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CLINGING TO THE HOPE Dr. Daphne Wells can help his teammate and former lover, Malcolm kidnaps the doctor and brings her to Sanctuary. Once she realizes how the black ops group subverted her research, she is eager to help reverse the effects, if she can. While she studies the artificial intelligence systems, Malcolm and the rest of the team set about systematically destroying all traces of Project Shift and Project Enhanced. When they learn of a group of private investors starting their own version of Project Enhanced, they have a new enemy to destroy. It’s definitely the wrong time to have his jaguar insist the scientist is their mate. He can’t claim her while their lives are at risk—but is life worth living without her?

This is the fourth and final in the Wounded Warriors series. While I made every effort to have it read as a standalone, I highly recommend you read all the books in order to enhance the overall story arc.
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Chapter One
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MALCOLM REESE’S HEART skipped a beat, and he frowned at Lex. “Could you say that part again?” He was certain he had heard what she had said, but he just needed to hear it again.

“I said Caswell told me Loris hadn’t completed all of the reprogramming they subject super soldiers to before we rescued her. He switched her on to acquire me, but maybe—”

“There’s still Loris somewhere in there,” said Malcolm. A surge of hope tried to rise, and he quickly stifled it. It wasn’t in his nature to be too optimistic, especially against such grim odds. Still, if there was a chance to recover their lost teammate’s personality, they had to try. 

He looked at Tianna and then moved his gaze to Aidan, the newest member of their team. He didn’t know the man well yet, but Lex had silently vouched for him simply by being his mate, and he’d heard enough from the other man during the debriefing to know he knew his way around computers. 

“Tianna and Aiden, I want you to see if you can find out who the lead scientist is on their Frankenstein project. We’re particularly interested in knowing who designed their A.I. system, and who oversees that program.”

With their assent, that concluded the debriefing, and he nodded toward the door. Wyatt and Gillian were the last ones to leave, since it took Gillian an extra moment to get up out of her seat. Wyatt put a protective arm around her, one of his hands cupping her burgeoning stomach as they left the conference room.

It sent a wave of longing through Malcolm that he quickly stifled. As much as his jaguar longed to find their mate, the human side of him knew it was completely the wrong time. He wouldn’t risk dragging a woman he loved into the situation in which they were mired. There would be no mate for him until he had destroyed all components of Project Shift and Project Enhanced and removed the threat to himself and his teammates.

***
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WHEN HIS BURNER PHONE rang hours later, Malcolm groaned and reached for it. Rest hadn’t come easy, and he’d been asleep only a couple of hours. By the time he’d picked up the phone and answered it, his head was clear though. Only one person called him on this number, and generally it wasn’t just to chat. Now that all of his teammates were accounted for, with most of them dead, it was impossible that El Jefe was calling him to get clearance for another arrival at Sanctuary. “Hello?”

“There’s a man and those things in the area. My men heard the chopper hours ago, and they alerted me. I went out to meet with them and make it clear they shouldn’t be here without my permission, but this Caswell had no respect for the way things should be done.”

Malcolm cursed softly before asking, “Are they near Sanctuary?”

“They’re still in the mid-mountain range at the moment, but if we don’t deal with them now, they will find you.”

“How many?”

“At least eighteen. You’ll need guns and men at your back.”

Malcolm hesitated, not wanting to introduce inexperienced people into the equation. “I have my teammates.”

“Eighteen, remember? Let me do this for you.”

Malcolm found it almost impossible to refuse the offer when phrased that way. It wasn’t like the men El Jefe offered were actually innocent. They protected their drug trade zealously, and they had likely killed to do so. He wasn’t leading lambs to slaughter. “Very well. We’ll rendezvous with you in an hour. Come on foot to avoid using a vehicle that might get their attention.”

“We’ll be waiting.”

He hung up a moment later and slid from bed. He’d worn boxers and an olive-green tank top to bed, so all he had to do was find a pair of camouflage pants and slip on his boots. He decided to don a long sleeve camo shirt as well to offer some protection from fighting. As always, he chose clothes he didn’t care to destroy if the need to shift quickly arose.

After that, he alerted the rest of the team, and they were soon underway, minus Gillian, who couldn’t fight at six months pregnant, and Tianna, who had no combat experience besides what she had picked up during the time she and Devon had found Loris.

Aidan was an unknown, but Malcolm didn’t register an objection to a man prepared to come with them. They would need every hand available to face off against such a large number of super soldiers, and if Lex trusted him—which she must have if she had chosen him for her mate—that was good enough for Malcolm.

They moved quietly through the jungle, and it was a trek that would have been impossible for the two humans they’d left behind. Only their keen shifter eyesight allowed them to navigate the tangled foliage and pick their way through as safely as possible. They arrived at the designated meeting spot a little under an hour later, and El Jefe was already there with at least a dozen of his own men, all armed with AK-47s. Malcolm didn’t doubt they had been converted to be fully automatic, which might make the men surrounding El Jefe overly confident.

Clearing his throat, he spoke softly, but loud enough for all to hear. “You’ve never faced anything like these things before. A spray of bullets might knock them down, but they’ll probably get up again. As soon as they’re on the ground, you need to take a headshot. It’s the only vulnerable place.” 

Each of the men nodded solemnly, and Malcolm realized he’d slipped into Spanish without thinking about it. It had been a language he’d learned in the Army, but had reached a conversational level living in Mexico for almost two years. 

“They’re about two kilometers to the southwest, mi hijo,” said El Jefe. “You lead us.”

Malcolm nodded and moved forward, his shifter senses guiding him in the right direction. At least a half-kilometer before they saw the things, the smell of them hit him. The super soldiers smelled wrong on every level. They were a combination of human and shifter, but with the bitter stench of artificial intelligence woven through both. He had smelled them many times by now, but he still wasn’t adjusted enough to consider the aroma something he could take in stride and acclimate to easily.

Knowing the super soldiers could likely smell them as well, he moved quickly but more cautiously than ever. Those around him did the same, but the humans weren’t as seamless with their movements. They were also hampered by their duller senses and the need to follow behind his group in two lines, requiring the shifters to clear the path for them.

The jungle was dense, so there was no clearing for them to emerge into. They simply encountered Caswell and his group, and the chaotic state of the jungle was both a blessing and a curse. It provided slightly more cover, but it also made it more difficult to find the super soldiers, at least for the humans. They couldn’t rely on their noses to tell them which direction to face.

Proximity necessitated fighting up close, and he wasn’t the only shifter to take his animal form almost immediately. All the super soldiers had already transformed as far as they were capable of doing so, and their bitter stench mingled in his nose with the fear underlying the pheromones of the humans behind them. 

To their credit, none of them bolted though. Either they were determined to remove the threat from their territory, or they were more frightened of El Jefe than the super soldiers. They fought straight through, moving inexorably forward in dealing with each threat as it came. 

He faced off against a human-honey badger hybrid, and though the thing was vicious, Malcolm countered every blow with one of his own, forcing the super soldier backward as he marched forward. When an opening came, he transformed one of his paws into a hand and used it to snatch the super soldier’s gun from its holster. It took three shots from the smaller caliber handgun, delivered directly between the eyes, before the thing fell permanently.

He paused briefly to look around him, evaluating how others were faring. Everyone was in the thick of it, and the humans hadn’t stopped firing except for long enough to change out their magazines. He saw several super soldiers’ bodies on the ground, and then he was engaging with yet another one as it ran and jumped at him.

The battle was intense, but brief. In less than ten minutes, they had vanquished the super soldiers, and he had finished off the cheetah-hybrid he had been fighting before looking around to evaluate the situation again.

All of the others had fallen, and some of the humans as well, but his team members still appeared to be in one piece. Only one continued to fight, and he realized it was Lex. Fight was not quite the right word though. She had clearly subdued her opponent, but she continued to punch and kick him. From what he had learned from his teammate during her debriefing, she definitely had a right to be the one to end Caswell, but he needed to interrogate him first. “Stop, Lex. Don’t kill him yet.”

It was a testament to her training and self-control that she immediately froze, though her muscles continued to tremble. It was obvious the effort it cost her to rein it in and not finish off the man who had held her captive and tried to force her to be his mate.

As he moved forward, El Jefe put a hand on his shoulder, and he looked at the older man’s questioning gaze.

“There’s a small house near here. It’s abandoned, but the cement blocks are strong, and it still stands. It should suit your needs.”

Malcolm nodded. “Lead the way.” He went forward, going to Caswell to lift him to his feet. Aidan grabbed his other arm, and they dragged the half-conscious lieutenant colonel between them. After leaving behind several of his men to burn the bodies, El Jefe led them in the direction of the house he had mentioned. 

They reached it less than ten minutes later, and it was pretty much as the other man had described. It had a metal roof, and cement blocks made up the walls, but it appeared to be structurally sound, and the interior was still partially furnished with remnants of possessions left behind by the family who had once dwelt there. They had likely either fled as the cartel had invaded their area, or they had taken compensation from El Jefe to move. Either way, they hadn’t taken everything with them, including a rickety kitchen chair. 

By unspoken agreement, he and Aidan dragged the Lt. Col. there and dropped him into the seat. By the time they had his hands and feet bound to the wood, Caswell was starting to come around. He could still shift his way out of confinement, but he seemed to be too physically weakened to do so. They would still remain vigilant though.

At first, he seemed confused, but as the seconds passed, the confusion faded from his gaze, replaced by weary resignation. His shoulders slumped, and his chin rested on his chest.

Malcolm grabbed a handful of his hair, forcing his head back to look down at the other man’s eyes, which were cold and faintly reptilian. If he hadn’t already known Caswell’s hybridization was with a bear, he would have been certain it was some sort of reptile species. “Do you know why you’re here?”

Caswell nodded, and then groaned. Apparently, the motion had caused him pain. “I can imagine,” he said in a raspy tone.

“I want specifics from you. Give it to me easily, and I’ll have Lex end you quickly. Otherwise, we’ll draw this out.”

Caswell opened a swollen eye a little wider, seeming to try to glare at him as he tried renegotiating. “I’ll tell you what I know, but you have to promise to let me go.”

Malcolm was aware of the way Lex stiffened, but she didn’t verbally reply. He shook his head at her subtly before staring down at Caswell, his expression grim. “There’s no scenario where you leave this place alive. You’re a threat to Lex, and the rest of us, and you’re going to be neutralized tonight. The only question is how it’s done. Do you suffer more first, or do you get a humane and quick ending?”

Lex’s fury radiated off of her in waves, the smell blending with her pheromones. He couldn’t blame her for her outraged anger. She’d clearly anticipated more than a quick ending for Caswell. Unfortunately for her, Caswell had a small bargaining chip in the form of knowledge they needed. Malcolm had to at least make the offer to end it quickly in exchange for the information they sought.

Proving he was more cowardly than brave, Jasper Caswell started spilling everything he knew, including the location of the Army bases where they were converting humans to super soldiers. When Malcolm was satisfied he had all the information he was going to get, he nodded to Lex. She surprised him by not stepping forward immediately to dispose of Caswell.

Instead, she moved closer to Malcolm, standing beside him as she glared down at Caswell. “Tell us about your private business. You told me something about investors outside the program. We want those details.”

Caswell shook his head, glaring at the woman he would have claimed as his mate with or without her consent. “I’m not giving you all my secrets.”

Lex had a way of persuading him, and less than five minutes after she’d started with the knife in her hand, they had two names for Tianna and Aidan to investigate: Anthony and Collin Rochester.

“I have one more question,” said Malcolm. “How did you find us here?”

Caswell looked rough, and he was bleeding from nearly every visible section of skin on his body. “Him.” He focused his gaze on Aidan temporarily before looking at Malcolm again. “There’s a chip in him. He put it in himself when he stole the shifter modification serum to save his miserable life.” He started laughing, but it quickly deteriorated into a cough. “The damn mountain scrambled the signal, but we would have found him.” 

Caswell glared directly at Aidan. “I would have ripped you apart piece by piece in front of her for daring to mark my mate.” Then he glared at Lex. “I would have fucked you until you were bloody and begging for me to stop. Then I would have done it all again multiple times until his stench was off you.”

Lex was clearly angry, and her cheeks were bright red, but she maintained control as she stepped forward and hit Caswell as hard as she could against the bridge of his nose.

Malcolm flinched at the sound of breaking bone followed by a wet, squishing sound as she reached brain matter. It was over in seconds and was a much faster ending than Caswell deserved.

El Jefe had remained in the background, but he stepped forward now and nodded toward Caswell’s body in the chair. “We’ll see to cleaning this up. You must have a strategy to work on.”

Malcolm nodded, briefly squeezing the older man’s shoulder as El Jefe slipped past him, apparently intent on leaving the shack to find his men to deal with Caswell’s body in the same manner as they had disposed of the other super soldiers and fallen humans. “Gracias, Papi,” he said softly, the sudden drop of adrenaline leaving him tired and almost swaying on his feet.

After that, they moved back toward Sanctuary, and when he saw the way Aidan put his arms around Lex, offering her support as they walked together, another swell of envy filled him. He tried to ruthlessly squash it with the reminder that he couldn’t have a mate right now, but it didn’t make his longing for his mate any less intense.
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Chapter Two
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AFTER SIX HOURS OF sleep, Malcolm felt almost human again, and a cup of coffee finished the transformation. He was just finishing his second cup when Tianna came into the kitchen, and she looked excited. He cocked a brow in her direction.

She sat at the table before sliding a piece of paper across the smooth wooden surface. He picked it up and eyed the picture along with the collection of data. The brunette in the photo was certainly easy on the eyes, and his cat purred its pleasure with her uniform features, big green eyes, and general air of delicateness. Her bushy brown hair was the only thing that ruined her ethereal appearance, but he liked the quirky touch. 

He liked it too much, and he wrenched his gaze away from the woman in the picture to look at Tianna. “Who is this?”

“Her name is Daphne Wells, and from what Aidan and I can glean, the design she submitted for her dissertation to receive her doctorate was co-opted by the Army and instituted in Project Shift and Project Enhanced.”

He looked at the paper again, this time taking a moment to read the information instead of just staring at the picture like a mooning teenager. “What the heck is neural robotics?”

“It’s an emerging branch of robotics that focuses on the human brain. The goal is to understand its total function, and then the paths diverge depending on the scientists. There are two main goals of neural robotics. The first is to create an artificial brain that works and mimics the physiology of the human brain, and the second goal is to find ways to enhance the function of the human brain.”

He sneered at the idea. “I can guess which branch Dr. Wells was involved in.” He looked at her picture again, finding it almost impossible to believe she was a doctor. She seemed too young to have put in the years required to achieve a doctorate. According to the information Tianna or Aidan had compiled, she was twenty-four. He frowned as he looked up at Tianna again. “Are you sure this is the person? How could she be a doctor at twenty-four?”

“Uber-genius,” said Tianna with a shrug. “Daphne Wells graduated high school at fourteen and had her Master’s degree by eighteen. She finished up her doctorate when she was twenty, and she’s been working in the private research sector for the last four years.”

His gaze darted to the work experience section, and his lips quirked slightly. “She works at The Brain Institute? That’s such a blatant name. I would have expected something subtler.”

She shrugged. “I guess they went for quick, clear, and relatable. Most of their funding comes from private donors, though they receive some grants from the government. Apparently, they decided being blatant was the best way to attract investors.”

“What type of investors?”

“There are some foundations involved, but a lot of them are independent individuals who donate for a variety of reasons—wanting to enhance their own intellect, pursuing treatment for a loved one with some kind of brain injury, and the like.”

Malcolm rubbed his eyes before looking at Tianna. “So you’re saying the Army co-opted her research? She’s not the one overseeing the project?”

She nodded. “From what we could determine, Mark Spencer was the Army scientist in charge of the artificial intelligence aspect of both Project Shift and Project Enhanced. He disappeared five months ago, and his underlings have been running things since then.”

He scowled. “He disappeared? Did he genuinely disappear, or did the government make him disappear for knowing too much?”

Tianna lifted a shoulder, clearly uncertain of the answer. “According to the police report, his daughter found his house ransacked, and there was at least a half-liter of blood on the carpet in the living room, but there were no other clues to his whereabouts, and he hasn’t been seen since.” She lowered her voice slightly. “We did find a file that marks Spencer’s recovery as a top priority for the Army black ops division dealing with this experiment. My guess is they don’t know where he is either, and they haven’t got a clue if he disappeared voluntarily or if someone took him. Either way, I doubt we’re going to find him, so he’s probably a dead-end.”

With a sigh, Malcolm finished his now-cold coffee as he leaned back in his chair. “How similar is the Army design to what Dr. Wells submitted for her doctorate?”

“Almost identical, though they’ve tweaked things here and there.”

He sighed again as he scrubbed a hand down his face. “Do you think she could figure out their system since it’s based on hers?”

After a brief hesitation, Tianna nodded. “I imagine she could. That’s why I brought you this information. Do you think you can recruit her?”

“I guarantee I will.” Recruit was such a nebulous word, and if he needed to, he would stretch it to the fullest boundaries of its meaning. When he approached Dr. Wells, she would come with him one way or the other. However it played out, he would be bringing her back to Sanctuary to turn her talents toward unraveling the mess her prototype had made.

***
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DAPHNE’S FEET HURT, and her lower back was aching. She hadn’t noticed until she stepped out of the side entrance to The Brain Institute, since she had been engrossed in her work. That was how it was for her. When she was working, her focus remained solely on the task before her, and she blocked out any discomfort or lesser concerns. 

It was why she often forgot to eat lunch, and why she almost always came home with assorted aches and pains from standing in strange positions all day while peering in the microscope or sitting at her desk programming theoretical models. She always vowed she would take better care of herself, but she never seemed to remember to do so until moments like these, when she left work behind for the day.

Not that she truly left it behind, because her mind was still on the current theoretical model her team was working on.

That must be why it took her a little while to realize she was being followed on her way to the parking lot. She’d removed her keys from her handbag before leaving work, and now she gripped them tightly in her hand as she fumbled for the can of pepper spray attached to her key ring. Once she had it in position in her hand, certain the nozzle was facing outward, she whirled to face whoever was following her. “Stop. What do you want?” 

She frowned as she finished uttering the question, seeing no one behind her. They were in the parking garage, and theoretically, someone could have darted behind a vehicle, but she was certain she had moved too quickly and made an unexpected move by turning to confront the person following her. 

Still, there was no one there, and she didn’t have an explanation for that. Perhaps she should just dismiss it as paranoia that she had been followed to start with, but she was certain she’d felt eyes on her, and perhaps heard a furtive scrape of footsteps every now and then. She was used to trusting her intuition, and it was currently screaming that she was in danger.

Rather than shrug it off, she kept the pepper spray clenched tightly in her hand as she started to turn. Before she could do so, strong arms came around her, and she started struggling to escape. Her assailant held her in such a way that she couldn’t bring up her arms to spray him in the face with the pepper spray, so she settled for dowsing the back of his hand. He hissed as his skin started to pinken, but he didn’t let go of her.

When he hissed, he really hissed. She realized it sounded like a feline sound of distress rather than a human one. The idea sent chills down her spine, though she couldn’t say why. “What do you want?” Realizing she shouldn’t be wasting her time with asking questions, she opened her mouth to scream. She managed to get out a faint shout for help before his other hand clamped around her face. 

Yes, whoever held her was definitely masculine. She could tell that by the shape and size of his hand, with its faintly rough, calloused palm and fingertips. She continued to struggle against him, determined to escape. She refused to be raped, robbed, or murdered less than half a block from her employer, where she spent most of her time. This was her safe place, dammit, and he wasn’t going to steal that from her.

By wriggling against him, she managed to get enough space to bring back her elbow as hard as she could into his solar plexus. He let out a whoosh of air, and his hold on her loosened as he groaned. She was able to break free and started to run, not bothering to look back to see who had tried to grab her.

Unfortunately, her attacker recovered quickly, and the heavy pounding of feet behind her spurred her to run even faster. Suddenly, a hard weight landed against her back, and the cement of the parking garage was rushing toward her face. A pink-tinged hand cradled her cheek, interrupting the slam of her face against the hard surface. Her attacker grunted at the impact, and it must have been painful to have his freshly pepper-sprayed skin jostled by her weight against the cement. She grinned at the thought even as she rolled over onto her back and continued fighting to escape him.
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