internationally as a tolerant, accepting nation, and that's not about to change. Of course, as part of the European Union, citizens of the other member states have the right of free movement, which isn't something we are looking to limit or take away for shifters looking to move here."




  The reporter turned to face the camera. "Of course, freedom of movement applies to all citizens of the Union." She turned back to face Oliver Teese.




  "That's right. But it's important for everyone to understand that we are not giving preferential treatment either. Anyone who comes here under the freedom of movement directive will be required to conform to the requirements laid out within."




  "Meaning European migrants have to have the means to sustain themselves while they are here?" the reporter asked.




  "Indeed. New residents will be required to show proof of income or sufficient capital if they are to stay here permanently or be actively seeking work."




  "What about the allegations by Victor Domnall and his group that this influx of shifters is going to swing the balance in their favor as they start to outnumber the human population?"




  Oliver Teese let out a chuckle. "I would advise people not to follow that man's sensationalist and outlandish rhetoric. The numbers we are talking about here are tiny in comparison to the human population of this country. There is absolutely no risk of shifters outnumbering humans. Latest data from Dover shows that the shifter migrants coming in have added up to about a thousand at the most over the past three months."




  "Right. So compared with normal immigration rates—" the reporter started.




  "Compared to normal figures, it's practically negligible," Oliver Teese interrupted.




  "Well, there you have it. That's all we have time for now. Thank you for coming in, Mr. Secretary. Now we go back to Rachel Kinley, in the field in Dover."




  Eric picked up the remote and switched off the TV. This whole situation had made the man's career. Hardly anyone had even heard of Oliver Teese before any of this had happened. Eric had only made an appointment for Henry and the team to meet with his office because he was his local Member of Parliament at the time. Not that you could tell as much from looking at him now. He seemed to have received media training during the months leading up to his promotion and was now as smooth and slippery as they came.




  Eric shook his head. Once a politician…




  He picked up his phone and dialed Adam's number. It was noon, still a bit early in the day for his baby brother, but he was keen to get this particular conversation out of the way. Chances were Adam would tell Eric where to shove the suggestion of joining Alpha Squad together, but after getting this over with, at least he could tell Henry that he'd tried.




  That was all anyone could expect.
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  Eric was up bright and early on Sunday. Not that it was a must; the drive to Wales, where the training for Alpha Squad was to take place, was not that long. No, something else had awoken him. Nerves? Doubts about whether he was doing the right thing?




  Surprisingly, Adam had agreed to join the taskforce with him. Perhaps it was the promise of a regular paycheck that had attracted him, or perhaps he thought it was glamorous somehow. Either way, he would be arriving sometime during the morning and they'd make the drive up to South Wales together.




  The training would be tough. Eric already knew that and was prepared for it. Was Adam? Only time would tell.




  He checked his bags for the tenth time, then put the coffee maker on for some much-needed caffeine. A knock on the door of his flat interrupted him.




  "Adam." Eric greeted his brother with a quick hug and slap on the back.




  "Hey, bro. You ready?" Adam smiled widely. He looked excited.




  That was sure to change once he figured out there'd be actual hard work involved in completing the training.




  Eric shrugged. "I was just making a coffee. Want some?"




  Adam nodded and placed his large gym bag on the ground beside the door before following Eric into the kitchen.




  They drank the first cup in silence, with Eric eyeing his younger brother suspiciously. What was going on in Adam's head to make him so cheerful this early on a Sunday morning? He'd always been the rebellious sort and terrible at accepting authority. That was why Eric hadn't involved him in any New Alliance stuff before the big reveal.




  "It'll take us about four hours to get there," Eric said as he poured the remaining coffee into a steel flask.




  "Right. Road trip!" Adam cheered.




  Eric scrutinized him. Adam was so young when their family moved to the city, he had never had a taste of the great outdoors. The training grounds where they were headed were used by the SAS, among other branches of the armed forces. As bears, they'd have a natural advantage as far as physical training was concerned, but still.




  Eric shook his head. He'd figure it out soon enough. Adam wouldn't last more than a few days. A week, at the most.




  "Let's go then," Eric said. "The sooner we reach there, the more time we'll have to explore the place before training starts in the morning."




  Adam nodded eagerly and grabbed the flask off the counter on his way out, leaving Eric to shake his head some more. This was going to be interesting.
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  Chapter Two




  This assignment was going to be difficult.




  Janine looked at herself in the mirror, making sure none of her curled locks had escaped the grasp of the tight bun she usually sported while on duty. She took a deep breath.




  Difficult was an understatement. This assignment was crap. It was no wonder none of the boys in her unit had wanted it. So it had been handed to her. A promotion, her superiors had said. It really wasn't.




  The so-called shifters she was meant to train were not just highly unqualified, they were potentially dangerous. Much stronger than regular people, which would no doubt make them difficult to control. Who knew how they would react to a woman in charge.




  And then there were the humans. She wasn't quite sure who her team would comprise of, but the few files she'd been given with her orders did not fill her with confidence. She might struggle to control the human part of the squad as much as the shifters.




  But Janine wasn't a quitter. She would give it her all. Failure was not an option.




  A quick glance at the clock above her dresser revealed that it was time to leave. She'd drive straight to the base, which would be her new home for the foreseeable future. Well, hers, and Alpha Squad's—a ridiculously macho name if you asked her. Of course, nobody had asked her.




  All her belongings were already stashed in the trunk of her car. The room looked sparse as a result. A blank slate.




  It would be a while before she'd come back here. She didn't mind; growing up a foster child, bouncing from home to home, had taught her that nothing in life was permanent. Home was where her work took her. Right now, on this quiet Sunday morning in September, it would take her up the M4 into Wales.




  Next? Who knew? One step at a time.




  She picked up her appointment letter on the way out.
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  It was about an hour later when Janine pulled into a rest stop. She was only partially motivated by a yearning for caffeine; mostly, it was procrastination that had sparked her decision to take a break.




  Motorway service stations were funny places. They weren't destinations, merely stops on the way to somewhere more exciting. By their very nature they felt impermanent.




  Even though the summer was now over, some mostly elderly holidaymakers were still on the move, with their overloaded cars and unapologetically informal fashion sense. Janine, despite dressing in civilian clothes today, still stood out as too proper and straight-laced.




  "How can I help?" The girl at the hot drinks counter could not have sounded more disinterested if she tried.




  "A regular coffee, milk," Janine said. "No, wait, I'll have a cappuccino."




  Janine was headed to a remote and only occasionally used army base. Who knew how long it would take to see some semblance of civilization. She might as well treat herself now.




  The girl waited for a couple of seconds with a blank look on her face, as though she was expecting Janine to change her mind again, then pressed a few buttons on the till.




  "That'll be 4.25." She tapped her fingers impatiently on the counter as Janine retrieved a £5 note from her wallet and handed it to her.




  With these prices, it was no wonder that nobody ever came to these places unless they had no other choice.




  The girl quickly counted out the change and hurriedly deposited it in Janine's outstretched hand, causing one of the coins to fall onto the ground.




  Janine turned to chase after the stray coin only to find it had come to halt against another customer's shoe. A very large, black boot belonging, in fact, as she figured out upon looking up, to a very tall, incredibly broad, and muscular man, who looked down at her with surprisingly warm brown eyes.




  "You dropped something," he remarked.




  Thanks, yeah, I'd noticed, Janine thought.




  Despite the obviousness of his comment, the bass in his voice still managed to send shivers down her spine.




  Janine averted her gaze as he bent down and picked up the coin, holding it up in her direction.




  "Thanks," she stammered.




  Janine took a deep breath, straightened her back, and forced herself to make eye contact again. "Thank you," she repeated herself, this time in a firmer voice.




  How did she expect to train a bunch of renegade shifters and humans if she couldn't even interact with one random guy at a motorway service station properly? What the hell had gotten into her?




  "You're welcome," the stranger responded, a warm smile on his face.




  She returned his smile briefly.




  "Your coffee," the irritating girl called out from behind the counter, prompting Janine to turn her back to the ridiculously handsome stranger. In a strange way, it was a relief not to be faced with him anymore, even if it was just for a second.




  She nodded curtly at the girl as she took the takeaway cup and a napkin from the tray on the counter, leaving the sachets of sugar behind. She took a sip right away, savoring the taste as well as the sensation of having the soft frothy milk gently touch her lip. She was stalling, obviously, but when she turned around to leave, she found that the man hadn't moved at all and their eyes met again.




  Had he been looking at her the whole time?




  She nodded at him and made it a point to check her watch on her way past, but his gaze never wavered and she could feel his eyes on her even as she walked away. Rather than taking a seat inside the building to leisurely enjoy her coffee, she walked back to her car.




  Ridiculous .




  Her career in the army had meant that she had been around plenty of men at the peak of physical fitness before. None had ever affected her so. In fact, she'd found that most guys who hit the gym as much as this guy must have had nothing much going on upstairs. Something in this man's eyes had suggested otherwise. In an exchange that had lasted only a couple of words, she thought she'd seen some hidden depths that suggested he was different somehow.




  That didn't make any sense, did it?




  Janine placed her coffee in the cup holder underneath the dash and rested her head in her hands. This was all just a stupid diversion. Starting tomorrow, she'd have a difficult job to do, and she couldn't afford the distraction.




  A knock on the window brought her back to reality.




  Sure enough, she looked up to find the same guy smiling down at her.




  She reluctantly opened her window. Bloody hell, now what?




  "You were in such a rush, you forgot this inside." He raised his arm to reveal Janine's handbag hanging from his index finger.




  "Oh my God," Janine blurted out as he handed it to her. "I don't know where my head is at today."




  His smile grew. "Glad to be of service," he said.




  This moment was going from bad to worse. In trying to avoid any more awkwardness, she had managed to further embarrass herself.




  "Well, thanks again," she said.




  The man continued to look down at her for a couple of seconds too long, like he was about to say something else.




  "Hey, bro," another guy interrupted. "I'd been looking for you everywhere. Wanna get some lunch?"




  The two looked eerily similar, roughly the same height and equally built. Their similarities continued in hair color as well as facial features. Clearly they actually were brothers. Funnily, looking at the other one didn't affect her nearly as much, though.




  "I'd best be on my way," she mumbled as she zipped up her handbag and placed it upright in the center of the passenger seat.




  "Me too." The stranger shot her a last warm smile and nodded his goodbye.




  Janine breathed a sigh of relief when he turned around and walked back toward the restaurant. It was only once they'd gone inside that she mustered the will to turn the key.




  That was awkward. It's for the best if I never see that guy again, Janine told herself. Only part of her believed it; her chest felt heavy with disappointment.




  Her job had meant she'd had to forego things other women her age had taken for granted: relationships, the idea of starting a family. She'd always put her work first and today was no different. Usually she never minded, because she felt she was making a difference with her life, but today, that wasn't quite the case. Today, part of her felt like she was heading for disaster with an assignment that was doomed from the start.




  She turned on the stereo and increased the volume as her favorite CD started to play. No matter what the outcome, she still had a job to do, and she'd better not be late for it.




  General Stone would already be on base, waiting to brief her upon her arrival. Before long, she'd find out exactly how doomed her career was.




  With renewed resolve, she took one last sip of coffee before pulling out of the service station. Janine didn't stop again until she reached General Stone's office in the center of the grounds belonging to the Infantry Battle School in Brecon. It was a well-established base that had been in regular use since the start of the Second World War. And General Stone, as its highest-ranking officer, had a reputation that extended well beyond its boundaries.




  She was as ready as ever as she stepped inside and reported for duty.




  "At ease, Major. Have a seat." The general barely looked at her while she sat down in the chair in front of his spotlessly clean desk. He continued to sift through the file in front of him, making her wait for another few minutes, when he finally sat back in his leather chair and folded his hands.




  "Major, we must discuss Alpha Squad," he began.




  Janine nodded. "Yes, sir."




  "What do you know of its history, however short?"




  "Sir, Alpha Squad was envisioned by the Secretary for Shifter Affairs to help other law enforcement agencies manage shifter related incidents."




  The general nodded gravely, then leaned forward. "The Secretary of Shifter Affairs, yes. In your opinion—and you may speak freely—is it the place of the Ministry of Shifter Affairs to set up law enforcement squads such as this?"




  Janine blinked a few times. She did not like where this was going. Whether she could speak freely or not was hardly the point. "Sir, it is not my place to decide that. Orders are orders." Plus, technically Parliament had set up Alpha Squad, after the Ministry simply advised there was a need for such a unit.




  "I'm glad to hear you say that. Orders are orders, indeed. Since you are a major in the British Army, you are bound by orders that follow the proper chain of command."




  "Yes, sir," Janine confirmed. So the plot thickened. She shouldn't have been surprised that the general did not approve of the new task force. But he was being so obvious about it…




  "Glad you agree. So I can count on your loyalty to the uniform and the chain of command then?"




  Janine nodded. "Yes, sir. Absolutely, sir."




  "The Ministry of Shifter Affairs is making a lot of headlines lately. We don't want to rock the boat, so, outwardly it must seem like Alpha Squad has been given a chance. But it must not interfere with the traditional order of affairs. It shall not succeed, do you understand me?"




  "I understand, Sir," Janine confirmed.




  "Wonderful. Your loyalty will be rewarded once all of this has passed. Now, Alpha Squad has been assigned a barracks on a disused part of the base; as you might understand, we hope to keep your unit away from the regular Infantry recruits as much as possible."




  Janine nodded. Fair enough. That might give her enough space to conduct her training as she saw fit. "Yes, Sir."




  "You are dismissed, Major Williams." The general picked up the phone from the corner of his desk and started to dial a number, signaling it was time for Janine to leave his office.




  What the hell had she gotten herself into?
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  Chapter Three




  Eric and Adam pulled into the base early in the afternoon. It had taken longer than predicted, mainly because the directions hadn't been as straightforward as Eric had assumed before setting off; Google Maps clearly didn't know everything.




  The other, perhaps even more significant reason was lunch. Eric's encounter with the mystery woman at the motorway services had been a huge distraction. What was it about her that had affected him so?




  After their break, he'd made Adam drive and spent the entire rest of the way reliving his short encounter with her. She was so different from any of the women he'd been with before. The way she carried herself: proud and confident, right until the moment they spoke. Her polished and very proper exterior hid a vulnerable, gentler side which she seemed uncomfortable with. She was not the sort of woman who liked to show weakness.




  "That must be it." Adam pointed at the square concrete building at the end of the scruffy looking asphalt track they'd followed for the last couple of miles. Adam parked between an old army green Land Rover, which looked like it had been here forever, and a couple of more modern sedans. Adam was right, this had to be the place. And at least they weren't the first ones here.




  They both got out and looked around. Although Adam and Eric were city shifters, their instincts still guided a lot of what they did; surveilling their surroundings before entering a new place was simply routine for them.




  Although the larger training area they found themselves on was a proper training establishment which was buzzing with activity, this particular part, with its run-down hangar, overgrown barracks, and discarded old equipment and vehicles, seemed to be mostly disused.




  The perfect home for a task force that from its inception was never meant to be relevant in any way. Eric sighed.




  "This place looks mental," Adam remarked.




  Eric shrugged. "I can't say I'm surprised."




  "Do you see that?" Adam pointed at an old tank, which had seemingly been abandoned in the middle of a field. "Do you think they'll let us drive tanks?"




  Eric frowned. Looking at the amount of weeds beside the tank, nature was doing its best to reclaim it for itself. And despite all he saw here, Adam still seemed excited. He shook his head. There was nothing he could say to his little brother to convince him of anything. He had to work the reality of their situation out for himself.




  "Certainly not that one," Eric said.




  "I wonder who else is inside." Before Eric could stop him, Adam started marching toward the front door and stepped inside.




  He only barely caught up with him indoors.




  "Hello?" Adam called out.




  They both followed a couple of male voices coming from further inside the building, when they were intercepted by a petite female in uniform. "Mr. King, and, uh, Mr. King, I presume?" she said, checking a list on her clipboard.




  "Eric King, yes, this is my brother, Adam," Eric said.




  Adam nodded in agreement and stretched out his hand at the woman.




  "Private Callahan. Um, if you'll follow me inside, we can get you settled in." The woman stared at Adam's hand for a second, didn't reciprocate the gesture, and abruptly turned around and took the lead down the hall. Adam shrugged and followed her with Eric closely on his heels.




  The building was well beyond its prime. A fresh coat of paint, no doubt applied in preparation for Alpha Squad's training here, did not disguise the musty scent of the old walls below. The smell of abandonment clung to the building too staunchly to be scared off by a spot of home improvement.




  As they got further inside, the voices they'd heard grew louder.




  Private Callahan stopped in front of a door, then turned around and stepped aside. "Your quarters. I'll be in the office by the entrance if you need me."




  Before they had the chance to say anything, she had already walked off again. Clearly it was a busy day today, with all the new recruits arriving one after the other.




  Eric shrugged and turned the handle. Immediately, the chatter inside stopped. The door opened with a loud creak. Again, the fresh paint did not fool him. This place was old and had until recently been completely unloved.




  He stepped inside and was greeted by three pairs of eyes. Two men had occupied a bunk bed to the left of the room, whereas the third sat by himself at the far end.




  Human, human, wolf. Eric's nose told him as much.




  "Hi there, I'm Eric King, this is my brother, Adam," he introduced himself, approaching the nearest human to his left with an outstretched hand.




  The man, who looked to be in his forties, eyed him suspiciously. His controlled body language and trim physique suggested he had some kind of military or police training.




  Despite waiting for a couple of seconds too long, a handshake was not forthcoming, so Eric withdrew his hand. Then he glanced up at the younger human male who lounged on the top bunk.




  "Ben Cooper, Border Force. The grumpy sod in the bottom bunk is Craig Bentley, Special Forces."




  "That's Captain Bentley, to you, Cooper," the other man barked.




  Ben Cooper made a gesture, brushing his remark aside. "If you say so, mate. We're all stuck in the same rotten boat together now, though, aren't we?"




  Eric nodded, slowly. "In the same boat, indeed," he mumbled as he crossed the dormitory, approaching the only other shifter in the room.




  "And you are?" Eric asked.




  "Thomas Blackwood." The wolf's eyes darted from the humans back to Eric. "Wolf, from the Rannoch clan."




  They shook hands. "Brown bear. New Alliance, London branch," Eric said.




  The older of the two humans—Bentley—let out a snort, but didn't speak. Eric shot him a disapproving glance.




  "I'm Adam." Eric's brother joined his side in front of the wolf's bunk bed. "Do you know if anyone else is joining us?"




  Thomas shrugged. "The team leader isn't even here yet. A Major Williams, from the British Army, or so I've been told."




  Eric nodded. "Very well. I suppose we can take that bunk over there, then." He lifted his luggage and set it down on the bottom bed. Adam did the same with the top bunk.




  As Eric sat, and finally lowered himself onto the firm mattress, which squeaked under his significant weight almost as much as the door hinges had done, he felt very far away from his regular life. He'd joined only on Henry's urging, and ten minutes into the wretched affair, it already seemed to be a disaster. They were supposed to be a team? The divide between the human and shifter elements were deep; how would they overcome that kind of ingrained suspicion and prejudice?




  Eric didn't know much about the armed forces, or even law enforcement, but he did know that in a role like this you had to depend on the person next to you, sometimes trusting them with your life. That was how the old as well as New Alliance had functioned too. He absolutely did not trust the humans, especially Bentley, who hadn't even bothered to greet him and Adam when they came in.




  Adam climbed up onto the top bed, making the metal frame groan even louder in protest. This contraption better hold.




  Eric took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He should have just stayed behind at that service station, perhaps tried to strike up more of a conversation with the mysterious woman who had caught his eye there. Or ideally, he should have risked Henry's disapproval and refused to join the task force. Anything was better than this.




  Back to the mystery woman. And what a woman she was. A regal beauty, with a voice that had set his heart alight. His inner bear had tried its best to claw to the surface; he'd hardly been able to control the urge to shift right there in front of her.




  How would she have reacted if she'd seen his true form? Things had changed since the New Alliance's little stunt, coming out to the entire world media, but they hadn't changed that much for everyone. Humans were still apprehensive, and why wouldn't they be? Most of their kind were pretty damn scary looking.




  Would she have screamed and run away? Or would she have been intrigued?




  He would never find out of course, because he'd let that opportunity pass him by when Adam had dragged him back to the restaurant for lunch.




  Where was she now? And was she thinking about their little encounter as much as he was?




  So many questions he'd never get the answer to…




  Instead, he was stuck here in this decrepit old building with a bunch of people, none of whom seemed to want to be here. Except Blackwood the wolf, maybe. He had seemed like the most cheerful person here after Adam.




  The sound of the door disturbed his gloomy thoughts, but he tried to ignore the intrusion.




  "Attention!" Private Callahan's voice filled the dorm.




  Eric opened his eyes and sat up straight on his bed. The top of his head almost touched the springs underneath Adam's mattress above.




  The private stepped aside and another woman marched into the room.




  Was he still daydreaming? He could not believe who had entered—the woman he'd just been fantasizing about.




  "Major Williams would like to say a few words," Private Callahan said.




  Major Williams. Eric was speechless. He had expected a grey-haired man, gruff like the SAS guy across the room, but perhaps more polished. Their commander was a woman. His woman.




  Major Williams scanned the room, slowly, pausing on each of the other trainees for a moment, then moving on to the next. Until she spotted Eric. She looked away instantly. Of course, she'd recognized him as well, and she did not look pleased to find him here.




  "I am Major Janine Williams, your team leader. Welcome and thank you for joining Alpha Squad. Starting tomorrow, I will conduct your training, evaluate you, and report on the progress of this task force with the relevant higher authorities. The first phase of training starts in the morning and will last two weeks, at the end of which you will all be graded on various aspects of your performance. Anyone who is deemed unfit to continue will be asked to leave at that point, before phase two begins. Any questions?"




  Questions? Eric had so many of those. He did not speak, though.




  "What do you mean, unfit? I was told I was being transferred here permanently," Ben, the younger of the two humans complained.




  "You shall address me as Major Williams or Ma'am, first of all. Secondly, this task force is not a joke. Only those who are worthy will make the cut." The major glared at him from across the room. Eric couldn't help but be impressed by her show of authority.




  Cooper folded his arms and pressed his lips together.




  "Do you understand? What's your name?"




  "Ben Cooper, Ma'am. Yes, I understand."




  Eric had trouble suppressing a smile. She wasn't going to take any crap from anyone, that much was obvious. It would only be a matter of time before Adam and the major would clash similarly. Amusingly, he found himself rooting not for his brother, but for the woman. Training under her command could get interesting.




  She glanced at him for a split second, during which he did his best to hide his reaction. He would play along, fall in line, and do his best to fit into the squad. He owed it to Henry, but that was not the only reason. Fate had handed him a second chance after he recklessly failed to get her details earlier today. No matter what, Eric was not going to waste the opportunity. He'd prove his worth to her one way or another before training was over.




  "All right then, at ease, everyone," the major said, "You have a big day ahead of you and I suggest you take rest."




  Eric nodded, mostly to himself, and lay back on his cot again. Perhaps this whole Alpha Squad nonsense had a couple of silver linings after all.
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  Chapter Four




  Of all the people in the entire country, he had to be here. The guy from the service station.




  Janine had tried to maintain her composure while she welcomed her new recruits and encouraged them to introduce themselves. But on the inside, she was in turmoil.




  Now that she was on her own again in her sparsely furnished office, she could barely contain herself anymore.




  Bloody great.




  "Can I get you anything, Ma'am?" Private Callahan asked as she stuck her head in the door.




  Janine looked up, and in a rare moment of weakness, she waved her assistant into the room for as much of a heart-to-heart as a woman in her position could afford.




  "Take a seat, Callahan."




  The petite woman hesitated for a moment, then did as she was told. They had come across each other briefly on other assignments, but the two of them had never worked closely together. Certainly not enough to build up any kind of rapport or trust.




  "You've been briefed by General Stone?" Janine asked.




  "Yes, Major," the private answered.




  "And what were his orders to you? Bear in mind I'm your superior on this team…"




  The woman blinked a couple of times, as though Janine's question had surprised her. It wasn't normal to ask such candid questions of course, but these were not normal circumstances. If she was going to do this job and do it well, Janine needed to know if she could rely on the private going forward.




  "I was told I should support you to the best of my abilities. Whatever you need, Ma'am."




  Good answer, one which covered all kinds of potential sins. Although General Stone's briefing with Janine herself had been anything but standard, she still expected him to respect the normal order of things. He would not have told Private Callahan the plan; she was too low on the military food chain to be involved. Plus, the fewer people who knew, the better.




  "Permission to speak freely, private. What do you make of our recruits?"




  Private Callahan pressed her lips together, her eyes darting skittishly toward the open door.




  Janine nodded at her, prompting her to jump up and close the door carefully.




  "Ma'am, I have some reservations."




  Janine folded her hands and looked down at the various files strewn across her desk. She had reservations herself.




  "Specifically?"




  "Well, Captain Bentley is used to being in command, so he might have a learning curve ahead of him."




  Janine nodded. "Agreed. Anyone else who stands out?"




  "The King brothers, Ma'am…" Private Callahan stared at Janine with wide eyes, presumably while trying to formulate a tactful response.




  "The younger one has a history of troublesome behavior. Police were involved a number of times while he was still a juvenile. Nothing we couldn't train out of him, but the older one, Eric…"




  "Yes?"




  "Again, someone who is used to being in more of a leadership role himself. And he's so big and strong… I have to wonder how well he will do. Their lack of formal law enforcement background is also worrying."




  Janine nodded again, ignoring the inappropriate tone the private had used. He was huge, there was no denying that. Six and a half feet according to his file, although he looked taller in person. And a bear shifter. She should have guessed when she first came across the man that there was something superhuman going on with him. He was out of this world.




  Focus, Janine!




  "I suppose we will find out soon enough how well these guys respond to the training, Ma'am."




  "Yes we will, starting tomorrow. Thank you, Callahan. Dismissed!" Janine picked up a notepad from the far side of her desk and a pen. As soon as the private had left her office, closing the door behind her again, Janine breathed a sigh of relief.




  If she was going to survive this infernal assignment, she had to stay on task. And the first job was to formulate a training schedule for this group of misfits. No matter what General Stone had ordered, she still had to give the impression that she was giving these guys a real shot after all.




  Janine started by preparing a standard chart to evaluate the recruits. Beside each name, she added some columns representing traits she would grade each trainee on, including physical and mental aptitude, attitude, and ability to follow orders. When she was done, she put her pen down and stared at the chart. If she graded these men the way she normally would, she did not expect any of them to even pass, never mind perform well on paper.




  Whether on purpose or otherwise, General Stone might just get his way automatically. The selection process, or lack thereof, which had resulted in this bunch of recruits, had already ensured as much. Alpha Squad would fail at the first hurdle, it was inevitable.
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  "Wake up, cadets!" Janine nodded at Private Callahan to flip the light switch in the dorm room, which revealed all her recruits in various stages of drowsiness.




  The first to jump up was the former SAS guy, predictably. They trained tardiness right out of those guys.




  Within moments of Janine's initial call, Craig Bentley stood to attention in front of his bed. All the while, the younger man in the top bunk, Ben Cooper, got up on his elbows and blinked against the light.




  "What time is it?" he mumbled.




  Janine tapped her foot impatiently. "It's time to start your training, that's what time it is!"




  The solitary man at the end of the dorm joined Craig Bentley in the center of the room, copying his stance. "Ready, Ma'am."




  Janine shook her head as she stole a glance at the two brothers from East London, who seemed to find it most difficult to wake up. Perhaps animal stereotypes applied to shifter people as well. Did bear shifters hibernate like real-life bears did? If the weather turned, perhaps she'd find out first hand.




  "I'll meet you all outside in ten minutes. No exceptions!" Janine marched out of the room with Callahan closely on her heels.




  "That could have gone better," Janine mumbled.




  "It's only the first morning," Callahan responded, in a similarly muted tone.




  She was right—it was only the first day—but these guys seemingly had no clue what lay ahead.




  Janine still found herself shaking her head as she made her way through the hallway and into her office to pick up her clipboard and stopwatch. She also grabbed a coat from the rack in the corner—mornings in the area could be harsh and unpredictable, and she did not expect to be able to head back indoors for quite some time.




  Before long, she and Callahan found themselves out on the rather unimpressive grounds next to the parking lot. She had mentally mapped out a trail for everyone to follow this morning, so that she could get a baseline of their fitness levels. They all looked fit enough, but you could never really tell with new recruits until you put them to the test.




  It did not take long for the first of the lot to come out. Unsurprisingly, the SAS man, Bentley, led the way, along with the most unlikely of the lot: Eric King.




  Janine held her breath as she looked squarely at the two of them. Must not show weakness. I am in charge.




  Within minutes, the remaining recruits had made it outside as well, though they did not look happy about waking so early. Janine decided to ignore the sorry state of their uniforms for the moment; that could be addressed another day.




  "So kind of you to join me. Let's not waste any more time. We'll start with a run around the compound. From this point over here, follow the track around the old tank toward the tree line beyond the old hangar, around the western side of the fence and back here." Janine raised the stopwatch. "And yes, I will be timing you. On three, Callahan!"




  Janine waited as the private counted to three and pressed the button. What she saw took her breath away.




  The former SAS guy started strong, as expected, but the three shifters left him in a cloud of dust within moments of the countdown. It was still dark out, so Janine had trouble focusing on their movements. She could barely even see who was leading the race. One of the pack had made it to the trees and was coming back already, while the other human, Cooper—the youngest of the squad—had only reached halfway.




  Janine put a comment on his grade sheet to that effect; there was no need to wait for the end of the race to know that he would be last.




  Barely a minute later, the first two recruits stopped in front of Janine, prompting her to record their times. It was Thomas Blackwood and Eric King, with Adam following half a minute later. Unbelievable, how fast these guys were, especially considering their size.




  "Very good," Janine mumbled as she watched Bentley approach the ground as well.




  He stopped and eyed the shifters darkly. Clearly, he'd come into this thinking that his background would give him an edge over everyone else.




  "Good job, Bentley," Janine said, only to be met by a similar displeased look.




  She didn't let it bother her. He'd been fast for a human, but when it came to running, even the most highly trained man could not beat a wolf or a bear.




  They waited for another couple of minutes until Cooper finally arrived too, panting heavily as he stopped, resting his hands on his thighs.




  "Cooper, you made it," Janine remarked, scribbling his terrible time onto the mark sheet. "I think you should work on your stamina daily from now on. I wouldn't want you to lag behind if we're deployed together."




  He looked up and made a face. "I didn't see you run with us. Perhaps I won't be the one lagging."




  Janine straightened herself. "We've had this discussion before on how to address me. Seeing as you need to build up your fitness, push-ups will do you good. Let's start with twenty."




  Cooper frowned.




  "Did you not hear me? Get on the ground right now!"




  "It's muddy!" he complained, then looked up at Janine again. "Ma'am."




  "That's nothing compared to what's coming. I wasn't asking! Do it or you're off the team!"




  He sighed and did as he was told. Someone else snorted in amusement.




  "You laugh and you're joining him!" Janine warned.




  The resulting silence was deafening.




  Janine shook her head and made yet another comment behind Cooper's name. Serious problem with authority.




  "While Cooper completes his pushups, the rest of you will set up the obstacle course. You know the drill, Bentley, you're in charge!" Janine ordered.




  She guided everyone toward the old hangar, all the while trying to locate the correct key in the big bunch that covered the entire training grounds. As soon as she had opened the rusty door, she stood by and watched Bentley take the lead. Finally, the gruff man seemed to be in his element, shouting instructions at the three shifters.




  She took note of the man's tone and overall demeanor throughout. This task, as well as putting Bentley in charge of it, was yet another test, of course.




  Meanwhile, Cooper joined the group and was instantly put to work by Bentley as well. Callahan had pointed out Bentley and the two bear shifters as the biggest potential liabilities on the team, but as the sun finally rose above the hills surrounding the camp, those three seemed much more comfortable than Cooper. Janine was going to have to take him aside for a word later. His attitude left a lot to be desired.




  It was only eleven as she caught herself paying a lot more attention to this odd one out on the team, rather than the rest of them. It seemed she was willing to do anything but to spend too much time scrutinizing Eric for fear of getting distracted. This was something she would have to work on for herself, just not today.
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  Chapter Five




  The first morning of training had gone well; at least, Eric thought it had. As he found himself sitting around a large wobbly table inside a kitchen cum break room with the remaining recruits, one of them, especially, could not keep quiet.




  "That was fun, wasn't it? I wonder what else we're going to end up doing," Thomas Blackwood, the wolf, said.




  Eric eyed him across the table in silence, preferring to stay in the background as the conversation unfolded. Blackwood looked even more excited now than Adam had been on their way here.




  Bentley didn't hold back as much. "This isn't the scouts, you know. Despite what you lot have been led to believe, this place hasn't always been the joke it is today. Good men have died training on these grounds."




  Thomas shrugged. "Don't feel bad just because I beat your time on the obstacle course. In fact, the three of us decimated your time, didn't we, lads?"




  Adam grinned. "And that was after setting the thing up while you stood by and watched, ain't that right?"




  Eric shrugged. So what, the shifters had ruled the obstacle course. What else was new?




  "And how about the major, huh? She's quite something," Thomas said.




  Eric's ears perked up. If he said anything more, anything that could even remotely be construed as disrespectful, he would ignore the whole us vs. them dynamic the shifters and humans had fallen into and take Thomas' head off for it.




  "She's our superior. It would serve you well to remember that," Bentley said. His condescending tone did not match his words. He didn't give the impression of ever being impressed by anyone, especially not her.




  "Hey, anyone else hungry?" Adam remarked.




  All heads, including Eric's, turned in his direction.




  "I mean, we've been here almost a day now, and I've still not seen any kitchen staff arrive."




  Bentley rested his head in his hands. "You're having a laugh, right?"




  Adam glared at the man. "What's your point?"




  "Kitchen staff… Where do I begin," Bentley mumbled to himself.




  Eric sat back and watched. His little brother could take care of himself; then again, Eric already knew where this was going, whereas Adam still had a lot to learn.




  "This ain't a hotel. If you're hungry, you do something about it."




  Adam opened his mouth to respond, but then closed it again without saying anything.




  "I'm sure the major and that little fox, Callahan, aren't sitting around starving to death," Cooper quipped from his corner of the table.




  He and his big mouth still had not learned a thing. No matter, Eric thought to himself. The inevitable extra push-ups his attitude would earn him would do him good. So far he had been the weakest of the group.




  "What Major Williams does is none of your concern. We're but lowly cadets. We haven't yet earned the right to be waited on," Bentley grumbled.




  "Aight. So. Who's hungry, then?" Adam rephrased his earlier question, in a gruffer tone.




  Bentley shrugged and stared straight ahead. Eric and Blackwood nodded, as did Cooper, but nobody made a move.




  Finally, Eric gave in and got up to help his brother, who had already started rifling through the refrigerator. There was nothing much inside, just some eggs and bread. The various cupboards were equally bare.




  "Finally, something I have valuable previous experience for," Adam grumbled to himself as he started assembling the makings of a very basic meal.




  Eric couldn't suppress a chuckle. His brother had never held onto a regular job, but he had worked in the kitchen of a local café one summer when he was still in school. He had lasted all of two weeks in that role, before flipping off the owner in a dispute over who was going to do the dishes.




  Just as Adam began frying up some eggs, a crackly and distorted version of Private Callahan's voice interrupted their activities.




  "All recruits are requested to report to Major Williams' office one after the other. Work out the order amongst yourselves." Another crackle signaled the end of the announcement.




  Eric couldn't help but wonder if the timing of the announcement was deliberate. He scanned all corners of the room, and sure enough, there was a small red light inside a vent beside intercom speaker. A human eye would have never picked it up, but Eric could spot something shiny like a small camera lens in there.




  They were being watched. Obviously.




  Nothing was quite as it seemed in this place.




  Adam shrugged as he continued to operate the stove. "One of you lot go first. I'm busy."




  The two humans did not seem keen, but Blackwood jumped up. "All right then! Wonder what this is about."




  Eric waved him down. "I'll go. You guys eat first."




  The wolf shrugged and sank back down onto his chair. "If you prefer."




  He did, actually. If this was anything like the basic training he'd undergone with the New Alliance, it was time for individual assessments. Perhaps the major had prepared some tests for each recruit, or she would just wing it and have conversations with each of them.




  In any case, he welcomed the chance for some alone time with her, no matter how loudly his stomach growled.




  He could not explain it, neither did he expect anything to happen. He just knew that he craved to be near her. His inner bear practically demanded it.
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  "Come in," Janine answered the knock on her door.




  Individual assessments were an essential part of training, but she was dreading one in particular this time. Eric King.




  Of course it was him who had decided to come in first. She held her breath as she observed him enter her office. His movements were much more stealthy and refined than she would expect from someone of his stature. Was it deliberate?




  Either way, hopefully, she could get this conversation out of the way quickly, so that she could move on to the easier subjects.




  "Take a seat," she offered.




  Cadet King—she'd tried to force herself to think of him in those terms, even if it seemed wholly inappropriate—sat down. He made the substantial wood and leather chair in front of her desk look small underneath him.




  Her heartbeat sped up against her will.




  His eyes were fixed on her face as he folded his hands and waited for further instructions. Despite Callahan's observations as well as her own concerns, he had been quite comfortable taking orders all morning. Was it just an act?




  "I have a few questions for you, and it's best if you are completely honest." Janine shuffled a few of the papers on her desk, pretending to look for the checklist she had prepared earlier. In reality, she was just trying to avoid eye contact.




  "Of course, Ma'am."




  His voice still affected her, perhaps even more so than the first time they'd spoken. He was so near and yet so unattainable. She could not wait for this torture to be over.




  She glanced up into his eyes and immediately focused on the questionnaire again.




  "Why are you here?" she started, folding her hands to resist the urge to fidget with the paperwork again.




  "You called all of us in," Cadet King—Eric—answered.




  Janine shook her head. Don't make this any more difficult than it has to be! "I mean generally. Why join Alpha Squad?"




  He paused, stealing a glance downward, presumably at her lips. Her heart skipped a few beats, but she did her best to maintain the same steely expression.




  You're mine, a voice said in her head. Was it a voice, though? It sounded more like a low growl. Janine readjusted one hand on top of the other and continued to stare straight at the bear of a man in front of her. Now she was truly losing it.




  "As you will have read in my file, I've been involved in the New Alliance. I just want to make a difference, Ma'am."




  And what a difference you've made already, Janine thought.




  I'm here to claim you, the same voice in her head seemed to say. The hairs on her arms stood upright, tempting her to scratch herself, but she managed to resist the urge. Janine's eye twitched involuntarily. What was that voice?




  "In your own words: what is the purpose of Alpha Squad? The mission statement, if you will…"




  Eric continued to look at her directly, his expression as calm as could be.




  "To aid the traditional law enforcement agencies in any shifter related matters."




  Janine nodded and made a quick note in his file. "Let's drill down, shall we? In concrete terms, what are we here for?"




  "For example, shifter on shifter or shifter on human crime. We could more effectively investigate the shifters in question. We would be a bridge between the shifter community and the human government."




  Janine scribbled his response onto a further sheet of paper, rushing so much the end result was hardly legible. Still, if her previous interactions with this man were any indication, she wouldn't need the notes to recall his answers word for word. This conversation would get re-played and analyzed over and over during those moments when she lay in bed at night with sleep still eluding her.




  Whether she liked it or not.




  "Very good. So would you say you are here because you believe Alpha Squad will continue to let you make a difference?" As soon as Janine finished her question, she listened for his response, as well as any more comments from that weird imaginary voice she'd heard before.




  "Yes. Absolutely." That was it. The other voice remained silent.




  Janine glanced up at him briefly again. He sounded firm and determined, but there was something in his eyes that suggested that he was either hiding something or not completely convinced of his own answer.




  Fair enough, neither was she. He talked the talk, though, and that was all that mattered for now.




  She asked him a few more routine questions about his background, how he grew up, his skill set, and what he thought his strengths and weaknesses were, and that concluded the assessment. The mysterious voice seemed to have gone away by itself.




  Her phone rang with impeccable timing.




  "That's all, then. Excuse me," she said, gesturing at the phone.




  Eric, no, Cadet King, nodded and started to get up while she lifted the receiver to her ear.




  "Ma'am, the Secretary of Shifter Affairs is on the line for you. He wants an update on the Squad," Callahan explained.




  "No problem. Put him through."




  Janine watched as Eric left. That had gone pretty well, hadn't it? She hoped she'd been able to disguise her discomfort well throughout his assessment.




  Meanwhile, a voice she'd previously only heard in the media answered the other line. "Major Williams? This is Oliver Teese. You are the officer in charge of Alpha Squad, am I correct?"




  "Secretary Teese, this is unexpected! Yes, Sir, I am. Training has only just begun, though…”




  "No matter, I was hoping to receive regular updates from you throughout training anyway. This initiative is important to me, so I expect to be kept in the loop."




  Bloody brilliant. If Oliver Teese had his way, she would end up reporting on Alpha Squad's failures to General Stone while telling Teese stories about how she was doing the best she could. What could possibly go wrong?




  "Anything I can do to help, Sir."




  "Wonderful. Why don't you tell me about your initial impressions of the recruits," Oliver Teese said.




  Janine rested her head in her hand. This was not how she liked to conduct her training. At least military men like Stone had a solid understanding of the unwritten rules and boundaries.




  "As I said, it's still early days. We have a lot of work to do just for assessment purposes. I would be more able to report on the trainees' performance at the end of the first phase of boot camp," she explained.




  Oliver Teese sighed at the other end. He was obviously not pleased with her answer.




  "I don't need to remind you that you report to me now, do I? Alpha Squad was my project, and I intend to know what is going on with it."




  Janine rolled her eyes. His project. "I understand, Sir. It's just that I have not even had the chance to individually assess each of the cadets yet. Reporting on their performance would be really premature."




  "Fine. But I do hope I can count on you to check in as soon as you have something to of note to tell me, yes?" Teese insisted.




  Janine ran her hand over her smoothly tied back hair. "Of course, Sir."




  "All right then. I'll be waiting for your call." With that, Teese cut the connection.




  At that very second, there was another knock on the door.




  "Blackwood here. May I come in?" a voice asked.




  "Just a moment," Janine responded, as she dialed Callahan's extension.




  "Yes, Major?" the private answered.




  "Could you get me a glass of water, please?" Janine put the phone down again and located Blackwood's grade sheet on her desk.




  Between resisting her attraction to Eric and warding off intrusive questions from politicians, Alpha Squad was turning into an even bigger headache than foreseen. Not to mention that weird voice she'd heard.




  And this was only day one.
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  Chapter Six




  Eric's heart sank when his one-to-one with the major ended. He did not want to leave her presence, but he had no other choice.




  Hopefully, his answers had pleased her. The last thing he wanted was to disappoint this woman, even if he wasn't fully convinced of Alpha Squad's proposed relevance. Unfortunately, he had become so distracted looking at her that he’d found himself simply going through the motions during the whole assessment.




  Had she felt it too?




  Her bodily reactions suggested she was as attracted to him as he was to her; her elevated heartbeat, shallow breaths and dilated pupils were clear indicators. Still, the divide between them could not have been bigger. You did not date a recruit, obviously. It was unprofessional, and from the start, Eric had been able to tell that Major Williams took her work very seriously.




  If only his inner bear could accept this fact.




  Eric found himself lingering outside her office longer than appropriate. But the sound of her voice as she answered the phone kept him captivated.




  Who was she talking to?




  Oliver Teese.




  She did not sound pleased. Sadly, Eric's hearing was not powerful enough to be able to make out the exact words spoken by the man on the other end of the line. He would have loved an insight into the goings on at Alpha Squad and the challenges the major faced.




  With every further answer the major gave, Eric could hear her tense up more. She was being cryptic on purpose, as anyone would be in her situation. Oliver Teese might have spearheaded the initiative to set up Alpha Squad, but it was inappropriate of him to expect to micro-manage it.




  Eric's protective instincts kicked in. He felt for her. If only he could step in and make things easier somehow.




  If indeed she felt the same as him, that very thing would probably make everything worse.




  Perhaps once they completed their training…




  Or if Oliver Teese lost interest in his little project after realizing that he wasn't going to have as much oversight as he expected, perhaps the whole thing would fizzle out and they could get on with their normal lives.




  Perhaps then the two of them would have a real shot.




  Eric forced himself to move when he heard approaching footsteps.




  "I finished my lunch and just wanted to see how you were getting on," Blackwood remarked as he spied Eric in the hallway.




  "My assessment has just finished. I'm sure you'll be up soon," Eric said.




  The wolf nodded at him as he passed by and knocked on the major's door.




  Eric could just about make out the sound of the major's voice asking Blackwood to wait a moment, followed by a phone receiver being placed back in its cradle, as he walked back in the direction of the break room. Blackwood seemed nice enough, if a bit naive and overzealous. Hopefully he hadn't realized that Eric had been eavesdropping on the major.




  Eric didn't have too much experience dealing with wolves, but he did know they were extremely loyal and could really hold a grudge. And if he took Blackwood's words at face value, the wolf's loyalties lay squarely with the squad and its leadership, not with any one of the individual recruits, least of all him, a bear.




  "Please tell me there's food left," Eric remarked as he pushed the door to the small mess room open.




  Adam grinned at him and held up a plate with a couple of fried eggs. "Obviously! But I don't think we can manage dinner with what we've been given."




  Eric gladly accepted his share of the meal. "Perhaps we ought to do something about that, then."




  Adam frowned. The two humans looked similarly puzzled.




  "We're hunters by nature. Do I have to spell it out for you guys? If this training is all about us taking initiative, then we better get on with it."




  Adam nodded slowly, but did not seem convinced. He was such a city bear! If they learned nothing else from this whole experience, at least Eric might end up taking his little brother out for a proper hunt in the wilderness. That had to count for something, right?




  And if Blackwood was on board, they'd have half a chance of bringing home something worthwhile.
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  When Cadet Blackwood entered, followed by Callahan with her glass of water, Janine still didn't feel quite right. Her earlier conversation with Eric King had affected her, mainly due to the voice in her head that she’d been unable to place.




  It was like a second presence had infiltrated her mind, seeking to influence her and make her do things she'd regret.




  The phone call with Secretary Teese had only made things worse. It had reminded her of just how much scrutiny she would be under. No matter what her real orders were, supposedly, she would have to answer for whatever happened with Alpha Squad. Teese would not let the task force go down as a failure, and General Stone would not allow it to succeed. A rock and a hard place. And on top of it all, a sexy bear shifter who kept looking at her like she was dessert.




  Janine swallowed hard and looked up at the wide-eyed werewolf who stood in front of her desk. Out of everyone, Blackwood was by far the one with the best attitude throughout the morning. Was this guy for real? It was her duty to find out.




  "Let's begin, shall we? Please sit down," she said, though her heart was not in it at all.




  Blackwood nodded eagerly. "Yes, Ma'am."




  She picked up the questionnaire and read out the first item. The same thing she had asked Eric only a short while earlier.




  "Why join Alpha Squad?"




  Janine did her best to listen to Blackwood's answers, taking notes whenever appropriate. But her mind kept wandering back to Eric King, comparing Blackwood to King in every possible way.




  If this was how every assessment would go, she was doomed.




  Still, she forced herself to continue and finish the questions.




  After that, she instructed Callahan to hold off on sending any more recruits in. She needed a moment to compose herself.




  Just as she leaned back in the squeaky chair behind her desk, the wretched phone rang again.




  Now what?




  "Yes, Callahan?" she answered, wearily.




  "I know you did not want to be disturbed, but I have General Stone on the line."




  Bloody hell!




  "Put him through," Janine mumbled as she pinched the bridge of her nose.




  "Yes, Ma'am."




  "Major Williams," the general addressed her.




  "General. To what do I owe the pleasure of your phone call?" Janine tried not to sound sarcastic, even though pleasure was the last thing she felt right now.




  "A status update. You might have formed some first impressions by now?"




  Not this again!




  "Sir, it really is rather early for that. I've only done the first two individual assessments so far." Janine tried her best to remain calm, but her heart was once again hammering away in her chest, and this time it was due to frustration, not lust.




  "No matter. I mainly intended to confirm that we're on track," the general probed.




  Janine shook her head. "I've prepared a standard boot camp training schedule for Phase One, Sir."




  "And?"




  "Physically, they're in decent shape, Sir."




  "And mental assessments are not yet complete."




  "No, Sir."




  "I've had a word with Secretary Teese earlier today," the general said, pausing.




  Perhaps that explained why Janine's phone had been ringing off the hook today.




  "Yes, Sir?"




  "We both agree that with a task force such as this, there is no need to hold back. He has approved my suggestion of incorporating a more rigorous course of training."




  "Indeed, Sir?" They might have both agreed on something, but their motivations were the exact opposite.




  "Once Phase One is complete, you are to incorporate aspects of Special Forces training into the syllabus."




  "Yes, Sir." Janine made a note. Special Forces training. That was intense. "Any particular activities you propose, Sir?"




  "Intense survival, advanced weapons, and parachute training."




  The line went silent for a moment as Janine noted it all down. Why the hell would Alpha Squad members ever need to learn parachuting? The general was having a laugh, surely.




  "You will be provided with the necessary equipment and be approved for use of the on base air strip by the end of next week."




  "Thank you, Sir."




  "Carry on. And don't forget your orders, Major." The general hung up and the line went dead.




  Janine put the pen down and shook her head. Save for Bentley, none of the recruits were even remotely qualified for this.




  The general would have sold his idea to Teese as a positive; Alpha Squad would be the most intensely trained domestic force of the country—provided the recruits successfully completed the course. Of course, the general's ulterior motives were still very much in play; he was simply setting everyone up to fail. Anyone with a shred of military experience could see right through this.




  Of course, Janine did not have any choice but to obey, no matter how inappropriate the orders were. But she would not do so recklessly. Special Forces training was taxing and risky even for the most experienced and capable operatives. Lives were at stake.




  A knock on the door interrupted Janine for the umpteenth time today.




  "Who is it?" Janine asked, quickly closing the notes she had taken outlining General Stone's insane plan.




  "Ma'am?" Private Callahan opened the door slightly and stuck her head in. "A quick moment, please, before the next assessment?"




  Janine nodded at her and gestured at her to come in.




  She closed the door carefully behind herself.




  "Ma'am, I don't mean to be out of line…" she began.




  "Speak freely, Private." Janine sighed and sat back. Nothing Callahan could say would make the day any worse than it already was.




  "I couldn't help but overhear the conversation between General Stone and yourself."




  Janine looked up and scrutinized Callahan's face. The woman looked skittish, as she usually did when faced with a superior, but that wasn't all. Her eyes were full of concern, perhaps even fear.
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