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Prologue
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Fifteen years ago

CAPTAIN HANNAH JACKSON tucked her lips between her teeth and fought the urge to knock together the heads of the two men arguing in front of her. Damned general staff officers. She was three weeks away from getting her majority. Major Jackson was a step closer to Colonel Jackson. Right now, though, she had to placate a disappointed Air Force General and contain a gleeful Navy Admiral. The seven guys with their noses pressed against the Plexiglas wall of the underwater tank behind her didn’t help matters.

“General Kahil, Admiral Preston, please gentlemen.” They ignored her. Sticking her thumb and forefinger in her mouth, she let loose with a whistle shrill enough the men in the tank cringed away from the glass. Water breathing freaks. Gills. Who would implant gills in a human and expect it to actually work? Except it did.

Kahil wanted men who could fly to the stratosphere without need for oxygen or pressure suits. Instead, the freaking scientists at this god-forsaken lab in the bowels of Area 51 had created frogmen. Two hundred miles of dry desert and she was stuck with gawddamned mermen. The man in charge of the labs watched, making note of everything. He made the hair stand up on the back of Hannah’s neck. She didn’t trust him as far as she could throw him, which in her current physical state equated to about three feet. Maybe. On a good day. At least she had their attention now.

“General Kahil, Project Angel Wings is hereby shut down. Deal with it. Admiral Preston, we will talk shortly about Project Atlantis.” She pivoted and stared at the men in the tank. “Seaman Reagan, get your ass out of that tank, along with the rest of you. You will be packed and ready to move out in one hour. Are we clear?”

The cocky bastard tossed her a salute before he executed a flip turn and headed toward the ladder at the far side. His school of guppies followed. She had to admit, they looked pretty damn fine in their red Speedos, especially since the water was heated to body temperature. Left nothing to the imagination and while she was mostly socially inept around men, she had a vivid imagination.

Squaring off against the two ranking officers, Hannah plastered on her diplomatic face. “Admiral, if you’ll meet me at your vehicle, I’ll just walk the general out first.”
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Chapter 1
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LIGHT.

Blinding.

Phosphorescent.

Deadly.

Followed immediately by the whistling whoosh of a mortar round. The team’s Zodiac, pulled up on the beach, disintegrated in a flash-bang and a shower of sand.

“Well, hell. Talk about a SNAFU.” Alex “Tank” Russell pretty much summed up the situation. Situation normal—all fucked up. The big Texan exchanged a look with Jack “Cop” Coppola. “Let’s get to work, hoss.”

Master Chief Petty Officer John Wayne “Duke” Reagan set up his sniper rifle. “Do what you have to do, Tank. I’ll hold them off.” The team would have to swim to the pick-up zone and lugging Tank’s heavy weapons or Cop’s extra stash of explosives was a no go. The same went for the communications gear. Roger “Wilco” Wright was going to be one unhappy camper about that. The freaking comm unit was like his first born.

A second round of staggered parachute flares ignited, turning the moonless night into high noon. The chatter of small automatic arms fire chopped through the silence. Spurts of sand danced where bullets hit harmlessly. Dalton Thomas, surfer dude, lady’s man, and general screw-up, squatted behind a rock barely big enough to cover his broad shoulders as he flashed a series of hand signals to Duke since Dalton had lost his radio ear piece somewhere along the way. Making a few minor adjustments to the sights on his rifle, Duke hunkered down, eye to his scope. While Dalton opened random fire with his assault rifle, Duke picked and chose. The occasional grunt rewarded his efforts.

Two flares finally hit the water but continued to glow beneath the waves. Yeah, that wasn’t good. Duke needed to find the Tango with the flare gun. The guy was way too quick on the trigger. They needed a few seconds of dark to hit the waves so they could disappear.

Dalton popped up like a damn Whac-a-Mole, flashed more signs, and ducked back behind his rock as another round of automatic weapons’ fire splattered across the beach.

Duke caught movement up on the hill. Finally. “Target acquired,” he acknowledged quietly in the mic laying against his cheek.

He waited until sparks from the flare gun gave him the perfect target. He fired, but not in time to prevent the sonavabitch from pulling the trigger. The first flare lit up the beach even as the second hit the hillside and burst into flame, igniting the dry brush. Snatching his rifle, Duke sprinted around the side of Dalton’s rock, sprawled in the sand, and stuffed his sniper rifle into a waterproof sack. He’d be damned if he left it behind. He’d almost rather lose a limb.

“Got a message out, Duke.” Wilco reported. “We only have to get to international waters. They’ll have a boat waiting.”

“Say g’bye, boys.” Cop attached a wire to the small detonator in his hand, and as the last flicker of the parachute flare died away, he flipped the switch.

The seven members of SEAL Team Atlantis were sprinting toward the ocean before the explosion rocked the beach. The resulting blast was hot enough to fuse sand into glass, loud enough to deafen the Tangos on their tail, and bright enough to give them cover.

They hit the curling surf in a sprinting line, dove into the next big wave lapping at the beach, and started swimming deep underwater. Seven sets of fins churned water in their wakes. When they reached four miles out, according to Dalton’s hand signals—and since he was the team’s navigator, he’d know—Duke broke rank and surfaced. Helos were still stabbing the ocean surface with searchlights. Not that it mattered. SEAL Team Atlantis swam through dark ocean depths, able to go as deep as thirty meters—almost a hundred feet below the surface. He grabbed a breath out of habit, not because he really needed it, and headed down to catch up with the others. With Dalton in the lead, the rest of them formed a tight vee formation behind him. The only equipment they relied upon was the swim fins on their feet.

At fifteen miles out from shore, Dalton began a slow ascent that would take them further out into the ocean before they ever reached the surface. Duke would have preferred rendezvousing with the submarine underwater, but since this team was top secret, and they didn’t have SCUBA gear, that wasn’t going to happen. It wouldn’t do to scare the swabbies with the fact they swam the entire distance underwater. They had to surface, meet the Zodiac the sub sent to retrieve them, and board the sub the old fashioned way. Somewhere beyond the twenty-five mile territorial limit just to be safe.

Unerringly, Dalton swam to the pick-up point. If Duke didn’t know better, he’d swear the former champion surfer had sonar, like a whale or dolphin. But he did know. He knew exactly what capabilities each member of his team possessed. The seven of them had been together since basic, since their time in the labs underneath Area 51 in the Nevada desert. BUD/S training followed—competing with sailors who didn’t have the same advantages. Twenty-six miles underwater with no SCUBA gear? Piece of cake when you were genetically and surgically enhanced with gills and other little touches that made spending time in deep water easy.

They hadn’t been pushing it, hoping the Tangos would get tired of looking for them and back off before they surfaced. They could swim all night if necessary. Even so, their steady speed got them where they needed to be just over two hours later. Dalton picked up the soft cavitation created by a submarine double-parked in the middle of the ocean, engines basically idling. He changed headings and angled toward the surface. Five minutes later, he popped up like a cork. He could see the sub’s running lights about two miles away. A Zodiac rocked with the waves about half a mile away.

Behind him, six heads broke the surface. Duke swam up beside him. “We’d better stay on the surface from here. We don’t want to freak out the natives.”

Silently, they stroked through the relatively calm waves. The occasional glance back toward shore offered glimpses of the full-scale hunt for them still in progress. Numerous helos criss-crossed the area between their location and the beach they’d so precipitously vacated, their lights visible even at this distance due to the special vision enhancements the team had received.

About twenty yards from the rubber dinghy, Duke called out. “Ahoy the Zodiac.”

They all heard the sound of bullets clicking into firing position in the assault rifles held by to two men in the small craft.

“Goin’ our way, sailor?” Dalton quipped, and then burst out laughing as one of the swabbies almost fell overboard.
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THIRTY MINUTES LATER, the team sat in the, what to them seemed cramped, wardroom waiting for their commanding officer, Lieutenant Mason Carter. The man was a prick on any given day, but to keep them waiting now? They hadn’t eaten. Even though they’d dried off, salt from the ocean coated their skins, leaving them itchy and uncomfortable. Neither condition was a huge hardship for the SEALs, but it was downright disrespectful for a commanding officer to treat his team this way. Duke fumed inwardly, though only those closest to him—his team—would recognize the seething anger he bottled up.

Carter finally arrived and when the men didn’t jump to their feet, coming to attention to salute him, he snarled at them.

“I expect discipline from my men.”

Duke quirked an eyebrow. “And I expect respect for those men from their CO.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Making a show of checking the time on the enormous diver’s watch he wore, Duke eventually looked up, his gaze lasering in on Carter. “Whatever you want it to mean, Lieutenant Carter.”

“Officers eat off this table, sailor.” The lieutenant shoved Dalton’s feet off the table before facing Duke. “What the hell happened tonight?”

“I was hoping you could tell us.” Duke wanted to know the answer to Carter’s question, too. “They were expecting us.”

“They must have picked you up on radar. Or...something.”

“Or something? The intel briefing did not mention radar. Nor did it mention attack helos. Or a heavily guarded compound.”

“Our intel was solid, Master Chief Reagan. You. Fucked. Up.” Carter was livid and Tank had to duck to avoid the flying spittle.

Duke crossed his arms over his chest and exchanged looks with each man on his team. Carter was a putz, but losing it like this? The guy was walking a little too close to the edge to make any of them comfortable. “I can only report what I know, sir. They knew we were coming. They were waiting to ambush us.”

“What about the mission? Did you abort it? I bet you fucking did, you bastard.” Carter leaned in and grabbed a handful of the fatigue green T-shirt Duke had pulled on as he reported for the debriefing. “You’ve always had it out for me, Reagan. Well, I’ll be getting my promotion despite you and your merry band of stupid idiots.”

Yeah, the team was going to take real offense at that. Even Dalton, the dumbest of them all had an IQ way above norm. They hadn’t been handpicked just because they were foolish enough to sign onto a project so scientifically advanced SyFy would make a movie about it if the procedure was common knowledge. They’d been put through a battery of physical, psychological, and mental tests where the washout rate was ninety-nine percent. After more rounds of testing and training, they were the one percent of the one percent of the one percent who made it into surgical trials. And survived.

With utmost care, Duke peeled Carter’s fingers off his shirt, one at a time. “You know, Lieutenant Carter, I don’t give a flying Philadelphia fuck about your promotion. I’m telling you, our intel sucked and my team almost got our butts shot off. Yet, despite the suckage that was our mission briefing, despite the ambush, and despite the fact we had to fucking swim almost thirty miles to get back to this gawddamned boat, I can report that we accomplished our mission. The virus was uploaded to their mainframe, their ammunition stores should be exploding—” He checked his watch again. “Right about now.”

Duke pushed off the metal chair and stood, forcing the other man to back away. “Now, Lieutenant Carter, if that’s all you got, my men are tired, hungry, and in bad need of showers. We’re done here.” He motioned for the others to precede him out. Each man snapped off a salute as they passed the lieutenant, which only pissed off the man even more. Duke wore his smirk honestly as he saluted and exited. After he closed the door to the officer’s wardroom, his team erupted into laughter. They’d pay for their insubordination once they got back to their base but Duke was too disgusted to care. Let the lieutenant scream and yell all the way up the chain to the fucking Commander in Chief. This team didn’t get disciplined. They were the Navy’s ace in the hole and every one of his men knew it. And it was about time that dumbass Carter figured out the facts of life in SEAL Team Atlantis.
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Chapter 2
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SEAN DONALDSON DIDN’T like being away from Annie and Cody. He’d left them in a motel in Roanoke, Virginia and it was too far away for him to get back in a hurry if they needed him. At the same time, he wouldn’t risk his family until he knew they’d be safe. Given recent events in the bayous, safe was a relative term for any of the Wolves. Until Sean and the other members of the now-defunct Special Operations unit made up of wolf shifters wiped out the government-sponsored corporation hunting them, none of their mates and families could stop looking over their shoulders.

He stopped at the edge of town, right in front of the sign. Blaidd’s Gap, West Virginia. No population number. No welcome. Not that he was surprised. Blaidd’s Gap was a closed community. They didn’t like strangers. Sean hadn’t been here since he was twelve. He’d been born here and lived with various families whenever his mother took off. She always came back. But when he’d turned twelve, she’d left and dragged him along with her. The next six years of his life had been a nightmare of her constant drug and alcohol abuse, and the men who exploited her.

But Annie was pregnant and nearing full term. Granny Mae was the only midwife he knew. So he’d come back to this little burgh in the middle of the Cumberland Mountains looking for help. There was only one problem. This was a pack town and he wasn’t a member. So he sat on the hood of his truck and waited. Someone would be along eventually to sniff out his intentions.

He’d only waited ten minutes when a kid of about twenty showed up, riding a dirt bike. The boy turned off the noisy contraption but remained straddled over it. The young Wolf’s nostrils flared and he raised his chin, sniffing the wind. The kid’s eyes widened, and when he couldn’t get the bike restarted, he dropped it on the gravel shoulder and took off back toward town at a dead run.

That made Sean sigh and prepare for a mob of men to arrive. He hadn’t realized how things were when he was a kid—but then again, he hadn’t known what he was. Not until he shifted the first time. And what a nightmare that had been. He shook those thoughts away, crossed his arms over his chest and waited. He’d do whatever it took to make sure Annie and their baby were safe.

When only three men showed up, sauntering up the highway like they were on a Sunday stroll, Sean hid his surprise. He also put all his senses on alert. As far as he could tell, these three were the only locals around.

“What do you want?” the tallest of the three demanded.

“No trouble, first off. Second, I’m here to talk to Granny Mae. That’s all.”

“What’chu want with Granny Mae?” the youngest asked.

“My ma—wife is pregnant. Almost due. I’m only looking for a midwife.”

“How do you know Granny Mae?”

“She brought me into the world.”

The oldest of the three scratched his head. “You look a mite familiar, boy. Who are you?”

“Sean Donaldson, sir. My mother was Lucy Donaldson.”

“I remember Lucy. How is she?”

“Dead.” Sean didn’t mean for his voice to sound so cold, but things were what they were. “Murdered by her drug dealing pimp about fifteen years ago.”

“Right sorry to hear that. Lucy was a troubled woman.”

“She was, sir.”

“So you’re her boy.” The oldest man didn’t ask a question so Sean didn’t answer. “You come on up to the diner. Have some food. Granny Mae will be along in a bit.”

“Yessir. Thank you.”

Sean waited until the men disappeared back up the road before he slid off the hood, climbed into his truck and slowly drove into town. The place wasn’t big. A main street intersecting the highway with some businesses and the residential district hiding behind tree-lined lanes nearby. He parked in front of the Full Moon Diner.

A bell above the door tinkled as he opened it and walked in. Four men at the counter watched him, eyes narrowed, their distrust smelling like burnt toast. Sean glanced around. Three families occupied booths, another family clustered around a Formica table. He picked out the table farthest from them and noticed the other men relaxed slightly. Sean did not want trouble, even though he could probably take on all of them. He was trained. They weren’t.

A waitress appeared, pad in hand. “What’cha havin’?”

“Full-pound burger, rare, everything on it, double fries, and a big iced tea. Unsweet.”

“Comin’ right up.”

His food arrived with the tiny figure whose wrinkled face showed a lifetime of wisdom.

“Boy.”

Sean immediately stood and held the chair for the small woman. “Granny Mae.”

“’Bout time you came back to these parts.”

“Yes’m.”

“You want somethin’ to eat, Granny Mae?”

Granny smiled at the waitress. “Just hot tea, sugar bug. And maybe a piece of that lemon meringue pie.”

“Sure thing.”

Sean ate while Granny studied him. When he finished and she’d pushed away her empty pie plate, she tilted her head, reminding him of a curious bird.

“So why did you come back, boy?”

“My mate’s pregnant.”

“When’s she due?”

“A month, not quite two.”

“What about yore pack?” When Sean didn’t meet her gaze, she nodded. “Don’t really got one. Well, you were smart enough to come back here. I can help. But you gotta answer me some questions, boy.”

He nodded, relieved he would have Granny’s knowledge and ability when the time came.

“You ain’t been a lone Wolf all this time. Where’s yore pack?”

He shrugged, his mouth turned down at the corners. “It’s a long story, Granny. We’re sort of...scattered right now. And we aren’t exactly a pack. Not in the sense you mean. Even if we were, we don’t have a midwife.”

“Why ain’t you an Alpha, son? You got the power for it.”

“I have an Alpha.”

“One stronger’n you? Don’t hardly believe it, boy. Power just oozes from yore pores without you even tryin’.”

“Trust me when I say this, Granny Mae. We’re all alphas in my pack, but there is only one Alpha.”

The old woman watched him, and again Sean was reminded of a bird, only a crow this time. He’d give anything to know what was going on in Granny Mae’s mind. Originally, the 69th hadn’t been a pack. They were a military unit. And in order to get into the 69th, a Wolf needed the instincts, strength, and power of an alpha. A beta or omega Wolf wouldn’t be able to cut the physical and mental demands of the unit. At the same time, no rogues need apply either. Lone Wolves were bad news. The 69th was a team. They thought and fought as one when on a mission.

As Mac liked to say, it was complicated. Every man on the team could have gone out and taken over a pack—or founded their own. The rigors of military life kept them in line, so long as they were all on leave during the Blood Moon when the natural inclination to challenge for power took over. He almost laughed out loud at that. There wasn’t a Wolf he knew who would willingly take on Command Sergeant Major Ian McIntire in a dominance fight.

“Sumthin’ I said amusin’ you, boy?”

Sean pulled his thoughts back to the present. “No, ma’am. Just thinkin’ about how things work out even when we don’t suspect they will.”

Yeah, they hadn’t been a true pack back when they were on active duty in the army, but once Mac mated Major Hannah Jackson and their son Liam was born, the rest of them fell like dominoes. Michael Lightfoot mated Liz Graham. Marine Captain Nate Connor was thrust in their midst and he mated Jacey Randolph. Sean found and married Annie, bringing Cody into the family pack. Because that’s what they’d grown into since leaving the army. A Wolf pack full of mates and children and others dependent upon them for safety. So Mac and Hannah were their Alpha pair. Any one of the rest of them could step up and take over if anything ever happened to their Alphas.

But nothing would. So long as they took down Black Root and the bastards in the government covering the corporation’s ass. Yeah, Sean was ready to find a safe place for Annie and Cody until the baby was born, and for a little bit after until he and the Wolves of the 69th could rain fire and brimstone down on anyone who tried to harm their pack.

Sean startled when Granny Mae reached across the table and patted his arm. “You bring yore little gal to town, boy. The Prescott place is fer rent. You can get it real cheap. Furnished and everything. It be a good place t’rest yore bones until this little baby decides to make its way into the world.”
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