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    ​Prologue


    Shoshone National Forest Boundary
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    The red, black, and gray wolf pup whined from the cover of the snowy trees as the adults in the pack entered the rancher’s shed. The setting sun brought a cold wind that made the single pup hunker down for warmth. We shouldn’t be here.


    The pup tensed as human voices echoed from inside the cabin.


    “I know it’s close to the park, but that’s why the price was so good.”


    “I’m not afraid of wild animals, Hank. You were one when we met.”


    Hank laughed at his wife’s comment. “True. I have plans for a fence and a gravel driveway, but it’ll all go slow with just the two of us working on things.”


    “Well, it might go even slower than you think.”


    “Why?”


    “We’ll have a baby here in about seven months.”


    “You’re pregnant? That's wonderful!”


    The wolf pack outside didn’t care about the humans or their happiness. The predators attacked the chickens in the shed, easily tearing through the wire cages.


    An open door had provided an easier meal than an elk that had to be chased through the snow, surrounded, and then killed before it could be eaten. Chickens only had to be grabbed through weak screens.


    Death noises echoed across the wooded land next to the national forest.


    The rancher hurried out of the cabin with his shotgun.


    The wolf pup flinched at the loud blasts, but he knew to be still so he wasn’t spotted. His mother had taught him that.


    Some of the adult wolves ran out of the shed, going back to the park where they belonged.


    The pup waited for his mother.


    Snow began to fall as the rancher carried the wolf bodies out of the shed and put them in a pile. He set them on fire and then went back in to clean up the mess. “They killed half of my damn flock!”


    It took a long time for the bodies to burn and the mess to be cleaned.


    The wolf pup waited miserably until the angry rancher went back into his den. The fire took my mother.


    Terror of that bright hotness sank deeper into his mind.


    Loud, sad howls echoed from the other wolves, but they didn’t come back for the pup. They don’t know he was alive and even if they had, that wasn’t their job in the pack. They were males. Pups were cared for by the females and they’d just lost both of theirs to the rancher.


    The pup started to go down to his mother’s smoldering body. He wanted to sniff her one last time and nuzzle her burnt muzzle.


    Shouts from inside the rancher’s den scared the pup back into the woods.


    The young wolf instinctively knew he had to be with a pack. He began tracking them, but he was young and it was snowing heavily. He tried to find the right trails, but the scents of other animals and other wolves confused his nose.


    Shivering, the pup paused to look around. A snow-covered hollowed-out tree caught his attention. He inched closer as an almost familiar scent invaded his frozen nose.


    Inside the tree was a large white female wolf with two rowdy pups and one stillborn corpse rotting nearby.


    The female nudged her dead son and whined.


    The motherless pup now watching them all felt her pain. She’s sad, like me.


    The female went back to the warmer corner and stretched out so her pups could feed.


    The two happy pups hurried over and attacked the meal aggressively.


    The motherless wolf pup inched closer, unable to resist. Covered in snow, he looked like them.


    The female saw the movement with her laser-like eyes. She tensed to spring, a growl rumbling in her throat… And then it faded. She put her head down.


    The small wolf inched to her on his belly, submissive and sad.


    The mother tensed again as she caught his unfamiliar scent. Her eyes went to the dead pup in the corner.


    The motherless wolf latched onto a teat and began to drink.


    The mother’s heart healed a little. She licked the cold pup, cleaning him and covering him in her scent.


    He still whined and whimpered while he nursed, mourning his old life.
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    Tamaulipas, Mexico


    “It’s so bright out there it looks like morning!” The tall, tanned brunette moved away from the window and the view of the cocaine field that was on fire. Dozens of hired hands were carrying buckets through the heat and smoke. “Go help them put it out!”


    The woman’s two burly guards hurried from her luxurious bedroom. One of them locked the door on the way out so the master of the house wouldn’t execute them for leaving her alone.


    The woman glared toward the window. “Hurry up! They won’t be gone long. Eibar will send them right back as soon as he sees them.”


    Corporal Marcus Brady rose from the shadows of the balcony and entered her bedroom.


    The well-endowed woman smiled sexily at the handsome man, eager to spend a few minutes in his arms like she had every time he came by for information. Then she spotted another Marine waiting on the balcony and glared. “You didn’t have to damage Eibar’s property! He’ll be angry for weeks over this!”


    Marc stopped a foot from her, eyeing the slender body and the long black hair that created the impression of an inviting female, but his voice was cold. “Less coke to hit America’s streets this year.” He held out his hand.


    The woman quickly retrieved a satchel from between the mattresses of her plush bed. “This is the last time I’ll betray him. Never come here again!”


    Marc stuffed the satchel into his inside jacket pocket and zipped it up. “We need to get you out now.”


    The woman retreated from his muscled, armed form, long gown rustling softly. “I’m staying with my husband!”


    “Your husband is a drug and gun runner. He’ll turn on you at some point.”


    “Maybe, but until then, I am his queen. Now go away before you get me killed!”


    The Marine in the shadows stood and climbed back over the balcony. “Let’s roll, Brady.”


    Marc ignored Chad and tried one more time. “You’ve fallen for the con, Ella. You’re a CIA agent. You need to come back with us. Well get you some help.”


    Ella avoided his hand and ran toward the door. “Help! Someone, help me!”


    “Damn it!” Marc scooped her over his shoulder and headed for the window while she screamed.


    Heavy steps ran toward them.


    A key turned in the lock.


    The door opened.


    The two guards gawked at the sight of Ella over the shoulder of a US Marine. Then they drew guns, but they couldn’t fire with her in the way.


    Ella bit Marc’s shoulder, trying to draw blood.


    Marc flinched and dropped her.


    Ella punched him in the balls as she landed, and when he bent over, clasping his male parts, she punched him in the mouth.


    Marc staggered backward, hitting the balcony.


    On the ground now, Chad saw what was happening and smiled. The shady Marine kept going through the heavy smoke, heading for their RIB. The rigid inflatable boat would take them home; Chad hoped Marc wasn’t on it.


    Marc rolled across the carpet toward the two guards who were firing wildly.


    Ella screamed as one of the bullets trimmed her leg. “You ruined my favorite gown!”


    The guards rushed toward the intruder. They would be executed if he wasn’t caught. Ella had been hurt and that was all the boss would care about. They needed to capture the Marine so Eibar would have someone else to take out his anger on.


    Marc rolled until he hit the bedframe, then rose onto his knees, smoothly drawing his sidearm and firing.


    One of the guards was hit in the head and dropped.


    The other guard was hit in the arm and kept coming.


    Marc rolled onto the huge bed and then lunged up onto the big man’s shoulders, bringing his legs down behind the guard. He wrapped an arm around the struggling man’s neck and yanked as hard as he could.


    The guard slid to his knees with a broken, neck.


    Marc stepped back from the body and holstered. He hadn’t let go of his gun. He was well-trained.


    Marc hurried toward the woman. “Let’s go.”


    Ella grabbed one of the guns the first guard had dropped as he fell. She squeezed off the only shot to hit Marc.


    Marc staggered back from the trim.


    Ella’s finger tightened on the trigger. “Get out or I’ll kill you!”


    “Ella.”


    “No! Get lost, Brady! We’re through!”


    Marc heard more guards coming their way. He reluctantly went to the window while blood ran down his arm.


    Ella watched him, glowering. The gun in her grip didn’t shake or dip. She was also well-trained.


    Marc went down the balcony support and hurried across the smoky yard.


    Ahead of him, four guards were beating on a familiar Marine while the rest of the men and servants here battled the huge blaze that was lighting up this side of the property.


    Marc drew and fired as he marched forward. Every bullet was a kill shot.


    Chad rose as the gunfire stopped, sore and disheveled. “Thanks.” He saw who it was and swallowed a grimace.


    “Let’s roll.” Marc took the lead to their escape boat, reloading automatically.


    Chad followed, barely stopping himself from shooting Marc in the back.


    The Marines took off running as shouting echoed behind them. They vanished into the smoky trees.


    It only took a minute to reach their teammate. Marc saw a single Marine waiting in the RIB and made eye contact to be sure it was who it was supposed to be.


    PFC Kenn Harrison frowned at them both. “You two made a lot of noise. Might as well be Army.”


    Chad hopped into the boat, leaving Marc to push it away from the shoreline. “Brady wanted to kiss the contact again. It didn’t go so well this time.”


    Kenn fired up the engine as Marc pushed them off, then hopped in. He steered it toward the narrow channel they’d come in through. “Brady does have that effect on women. They either want to marry him or murder him.”


    Marc sat in the rear and watched their six, but the drug lord’s men weren’t military. They hadn’t been followed. “Wouldn’t have to do this at all if you’d sawed all the way through that pole!” Marc was furious about leaving Ella behind.


    “We were on American soil, Brady, not in some third-world shithole where I could get away with it!” Kenn was tired of being drilled for that choice. “We would have been caught and discharged!”


    Marc shrugged coldly. “Some things are worth that end. Getting rid of Eibar so he can’t keep flooding our country with coke and guns is one of them.”


    “Then why don’t you stay and finish him off right now?” Kenn glared over his shoulder. “He’s there.”


    Marc grunted. “Major Palmer told me not to, directly and clearly.”


    Kenn shrugged. “So there are some ends that aren’t worth it to you.”


    Marc glared sullenly. Eibar had made a trip to the US a year ago, but everyone had been told to leave him alone. Marc had tried to remove the man anyway, but Kenn had balked at the last minute.


    Chad didn’t care about that old drama anymore. He motioned. “Let’s see those papers.”


    Marc tossed him the satchel. “She flipped. We can’t rely on anything in there.”


    Chad opened the envelope and flipped on his penlight. He scowled. “They’re all blank.”


    Kenn steered the bouncing boat into the open ocean and headed north. “There’s no way Major Palmer will greenlight another mission involving Eibar without proof of his shipments and stash houses.”


    Fuck!” Marc slapped the RIB. Fresh blood rolled down his arm. “I want that pos locked up or dead!”


    Chad smiled coldly. “You lost, Brady. Suck it up.”


    With no other choice, Marc swallowed the defeat, but he didn’t forget it.
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    Chapter One


    Contact


    Shoshone National Forest, Wyoming


    Afternoon
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    A huge wolf paused in the tree line as his pack left the woods and headed for the ranch that now had a partial fence around it. I lost the first mother here!


    In the backyard of the ranch, near a shed that still held chickens, a toddler was playing in a small pen while its mother pinned clothes on an outdoor line.


    One of the adult wolves headed toward the child.


    The rest of the wolves headed for the chickens.


    The wolf in the tree line howled. Come back! Danger!


    The other wolves ignored him, but the woman turned. She spotted the pack and realized they were between her and the playpen.


    “Hank! Hank, they’re after the baby!” The woman ran toward her unprotected toddler.


    One of the wolves lunged at her, knocking her to the ground.


    Her screams filled the air, along with the scent of fresh blood.


    The other wolves hurried over to help with the meal.


    “Momma!” The toddler began to cry.


    The large white female wolf jerked at the sound. She padded toward the baby, snarling hungrily.


    The rancher fired a shot into the air as he came outside.


    Most of the wolves took off at the loud noise.


    The wolf stalking the baby leaped.


    The rancher fired again, hitting the white wolf in mid-air.


    The body fell next to the screaming toddler’s playpen.


    The wolf attacking the woman bit through her wrist while she shrieked. Blood sprayed again.


    The rancher put his gun against the wolf’s head and pulled the trigger.


    The screams of the woman, cries of the child, and furious curses of the rancher echoed as the surviving wolves all ran, howling for their dead packmates.


    This was the second time the big timberwolf had lost a mother here. He followed his pack while grief and worry burned in his heart. Everything’s going to change again. I feel it coming.


     


     


    2


    Camp Pendleton, CA


    “Entire squad got a two-week pass for Labor Day!” Kenn’s voice blared through the locker room.  “Can you believe that shit?”


    Chris tossed his kit into a locker. “I can’t believe they’re changing the composite score next month. I’m never gonna make Corporal.”


    Thumper gestured, including them all. “Command was pleased with us.”


    “Yep.” Chris slapped his buddy on the arm as the other Marines offered agreement. “Nice work.”


    Marc didn’t join in the merriment as he stuffed his military mess kit into a duffle bag. He’d helped clear an area that command wanted under US control. It was his job.


    Kenn frowned. “Where you goin’, Brady?”


    Marc pointed at the fading image of the Shoshone National Forest taped inside his locker. It was the only photo in there. Thumper and Chris had pictures of their families. Kenn had pictures of his shoe collection, his truck, and this fireteam. Five hard men were in that image, but only four of them had survived to be in this locker room today. “My usual.”


    The tired men around him didn’t understand why Marc felt the need to go to the American boonies for his peace and quiet. Most of them preferred to stay local.


    Around them, Camp Pendleton was nearly deserted because of the holiday. There were no visitors and not much in the way of staff. Most of those moving about right now were just here for a few minutes to sign paperwork or gather gear–like Marc and his team.


    After almost six years, Marc didn’t usually look forward to coming home. He had no one waiting for him. This time however, he needed the break. Their last days in Herat had been rough. When Intel had run out and command still insisted on pushing forward, the hands-on work had gotten ugly. Marc had received a shock after the final battle, when he’d gone around counting bodies for his squad leader. It had horrified him to tell Reggie that they’d killed three civilians. Reggie had insisted those casualties couldn’t be avoided when the enemy used them as shields. Marc agreed, but at the same time, he didn’t. There should never be an acceptable amount of loss. All life was to be protected. He froze as a flashback slapped him.


     


    “There’s another one!”


    “Just an old man. Let him go.”


    “I want to take him in for questioning.”


    “He was a shield. He doesn’t know anything except terror. Let him go.”


    “He has a gun!”


    “Put it down!”


    “Do not fire!”


    “Take him out!”


     


    Marc shook off the flash, trying not to wince at the mental echo of the shots as two of their squad fired on the villager. They’d found out later his gun was out of ammo, but raising the weapon had started a chain of events that Marc hadn’t been able to stop. Two equally ranked team leaders had given two opposite orders. That wasn’t supposed to happen, but it had.


    Chris agreed with Marc, but he wanted the team to get along. “Come on, Brady. Let it go. Chad would have.”


    Marc knew that to be true, but it didn’t ease his anger or guilt. “Well, I’m not him, am I?”


    No one answered.


    Marc slammed the locker. “Your mistake is thinking that I’ve been trying to be him. Chad was my best friend, but he was okay with his team making big mistakes. I’m not. Be clear on that, if nothing else.”


    Marc slung his kit over a shoulder, missing the rifle that needed to be replaced. Herat hadn’t been the least bit friendly. “Until we meet again, boys.”


    Jokes and crude comments came in response, but the men dropped into an uncomfortable silence as soon as Marc was gone.


    Hips came out of the shower, wearing only a white towel that accented the size of him and why he had that nickname. He’d been listening while drying off. “Is he okay?”


    Kenn frowned. “Not since Chad was killed in that ambush.”


    “Should we talk to someone about it?”


    “No.” Thumper frowned. “Marc’s a badass in a fight and we can trust him to keep us alive. If he gets pulled, they’ll assign us a new team leader.”


    “None of us want that.” Kenn pointed at Hips. “Keep your mouth shut.”


    “Too late.” Chris gestured. “If the rookie knows something’s wrong, you can bet command does too.”


    Hips dropped his towel, flashing a huge penis. “Rookie this!”


    Laughter spilled out, but it didn’t change the problem. Marc was a good team leader, but he was so aloof that they weren’t able to trust him. They’d tried many times to get him to hang out and go crazy so they could dig into who he really was, but unless they were in trouble or in training, Marc kept to himself. In combat, he was a badass, like they all were, but their team needed to bond. They felt the lack of fellowship keenly.


    Hips went to his locker. “I don’t know about him.”


    Kenn nodded. “Same.”


    Thumper shut his locker. “He backs us up in fights, all the way. Never seen a better scrapper.”


    Hips shrugged. “He never talks about his past or the future.”


    Thumper was already sold on Marc. “He’s taking care of Chad’s widow, out of his own pocket.”


    Kenn knelt
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