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Midair, flying backward, chest throbbing from the blow, Archer aimed his sidearm and unloaded at the… blur? Whatever the fuck it was, he’d pissed it off, and it hit back. Hard. 

Half his damn bullets ricocheted off the haze. The other half were chewed up, swallowed, and swelled into miniature mushroom clouds. 

Crash imminent, no way to avoid the rocks that cluttered the path behind him, he clicked on his safety and tucked for impact. Ass first, he slammed into the gravel. 

Breathless, the wind knocked solidly out of him, he gasped a recovering breath. A sharp crunch stopped him cold, his sternum throbbing from the blow. 

Shards of shale dug into his skin. Bruises flowered on impact, probably already a purple backside. 

No time to think about it. Archer gritted his teeth and pushed through the pain. He pivoted behind the nearest boulder. 

Hazy, blurry static swarmed the space he’d just evacuated. 

Archer ducked low and crouched out of sight. 

Razor blades sliced into his lungs with each inhale. He braced his sternum, cautiously drawing in air. That hit, whatever the fuck that thing was, it was like a goddamn hazy fist as big as his head. At first, he’d thought it was a trick of the light, but his bruised ribs said otherwise. 

Sidearm aimed steady, he peered around the edge of the rock. 

Nothing except for the cloud-diffused sunlight glinting off the littered shrapnel where his shots had landed and burst at twice their magnitude, far from the target. 

The target that was gone. 

He blinked to focus, but it didn’t help. 

“Archer? Talk to me. You alive?” Chan’s voice, steady as ever, came through the com in his ear. 

“Yeah.” Each breath sliced into his sternum. Hand braced against his chest, he masked the breathlessness and ordered, “Echos, report.” 

A series of check-ins from his squad chimed in. Walker’s voice was low, hoarse. “Lost consciousness for a blink, hell of a goose egg, but I’m good.” 

“Walker, you’re on lookout. Hold your position.” 

“Roger.” 

In sequence, the squad confirmed consciousness, at the least. He sucked in a sigh of relief, recoiling as the movement aggravated the pain. 

“Kerse. Sauer. Report from on high?” 

From her sniper’s position atop a towering outcrop outside the mouth of the canyon—one of many odd formations in the shale talus they were hiking up—Kerse answered, “Before that blast, it was hazy, but now I can hardly make you guys out through the smoke.” 

Across the mouth of the canyon, from a similar perch, Sauer rumbled through the com, “Same. What am I aiming for? All I saw was a blur of shadows.” 

Pulse pounding under his veins, he creeped further around the edge of the boulder, but couldn’t make out shit. Aborting wasn’t an option, not yet, not without some clue as to what this was and how to take it out. But they sure as hell weren’t going in far enough to die like all the others. 

Too many soldiers’ lives had already been lost trying. 

Archer tried to explain what he’d seen, knowing his squad would give him shit. If they made it out alive. “This hazy fist thing swung at me, so I fired at it, but it… Fuck. I don’t know. Don’t shoot at it, or we’re more likely to get hurt than… it.” 

“Fist?” Chan hissed from her position a few meters back. 

“Um, sort of,” he admitted, rubbing the crust of dust off his eyelids. Across the rubble of the canyon floor, he searched for the whatever the fuck that was that ruined his damn day, but the thing seemed to… 

Okay, maybe he was losing his damn mind, but it seemed to blur like an unfocused photograph of Bigfoot. Then it dissipated as quickly as it had appeared. 

“Forget your reading glasses?” Sauer teased, chortling at his own joke. 

“Fuck off.” He held the eye-roll, but fully intended to nail him with a comeback later. Once he could see straight. “I’m moving closer.” 

A thunderous crash echoed ahead, like a stack of boulders tumbled into the basin all at once. 

A shadow, nothing more, oozed closer. Muggy and roasting like a North Dakota summer, the heat emanating off the figure filled his lungs, choking him with the viscous wind that permeated the paper-thin air. 

From her post above, Kerse whispered steadily, “I see something. I’m taking the shot.” 

“Hold your fire,” he hissed. “I don’t think it likes being shot at.” 

Brock kept his voice low and said over the com, “I’ve got a clear path.” 

“Go. Eyes only,” Archer agreed. Shooting at shadows was likely to leave him with more than a bruise on his ass and a few cracked ribs. 

Whatever this thing was, it had to be massive. Some sort of defense system he’d never encountered. 

“I’ll come around the other side,” he said. He shifted his hand off his chest and let the splintering pain lash through each breath, raising his sidearm—out of threat and habit, more than an intent to risk using it again. 

At the opposite side of the canyon entrance, Brock held his weapon ready and wove upstream from boulder to boulder. 

Archer glanced back and saw Walker moving to the base point Brock had vacated. 

Silence over the com. The squad held their breath, waiting. 

A stream babbled down the center of the canyon. It could almost feel like a pleasant day in paradise. 

But the somber, bone-dry rocks all around, the matching gray clouds above, felt more like a gateway to hell. Or maybe it was the realization that it wasn’t some secret weapon protecting this canyon, but something far more terrifying. Fuck, his report wasn’t going to make a lick of sense. 

As they moved closer to the mouth of the canyon, the heat intensified. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, static crackling over his skin. 

Archer crossed closer to Brock. He caught his eye and nodded ahead. Locked and loaded, both stepped into the middle of the canyon. 

Thunder without a storm roared, vaulting from wall to wall. 

Shifting his gaze, he scanned the gray nothingness. 

Two, maybe three figures. Or maybe nothing at all. Shadows. Dust. Haze. The threat loomed just out of sight. 

Rising like a phantom, chilling his blood, a darkness oozed over them. 

The trickle of a stream babbled louder underfoot. 

Bigger than his head, yet not more than a blur. That fist swelled and swung at Brock. 

Archer rushed to knock him out of the way, but the wind from the blow knocked him back. 

Too late. Too fast. The fist caught a piece of Brock and sent him tumbling down the canyon floor. 

On the move before it could swing through again, Archer holstered his weapon as he sprinted for Brock. 

The stream rose higher and deeper with each passing second. 

Out cold, Brock lay motionless. Water rushed over him, his blond hair and beard rinsing clean. 

Archer heaved him over his shoulder. “Evac. Now,” he hollered over the com. 

“Abort? We haven’t even—” Kerse hissed. 

“Run,” Chan roared, eyes wide as she turned and took off, blurry clouds chasing after her. 

The rest of the squad didn’t hesitate and sprinted downslope toward the Hummers. Half were limping and bleeding, the other half were either nursing head wounds or worse, but they didn’t hesitate. 

Whatever the hell this was, it was pissed. And it wasn’t some new tech, no matter what Army intelligence wanted to believe. 

Loose rocks shifted under his boots. Cool water rushed over at his ankles, growing deeper with each step as the stream grew to a creek. 

Gusting behind him, he felt the wallop of shadowy wind reaching for him, as if the canyon was pissed as hell to let anyone leave alive. 

The air rumbled in protest as they escaped from the mouth of the canyon. Approaching a six-foot ledge in a series of terraces down the talus, Arche maintained his brutal pace and launched over. Dread burned in his mind. No way of landing soft on wet, jagged shale. Midair, he tightened his grip on Brock so his friend didn’t land headfirst. 

Archer dug the thick heels of his boots into the loose rocks to break the fall. Brock jostled in his grip and the pair slammed backward into a pile of rocks, rising water from the creek rushing over them. 

Walker and Kerse appeared seconds later and grabbed the unconscious Brock from Archer’s protective hold. 

Archer ignored the searing throb where his backside had hit the ground and leaped to his feet, bracing his sternum, and followed close behind. 

Walker loaded Brock into the backseat of the nearest Hummer before running to his own transport. Archer dove in next to Brock as Chan took the driver’s seat, slamming on the gas before even closing the door. 

Bracing against the rocking of the Hummer as they sped away over rough ground, Archer held his friend. 

A gash over his forehead, already black and blue, his ankle puffing to the size of a grapefruit, Brock looked like hell.  

Archer held his fingertips over his wrist. Stable enough. Pulse was strong, his breathing labored, but effective. While Chan drove like a demon, Archer checked Brock out as best he could. As best as he could tell, no major neurologic damage. 

Sucking in a razor-sharp breath, Archer closed his eyes and whispered, “Hang in there.” 

Nothing more he could do. He buckled Brock in as secure as he could, shrugging off his jacket and cushioning it under his head. 

He climbed up front next to Chan. Behind them, the blur seemed to darken, the clouds rumbled and swelled, satisfied to have maintained its boundaries as it flipped them off, scared little bunnies running from the big bad blur.  

“Did you get a good look?” Chan asked as she steered them down the rough terrain. “What are we up against?” 

He gritted his teeth and checked the side mirrors. “No fucking clue. It was like a blur of…” 

“What?” 

“Fury,” he admitted. “Like we were trespassing on its territory, and it wanted blood.” 

Chan’s voice was hoarse, her grip tight on the steering wheel. “That was a thing? I thought it was a funnel cloud or something.” 

Archer shook his head and rubbed his mud-caked hands in his hair. “Definitely a thing. Or a few things. Or… Not. I don’t know.” 

“Break it down. What exactly did you see?” Chan asked as the Hummer bounced over another rocky berm, her knuckles white as she gripped the wheel to keep them from spinning out at the breakneck speed. 

“Nothing. Something. I don’t fucking know. It was like a blurry, cheap snapshot of… a troll or something. And this massive blob of darkness coming at us. Or maybe it wasn’t so big. Like it could have been the size of the canyon or shorter than you. It was like some blurry image that only conspiracy-theorizing fucks would admit to having seen.” He grimaced as the rig jarred down, his ass and chest throbbing with each tiny bump in the path. 

Brock winced as he lurched against the seat. Relief welled under Archer’s gritty eyelids. 

Chan kept her eyes on the road. “It’s got to be what killed the Rangers.” 

“Intelligence said they were killed by some new weapon the insurgents came up with, something that creates a fog and heat.” 

“That wasn’t a weapon.” 

“No, it wasn’t.” But someone had to describe it in credible terms. 

He reached back and checked Brock’s wrist again. His fingers twitched, then clung to Archer’s hand. 

“Hang in there,” Archer murmured. “We’ll be back home, sharing a pitcher at Tumbleweed before you know it.” 

No one knew what this was or how to describe it, and few had gotten close enough to feel the threat that emanated from the canyon itself. Which was why they’d been sent in. When an entire platoon of Rangers goes missing, the nearest known insurgent encampment miles away at the opposite end of the canyon, and intel from satellite imagery said the canyon in between was dark as night and the camera couldn’t seem to focus on it? 

Intel said the head of insurgents was hiding out in a northern branch of the canyon. Despite a failed Echo mission a few years back to infiltrate Batvinia from the southern mouth of the canyon—right before Archer had joined the squad—things were heating up fast, the Army decided to try again, and sent in Rangers. 

The Army blamed the Rangers’ deaths on some new weapon. 

“Archer? I can hear those wheels cranking from here. What’s on your mind?” Chan kept her tone light, but he knew she was equally worried. 

Best of the best, his special ops unit was one of a kind. No identifiers. They were unofficially referred to as Echo, but on the books, they were just another Ranger squad. Most of them had been Rangers at one point anyway, but they were their own entity, and not even the Deltas knew about them. 

He pinched the bridge of his nose and puffed out his cheeks. “What do we have on the history of that canyon? Geography, politics, geology? There’s something we’re missing.”  

Chan rattled off the facts, working out the problem with him. Again. “The escarpment marks the border between Otrivka in the south and Batvinia to the north. The region surrounding the canyon is a rare pocket of desert. Before the attempted coup a few years ago, the Batvinia end in the north was pretty quiet, and is still home to a number of rural villages. Prime place for the insurgents to recruit and train, as the canyon is the only access point and it’s desolate as fuck and poorly mapped.” 

Something wasn’t adding up. Why was this end of the canyon so impassible? Sharper, narrower, different rock formations. Around the canyon, the weather was eternally cloudy, bone dry, and a constant dust cloud of ground-up shale. 

When trouble began brewing in Batvinia, the UN wanted to quietly infiltrate the southern point of the insurgent’s stronghold by securing the canyon. 

He withheld a breath and braced his chest to draw air in. “Which is why the Army sent infantry in, but they were wiped out, no survivors, no witnesses. Echos were sent in to investigate, and only two walked away. Mission failed, canyon impassible. Peace talks were making headway, so military efforts eased. Fast forward five years, and the insurgents bombed the shit out of the capital and turned tail when Batvinian military, with UN support, pushed back hard.” 

Ribs starting the ache as swelling set in. He glanced back and checked Brock again. Still breathing. 

Chan turned the wheel sharp to avoid a tire-sized rock in the road, and continued his thought for him, “The border’s a goddamn mess. The insurgent leader is said to be holed up in the encampment at the north end of the canyon, so Rangers are sent in through the south end of the canyon. Eighty percent casualties, only those farthest from the canyon having survived.” 

Mission fail. Again. 

Insurgents were changing their strategy, recruiting heavily from disgruntled rural areas and blocking aid. 

As it always seemed to end up, the Echos were pushed into the middle of things. While the higher powers patted themselves on the back for protecting the economic center of Batvinia, the rural border regions were ready to boil over. So, sneak special forces in through the southern end of the canyon and take out the insurgent leaders in their sleep. Covert as fuck. No one even knows who took care of the little problem. 

But these decisions were above his paygrade. So Archer worked the problem. 

Teeth gritted tight, Chan glanced in the rearview at Brock. “You said only two Echos walked away before. Did you know them?” 

“Yeah, I knew them. I was one of the replacements for the Echos that died in the canyon. Connery and Simmons were the only survivors.” 

“Never heard of them.” 

“Yeah, well, they made us look like a bunch of pansies. Classified legends. Then they both died in a training op back home.” 

As the path finally flattened, the combat outpost coming into view, Chan flashed him a look, her dust-encrusted brow drawn tight. “You don’t buy it.” 

“All the Echo squads were at that training, and a dozen of them were killed. I was supposed to join them after my brother’s wedding.” The terrain evened out as they turned onto a dirt road. He checked behind to see the other Hummer still followed close behind. “Fuck, I don’t know what I’m getting at. I want to know why Connery and Simmons are the only two who have survived that canyon. 








  
  
2



Hands wrapped around a cup of coffee so strong she could stand a spoon in it, Lana curled into the library sofa and took a slow, savoring inhale. From the plush velvet sofa, watching the morning mist begin to dissolve through the picture window, she could see exactly why Astrid spent so much time in this very room. Although their taste in books was vastly different. 

Not that Astrid would get to sit still enough to read a good book anytime for the next eighteen years. Astrid was upstairs snuggling her newborn while Bodie took his usual morning wolfy run before the sun engulfed the summer Montana sky. 

Early mornings were the best, when she had the opportunity to savor the mountain air tickling the curtains in the isolated ranch house. There was nothing like the serenity of solitude, when the rest of the world was still asleep. Her book was not the leather-bound demon hunter journals that Astrid had stocked the library with, nor the anthropological analyses of paranormal origins that Bodie enjoyed, but a romance novel. 

Lost in steamy and sappy fiction was her preferred way to spend her leisure time, particularly when it came to the vivid descriptions of how the heroine licked the Navy SEAL’s tight abs. 

Okay, so it pissed her off that the descriptor “heroine” was akin to false advertising. The meek bitch simpered the moment anyone so much as considered dropping an F-bomb, until the hero showed her the ways of the world. Ugh, the worst, was when the delicate flower experienced a sexual awakening thanks to the lessons from the gruff rogue. Lana powered on, as this writer could write an appealing man, the sort that dove headfirst into the fight, had biceps that even the simpering bitch wanted to bite, and was as adept at oral sex as he was at saving the world. 

Ha. If he actually existed? Lana might consider that dreaded marriage thing that her father continually reminded her was her duty. 

Duty could wait. Another century or two could pass before she needed to pop out some offspring to continue the fight long after she met her own end. Okay, so Quinn—her favorite cousin and teammate—had found a muscle-bound, demi-god-demon-hunter-Coastie worth a lick or two. And, well, okay, Astrid knew what she was doing in settling down with the well-built shifter. As werewolf clothing didn’t magically disappear and reappear when they shifted, as they did in PG movies, Lana was lucky enough to know exactly what Astrid saw in the man. 

Ryan and Bodie had been great additions to the team. How awesome was it, that her fellow female teammates had found men worthy of fighting alongside, rather than that weird, toxic masculinity sort of relationship that had haunted female demon hunters for centuries? 

Seriously. Bennett’s parents were great. His mother was badass mixed with elegant lady and had married a man of leisure. Sweet and adorable, and neither lacked bravery, but they didn’t share a dynamic that appealed to Lana. They didn’t seem the sort to throw each other on the bed, mount up, and rock their world. Like the lickable Navy SEAL in this morning’s book. 

The creak of the back door interrupted what was turning out to be a yummy scene. Really, why couldn’t she meet a guy who was so capable with his mouth? 

As the bare footsteps padding over the worn wooden floors drew nearer, she glanced up from her book to say “good morning” to the sleepy new dad. 

But it wasn’t Bodie. 

“Noah. Hey.” She grinned and set her book down. “You made it.” 

Damn, he was as tasty as his brother. With a past so much darker than hers—than any of theirs—he typically kept to himself in the remotest regions of Northern Canada. But a family man at heart, as werewolves tended to be, he came home to visit his pack a few times a year. And Lana never tired of looking at the broody shifter. 

Too bad she knew he was fated for one of her favorite people on the planet. Not that he’d figured it out yet, and Lana didn’t want to break it to him. He had at least another twenty years before he needed to worry about it. 

“Hey, Lana.” He smiled, teasing his hand in his hair. His joggers were slung low over his hips, his chest bare. “Are Astrid and Isla still asleep?” 

She nodded. “You must have passed Bodie?” 

“I caught his scent.” 

Lana set down her book and rose to her feet. “Let’s get some breakfast going.” 

“Where’s Grammy?” 

“Utah.” 

“Utah?” 

“Felicity, Jessie, and Grammy are on a road trip,” she said as she sashayed past him and into the country kitchen. “Coffee?” 

“Mom always did love hiking,” he said with a resigned shrug, scratching his hand over the back of his neck in a nonchalant position remarkably similar to some of her favorite romance novel heroes—the one that shows off the biceps, pecs, and abs, in one glorious pose. Made more appealing by being entirely unintentional. 

Lana chuckled under her breath and topped off her coffee. “Jessie is equally adventurous.” 

“That she is,” he said with a sweet, huff of a laugh. 

She was a little envious of the werewolf family. Her own was great. She adored them. 

But the Connery women were tough as nails, whether they married into the pack or were shifters themselves. Her own grandmother had passed away when Lana was too young to remember, but Bodie and Noah’s Grammy was a force of nature. Three-hundred fifty-four, and still as fierce as ever. A bit more arthritic and wrinkly each year, and sometimes you couldn’t tell if she was dozing or dead, but she was still undeniably fearsome. 

Noah disappeared to the laundry room and reappeared, pulling a t-shirt over those edible abs. Okay, dang, she needed to start dating again. Dearth. That’s what she’d been drowning in. A dearth of appealing men lately. 

As, statistically, it was likely that attractive, humorous, charming, intelligent, badass, self-effacing men probably existed among the plethora of them on this planet—case in point ten feet from her—it was likely her problem. But that hot pink little battery-operated toy she kept in the bedside table in her Sitka apartment was running out of steam. As was her imagination. 

“Wait…” He rubbed his eyes before pouring himself a cup of coffee strong and deep enough to knock a human on their ass. “Did they miss the birth? I can’t imagine Mom would—” 

“Of course not. They left yesterday. I think they were trying to step back and give the new family some space.” 

“Oh. I didn’t think of that. Maybe I should go—” He glanced around, his aquamarine eyes scanning for an easy exit. 

“No.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “You are going to help me throw together one of Grammy’s famous breakfasts that Astrid talks about whenever we’re far and gone from civilization and home-cooked meals. And then, you are going to rave over your niece and spend the next week being the uncle Bodie is counting on you to be.” 

A sheepish glint flashed in his aquamarine eyes. “You are tenacious.” 

“Get slicing,” she said, winking as she pulled the eggs from the fridge. 

“Are you all coming?” he asked as he set out the cutting board and started slicing the dense loaf of homemade bread Felicity had left for them. 

Coated in egg white thanks to the shell that shattered mid-crack, Lana scowled at her gooey hands and asked, “The team?” 

“To meet Isla?” 

“Mostly. Bennett and Adair are in England babysitting his little siblings while his parents are taking an overdue vacation, but they’ll be here in a few weeks.” 

He glanced around. “I see why Grammy ditched. Full house. Guess I’ll crash in the library.” 

“I’m sure you want a nice cozy bed to curl up in.” 

“I thought I was the only one that preferred the library.” 

“Get a fire going, curl up all night with a book, easy access to coffee in the morning, with that view of the mountains? It’s my favorite spot to crash. Besides, you got it for Grammy’s birthday party.” She grinned hopefully, raising her eyebrows for good measure. “My turn.” 

His parents babied him—excessively, terrified he’d go feral and run off again, so he tended to stay in the tamer, no-pressure home of his brother and grandmother. 

The front door swung open and a four-year-old, lava-red-haired, dark-eyed force of nature came sprinting in ahead of her parents, while they carted in hefty boxes of supplies to stock the remote home for the new parents. 

Lana laughed and held her arms out. “Hey, Skye, where’s my hug?” 

Sprinting past her, Skye launched straight into Noah’s arms. She leaned into him and nuzzled. Grinning and holding the little girl cozy in his arms, he carried her into the kitchen, grabbed a piece of crispy bacon, and handed it to her. “How’s my best girl?” he asked. 

Lana rolled her eyes. “Dog meat. That’s what I turn into when you’re around.” 

“Wolf meat.” Skye giggled and snapped a bite of the bacon. 

Lana rustled her hand in Skye’s hair and poked her in the belly button. “When are you going to come hang out with me in Sitka again?” 

“Ooo, take me out on the boat again like Gamma does.” She grinned with her tiny, toothy grin. 

“It’s a date. Maybe we’ll do a little shopping and get you some new cowgirl boots.” 

Skye giggled and stole another piece of bacon from Noah’s hand. 

“Hey.” He teased a snarl and grabbed it back. “Even for that snarky grin, I’m not sharing my bacon.” 

Unfazed, Skye hopped down and headed straight for the garden, as all of Grammy’s grandchildren—biologic or not—were fond of doing. Ryan waved hello and followed her out the door. 

Quinn poured herself a cup of coffee and dropped to the table. “Hi,” she said with a sighing smile as soon as she got the bitter brew to her lips. “You guys see Isla yet?” 

While setting the pair of overflowing casserole dishes into the oven, the heat blasting her in the face, she tipped her face away from the heat and said, “I got to hold her last night before they turned in. She’s incredible. Tiny and sweet. She’s got Bodie’s glowing eyes with Astrid’s light hair.” 

Vann came in the door a moment later, carting another box of goodies. “Hey,” he said softly, the familiar rumble in his voice stirring the air with the subtle greeting. 

Sporting jeans and nothing else, Bodie strolled into the kitchen. He pulled a t-shirt on and rubbed his hand over the back of his neck. “Mornin’.” 

As if on cue, her pin-straight blond hair damp from the shower, Astrid eased down the steps with the snuggly bundle in her arms. Bodie greeted her halfway up the stairs and sank into a melty kiss as he took Isla and propped the infant against his shoulder. 

Okay, Lana had to admit, they made a pretty picture that maybe, just maybe, tugged at that envious heartstring. But she’d never admit that in front of her parents. 

They all settled in for breakfast, chatting and catching up. The last few weeks had been uneventful, so the conversation stayed pleasantly benign. 

Thank fuck. Another biggie had found a good-sized tear in the veil and decided the people of Barrow, Alaska had looked like a tasty bunch. Since their demon ancestor had imbued their team with a boost of power, said demon ancestor seemed to enjoy passing along hot tips, directing them toward the tougher missions. 

Eight months pregnant, Astrid had delivered the final blow to the horned lizard thing. If that wasn’t badass womanpower, Lana didn’t know what was. What was that they said about Ginger Rogers? Something about doing everything Fred Astaire did, but backward and in high heels? 

After a lazy day around the ranch, helping the new parents catch up on chores and rest, evening closed in. With Isla on her chest, Lana curled into one of the leather couches in the library. The sleepy bundle flooded her with melatonin vibes until she felt an overwhelming need to hit the sack early tonight. The sun lowered in the sky, and the fire roared in the hearth as the high elevation Montana air cooled the evening. 

Ryan and Quinn had disappeared upstairs. Vann stretched out with a book on the porch swing outside, taking advantage of the chill of the evening and the vast solitude. Bodie and Astrid were stretched head-to-foot on the opposite sofa, Bodie’s eyes at half-mast over his book and his hand wrapped around his wife’s foot, Astrid’s eyes long-since closed. 

Skye’s eyes were near rolling back in her head as she sat with Noah on the chair next to the hearth. In her sweetly confident voice, she read from the story, “Then the tuh… tull…” 

“Troll,” Noah said patiently. 

“Then the troll gave her a blanket and the vuh… vol… vil…” 

“Village.” 

“Village was warm all… winter… long.” By the time she reached the end of the story, her eyes eventually crossed, and she fell asleep mid-sentence. 

With one hand on the baby on her chest, Lana muffled her chuckle. “I didn’t realize trolls were so kind and made such good bedtime stories.” 

Keeping his tone soft so Skye didn’t wake, Noah said, “Yet there is an unshakable trend among humans to dress up like feral werewolves for fun, fantasize about romancing one, and decorate their homes with moon themes and wolf rugs. Bodie’s the professor. Maybe he can explain why people get it so dead wrong.” 

More asleep than awake, Bodie said in a gravelly voice, “Not totally wrong. Those stories come from somewhere. Werewolves are actually protective and doting spouses, so that’s not too far off. Trolls, however. Never seen one, and maybe they don’t exist. But there are an awful lot of stories about them.” 

“Do they regularly make people blankets? If they were so friendly, I’d imagine we’d have seen them before,” Lana said. 

“That’s where we need to look past the glorification. Trolls are consistently lumbering hermits, so probably something to that. If they’re truly friendly, yeah, we’d know something about them. Which leads me to believe—if they exist on this side of the veil—they’re probably very unfriendly.” Bodie pretended to look back at his book, but his eyes slackened. 

Bodie’s phone buzzed on the coffee table. He forced his eyes wide open, as if reminding himself he was awake. Astrid stirred and sat up. She leaned across and grabbed the phone, glaring at the unknown number before handing it to Bodie. 

Confusion drawing his brows together, equally puzzled, Bodie finally answered. “Yeah?” 

“Hi. This is Major Archer Belak. Is this Boden Connery?” 

“Yeah…” Bodie responded as he sat up and lowered his feet to the floor. 

“Sorry to bother you, but, um… I knew your brother, Noah.” 

Bodie sat bolt upright. 

Noah stiffened, guarding Skye so she didn’t wake. 

“Oh.” Bodie held his breath. 

“First, I want to say, I’m sorry for your loss. I didn’t know him more than a few months, but he was a good friend.” 

“Thanks,” Bodie said, sniffing the air in a rare wolfy gesture while in human form. 

“If you don’t mind, I have a few questions I’m hoping you can help me with.” 

“Sure, um, what can I help you with?” 

“This is a total shot in the dark. Shortly before I joined his squad, he was in a fight like nothing else…” The caller seemed to draw out the pause. Lana strained to hear, knowing something was very, very wrong with this conversation. “I hate even calling to bug you with this, but I’m running out of ideas. I’ve read all the reports on his death, and it’s not making sense.” 

Bodie let out a slow exhale, eyes locking with Noah’s. An entire conversation passed between them in the single look. “I don’t know what you think I can help with. My brother’s gone.” 

“Let me put this frankly, and if you can shed even the dimmest of lights on this situation, I’ll be grateful. I have no interest in opening any files or changing history. This conversation is between us. Off the record, so to speak. I’m sure you know Noah’s unit wasn’t an ordinary Ranger unit.” 

“I do.” 

“Noah’s last big op was… covert. After heavy casualties in his unit, the government looked for other ways around the problem, but we can no longer avoid the… dangerous route.” 

The room was dead quiet. Skye stirred and stared up at Noah with her dark eyes, but she didn’t say a word. 

“I don’t know how much he told you, as there’s not much he could say. A few years back, only he and another guy survived this canyon, the same spot where most of a Ranger platoon was wiped out about three weeks ago. My squad was sent in for recon only, to see what we’re dealing with. We hardly even breeched the perimeter, and thankfully no casualties, but we took some… surprising hits.” 

Lana’s ears perked up at what he implied. Astrid sat up and scowled at the ground in front of her, listening intently. Demon hunters were the first to say they had no extrasensory powers, but there was something. Habit, experience, intuition… something. 

Vann appeared in the library doorway moments later. 

“What are you getting at?” Bodie asked. 

“I’m desperate, or I wouldn’t have bothered you with this. This canyon is dangerous, and it’s critical. Did he say anything about… what he saw? Anything about that last op? I mean, fuck, it wasn’t long before that training incident took so many lives, including your brother’s, and if there’s a connection…” 

Bodie looked to Noah, their matching aquamarine eyes confirming what they all suspected. Noah shifted Skye on his lap and motioned for the phone, closing his eyes and taking a long, measured inhale before saying in a crisp military accent, “Belak?” 

Long pause. “… Connery?” 

“I’m still dead. Tell me what happened.” 

“Fuck man, I knew something was wrong with those reports. Simmons make it, too?” 

Noah ground his teeth and his expression darkened. “No.” 

“Sorry. I know he was a good buddy.” Archer paused, a heaviness to his voice that Lana suspected was due to the something they’d found. “Thirty Rangers were wiped out trying to get into the canyon that took most of your squad. Their gear was charred, torn to bits, and scattered to the wind. From all accounts, no enemy nearby. The survivors’ stories don’t make much sense.” 

“Survivors? They can’t have made it far in.” 

“Only those who kept their distance, holding the perimeter.” 

“So they sent Echos in, again. Colonel Jameson won’t appreciate you having this conversation.” 

“As I’m talking to a dead man, I don’t think anyone would believe me anyway.” 

“And it’s to stay that way.” Noah’s tone was light, but the meaning behind it heavy with certainty. 

“They won’t ask how I know what I know.” 

“What do you know?” 

“It was like a hurricane brewing from the middle of the canyon. We took it slow and got as close as we could. All I could see were vague shadows in this blur. Not like it was too fast or too overwhelming, like a literal blur.” 

“I’m familiar with the blur.” Noah sat calmly, brushing his scruffy hair out of his face. “Get about twenty feet into the blur and it’s not just a windstorm, but a goddamn thermonuclear blast.” 

“With a fist the size of my head. Or it looked like a fist. I don’t know what it was. This is going to sound crazy. It wasn’t a real fist, more like a trick with wind and smoke, but it hit hard.” 

Archer scrunched a hand in his hair and stared out the darkened window. “The blur got denser and denser the further in we went, the sky darkened, and out of nowhere, it was like a damn bomb went off. That fist took out half the squad in one hit. Wind and rain. An avalanche came down on top of us. Simmons and I barely made it out of there.” 

“How did you survive? What can we do about it? That strip of territory is all that stands between us and…” Archer stalled, as if what he was about to say was going to break all the rules. 

Nearly as much as his rumbling voice, Lana enjoyed knowing that whoever this was, he was a rebel. 

As if the situation was devastatingly personal, Archer finished, “There’s no other route in, and the insurgents holed up in the north end of that canyon are planning some nasty shit. I need to get through there, before they do something stupid and more people die.” 

And his determination to come to the rescue. Call her old-fashioned, but a special forces guy determined to save the world from a power-hungry, genocidal militia, and save as many lives as he could while doing so? And searched outside the box for the tools to defeat a mysterious enemy that didn’t fit into what he would have been taught? That was the kind of guy she wouldn’t mind fighting alongside. 

And other things alongside. And on top of. Underneath. In front of. Any manner of positions. If he was as appealing as his voice. 

Damn, she needed a little more nonfiction action in her life. Isla stirred in her arms and Lana soothed her back to sleep with a soft shushing sound. 

Noah rubbed his hand over his face. “I’d heard they are rooted even deeper into the villages on the north rim. That’s what we were there to stop. The military called it a tragic loss, brushed it under the rug, and fortunately, diplomacy was making headway.” He scanned the room, the team of demon hunters all knowing exactly what was up. 

Well, not exactly. Lana had never heard of anything like this. 

Quinn and Ryan appeared in the doorway next to Vann. Quinn tiptoed to Skye, scooped her into her arms, and carried her up to bed. 

Noah bit his cheek and said, “With or without official support, we knew the canyon needed clearing, and we’d planned to go back… more prepared, so to speak, but the training accident changed everything. You’re not going to beat this without help. I know some people that… have experience in this sort of thing.” 

“I shouldn’t even be talking to you about this.” 

“You’re not going to beat this without them. Don’t go back to the canyon without them.” 

Quinn reappeared in the doorway and hissed, “Tell him to back off. We got this.” 

Noah covered the speaker with his hand and said, “There are too many parties watching that border. You won’t get close without a military escort.” 

“Not an option. Just tell me what we’re up against.” 

“You won’t believe me if I said. I’m not entirely sure what it is, but I know they can help. At least meet with them.” 

Lana raised her hand and motioned to herself. Relaxation could wait, especially if her contact was as hot as his rich voice that rivaled the stimulating rumble of her vibrator. 

“Fine. Send me a name and number, and I’ll give your friends a call. Maybe they can give me some ideas of what this might be, or how to get through it.” 

“Lana is a friend of mine, and I trust her completely. She knows everything, so don’t hold back. She’ll fly out tonight and meet you in Tucson. Trust me, you’re going to want to meet her.” 

“I guess I don’t have much choice. Tumbleweed Pub. 1900 tomorrow work okay?” 

Noah agreed and disconnected the call. 

Astrid leaned forward and pushed her pin-straight blond hair back. “This isn’t something I’ve come across. Blur? Shadows? Heat storm?” 

Arms folded over his chest, Vann shook his head. “Nothing I’ve ever heard of. Not a hybrid, that’s for damn sure.” 

Ryan tipped his head and said, “Canyon. Sounds like an old tear in the veil, so something must either have slipped through, or has been hiding out in there. How big is it?” 

Noah shrugged and pushed his hair back out of his face. “Hundred fifty miles long, roughly.” 

“I’ll head into the demon realm and see if my dad knows of a tear in that area. Maybe I can check it out from the other side, see if it’s still active, and if I can get a sense of who’s on this side.” 

“Be careful,” Bodie said as he stuffed his phone in his pocket. “We’ll hit the books.” 

Checking her watch, Lana realized she wasn’t going to get much rest tonight. And she did love to sleep. Or, at least, she looked forward going to bed so she could wake up and enjoy her lazy morning in the mountains. “Where am I going? Who am I meeting? Sitrep please.” 

Noah rose from the chair and kneeled in front of the fire, shifting the unburnt part of the log before adding another. “Captain Archer Belak, or I guess Major now. Belak’s a decent guy. Special forces, so to speak. After the canyon, we had a few openings, and Belak was one of the top choices to replace them. He was, uh, on leave, when Simmons and I dosed the other Echos with the serum. Anyway, my squad, Belak’s, we’re the guys they send into impossible situations. Classified, off-the-books sort, without an official title.” 

“Guys?” Lana snorted. 

Noah flashed her a wink and adjusted the wood. “I meant guys gender neutrally. Plenty of women in Echo. Other units might have a sexism problem, but Echo is where the best go.” 

“Thought they didn’t have a name,” she fired back with a mirroring wink. 

“Instead of saying the special-ops-unit-with-no-name, unofficially they’re referred to as Echo.” 

Ryan laughed out loud. “As in, one more than Delta?” 

“You got it.” Noah pointed and rose to his feet again. “Hand-picked by Colonel Jameson. No application, no tryouts, only the best of the best.” 

Vann crossed one foot over the other and smirked knowingly. “Bet werewolves like you and Simmons were top picks.” 

“Yeah. Not that they knew why we were always a step faster and a push-up stronger than the others. Back then, it would have been a perk to have access to the canyon, but Belak’s right, and it is the only way in. Belak’s not afraid to break the rules to do the right thing. And, like all of Echo, he’s tougher than tough, but not stupid. He knows he’s got good reason to be scared.” 

Voice hoarse with sleep deprivation and, Lana suspected, a wallop of worry, Bodie’s fists clenched together. “Whatever’s in that canyon, it’s the reason you and Simmons made the serum?” 

“Not even two werewolves were tough enough to take this thing—we were lucky we made it out alive. One whiff, and I knew this wasn’t from our realm.” Noah cracked his knuckles and nodded subtly. “Wish I’d known you guys back then. Would have saved us the trouble of trying to control the feral side and upgrade a few Echos to be like us, so we’d be strong enough and have enough numbers to go back.” 

Ryan tipped his head and said, “Come with us. We’ll bring you back if you go feral.” 

He puffed out his cheeks and stared down at his hands. “I’ve got a lot to pay for, but I’d fuck it up. Again.” 

Bodie’s brow dropped as he studied his brother, and slowly shook his head. “If you want in, just say the word, but I’d rather not risk losing you again.” 

“We got this,” Vann rumbled. “And I don’t want any humans near this thing. How do we convince your squad to step back?” 

“You’re not getting in there without a military escort.” 

Lana leaned back and propped her feet on the coffee table, a wicked grin spreading across her cheeks. “I haven’t made a new friend in ages. I’ll go, play along, and most importantly, I’ll find a way in. You guys figure out what this is and how we can crush it. I’ll play diplomat.” 

Quinn leaned into Ryan as he tugged her against him. She snorted and said, “Lana the Diplomat. Take it easy on him.” 

“Of course,” she answered with an eye-roll. 

Ryan raised an eyebrow. “Don’t take it too easy on him.” 

“Hey, this is work. I don’t mix business and pleasure,” Lana huffed. “Usually. Unless he’s really hot.” 
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Holy shit, it was toasty in the Sonora Desert. So much for the tolerability of a “dry heat.” Ovens are a “dry heat,” yet no one wanted to vacation in one. 

Rain or snow, sunny or overcast, Lana rocked the boots and denim skirt look. Today, she regretted that personal adage. Apparently, even dry heat wove heavy and sticky into the thick fabric. Although that was probably her sweat. Thus, her boots and denim skirt universal ensemble was no longer going to be universal. 

She stripped off her leather jacket and stuffed it back in the rental car. No need for that today. Alaskans layered, but it might not be socially acceptable to strip down to her underwear, however tempting. 

Should be. She tugged at the hem of her skirt and wished she’d worn flip-flops, but she breathed a sigh of relief that she’d worn a breezy linen tank. 

Laughter, hoots and hollers, and thundering music echoed up and down the hopping 4th Ave. Tucson was bigger than Sitka, yet still sported a small-town feel. With the year-round nice weather, outdoor seating was aplenty. 

Although she couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to sit out in this furnace, with or without the hose-delivered mist under string lights surrounding most of the patios. Groups of diners munched on pizza in the shade of the alcove eatery where she paid for streetside parking, while many of the sidewalk tables were closing up umbrellas as the sun diffused in the western sky and granted a welcome cast of shade. 

Heels tapping on the sidewalk, in pace with her growling tummy’s complaints, she hurried to get inside to air conditioning and pub food. 

Nice. Her kind of place. Not a dive bar, exactly, but seasoned with care. A different sport on every screen. People, lots of them. Happy and laughing and carefree under the amber glow of low hanging lights and weathered plank ceilings. Tumbleweed had the similar rustic feel of her family’s place, but it was newer by at least a century, and with more TVs and taps. 

And one lonely looker in the corner. Pitter patter. Hop, skip, and a jump. 

Lana’s libido tripped over itself and melted her like a snowman in the desert. Noah’s description had been bang-on—not that he’d mentioned how edible Major Archer Belak was—but Lana knew this was her guy. 

Or, well, she hoped so, or this hottie was going to be very confused in a few moments. 

Tucked into a booth by himself, immune to the rest of the roaring bar, her contact was buried in books. She couldn’t decide which she liked best: the furrowed brow, the black-rimmed glasses, or the thick chiseled arms and tight abs under the athletic tee. 

Strutting across the bar in her own civilian attire, the air conditioner thankfully de-sticking the frayed denim skirt from her skin, she tugged her dark hair into a loose pony and slipped into the booth across from him. 

Brow furrowing even deeper, he slid his glasses up to the top of his head like sunglasses and eyed her suspiciously. And what nice eyes he had. Sizzling cobalt, like a boiling sea. 

No wonder the team ragged her about her one-track mind. 

“Hi. I’m, um…” He trailed off, looking adorably befuddled. 

Okay, she might have to knock him on his ass for being a sexist, presumptive jackass that assumed she was here to hit on him, rather than to tell him to leave the big bad monster to her. 

He cleared his throat and sat up straight. “Are you Connery’s friend?” 

Okay, maybe not sexist. Speechless, maybe? Befuddled over a mutual checkout? That was absolutely acceptable. “As much as anyone can claim to be so.” She rested her elbows on the table and settled in. 

Tousling his fingertips through the start of a curl in his short hair, he knocked his glasses off and juggled them a moment before catching them. With a sheepishly sexy smile, he said, “Archer Belak.” 

“Lana.” 

The server appeared a moment later and skipped the notepad, sliding a head-heavy porter in front of Archer, her gaze lingering longer than was appropriate, before finally sparing a glance for Lana. “Thirsty?” 

“Stout, please. I just got in and I’m starving. How are your burgers?” 

The server shrugged and settled her attention back on Archer, her rosy lips glossy and kissable—and notably unnoticed by Archer as he gnawed on the end of his pen, staring at a wordy library book in front of him. “Ask our regular, here. Spicy nacho burger for you tonight?” 

Distracted, he mumbled, “Yeah, thanks.” 

“I guess I’ll have the same,” Lana said, leaning back in the booth and eyeing the awkwardly one-sided checkout. As the server disappeared, Lana gestured to the books and asked, “History?” 

He shook away the hyper-focus and nodded. “Yeah. The region. I’m hoping local history will shed some light on what’s going on in that canyon. That thing wasn’t like anything I’ve ever come across. Did Connery fill you in on everything he knows?” 

“Thing, like, you actually saw it?” 

“I saw something, enough to say it’s a thing and not bad weather or bad luck, and definitely not a weapon. But I couldn’t begin to say what it was.” 

“Like four-legged or armored or humanoid?” 

He scowled and finally looked fully at her since the initial gawking surprise hello. “Connery didn’t exactly say much about who you are, or why I should trust you.” 

“No, he didn’t.” Her beer appeared. She sat up straight and took a long pull, the heavy brew filling the cavernous void of her empty belly. 

“Care to shed some light on that for me?” he asked, a subtle lilt in his question. 

“How long have you been in?” 

“Why?” 

“You’ve got that military cadence to your voice.” 

“Fourteen years.” 

“Straight out of high school?” 

“The day I turned eighteen.” 

“I see.” She settled into the booth and took a slow sip. “Hero to the core, huh?” 

He shifted his glasses off the top of his head and hung them from the neck of his shirt before leaning back into his side of the booth, his long legs extending across the narrow space and resting on her side. A spark of amusement quirked at the corners of his mouth. “I’m the one with security clearance. What makes you think you can interrogate me?” 

“You may have your eyes-only, confidential, top-level, classified, don’t-fuck-with-me clearance, but I know more about this thing than you do. So yes, I need to know if I can work with you, or if I should be finding another way into this canyon.” 

“Scientist or something?” 

Lana raised an eyebrow and folded her arms over her chest. “Do I look like a scientist?” 

“Wow. There is no way I’m walking into that one.” He grinned over the rim of his beer and shook his head. “If I say yes, I’m implying that you’re homely. If I say no, I’m saying you don’t look smart enough.” 

Tipping her head back, she let a laugh bubble up in her throat. “Can’t I be an attractive, smart-looking nerd? I genuinely know plenty of those.” Including the one in front of her. 

Leaning forward, those yummy cobalts watching her with a fascination that sent tingles over her skin, he said, “As do I. I’m thinking you are all the above, plus something else you’re not going to tell me. But still, none of that answers why you think you are an expert about this canyon.” 
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