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Founded by a team of former Navy SEALS, the Alpha Pack is a top-secret team of wolf shifters with Psy powers tasked with eliminating the most dangerous predators in the world. But the gift of their abilities comes at a price . . .


Ryon Hunter sees dead people – a gift that torments him, until a beautiful spirit appears with a plea he can’t ignore: Help me . . . I’m alive. The woman is wildlife biologist Daria Bradford, mortally wounded after encountering a mysterious white wolf loose in the forest.


When Ryon locates Daria, it is almost too late. But Daria is his destined mate and Ryon’s only fear is losing the woman who already means so much to him when she discovers what he did to save her life . . .




To Kierin “KK” Stevens, my biggest fan and softball catcher phenomenon. Good luck as you begin college, not that you’ll need it. You’re going to set the world on its ear and achieve all of your dreams, and you’ll do it your way. You’re an awesome, special young lady and I’m proud to know you.


Ryon’s story is for you.
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One


“The guy bringing up the rear is always the one who gets eaten, you know.”


Ryon Hunter made a face at Aric Savage’s back as their team of shifters, the Alpha Pack, crept stealthily in human form down the garbage-strewn alley. Or half of them, anyway.


The other half were elsewhere in the Big Apple, quickly and quietly searching the night for a gang of rogue vampires reported to be on the hunt, killing humans by draining them and leaving their corpses to be found by puzzled and alarmed citizens. The Pack’s commander, Nick Westfall, had given them a simple mandate: find the bastards and neutralize every last damned one of them. Otherwise the public would have questions, ones that had answers the Pack and the very few authorities in the know didn’t want them getting hold of.


Vampires in New York City. Sounded like an apocalypse movie.


If people only knew of the very real paranormal world that lurked in the shadows, there would be mass panic. The Alpha Pack’s job was to make sure that never happened. They hunted the most dangerous creatures in the world, taking them out before humans had a clue they were there. The less dangerous ones were brought in for possible rehabilitation, and integration into their world.


Peering into the gloom, Ryon forced himself to concentrate. Spirits beckoned to him from every corner, their ghostly forms fading in and out as they entreated him to listen to pleas he couldn’t hear. Didn’t want to hear. As the Pack’s Channeler/Telepath, this was his gift—or rather, his curse.


As a Telepath, Ryon was capable of pushing his direct thoughts into other people’s heads. He could also catch a reply from one of his teammates if they pushed back hard enough, even though none of the rest of them shared his gift. But his oh so wonderful abilities didn’t stop there. Being a Channeler meant that Ryon could also communicate with the dead, if he really tried. Which he rarely wanted to do, but the ghosts just wouldn’t leave him alone. Lost souls were drawn to him like metal shavings to a magnet, and New York City held so many of them it was like wading through pea soup.


Even worse, the ghosts seriously pissed off his wolf, who snapped and snarled inside him every time one got too close. Which was constantly.


Nobody, not even his Pack brothers, knew how very close to the breaking point the spirits had driven him.


A slight scuffing sound came from behind him, like a shoe on concrete, and Ryon whirled. His enhanced eyesight scanned the darkness, but all was still. Quiet. So quiet that it took him a couple of seconds to figure out why that bothered him.


The spirits had vanished.


“Shit,” he breathed, spinning around to catch up with his group. “Guys—”


The alley exploded in a flurry of dark figures, rushing them from all sides. He just had time to see Aric and Hammer engage in battle with four rogue vampires when a fifth tackled him from the side, slamming him into the wall of a building.


Grunting in pain, he shoved at the vamp, grimacing at the stench of fetid breath wafting over his face. The rogue had him pinned and bared his fangs, going for Ryon’s jugular. Twisting, Ryon managed to get enough leverage to put his back to the wall and shove the thing off him. The vamp stumbled backward and Ryon grabbed for the silver knife strapped to his thigh, cursing himself for not already having it in his hand.


He took the snarling vamp to the ground, and in one swift movement, thrust the blade under the breastbone, burying it deep into the monster’s black heart. The vamp’s squeal joined the others as Aric and Hammer took out their opponents. But they weren’t out of the woods.


Another wave of the rogues emerged from the shadows, intent on destroying their adversaries and feasting on their blood. Before Ryon could stand up, two vamps leapt on him, slamming him to the dirty concrete. He’d fought greater numbers than this before and won, but they had him off-balance. They got him facedown, one sitting on his legs, twisting an arm behind him and taking the knife, while the other grabbed a fistful of his hair and pulled his head back to expose this throat.


“Get off me, you fucker!” His wolf, enraged, demanded release as he bucked. Tried in vain to throw them off. Knowing he could fight them much better on four legs, with his own set of sharp teeth, he gathered his concentration for the shift.


“Uh-uh,” the one sitting on his legs sang. “We can’t let the puppy come out to play.”


How do they know—


A hard punch landed in his side. Hot, agonizing fire spread through his torso, seized his lungs. His cry came out as a hoarse wheeze as he realized the vamp had stabbed him with his own silver knife, buried it to the hilt between his ribs. He renewed his struggle to throw them off, but it was no use.


“Hold still, pup,” the other crooned in his ear. “This will be over soon.”


Then the creature’s fangs sank deep into Ryon’s throat, silencing his shout. The agony was indescribable, drowning out even the burn in his ribs. The sickening slurp of the thing feeding at his neck made him want to vomit, but he couldn’t move. Could do nothing as his sight began to dim, his brain spinning with dizziness.


The one who’d been feeding raised his head, and spoke with reverent wonder. “It’s true! Shifter blood is like the purest cocaine! So good . . .”


“Let me try,” the other insisted.


“No! This kill is mine!”


Their argument saved him. That, and his Pack brothers rushing to his rescue after taking care of the other rogues. Distantly, Ryon heard the sounds of a fierce but brief fight as the vampires turned to meet the new threat. Then sudden silence, broken by harsh breathing. Boots, jogging toward him. Cursing.


“Motherfucking hell,” Aric snapped. “Help me turn him over. Careful.”


Hands lifted him, and soon he was on his back. He tried to make out their faces, to say he was all right. But warm blood gurgled in his torn throat instead. Fuck, he couldn’t breathe!


“Don’t try to talk,” Hammer instructed him. “You’re gonna be all right, my man.”


Aric examined Ryon’s side, muttering. “Stabbed him with his own goddamned knife. We’ve got to leave that in there for now, or he’ll bleed out.”


“But he can’t shift unless we remove it. If he can shift, maybe he can heal faster.”


Aric’s voice floated above him. “Ryon? Can you hear me?”


He nodded, once.


“Good. If we take out the knife, can you shift?”


He nodded again, or thought he did. Concentrating, he attempted to call his wolf, but it howled in pain. Retreated deep inside him, strength draining.


“Ryon? Hang on, man . . .”


His Pack brothers’ curses, their insistent pleas, melted far away. Into nothingness.


Daria Bradford tossed back her single shot of whiskey, relishing the warmth that slid down her throat to her stomach. The nights grew cool in the Shoshone National Forest in the early fall, so the small indulgence was welcome.


Sitting by the fire, she picked up a bottle of water and rinsed her shot glass. Then she dried it before returning the glass and plastic travel flask to her backpack. The nightly ritual comforted her, made her feel more at home, so far from civilization. It was a tradition she and her father had shared before he retired from the life’s work he’d loved so much. The work that she carried on.


Her father had taught her all he knew about studying wolves. As a young girl, she had accompanied him on many a trip. After high school graduation, unlike many of her peers, Daria had known exactly what she wanted to do with the rest of her life—she would follow in her father’s footsteps. And so she had, becoming a wildlife biologist who specialized in the field of studying what, to her, were the most beautiful and elusive creatures on the planet.


Her father had been part of the conservationist group in the 1980s that was instrumental in saving wolves in the Shoshone from the brink of extinction. Watching them thrive once again was one of the two great joys in his life, along with doting on his daughter. But eventually his arthritis prevented him from scaling the mountains and valleys he loved so much, so he now lived vicariously through her tales. She made sure to bring him plenty to hear over their cozy nights by the fire, their whiskeys in hand.


Smiling to herself, she thought of all she had to tell him when she went to visit in a few weeks. The wolf packs she’d checked on so far were doing very well, the pups growing. By the dancing light of the fire, she retrieved her spiral notebook and logged her notes on each of the local pack members for the day. Then she put it away and crawled into the tent, zipping it shut against any nighttime visitors that the flames didn’t dissuade.


Exhaustion crept into her bones and muscles, but it was the nice sort earned from an honest day’s work. She crawled into the sleeping bag and before long, sleep cocooned her and she drifted off, content.


That’s when the nightmare invaded.


She was standing in a dark place. A dirty corridor. City noises came from nearby—traffic, people talking. Then came the shouting. She moved closer to the noises, and realized it sounded like fighting. As she crept forward, she saw dark shapes. Pale, humanlike figures dressed in rags, snarling, yellowed fangs slashing in the gloom.


They were attacking a group of men, and for a few moments, it appeared the evil ones would win. How she knew the defenders were the good guys, she couldn’t say. She only knew she was invisible to them as they battled, as the men gained the upper hand at last.


But one of their number went down under two of the dark ones. There was a flash of silver, his choked cry ending terribly. Suddenly. One of the attackers yanked back his head and ripped into the man’s throat with those awful yellowed fangs.


Stumbling forward, Daria shouted at them to stop, but nobody heard. Her breath froze in her lungs as the man’s companions came to his rescue, dispatching the remaining creatures. That’s what they were—creatures—but she couldn’t put a name to them. Thoughts of the ugly ones vanished as she walked close, looked down and studied the man whom his friends were trying so hard to save.


He was, without a doubt, the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. He was lying on his back, arms and legs limp. Moonlight fell into clear, crystal blue eyes and glinted off his shaggy blond hair. His nose was straight, and he had grooves around his mouth and full lips that hinted at a man who smiled frequently.


But at the moment, he was struggling to breathe. A splash of red marred the torn flesh at this throat, and there was more of the crimson lifeblood flowing from around the hilt of the knife buried in his side. Worry for the man and a deep, sudden sadness overwhelmed her. She tried again to speak, but could not make a sound.


Then his gaze found hers, widened. Just for a moment, the world narrowed to the two of them. Raising his arm, he reached for her with bloodied fingers. She wanted to hold his hand, bring him what solace she could.


Then she was sucked backward, falling out of the dream as she cried out in protest.


No!


“No!” Daria’s shout rang in the tent as she bolted upright.


Hand on her chest, she sucked in several deep breaths. Gradually, her racing heart calmed, but the horror of the nightmare remained. Because she knew better than anyone that it was no dream. The scene had been a vision.


Only her father knew of the “gifts” bestowed upon her, supposedly by a Native American ancestor. Everyone else would think her crazy, so the two of them guarded her secret with great care.


All of her life, she’d been plagued with visions of scenes that were either imminent or had just occurred. Most of them were useless, nothing more than innocuous flashes. In the more serious, detailed ones, she typically didn’t have a clue who the person in the scene was, and couldn’t do anything to help. Well, not directly. Her other gift—astral projection, the ability to send her physical body into a dreamlike state and visit another place in a spirit form—was also useless if she didn’t know who to help, or where they were.


Squirming on her sleeping bag, she worried over the handsome blond man in her vision. Who was he? What were those horrible things that had attacked him and his friends?


Most important, was he going to survive?


She didn’t know why he mattered so much. Why the need to find him and make certain he was alive was like ants crawling over her skin. Maybe, with this one, she could find out. Because, unlike all the others, for one brief instant, Daria and the man had connected. Even now, as the rest of the vision seemed distant, a thin tendril remained, trailing from her consciousness to his. She felt it, but would need to project astrally to access it. However, she couldn’t do that until she’d recovered some. The strength of this vision had left her drained.


Settling down again, she tossed until daylight broke, sleep elusive. Rather than being rested, she was tired and rattled. She’d been so afraid she’d fall asleep and wake up to find the thread connecting her to the sexy stranger had vanished. But it was still there, waiting.


Centering herself, she sat with her legs crossed and closed her eyes, arms loose in her lap. Focusing inward, she let the sounds of the waking forest carry her away. The telltale tingle danced over her skin, the signal that her body was going into its trancelike state. Slowly, her consciousness separated from her body, leaving it behind. Looking back, she saw herself sitting peacefully in the tent and, satisfied, set out to follow the thread.


At first the journey was easy. Not confined to flesh, she soared over the trees, basking in the sunlight and the beauty of the day. Onward she traveled, the connection leading her to a curious break in the forest, a place where the trees had been cleared. In the center of the clearing sat a large building boasting several wings. The thread led to one of those wings in particular.


In seconds, she stood in what appeared to be a hallway. Before her was a door, and beyond it, she knew she’d find the man she sought. Going forward, she simply walked through it, intent on reaching the still form on the bed—


A loud shriek snapped Daria painfully back into her body. The sound echoed through the mountains, causing her pulse to stutter in her chest. “What the hell?”


As the sound died away, she tried to figure out what in God’s name it had been. The creature’s angry, baritone cry reminded her of something prehistoric out of an old Godzilla movie. Unbelievable, but accurate. As the call died, chills pimpled her skin. Whatever it was, it could be miles away.


That idea was enough to get her moving. She felt too much like a sitting duck here, and she couldn’t try the projection again for a while anyway. Quickly, she broke camp, packing her tent and supplies, and then making sure the fire was completely out. Then she headed down the trail on the way to her next site.


Thoughts of the blond man were never far from her mind as she hiked. She much preferred to think of him rather than the terrible dream, or the disturbing bellow from some strange animal. Could a grizzly bear make a sound like that, if it was in dire pain? She didn’t think so. But out here, what could be large enough to make that noise and be heard for miles?


Don’t think of it. Think of him.


She put the mystery animal from her thoughts and lost herself in enjoying the day. She tackled a couple of steep switchbacks, and by noon, tired and sweating, finally stopped to rest. Dragging off her pack, she rolled her shoulders with relief and bent to reach inside for her water.


A familiar stench hit her nose and she straightened slowly. Blood and rotting flesh. Standing stock-still, she turned only her head, scanning the area for signs of the remains that must be nearby. Up ahead, she spotted some broken branches off to the side of the trail. Beyond that, perhaps thirty yards into the foliage, there was something lying on the ground. Studying the lump, she thought she saw blue jean material, maybe a boot.


“Aw, shit.”


Quickly, she grabbed her handheld radio from the backpack. If it was a body, she’d have to call the rangers’ station and report it, then wait for them to arrive. She needed to check in with them anyway, let them know she was all right. Carefully, she ventured off the trail and picked her way to the lump on the ground. As she got closer, her fears were realized.


“God in heaven,” she whispered.


Once, the body had been a human, but whether it was a man or woman, she couldn’t say. The corpse had been literally torn to pieces. She spotted part of a leg, an arm. The torso was mostly gone, eaten. Huge teeth had ripped massive chunks of flesh from its victim, the marks so big she couldn’t fathom what creature had made them. There was no head to be seen.


Stumbling a few steps away, Daria fell to her knees and vomited. Her stomach turned inside out, though, thankfully, there wasn’t much to purge due to her lack of breakfast. As the heaves subsided, one thought screamed into her brain.


What if the killer is still here?


Swiping at her mouth, she pushed up and slung her backpack to the ground, radio in hand. Then she dove for the water hooked to the side and rinsed her mouth several times. Took a long drink. She had to call this in, but did she dare wait around for the thing to come back for seconds?


Raising the radio to her face, she was about to depress the button when a low growl made every hair stand on end. Turning slightly to the right, she blinked, not sure about what she was seeing. As it stalked forward, head lowered, she sucked in a breath.


The creature was a snow white wolf. It wasn’t very large—female if she had her guess. The she-wolf made another threatening rumble and continued to advance. All sorts of useless knowledge came to mind, such as the fact that there had never been a documented case of a wolf attacking a person.


Tell that to this one.


Daria depressed the button on her radio, intending to speak to the rangers, but she was too late. At that moment, the wolf launched itself forward. With a cry, Daria abandoned her belongings, spun around, and ran for all she was worth. And knew she’d done exactly the wrong thing. Her dad would rake her over the coals for making such a rookie move.


Legs pumping, she veered off the trail, searching frantically for a good tree to shimmy up. But there were none with the branches low enough. Snarling, the wolf snapped at her boots. She pushed on, faster.


As she topped a rise, the terrain suddenly fell away and she skidded to a stop, right at the edge of a deep ravine. “Fuck!”


She whirled to find the she-wolf right there. Panting, baring her teeth. Teeth that were nowhere near big enough to have caused the destruction of the dead hiker, but that hardly mattered right now. Looking around, she scanned the ground for a rock, anything. She didn’t want to throw her radio and risk damaging it, but it might make a good club.


She and the wolf locked gazes in a standoff. Daria was struck by the intelligence there, the lack of madness. What the hell was going on? Then a crash sounded from the forest. And another. The sound of heavy steps. More hikers? Maybe help was here.


The moment of distraction cost her. The wolf gathered itself, leapt, and knocked her backward. Daria staggered, tried to regain her balance.


And stepped into thin air. She fell, screaming, and then her back connected with the rocky ground, knocking the breath from her lungs. She tumbled, ass over elbows, rocks gouging and scraping, tearing her clothes. The slide went on forever it seemed.


Until she came to an extremely abrupt stop that made her bite her tongue. Warm blood flooded her mouth. She tried to move, but couldn’t. She was lying mostly on her back, her body wedged in a crevice formed by some boulders. Her left arm stuck out at a weird angle, bloody bone protruding through the skin. Trying to move, to get some sort of leverage, only caused waves of agony to pound her battered body.


Her radio? She moved her neck, attempted to see. There was nothing but rock all around, and her broken body was firmly trapped. The radio was gone, the cell phone in her pocket crushed . . . and nobody knew Daria’s exact location. In the Shoshone, it could take days for her to be found. Months.


Or her bones might still rest here decades from now.


She thought of her father, and his devastation when he learned his only child was dead. Lost to the very forest they had both loved so much. It would kill him.


Though it was too soon to attempt another projection without draining the last of her strength, she had no choice. She thought of reaching out to her father, but he was too far away to make a successful connection. But there was someone who was much closer. Ignoring the horrendous pain of her injuries, she closed her eyes. Found her center. It took much longer than usual.


Eventually, she felt the familiar tingle. The buzzing sensation that meant she was leaving her earthly form and traveling over time and distance. Determined, she once again followed the thread to the one she knew in her gut would understand her message. There was no time to lose.


She flew over the trees, soaring. Eventually, she reached the place she’d found him before, the big building in the forest. A curious place that appeared to be some sort of compound with another big building next to it—a hangar, going by the jet parked next to it—and yet a third building under construction, not far from the main one.


In moments she found herself in the hallway. This time, a woman with long, curly brunette hair emerged, carrying a clipboard. She wore a lab coat, and Daria realized she was a doctor. The woman was taking care of the sexy stranger. The doctor passed by, not having seen Daria at all.


Daria drifted into the room, her attention immediately focused on the tall figure in the bed. Knowing time was short, she moved forward, to his side.


Tentatively, she reached out and gently touched the face of the handsome blond man. Watched as he opened his gorgeous, crystal blue eyes—eyes that widened as he saw her astral form hovering by his bed. He might not hear her, or understand. But she had to try.


“Please, help me.”




Two


Holy shit, his entire body hurt like hell.


Caught between exhaustion and the inability to sleep, Ryon tried hard not to squirm in his hospital bed. Nothing was more miserable than being injured, overtired, and insomniac, and every small movement he made caused waves of pain to throb in every muscle and limb.


Beside his bed, Dr. Mackenzie Grant, or “Mac” as most of the guys called her, was checking his chart and making thoughtful humming noises to herself. Whether her opinion on his progress was good or bad, he couldn’t tell. Uncomfortable, he tried to move up on the pillows a bit and was rewarded with a sharp stab of agony in his side.


“Here, let me help you,” Mac said, moving quickly.


Cutting the doc his most pleading look, he cleared his sore throat as best he could. “Pain meds,” he rasped. That fucking vamp had really done a number on his windpipe. “Can’t sleep.”


She gazed at him in sympathy, touching his arm. “I know, sweetie. But you’ve got another hour before your next dose, so hang in there, okay?” He nodded. “Do you think you can shift yet? That would help speed the healing process.”


Concentrating, he called to his wolf. But the creature whined and curled into a firm ball inside him, hurting and still more than a little freaked out by the vampire attack. Carefully, he shook his head. “The silver, from the knife . . .”


“It was inside you too long,” she finished with a sigh. “Getting you well will take some time, but thankfully you’ve got plenty of that. Try to rest and I’ll send Noah in an hour to give you more medicine for the pain. Try to rest, okay?”


“Sure.” As if that would happen.


Disappointed, he watched her leave the room and resigned himself to a long day of excruciating boredom, not to mention aches and pains. He couldn’t concentrate to read and didn’t feel like watching TV. How he was going to keep from losing his damned mind, he didn’t have a clue.


He’d just closed his eyes when a sense of someone—or rather something—approaching flooded his awareness. A spirit? Or a flesh-and-blood person? He only knew he felt a tug that was familiar somehow, and it took him a moment to think why.


This was the same tug he’d experienced last night, in the aftermath of the attack. Lying there in the dirty alley, bleeding out, he’d seen the most beautiful ghost hovering over him. As such, he shouldn’t have been able to tell the color of her eyes, but they were a warm brown that soothed him. Promised him refuge. Her hair was long and shiny, the deepest black, her cheekbones high and almost sharp, her nose thin. Full, sensual lips just made for kissing.


Through his agony he’d noted her features in an instant, and now he mulled over the fact that he’d never had a spirit appear to him quite so intact, so detailed. Almost as though she were real, not a ghost. Impossible. Right?


Opening his eyes, he sucked in a sharp breath. It seemed he’d get another chance to find out, because the woman in question was standing beside his bed looking down at him anxiously. Her form was translucent, flickering as though her energy was waning.


“Please, help me.”


“Jesus!” Reacting, he jerked upright and then hissed in pain. “What the hell?”


Ghosts shouldn’t be able to speak and make themselves understood so clearly. But this one wasn’t having any problem in that area.


“Help me,” she entreated again. “I’m hurt and there isn’t much time.”


He blinked at her. “How do you think I can help you? You’re dead, sweetheart,” he said, his tone firm but gentle. Most of the spirits couldn’t accept their demise.


“No, I’m alive! I was working a few miles from here and I was pushed into a ravine.” She began to appear more desperate. “If you don’t find me, I’ll die out here. You have to believe me.”


A chill snaked down his spine. Maybe she was telling the truth. “Okay, honey. Tell me where you are and I’ll come to you.” He hoped.


“North. Past the second ridge.” She began to fade.


“Wait! That’s a lot of miles to cover. Can you be more specific?”


Her reply was broken, the sound going mute at intervals. “The rangers . . . checkpoint . . . camp.”


“You were camping? What was that about the rangers?”


“Hurts,” she whispered. “Hurry.”


And then she was gone.


“Fuck!”


Ryon stared for a few seconds at the spot where she’d been, wondering if she’d reappear. But the very real urgency in her plea got him moving. Despite the pain it caused, he scooted to the side of the bed, removing the sticky heart-monitor pads and ripping out his IV line. The back of his hand bled, and he licked the wound, sealing it, then pushed to his feet.


Sucking in a sharp breath, he braced a hand on the bedside table and held his injured side with the other. Ten minutes ago he wouldn’t have been able to get out of bed. But that was before an intriguing spirit had appeared at his side to beg for help—and his wolf had come roaring to life inside him. Now his constant companion was anxious, insisting they race to help this unknown woman.


Ryon struggled to control the shift. Apparently, hiding and licking his wounds like a big baby was no longer on the wolf’s agenda. The creature was practically clawing him apart from the inside out in his hurry to be gone. He had something much more important to focus on now, and he wasn’t going to let anything keep him from finding the gorgeous vision.


Ryon had to alert his team. Pushing out the door, he stumbled into the corridor of the infirmary and ran straight into Noah. The blond nurse grabbed and steadied him, fussing.


“What the heck are you doing out of bed? If you need something, use the call button!”


“No time,” he said hoarsely. “Gotta find Nick. We’ve got a problem.”


Scowling, the younger man steered Ryon back into the room. “Sit your butt down in here while I get hold of him, or you’re going to be the one with the problem when I sedate your stubborn self.”


Ryon complied, but he didn’t have to like it. Until he let his wolf out, he wasn’t going to have the strength to walk across the compound, much less run through the mountains searching for an injured hiker. He listened impatiently while Noah used the room’s phone and made the call to Nick. As he did, it occurred to Ryon that he wasn’t thinking straight—he could’ve simply used his ability as a Telepath to reach Nick himself, pushing his thoughts into his commander’s head. If that wasn’t proof that he had no business leaping from bed to run through the Shoshone, nothing was.


But that wasn’t going to stop him.


Noah replaced the receiver and turned, grabbing the discarded wires from the heart monitor. “He’s on his way. Scoot back and I’ll fix this.”


“No. I’m not staying here.”


“Ryon—”


“I said no!”


“Fine! Stubborn furballs, all of you.” The nurse stomped out, leaving the door open behind him.


Ryon felt bad for snapping, but anxiety was riding him hard. He needed to be gone, like five minutes ago. Dammit, he’d apologize later.


Nick walked in a couple of minutes after Noah left, his expression concerned. The Pack’s commander was a big SOB who put off a don’t fuck with me vibe that was best heeded. Oh, Nick was a good guy, but more than a little intimidating.


The commander pushed a hand through his dark hair, his eyes piercing Ryon’s. “I knew a big change was coming for you. I just didn’t expect it to arrive so soon.”


The hair on the back of Ryon’s neck stood up. In addition to being a rare white wolf—born, not made—the commander was a PreCog, which meant he could sometimes see events before they happened. Or get a sense of something important on the horizon. As much as Ryon hated his own gift, he wouldn’t trade with Nick for anything. Some people might think being able to see the future would be cool, but Ryon thought it would totally suck to know the bad stuff.


“What did you see?” he asked in curiosity. And with a bit of dread as well.


“A woman,” Nick said simply, with a bit of reluctance. “And the fact that she’s going to shake up your world pretty thoroughly.”


Oh, crap. “How so?”


“You’ll just have to find out for yourself. But for that to happen, we’ll have to get going.” The man cocked his head. “Did she appear to you?”


Evasive bastard. “Yes, and she’s hurt. She didn’t say her name, but she told me she was pushed into a ravine past the second ridge, to the north.”


“Pushed? By whom?”


“I don’t know. She tried to say something about the rangers and a checkpoint, but the message was garbled at the end.”


“Okay. I’ll go by my office on the way out and give the ranger station a call while you grab a few of the guys.” He eyed Ryon. “That is, if you’re healed enough to go.”


“I will be after I shift,” he insisted. “My wolf is going nuts and if I stay behind, it won’t be pretty.”


Nick paused, considering. “All right. I trust you to know your limits.”


“I’ll meet you at the hangar with others. And thanks, Nick.”


“You’re welcome. I’ll speak to Melina, Mac, and Noah on the way out, tell them what’s going on and get them to accompany us in a second vehicle.”


“We’re bringing her here?” he asked in surprise. “What about the humans’ Search and Rescue team? Sounds like she’ll need a regular hospital.”


A mysterious smile played about Nick’s lips. “I have a feeling that’s not going to work out so well.”


“What—” Much to his annoyance, his boss left without explaining. “Damn.”


Ryon stood, shrugging off the annoying hospital gown. Next went his briefs, tossed to join the gown. Naked and trembling from that small exertion, he focused on reaching out to his wolf in preparation for the shift, a process that wasn’t typically as fluid and easy for him as it was for some of the other guys. Now, however, his wolf surged to the surface and completely took over, his anxiety to get to the injured woman almost a physical need.


Muscle and bone popped, morphed. His body rearranged itself, fur sprouting from his skin, muzzle lengthening, tail growing, hands and feet becoming paws. All of this in less than five seconds.


Immediately he felt stronger. Not fully healed, but he would last until the raven-haired beauty was found and brought back safely. The pull to do just that got him moving.


Steady on four legs, he bolted from the room and down the infirmary’s corridor. Ryon ran straight to the recreation room where many of his friends could be found loitering away their downtime on any given day, and he wasn’t surprised to find that today was no different.


Hammer and Aric were there, playing a video game on the Wii, and Micah Chase and Kalen Black were watching a rerun of Ghost Hunters. The foursome stopped what they were doing, giving him their full attention as he skidded to a stop and shifted back.


“Damn, my eyes!” Aric moaned as the others laughed. “I guess you’re feeling better, huh? At least put on some pants.”


They all knew the redheaded wolf was teasing—the Pack had been together long enough that they didn’t care about nudity before or after their shifts. But Ryon didn’t have the time or patience to play along.


“I need you guys,” he said, holding on to the sofa for support. In human form he wasn’t as well as he’d like, but it couldn’t be helped at the moment. “We’ve got an injured hiker out there, and we’re mobilizing.”


Hammer, the team’s gentle giant and Nick’s right-hand man, rubbed his bald head, perplexed. “That’s not our job. What about Search and Rescue?”


“The woman appeared to me in astral form and begged for my help,” he explained impatiently, unable to hide his anxiety. He chose to leave out Nick’s interesting response to that very question Ryon had asked. “Getting S and R involved will take time she doesn’t have. There’s no way a bunch of humans will be able to find her before we do, and she’s going to die if we don’t hurry.”


Aric stood. “In that case, I’m in.”


The other three echoed him, and Ryon looked to Micah. The brown wolf/Dreamwalker had been rescued along with Aric, weeks ago, by the Pack and Rowan, Micah’s sister, an LAPD cop who turned out to be Aric’s mate. Micah had fared much worse in the lab facility where he and Aric had been held, and had endured heinous experiments for months at the hands of the now-deceased Dr. Gene Bowman. Micah was horribly scarred inside and out. But with drugs and therapy he was making progress, it seemed.


“You ready to test the waters?” Ryon asked him. He was fairly sure Nick wouldn’t object to their Pack brother stretching his long-unused muscles while assisting on a simple rescue. If so, he’d take the heat later.


Micah nodded eagerly, pushing a long strand of brown hair from his face. “You bet. If I have to stay behind again, I’ll lose what’s left of my mind.”


“That’s settled, then. We’re meeting Nick at the hangar with the medical team. Anybody know where Jax is?” Jaxon Law was their unofficial Pack leader, right after Nick.


“I’ll find him and Rowan. We’ll see you there.” Aric jogged off.


“I’ll get dressed and be there in a few.”


Ryon shifted again and took off in the direction of his personal quarters. Everyone had his own apartment at the compound and Ryon’s was situated at the end of one of the wings that housed the Pack and the rest of the staff. At his door, he shifted to human form again and cursed the necessity. His wolf was much stronger and faster in many aspects. He could follow a scent trail and locate someone in a way that was impossible as a man. But they would need vehicles and emergency equipment. No help for that.


Anxious, he punched his code into the security pad and let himself into his quarters. As quickly as possible, given his own injuries, he dressed in a T-shirt, jeans, and hiking boots, and then braced his hands on the dresser. Mirrors didn’t lie, and this one was telling him to go straight back to bed and stay there for another week.


Unfortunately, on top of looking like shit, he felt even worse. As he headed out again, the stab of pain in his side reminded him that he’d missed the promised dose of pain meds. But it wasn’t the pain that concerned him—he’d been through plenty of scrapes and survived. It was the possibility that his body might fail him before he found the woman.


He didn’t doubt that if something happened to him, the Pack would find her. But every instinct in his body screamed that it was vitally important that he be with them. He couldn’t fail.


Half-limping, he jogged into the hangar to see Nick and the others waiting. The group of men, plus the medical team, was swallowed by the cavernous space that held a number of vehicles, including SUVs, three Hueys, and a private jet. Several pairs of eyes turned in his direction, and a couple of his buddies exchanged dubious looks.


Aric shook his head. “You need to sit this one out, bro.”


“I agree,” Jax said, crossing his arms over his chest.


“Forget it.” Slowing to a walk, he joined his team. “The woman reached out to me for help, nobody else. That makes it sort of personal.”


Jax persisted. “We’ll find her and bring her here. You’ve done enough—”


“We’re wasting time,” he snapped. “Can we just get on with the plan?”


Anger flashed in Jax’s gaze and for a couple of heartbeats, Ryon thought they were about to get into it. Nick didn’t intervene, simply watched and waited. Even Aric, the smartass, went silent. But then his friend relented, albeit reluctantly. “Fine. But if you pass out, I’m not carrying your stubborn ass back to the vehicles.”


“Like nobody’s had to carry you before,” he shot back. Jax had no comeback, and the decency to appear contrite.


The tension gradually dissipated as Nick brought them up to speed. “I contacted the rangers’ station and learned some interesting things. First, the woman we’re looking for is probably Daria Bradford. She’s a wildlife biologist studying the wolf population in the Shoshone—the real kind.”


Daria. What a pretty name. Ryon’s insides fluttered, but he hid his reaction.


Micah snorted. “Wolves? How’s that for irony?”


“They’re also not too concerned about her just yet. Miss Bradford checked in with the rangers this morning as scheduled, and gave them the coordinates for her next campsite. She’s not due to call in for another few hours.”


“So how did you explain the inquiry?” Ryon asked.


“I told them I’d heard a call over the radio on my office from someone in distress. Of course, they were baffled that they didn’t hear anything, but they were too distracted by another development to focus too much on the discrepancy.”


“What’s going on?”


“A couple of campers have gone missing, a man and his wife from Nebraska who are, or were, here on vacation.” Nick’s expression was grim. “They arrived eight days ago, according to a daughter who spoke with them by cell phone before they settled in. The couple didn’t check in with the rangers when they got here, though. They were only supposed to camp for four nights, and then head home, calling their daughter when they left. They never made that call and by the morning of the sixth day, she started to panic.”
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