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DEPUTY US Marshal DJ Collier stared at the destruction. Computer monitors were broken, CPUs gutted, memory sticks still smoked from the acid poured over them. Bags of shredded paper left little doubt as to the fate of the contents from emptied file cabinets. Reports ricocheted through radios. Every floor of Black Root’s headquarters had been ransacked. Pissed, she wanted to put her fist through the nearest wall. Too late. They were too late. The Black Root people were in the wind. Her phone dinged with a text message.

Conference room, 20th floor.

Without a second thought, she caught the elevator and headed up. The executive floor had partially burned, but the in-house fire suppression system contained the flames, leaving behind sodden piles of blackened paper and melted plastic. Stepping gingerly, DJ found the conference room at the end of a long hallway. The long table glistened with puddles of water from the sprinklers, but her eyes were drawn to an open laptop showing the blue screen of death. It sat at the head of the table. A yellow sticky note stuck to the screen captured her attention—especially since her name was written in bold black letters, along with a message. As she got closer, she noticed a flash drive sitting in the middle of the keyboard.

You’ll find what you need on the USB. The trail leads to the highest echelons of power in this country. Follow if you dare.

The note held no signature. The thumb drive and sticky note disappeared into her pocket. She checked behind her, but no one had followed. She was alone. She replied to the text with a one-word question.

Why?

The answer came almost immediately. Because.

I don’t play games.

But you play fair.

DJ snorted at that text and then glanced around. She was still alone. The coast remained clear. Her thumbs pecked across the virtual keyboard. No I don’t. What now?

She waited for a reply. It didn’t come. The elevator dinged. With a guilty start, she headed back down the hallway. The drive burned a hole in her pocket, but she wore her best poker face as she greeted task force members as they stepped off the elevator. She helped them search the floor but never mentioned the USB device, the note, or the anonymous texts.
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TWO WEEKS later, DJ still hadn’t done anything with the flash drive. Her intercom buzzed and the brusque voice of her supervisor ordered her to report to his office. She rubbed sweaty palms against her slacks to dry them before squaring her shoulders and stepping inside.

He didn’t say a word, simply pushed a file across the desk. She picked it up, flipped it open, and read. The report detailed the resignation of Colonel Joshua Harjo and the decommissioning of a minor military compound in southern Oklahoma. The name Hannah McIntire leaped off the page. The former Department of Security Services agent had also resigned. Unnamed members of a Special Operations unit had gone AWOL.

“Damn.” She glanced up at her boss. “No trace of them?”

He shook his head and looked even more hang-dog than normal. “Something’s not kosher, DJ. About any of this shit. Frankly, I’m worried they’ve been...disposed of.”

Snorted laughter escaped before she could stifle it. “You never met those guys, boss. Trust me. They’d have to move a freaking division in there to catch them. They’re out there somewhere, in the wind. Like ghosts.” Her hand dipped into her pocket and she fingered the USB drive nestled there. She carried it everywhere. “Do you want me to find them?”

When he shook his head, she handed him the folder. He didn’t take it. “Keep it.”

DJ arched a brow and he lifted both shoulders in a gesture of tired resignation. “You never know, DJ.” A double vee wrinkled her forehead at his statement. “That’s the only copy,” he added. Swiveling his chair, he turned his attention to his computer monitor. “Don’t you have some cases to work?”

She recognized his dismissal. Halfway to her office, her phone buzzed. She pulled it from her pocket and glanced at the anonymous text.

Scorched earth.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​

Chapter One


[image: ]




THE ROAD narrowed and the potholes appeared closer together and deeper the farther DJ drove into the Louisiana bayous. Go get the man. So much easier said than done in this alien landscape. DJ was a city girl. Bright lights. Traffic. Throngs of people. That was her comfort zone. Out here in the boonies? Yeah...no. The bayous creeped her out. Big time. The road she followed abruptly ended in a T intersection. She stopped and rolled down her window. Hot, humid air engulfed the interior despite the air conditioner blasting on high. The scent of rotting vegetation was so thick, it coated her tongue when she breathed through her mouth. She’d almost rather smell a decomposed body. Almost.

She looked both ways. Nothing. She stared in the rear-view mirror, back the way she’d come. Safety lay that way. Lights, people, civilization—such as it was. She shifted her gaze to the right. The dark ribbon of curving road beckoned her with a curled finger. A sense of danger and anticipation warred within her. The road, such that it was, on the left abruptly disappeared in a wall of Spanish moss and overhanging trees.

Threading frustrated fingers through her long hair before smoothing it back from her face to secure it in a messy pony tail with a rubber band, DJ resisted the urge to beat the back of her head against the headrest of her rental car. Her boss’s order had sounded so simple sitting in his Las Vegas office last month.

Go get the man.

“Forget the man. Go back to town,” she muttered, even as she eased the car into a right-hand turn. The problem was, she couldn’t forget her orders or the prophetic—and anonymous—text on her phone not long after she returned from New Orleans.

Scorched earth.

DJ had no desire to be the heroine in some blockbuster thriller. As she stared down the dark road though, it was preferable to being cast as the stupid girl in a teen horror flick. Unfortunately, she felt far more like the latter, especially given that there’d been no traffic since she’d passed a rattle-trap pickup about an hour previous.

“Lost satellite transmission.”

The cultured voice startled her and DJ slammed on the brakes.

“Lost satellite transmission,” the voice droned again.

“Stupid GPS.” She punched the OK button, cutting off the voice before it could tell her again that she was in the middle of nowhere. The road narrowed further, to the point she’d have trouble turning around. Water lapped on both sides—open on her left, dotted with cypress and underbrush on her right. She’d have to keep driving until she found another road or a bisecting driveway.

The truck came out of nowhere, lights off, hurtling into the passenger side of her rental. Sparks flew as metal scraped metal. DJ fought the wheel, but the other vehicle was bigger and it pushed her inexorably toward the water of the bayou. She scrabbled for her service pistol, hindered by the seatbelt strapping her in. She finally popped the buckle loose, grabbed her automatic and emptied the clip into the windshield of the truck, right as the driver’s side tires hit the edge of the road. The car slid down the embankment and hit the water with explosive force.

Glass shattered from an explosion. Flames teased torn metal. DJ, stunned from the concussion, clawed her way through the driver’s side window as water rushed into the car. Holding her breath, she kicked away from the vehicle and swam as fast as she could. Too bad it wasn’t fast enough.
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TWO DAYS EARLIER

DJ Collier stared at the file propped open between her body and the steering wheel of her rental car. She was in Louisiana under the radar. No official vehicle for her and no real weight of the US Marshals Service behind her inquiry. Her orders were simple.

Go get the man.

Only this particular man was a freaking ghost. Hell, every blasted one of the men on her list didn’t seem to exist. Their military records had been purged after the debacle in New Orleans. From a private lab out in the boonies blown to smithereens to the destruction of computers and files in a high-rise office building in downtown New Orleans, this group of wraiths remained ten steps ahead. After everything had been said and done, she was lucky to still have her badge and job. Deputy US Marshal. Her orders were to track and arrest fugitives from the law. That made her a manhunter, right? Right.

The fact she was back in the freaking bayous tracking a list of names from a file that didn’t officially exist had her officially questioning her own sanity. Despite the urge to scream in frustration, she read through the drought of facts she’d written down after a frustrating morning of research. She had learned one thing. If she wanted information on anyone named Fontaine, she needed to speak to Sheriff Troy Thibodeaux in an outlying parish. She’d finally tracked him down.

Parked outside the sheriff’s office, DJ glanced over the file again before stuffing it under the passenger seat. She slid out of the car into the sultry air of south Louisiana. As she walked into the chilled air of the station, she ignored the looks tossed her way—both the curious and the hostile. She showed her badge and ID to the desk clerk and was ushered by a uniformed deputy into the depths of the station before being deposited in the sheriff’s office. She didn’t have to wait long.

“Deputy Marshal.” Troy Thibodeaux offered his hand for a shake as he entered.

“Sheriff.” DJ shook his hand, pleased he didn’t feel the need to show her how strong he was. His grip was firm, but polite. “Thank you for seeing me.”

“What can I do ya for?”

“I’m trying to locate some people who are...” She wondered how to explain the situation without tipping her hand. “Material witnesses in an on-going investigation.”

Thibodeaux skirted his desk and sank into the well-worn chair behind it. His poker face was in place as he studied her, but he didn’t say anything. It’s what she would have done so she studied him. Older. A moustache, stocky, dark hair threaded with silver, brown eyes the color of mud, his uniform starched and buttoned.

When he still didn’t comment, she continued. “The Marshals Service has reason to believe that some or all of them might be in these parts.” She dropped into a guest chair and leaned forward. “I’m sure I don’t need to remind you of the Radix Labs situation?” All she got was a quirked brow. “I have some names I’d like to run by you, see if they’re familiar.”

“Sure.” He didn’t look perturbed at all.

She started with the top of the list. “Ian McIntire.”

“Nope.”

“Joshua Harjo?” The sheriff shook his head so she ran down the list. “Michael Lightfoot? Sean Donaldson? Danny Keegan? Nathaniel Connor? Hannah McIntire? Rudek Tornjak?” The last name got a blink. She pressed the perceived advantage. “It’s my understanding Mr. Tornjak might be involved with a local girl.” She reached into a jacket pocket and removed a notebook she didn’t need, but used as a stalling tactic while she studied the sheriff’s reaction. “Isabelle Fontaine?”

“I know d’Fontaines, Marshal. They be good people.”

“Can you tell me the current whereabouts of Ms. Fontaine?”

“You gotta warrant?”

DJ considered her response to his question. The sheriff was oddly protective. Was it because she was federal? An outsider? Or was there a darker reason? “I don’t need a warrant, Sheriff Thibodeaux. Ms. Fontaine, to my knowledge, has done nothing wrong. As I said, these people are material witnesses. They aren’t suspects.” Much. But Thibodeaux didn’t need to know that.

The man leaned back in his chair, causing it to creak, and laced his fingers across his stomach. He watched her for a long moment from eyes shuttered by half-closed lids. “The Fontaines, dey be livin’ out in d’bayous, Marshal Collier. Blue Moon ain’t easy t’find if a body don’t know d’way. You be givin’ me a day mebbe two, I might be able t’take you out dat way.”

If DJ wasn’t mistaken, the sheriff’s accent had deteriorated on purpose—his way of reminding her she didn’t belong here. She pushed to her feet and dug out a card. With a flick of her wrist, she tossed it onto the desk. “My cell phone number is on there. Call me when you can make...arrangements.” Her tone and expression conveyed her feelings on the matter—that she knew exactly what he was doing.

Shrugging, the sheriff made no move to pick up the card. “I be sure t’do dat, cher. Y’all have a nice day now.”

Ah yes, the southern way of saying, “Don’t let the door hit you in the ass on your way out.” DJ offered a high-wattage smile to convey she knew he was full of shit. “I appreciate the cooperation, Sheriff.”

The same deputy who’d escorted her earlier showed her to the front door, and stood just outside, leaning against the wall, one hand on the butt of his pistol, until she was tucked safely in her car and driving down the street.

“That was a complete waste of time,” she muttered.

Heading out of town, she followed a hunch and headed back to the site of the Radix Labs explosion. A sign with an arrow caught her eye. Blue Moon Bayou 19 miles. Ha. So much for the sheriff making time to show her the way. She’d find Blue Moon and the Fontaines herself. She turned to follow the narrower road. About a mile down the two-lane, she found a place to pull over and retrieve the file under the seat. Grabbing the map, she studied it. There it was. Blue Moon Bayou. Where the Fontaines lived.

“There’s more than one way to skin that cat, Sheriff Thibodeaux.”
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ANTOINE FONTAINE, in wolf form, prowled the edge of the clearing. A tantalizing scent danced with the breeze—an aroma that seemed familiar, but one he couldn’t place. His ears pricked forward, tongue lolling as he padded through the heavy undergrowth. The humid air held traces of dank water and rotting vegetation—enough to overwhelm that elusive perfume teasing his nose. Blue Moon Bayou wasn’t far away. Perhaps the scent came from there. He lifted his muzzle, nose gathering in the scents and one ear flicked as children’s laughter skipped across the distance. Stalking closer, he watched the people gathered around a group of tables.

He tensed at the sound of approaching footsteps. Human. Clumsy. Loud. He sniffed the air. Isabelle. His niece. Sitting on his haunches, he waited for her. When she arrived, she reached for him, but hesitated. He didn’t tolerate touch—in human or wolf form—well and Izzy was very aware of his aversion.

“Antoine, will you change and join us? The kids are asking for you.”

He shook his head. He didn’t like the scent wafting off Izzy. Disappointment. She dropped to her knees and looped an arm around his neck before he could back away. She ignored the growl rumbling in his chest and buried her face in his fur. Izzy’s mate waited only steps away. Rudy Tornjak would shift and attack to protect Izzy so Antoine swallowed his anger. He had no desire to fight the other Wolf, nor would he fight the pack. Pack. It was a concept he couldn’t wrap his thoughts around. He’d run wild his whole life—didn’t know how to act civilized around these humans and their Wolf mates who had invaded his territory. The Wolves had accepted him as a brother. Their mates treated him like a favorite uncle, trusted him with their most precious treasures—their children.

Later, after everyone went inside their RVs for the night, Antoine would continue to guard the small community. There were those who hunted his pack, despite the devastation visited upon their enemies in New Orleans. Humans wanted to hurt those he had come to consider his own, despite staying aloof and apart from them. They were as much his as his other human family, the Fontaines and Dumonts, and he would guard them with his life.

A Wolf pup tumbled out of the foliage behind him and pounced on his tail with a mock growl. Liam, son of the pack Alpha and his mate. The boy had only changed for the first time the previous Christmas. Now he was full of bravado and curiosity. With a mock growl of his own, Antoine dislodged a laughing Isabelle and twisted his body, pinning the pup to the ground. Liam snarled and twisted away, but stopped and stalked back, stiff-legged, begging Antoine to play with him.

“See, Antoine? We miss you.”

He licked Izzy’s cheek and then pranced off, enticing the wolf pup to follow and play. Izzy rose, turned into Rudy’s arms and fitted her cheek against his chest. “I worry for him.”

Rudy kissed the top of her head and held her close. “I know, láska. But there is hope. He has not left us. He stays close, even in wolf form. This is a good thing.”

“Liam!” Hannah McIntire’s voice rang through the forest.

“He is hunting with Antoine,” Rudy called back. He uncurled from around Izzy and holding her hand, led her back toward the clearing. “Come, let us go reassure the anxious mother before she sends Mac out to retrieve our lone wolves.”

Antoine led the pup deeper into the woods. Together, they flushed a couple of rabbits and Liam charged after them. He caught one and with a gentle mouth on the back of the rabbit’s neck, he brought his prize to the older wolf. Antoine offered a wolfish grin at the offering. Had he been hungry, he would have eaten the bunny, but he’d fed well earlier. When Liam laid the rabbit at his feet, Antoine nosed the creature and urged it to take off. Liam danced in place wanting the hunt and chase far more than he wanted hot blood and meat.

Nose to the wind, Antoine located a small herd of deer nearby. They were downwind and the deer would not know they were near. He hung back, letting the pup take the lead. Mac McIntire had trained his son well. The pup stalked their prey with creeping stops, freezing in place before moving closer. The pup quivered, his excitement about to get the best of him. Antoine pinned Liam with a front foot. There were small fawns with the herd and he would not chase them. Antoine only hunted in wolf form for food and his years in the bayou had instilled a need to keep the nature of the bayous in balance. He didn’t hunt nursing does or their fawns, nor would he chase them for sport.

A boat motor shattered the quiet. The deer raised their heads, tense and ready to run. Leading the way to the nearest channel cutting through the bayou, Antoine waited for the intruders to come into sight. Liam was crouched behind an old cypress knee draped with Spanish moss. The pup would be invisible to any but a hunter with nightvision capabilities. The boat trolled past. Three men, dressed in dark clothing, all of them armed—not with hunting rifles but with automatic assault rifles and each one had a sidearm holstered on his hip. Mac needed to know about this incursion so close to their campground, but Antoine had to follow them.

He nosed Liam and stared into the youngster’s eyes. He knew the other Wolves could communicate in their minds. He’d never tried, but he needed to get the message across to the pup. He concentrated, forming both the words and word pictures in his mind—pictures of the men in the boat, of Liam racing back to his father to tell him, of Antoine tracking the intruders. He snuffled Liam’s cheek and thought, Do you understand?

The pup stared back, intelligence shining in his eyes. One word brushed across Antoine’s consciousness as soft as an autumn breeze shifting through the branches of a willow tree. Yes. More thoughts quickly followed. Dad. Bad men. Going. With a twitch of his ear, Liam turned and darted back along the trail they’d followed.

As the moon rose higher and painted a languid path of gold and silver across the bayou, Antoine trotted through the dense underbrush intent on his prey. These were strangers and their fear, adrenaline, and evil created a miasma that filled his nose. He fought the urge to sneeze to rid himself of their stench. The man wanted to know why they were here in Blue Bayou. The wolf just wanted to hunt and kill.
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