

  

    

  



  Alpha Squad: Showdown




  A Bear Shifter Paranormal Romance by Lorelei Moone. 




  Please note that this the 4th and final book in the Alpha Squad series and it's a lot more fun to read this series in order. To start at the beginning, see Alpha Squad: Boot Camp.




  Want a free werebear book? Grab Scottish Werebear: An Unexpected Affair here.





  




  Murder, mayhem, and an inappropriate attraction.




  Sean McMillan has always lived a life more human than shifter. Upon joining Alpha Squad he is thrust into a whole new world which is taking some getting used to. When two shifters turn up dead under suspicious circumstances in the otherwise quiet town of Inverness, Scotland, Alpha Squad is sent in to uncover the truth. So far, so easy; murder investigations are what Sean does best. Trouble is, one of the witnesses is able to distract him just with her presence. And he can’t shake the feeling that she knows more than what she’s letting on.




  Lab assistant Erin Reid thought her work at the research project led by leading Geneticist Professor Blake was benign enough, if excruciatingly boring. Little did she know that they were all embroiled in a deadly conspiracy. When she finds out what she’s been involved in, the resulting guilt weighs heavily on her and she vows to make things right and help Sean's investigation in any way she can.




  What starts off as an ordinary murder investigation quickly turns into something bigger and more dangerous than anyone on Alpha Squad could foresee. Is shifter enemy No. 1, Victor Domnall, back with a plan more devious than ever? Can Sean and Erin put all the pieces of the puzzle together before it’s too late? And what about that inexplicably deep connection they've started to form ever since their first meeting?




  This story is intended for adult audiences only. 




  Did you know that before Alpha Squad, there were the Scottish Werebears? Check out Scottish Werebear: An Unexpected Affair to find out where it all began. 
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  Prologue
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  "Relax, it won't hurt a bit," Erin said.




  Although he still looked uncertain, the young guy who’d taken a seat in the chair beside her did hold out his arm.




  "I just don't like needles."




  "I totally understand. But it's all for a good cause, right?" Erin asked.




  Small talk didn’t normally come easily to her, but right now was an exception. After weeks of drudgery, she was in her element.




  This blood donation drive was the single best thing that had happened during her entire time at the lab. Finally, she was allowed to do a whole lot more than data entry and other dumb stuff that probably should have been outsourced to robots by now.




  Erin scanned the clinic which was normally only accessible by those people participating in one of the various medical trials the university sponsored.




  Professor Blake was thankfully far out of sight, allowing her some more leeway with this reluctant donor.




  "What's your name?" Erin asked.




  "Jeremy."




  "I promise, I'll be gentle." She smiled as she unsealed a fresh donation kit.




  Jeremy forced a smile, but kept eyeing her hands as the needle neared his arm.




  Right then, something weird happened. It was as though his arm changed color just for a second.




  "Whoa!" Erin said, pulling her hand back. Had she just imagined that?




  She looked at Jeremy, who seemed even more flustered now.




  "I'm sorry. Please carry on," he mumbled.




  "What was that?" she whispered, unaware that she'd voiced her question out loud.




  "Really. It won't happen again. I've got it under control."




  Erin frowned. So she hadn't imagined it.




  "You're…" she mumbled. "You're one of them!"




  "A shifter. Yes."




  Erin quickly covered her mouth with her free hand. "I'm sorry, that came out wrong."




  "No problem. I can see how that would freak you out. Seriously though, I'm okay now," Jeremy said.




  Erin's heart rate about doubled in speed and intensity. She raised her hand again, and found that her fingers were trembling. But it wasn't fear that she felt. It was excitement.




  She took a deep breath. Focus, woman! It isn't every day that you get to take a shifter's blood! Don't mess it up!




  "So, what's it like? Being able to change what you look like at will?" she mumbled. "It seems really cool."




  Jeremy's eyes met hers as he looked up at her in surprise, giving her the chance to get the needle in swiftly.




  "Oh!" he exclaimed. "You're right, that wasn't so bad." He looked down at the deep red liquid filling the clear tube attached to his arm. It didn't take long for the blood bag to start filling up. The rate at which the blood flowed from Jeremy's arm was quicker than Erin had come to expect.




  "It was a serious question, though. What's it like?" she whispered.




  Jeremy grinned. "A lot better now that I don't have to hide it anymore."




  "I bet," she said.




  Erin had to force herself to stop staring at the guy, who looked like he was in his late teens.




  He must be a student here, she thought. I wonder how many more there are?




  Erin scanned the other chairs dotted throughout the clinic. That was when she caught a glimpse of Professor Blake from the corner of her eye. So much for the peace and quiet she'd enjoyed so far. Meanwhile, the bag attached to Jeremy's arm had filled up completely.




  "Alright. Looks like we're all done here," she said as she fastened a dressing around his arm. "It's important that you take it easy for a little bit. And help yourself to the snacks. Any faintness you may feel will pass soon enough, but please let someone know if you're starting to feel unwell."




  "I'm fine, really."




  "At least have a pastry and a cold drink or something," Erin urged.




  "If you insist. Thanks. This wasn't bad at all."




  "Cool, well…" Erin glanced up to find the professor gesturing at his watch with a grim expression on his face. He was a lot of things, but kind or patient weren't part of the list.




  "I hope to see you at the next donation camp!" Erin said.




  Jeremy waved as he got up and walked straight towards the refreshments table. Before she had the chance to process what had just happened, another donor sat down in front of her.




  Erin safely put away the bag with Jeremy's donation, disposed of the needle, and squeezed some antiseptic gel into her hand.




  "Hi there. Please let me examine your arm for a suitable spot," Erin said, almost on autopilot. Her encounter with Jeremy the shifter was too significant to just let go like that.




  Although it was unlikely she'd come across him on her way to and from work—Professor Blake's lab was in a different campus from where most classes were held—Erin hoped she'd see him again. She had so many questions.




  She stole a glance at him as he was leaving, marveling at the smoothness of his movements. The differences were subtle, but he didn't walk like a normal person, did he?




  How she'd love to find out more about him and his kind. How she'd love to study someone like him if given half the chance. Not in a creepy, lock-‘em-up-and-stick-needles-in-‘em kind of way, but just to understand. Okay, perhaps there'd be some needles, just for the occasional sample.




  Someone loudly cleared his throat right behind her, making Erin flinch.




  Professor Blake.




  She shivered slightly, but then regained her composure. Back to work! These donors aren't going to drain themselves!
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  Chapter One




  Joining Alpha Squad was never meant to be easy.




  Sean McMillan rested both hands on the wash basin, with his eyes fixed straight ahead at the mirror. He wasn't looking at himself as such, just staring through his reflection at nothing.




  Bentley—the gruff former SAS man responsible for his training—had warned him before he'd started boot camp; the others on the squad had joked and teased him about the same.




  But the intense training he’d undergone hadn't bothered him. He’d welcomed the physical and mental challenges. And anyway, training was over now. He'd survived.




  What ate at him this morning—most mornings, actually—went much deeper.




  Had he made the right choice?




  His career on the Kent police force had been on an upward trajectory. At just under thirty, he'd made detective. He'd enjoyed the work and was good at it.




  And ever since the string of murders near the Sevenoaks shifter refugee camp had been solved, things had gone a little nuts. He'd been singled out as somewhat of a hero and been given his pick of cases and assignments.




  And yet, he'd left everything behind to join Alpha Squad.




  Justifications for this decision were easy to sum up; the chance to do something different; to make a difference on a national scale; to be a part of a new agency which enjoyed the support of an entire government ministry. Still, none of that rang true; Sean could not explain to himself why he was really here.




  He did not belong.




  This wasn't a new feeling, of course. He'd always carried with him a sense that he was different somehow even when he was young. When he hit puberty, his dad had taken him aside and explained a few things about what it meant to be a shifter. About the importance of getting his urges under control. To keep his nature a secret at all costs.




  He was already taller and stronger than most boys his age, so nobody really messed with him. But he didn't have a lot of friends in secondary school either. Not that that bothered him.




  Sean had always been quite content in his own company. He preferred listening to talking, something that would serve him well in his professional life so far.




  What he found hard to accept was that there was this whole other side to him which he was just meant to ignore. He'd gotten over it though. And now he was facing the other side of that dilemma.




  Here he was, part of a brave new world where shifters no longer needed to hide. That dirty little secret he'd carried with him all his life was no longer a secret. The team consisted of more shifters than humans, and they didn't shy away from showing off their peculiar transformational talents should the situation demand it. Even if it didn't. It was like it was all a big game to them.




  That was the biggest shock he'd faced upon arriving on base. It wasn't uncommon for one or more of the team to spontaneously morph into their animal selves to go out for a run around the woods. No matter how often they'd encouraged him to join in, Sean had been unable to bring himself to. It simply felt wrong to let his animal side out.




  He forced himself to snap out of his pointless thoughts by splashing cold water on his face. Onwards and upwards. He'd chosen to be a part of the squad, so he wouldn't allow himself to give up so easily. Perhaps once he went on his first mission, all these doubts would fade.
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  "First of all, congratulations to Sean McMillan, who is officially a full member of the squad as of today," Major Williams began her briefing.




  Sean felt everyone's eyes on him. He should be proud of this achievement, but he still had some doubts about the entire affair.




  "Good job, mate," Benjamin Cooper, one of the two humans on the team, told him.




  Sean nodded.




  Out of everyone on the team, he could relate to Cooper the best. Bentley, of course, was too abrasive and distant. And the shifters… well, they were shifters. Cooper was simple. A man like so many others Sean had come across in his previous job.




  "Now, I'm afraid there's no time to relax or celebrate. We have a mission," the major continued.




  "Aw, man!" Cooper complained under his breath.




  It wasn't loud enough for the major to hear, but Sean could. Eric King, who stood next to the major, did shoot a disapproving look in his direction. Obviously Cooper—who’d spent months on the team already—had not yet grown accustomed to the shifters' extra sensitive hearing picking up on just about everything he chose to utter, no matter how quietly.




  "This case is different," Major Williams said. "In the sense that we weren’t called in by the local authorities. They don’t even know we're coming. And until we find some tangible proof of foul play, it's probably best that they don’t find out. We don’t wish to step on anyone's toes."




  Eric King stepped up next to Major Williams and cleared his throat.




  "For this reason we’ll be going in undercover," he said.




  Sean frowned. He was on the other side now. No longer part of local law enforcement, but a full-fledged member of Alpha Squad. It was obvious that they'd play by their own rules. But a part of him still disapproved of their idea to deceive local police. Of course, he kept his concerns to himself.




  "Private Callahan, if you don't mind distributing the name badges and uniforms," Major Williams interjected.




  "Nice one! I hope I get to have a cool name and cover story!" Cooper quipped.




  Bentley sighed and rolled his eyes at the younger man.




  Nobody else commented. Adam King, Eric's brother and youngest squad member, accepted his ID in silence. Next up, Private Callahan reached Cooper.




  "Aw damn. I'm just me!" he complained.




  Sean received his badge to find the same thing. Good. Fewer lies to remember.




  He studied the rest of the badge. University of the Highlands and Islands. They were going to Scotland?




  Sean's father had been from Scotland, though he'd never talked about his family or where he grew up, so Sean didn't know where his roots lay exactly.




  "And what is it we're investigating?" Sean looked up from his badge as soon as he'd completed the question.




  "We're not entirely sure," Eric said. "I've received a call from an old friend who lives up there. It seems there have been some suspicious deaths within the shifter community in Inverness." Major Williams cleared her throat. "Both victims had connections to the local university, so that's where we’ll focus our energy."




  "And the local police aren't investigating these deaths?" Sean questioned.




  "The medical examiner has ruled the deaths as natural causes. Heart failure," Major Williams explained.




  Sean frowned again. If the bodies have been examined properly, and there was nothing suspicious about them, then what was the squad meant to investigate, exactly? It was fairly common for survivors to see foul play where there was none, simply because they didn't want to accept that a loved one had died. He’d dealt with that kind of thing more than once in his old job. Perhaps that was what had inspired Eric's friend to call in the squad.




  "I hate to be skeptical," Sean began, "But if the medical examiner—an expert in his or her field—is satisfied that these unfortunate people died of natural causes, why are we looking to challenge that?"




  "That's pretty obvious," Adam King answered without giving his brother a chance to. "Shifters don't just get heart attacks."




  "That's right," Eric confirmed.




  Damn. Sean pressed his lips together. He really should have known that. Sadly, his police training hadn’t come with a handbook on peculiar facts about shifters. Bentley hadn't covered this sort of stuff in his Alpha Squad training either. They probably assumed he knew everything already…




  "That leaves two possibilities," Thomas Blackwood, the only wolf on the squad, remarked. "Murder or suicide."




  "Suicide? Really?" Adam said.




  "It's worth mentioning both options," Blackwood said and folded his arms.




  This . This right here was why Sean's transition into the team had been a struggle. He was used to knowing his stuff. To feeling capable and in control. Here it was like he didn't know jack shit and it was getting on his nerves.




  Sean had more questions, of course, but he kept them to himself. Making a fool of himself once today was enough.




  "Cooper and McMillan," Eric spoke up again. "We've arranged for you to join the university as security guards, which will give you access to most of the campus. Adam, as the youngest team member, you'll pose as a student and attempt to find out about the victim's social life and movements during the final moments before his death. I'll accompany you, but the rest of the squad will sit this one out. We don't want to attract so much attention."




  Fine . Sean was relieved that he was being paired with Cooper and not one of the other guys. The man wasn't overly clever, but he was at least predictable.




  Perhaps once they got out into the field, he would find his way out of this funk and feel useful again. After all, an investigation like this was exactly the sort of thing he was good at. Sort of. Minus the shifter angle, obviously.




  Plus, how hard could it be to pretend to be a security guard? This wasn't his first undercover gig.




  Sean remained silent throughout the rest of the briefing and just tried to listen. Two dead shifters. Heart failure that couldn't have been natural. One of the victims had been a current student at the university, the other an alumnus. Other than the fact they were both shifters, the university was the only obvious connection between them.




  If he was running this investigation, he would have probably set things up in a very similar fashion, though he might have preferred to involve the local authorities first. The university campus was the logical starting point for their enquiries. All the better that they were able to insert Adam as a student. Campus security wasn't as intimidating as regular police, but a uniform was a uniform. Students would still feel awkward opening up to McMillan or Cooper.




  Major Williams ended the briefing, giving them all a chance to pack up their things. They'd move out two hours later. Sean waited until the rest of the squad had left, before approaching the major for a quiet word.




  "I'd love to take a look at the file if that's okay," he said, gesturing at the papers Major Williams had referred to during the briefing.




  She nodded. "Here you go. Glad to have you on the team, McMillan. Your experience makes you a valuable addition to the squad."




  Sean nodded. "Thank you, Ma'am."




  He hoped she was right. As far as he was concerned, this mission was make or break for him. Either he'd be able to contribute and help solve the case, or he really had no business being here at all.




  Back in his quarters, Sean took about ten minutes to deposit his most essential belongings into an overnight bag. The rest of the time he spent poring over what little facts the squad had received about the two victims. He memorized the facts, as he normally did when he got a new case. He found that cramming every last detail into his mind helped him make connections, often subconsciously, as he discovered new evidence.




  He might have learned a whole bunch of new things during boot camp, but that was no reason to change what had worked for him in his previous job.




  By the time they headed to the local train station, he felt as ready as he was going to be.
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  Chapter Two




  Change was in the air, Erin could feel it. Today was the day that would turn everything around.




  After the obligatory large cup of tea and two Hobnobs she usually enjoyed for breakfast, she headed to the lab, filled with a sense of optimism which she hadn’t felt ever since starting this godawful job.




  The weather was ordinary. The sun had a hard time breaking through the clouds that seemed ever-present in this part of Scotland.
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