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Chapter One

 


 


Brandt Malik sighted down the scope of
his rifle, watching two men arguing by a campfire in the deep
Canadian woods. The men were yelling at each other and seemed ready
to come to blows, though the others sitting around the fire nearby
weren’t paying them much attention. The younger of the two, wearing
camo, was gesturing with sharp, choppy waves of his hand, making
Brandt wish he was closer so he could hear what he was saying. It
was the other man who fascinated him, though. There was something
about him, even beyond the fact that he was most definitely a
shifter. He was much calmer than the other man, acting almost bored
with the argument. As Brandt watched, he turned his back
dismissively and sat down by the fire. Brandt couldn’t quite put
his finger on what it was that was so compelling about him, but he
was having trouble tearing his gaze away.

Brandt leaned forward slightly, still
intent on the man, never hearing the one who came up softly behind
him and pressed his rifle barrel against the back of Brandt’s
head.

“Move and I’ll blow your
damn head off.” The voice was pitched low and mean. Brandt froze as
it continued. “Drop your rifle, asshole. Then stand up and keep
your hands where I can see ’em.”

Brandt did as he was told, holding his
arms out to the side as he rose slowly to his feet. He cursed
himself for not hearing the man’s approach. The man had come up on
Brandt from downwind, but still, Brandt should have known. Damn it,
only six weeks away from his BLA training, and he was already going
soft.

“Put your hands behind
your head and turn around nice and slow.”

Brandt turned, careful to make no
sudden moves—the voice behind him sounded young, and shaky with
nerves. Brandt didn’t want to spook him any more than he already
had. The young man stepped back a few paces, but kept the rifle
disconcertingly close and aimed at Brandt’s chest. He looked to be
in his late teens or maybe early twenties, but had enough training
to know to keep the rifle just out of Brandt’s reach.

The kid wasn’t overly large for a wolf,
maybe a shade under six feet so. His hair was black and cut
ruthlessly short with just a hint of waviness left on top. He was
dark-haired and handsome, like most of the gray wolves, and Brandt
was beginning to realize from his unusual scent that he was a
hybrid or a cross, maybe part gray and part Alaskan. Shifters all
had a distinctive appearance, larger than humans for the most part,
with dark hair and exotically slanted eyes. The grays, though, were
generally smaller and less fierce-looking than the huge Alaskan
wolf shifters, who were known by the BLA to be prominent members of
the rebels and who usually took leadership roles.

Since Brandt had been actively
searching for the rebel wolf shifters who were supposed to be in
this area for over two weeks now, he was excited to think he might
finally have located some of them, so long as the kid in front of
him didn’t shoot first and ask questions later. Brandt might never
have found the camp at all if he hadn’t stumbled onto it
accidentally, following the blood trail of a rabbit that had gotten
loose from one of his snares. The young gray with the gun jabbed
the barrel in Brandt’s direction. “Who the fuck are you and why are
you spying on us?” he demanded. The slight tremor in his hands gave
away his nervousness, and the finger trembling rather alarmingly on
the trigger caused a low, uneasy whine to start up in Brandt’s
throat.

Brandt lifted his shoulders
negligently, trying to look as non-threatening as possible. “I was
hunting in the area and saw the camp below. I heard voices and was
just trying to see who was down there by the fire. I meant no
harm.”

“You’re lying. You’re
either BLA or a damn mercenary. Which is it?” the man asked
disgustedly, gesturing with the barrel of his rifle toward Brandt’s
stained and tattered uniform. Without waiting for an answer, he
pulled out a portable radio attached to his belt loop and keyed it,
speaking into it rapidly. “Michael to Zayne.”

A crackly voice replied. “Zayne, go
ahead.”

“I have an intruder. Code
red. Repeat, code red.”

A short silence and then the voice on
the other end replied, his voice sounding urgent. “What’s your
location?”

“On the hill above you.
One man, so far as I can tell. I’ve disarmed him, but I might need
help.”

“On the way. Be careful,
Michael.”

The young man slid the radio back in
its holster without taking his gaze away from Brandt. “Don’t move,
or I’ll shoot. Get down on your knees.”

A wave of irritation swept over Brandt,
both at the boy and at himself for being captured by someone so
obviously young and inexperienced. Jaden would give him hell for
this. “Well, which is it?” he said. “Don’t move or get on my knees?
I can’t do both.”

“You know what I mean,
asshole! Get on your damn knees and don’t give me any
shit.”

Barely containing an eye roll, Brandt
sank down to his knees, keeping his fingers laced together behind
his neck. “This really isn’t necessary, you know. I was just
hunting, like I said.” As with all of his kind, Brandt had
exceptional hearing and could already discern the sounds of men
running up the hill toward them, plowing through the underbrush.
They’d have company in minutes.

“Look, I’m former BLA, but
I managed to escape. I’m with a group of mostly grays and just a
few Alaskans, looking for sanctuary. We’ve been searching for the
rebel camp for a few weeks now. We heard it was in this
area.”

“Shut up!” the boy said.
“I thought you said you were just hunting. Which is it?” When
Brandt just stared back at him, he jabbed the rifle barrel toward
him. “Well, answer me, damn it.”

Brandt was unable to stop the eye roll
this time. The kid first told him to shut up and then asked him
questions. Either he was really nervous or just plain stupid, and
either way, this could go seriously wrong. Brandt wanted badly to
take the rifle away from him and shove it up his ass as the boy
continued to edge closer, but with the others coming, he needed to
cool it. He didn’t want to give them any more reason to think he
was a threat.

“I was hunting. But the group is camped
nearby. I can take you there, if you don’t believe me.”

Michael gave a short bark of laughter.
“Yeah, I’ll bet you could.”

If the other rebels were anything like
this kid, Brandt was pretty sure he was screwed. He should probably
just shut up like the kid first said, at least until someone with a
cooler head was on the scene, or he’d wind up with a bullet in his
brain. He settled back on his heels and tried to think what his
brother Jaden would do if he were in this situation.

The man wearing camouflage suddenly
erupted through the trees, panting for breath and carrying a
shotgun. He ran right up on Brandt and before Brandt could move,
he’d thrown a punch to his head that snapped it to the side and
almost caused him to topple over. He regained his balance and
turned on the man with a snarl, lurching to his feet to grapple
with the guy for his gun. Brandt was aware of other men bursting on
the scene, as he struggled briefly with Camo before laying him out
with a hard right hook. Brandt whirled around to face the newcomers
when pain exploded in his cheek and the world went bright white and
flared out.

 


****

 


“Brandt should have been
back from checking his traps by now,” Jaden said, standing up by
the fire restlessly and peering down the trail leading off into the
forest. “Maybe I should go check on him.”

“You wouldn’t even know
exactly where to look. Give him a few more minutes. If he’s not
back by the time we finish eating, I’ll go with you to look for
him.” Ty said, slipping an arm around Jaden’s waist and giving him
a hug. “Now come on, my mother warmed up some of the rabbit stew.
If we don’t hurry, Connor and your other guys will eat it all
up.”

Jaden allowed himself to be pulled away
by his mate and steered back to his place by the fire, but he was
still twitchy with nerves and wanted to be out scouring the forest
for his brother. Since Jaden and the other Alaskans in his unit had
joined Ty’s group of grays a few weeks before, Jaden had become
increasingly protective of his own group of former BLA agents. He
realized perhaps better than anyone what a difficult transition
they were making. Jaden was a former Special Agent in Charge, an
alpha, who had been carefully trained by the agency since he was a
child to turn his back on his own kind and put the goals of the
Bureau of Lupine Affairs before anything and everything else. He’d
almost been there too, until he met Ty and his whole world
changed.

For one thing, in the past few weeks,
he’d become much closer to his two brothers, Brandt and Connor, who
had stood by him and protected him steadfastly from the time thirty
years ago when they’d all been taken away from their parents.
They’d been only children themselves, and Jaden had been two years
old. Looking back on it, there had been many times over the
intervening years that Jaden was pretty sure he hadn’t been worth
their time and trouble.

He still felt guilty for the way he’d
allowed the BLA to change him, to mold him into one of their
creatures. As an alpha, he felt like he should have been
stronger-minded and more able to resist their brainwashing. Brandt,
the oldest of the three brothers, had been steadfast and strong
throughout his own training, but still he kept telling Jaden that
it would have been impossible for such a young child to resist
their techniques, alpha or no alpha. Jaden had been only two when
they’d started on him.

Unlike his two older gamma brothers,
Jaden had to undergo specialized alpha training, and that
discipline, as taught by the Bureau of Lupine Affairs, was ruthless
and thorough. The BLA taught the young alphas to harden their
hearts to any kind of affection or emotion and to put themselves
and their own well-being first and foremost. The instructors had
been brutal and sadistic, and it had been literally every man for
himself, with only the strongest among them surviving. Alphas were
told they didn’t need anyone or anything to hold them back, and
they were encouraged to cut all family ties. Since alphas had a
strong, inborn sense of responsibility and duty toward their
families and their packs, this went against their very natures and
literally made some of them into psychotic killers.

Jaden had been one of the lucky ones.
His brothers, Brandt and Connor, showered him with affection
whether he wanted it or not and kept his heart from turning to
stone. His brothers, particularly the oldest, Brandt, had managed
to pull him back from the brink by standing by him when he tried to
push them away and refusing to be moved. That had to be the thing
that saved Jaden from being like some of the others—that and his
mate, Ty, who was sitting beside him now.

He loved Ty so much it scared him down
deep in his soul sometimes. He’d experienced gut-wrenching loss
before, but he was pretty sure he wouldn’t survive if anything
happened to Ty. He really would have no reason to go on. Wolves
mated for life, and usually pined away quickly if one outlived the
other. It was almost funny to think of how he’d once planned to
leave Ty just after they met, because he’d been so angry and felt
so betrayed when Ty had turned the tables on him and taken him
captive.

Ty was a gray, and they had met when
Jaden and his agents had come to force their pack into the Smoky
Mountain Preserve, a kind of prison camp run by the BLA for wolf
shifters. The camps, former state and national parks, had been set
up just after The Troubles, when humans had first discovered the
existence of the wolf shifters that lived among them. No one knew
exactly how it happened, but the discovery was in Alaska, near the
Denali National Forest, and the Alaskan wolves were the first to be
rounded up. The panic soon spread rapidly all over the United
States, as the humans reacted out of fear and prejudice, until only
a scattering of shifter packs remained free. Ty had been in one of
these obscure packs of grays still hiding out in the mountains of
Virginia, but he and his pack had staged a daring escape when they
were found and taken into custody. Ty had led his pack north to the
Canadian border to find and join the rebels, a resistance movement
mostly located north of the border. The most shocking thing to
Jaden had been that Ty had forced him and his brothers to go along
with him.

Jaden glanced over at his mate fondly,
remembering how hard he’d fought the overwhelming attraction
between them. He’d already given Ty the mating bite by the time of
the escape, and once he had Jaden captive, Ty had returned the
favor. If Jaden had managed to get away from Ty, he knew now that
he wouldn’t have lasted a week before he’d have had to crawl back
and beg Ty’s forgiveness. Actually, they both probably knew it,
though Ty was far too kind to rub it in.

“Wait a minute,” Ty said.
“I think I heard Brandt say he was going to check the snares over
by the river.”

Jaden nodded, distracted a bit by the
enticing smell of his mate when he sat so close to him. It was all
he could do not to tear Ty’s clothes off at times like these and
lick him all over.

“You know, I’m not really
hungry. Maybe I’ll just start heading over that way,” Jaden said,
getting to his feet to put some distance between him and his mate.
It was hard to think straight when he sat so close, especially
considering that it had been several days since they’d had any time
alone to take care of business. Jaden was definitely feeling the
strain. “It’s probably nothing, but I have this nagging feeling
something’s not right.”

“I’ll go with you, then,”
Ty said, getting to his feet beside him. “Give me a minute to grab
a heavier jacket.”

It was getting colder this far north,
and soon the Canadian winter would be coming on strong. They’d been
extremely fortunate it had held off as long as it had and it had
been a mild autumn so far. Still, it was getting later in the year.
Any morning now they might wake up to a fresh snow. It was
imperative that they find shelter of some kind before that
happened. The children and the older ones wouldn’t survive a
Canadian winter without substantial shelter, and the situation was
growing more grim with each passing day that they failed to locate
the rebels.

According to what Jaden had heard, the
rebels were located somewhere in this general area. Jaden’s men had
been out searching the area continually, following the maps taken
from the BLA that showed where the agency thought one of the major
rebel camps was located. Jaden was fairly positive they were in the
right area, but they hadn’t yet been able to locate the rebel
stronghold. They’d found one site that had looked promising, but
whatever buildings that had once existed there had been burned to
the ground, and not all that long ago.

Jaden was beginning to fear that the
rebels had moved on to another area altogether, perhaps hundreds of
miles away. If they didn’t find the camp in another week at most,
they’d have to go back down to a town to find shelter until spring,
taking their chances that the Canadian authorities wouldn’t turn
them over to the American government, a hit or miss proposition at
best. There was always the chance, too, that mercenaries would be
sniffing around the towns looking for bounties. Neither of those
scenarios was exactly attractive.

The Canadian government had reluctantly
and very unofficially provided sanctuary to the wolves for years,
but increasing pressure from the Americans had led in recent months
to their turning a blind eye when mercenaries in the employ of the
BLA came across the border in pursuit of the rebels. Jaden was
afraid it was only a matter of time until Canadian officials
finally drove the rebels away from their borders
altogether.

“You don’t suppose he
found the rebel camp, do you?” Ty asked, turning on the way to
their tent to look back at Jaden. His beautiful blue eyes were
hopeful. “And maybe he’s already there negotiating with them to let
us in?” Color flared in Ty’s cheeks as he took a step back toward
him. “What do you think, Jaden? Do you think Brandt found the
rebels?”

“Or they found
him,” he said, a little
chill snaking its way down his spine.

 


****

 


A hard kick landed on Brandt’s hip and
he jerked. His eyes snapped open and he regained consciousness,
which was a huge mistake, he soon discovered, as a radiant pain
shot through his face, spreading from his cheek to his jaw. Nausea
threatened to empty the contents of his stomach as he winced and
another blast of pain nearly overwhelmed him. Carefully, he moved
his jaw, and it didn’t slide, thank God, which meant it wasn’t
broken. Didn’t mean it hurt any less.

“Wake up, asshole, and
tell us where the rest of your men are.” Camo was standing over him
and had probably been the one to deliver the kick. Brandt promised
himself that if he was still alive at the end of this, he’d put his
boot up Camo’s ass at a minimum.

“Stop it, Chad. I said
I’ll handle this. Now back off!” A new player stepped up and knelt
down beside Brandt. Brandt immediately recognized him as the other
man from the campfire, one of the men he’d been spying on. Brandt
was sure he was a full-blooded Alaskan. Now that he saw him up
close, Brandt could see the man was even bigger than he was,
probably over six feet five inches tall, and with a muscular build
and a fierce expression meant to intimidate him, so yeah, probably
an alpha too.

Brandt wondered again if
these were the rebels. The man’s scent wrapped itself around
Brandt, strong and sweet, and despite his nausea, or maybe because
of it, Brandt shuddered hard, unable to prevent it. Who the
hell was this
guy? His strong reaction to the man was puzzling, but Brandt didn’t
have enough lupine characteristics left to figure out
why.

Most wolves were guided by smell first
and instinct second, with vision only coming in a poor third. With
Brandt it was different. He could see just fine, of course, and
he’d mostly retained his lupine sense of hearing and smell, but
because he’d fought so hard against the drugs his BLA captors gave
him when he’d first been taken, they had increased his dosage. Or
maybe it was just the way his body reacted to the drugs—it was hard
to say. And even though Brandt had been off the injections for
several weeks now, he still wasn’t fully lupine. Both his brothers
retained more of their shifter characteristics than he had and were
regaining more and more of them every day. They couldn’t actually
shift yet, but they could partially transform. Not Brandt, however,
who had actually begun to wonder if he would ever be like other
shifters again.

He’d seen the things the grays did, and
the way they shifted so effortlessly under the full moon, and he’d
gradually come to realize just exactly how much had been taken from
him. He couldn’t shift, and other than his strength and his truly
keen senses, he retained little of his wolf’s characteristics. So
if this scent wafting off the rebel wolf and dancing around his
nose was supposed to mean something special, he wasn’t sure he
would even recognize it. The scent was so unexpectedly
overwhelming, though, that it made him close his eyes and allow his
head to fall back on the ground.

The big Alaskan leaned closer, looming
over him now, and the scent became even more compelling. God, he
was definitely an alpha. Brandt could tell. It was almost a
tangible thing floating in the very air around them. Alphas had a
confidence and a special kind of arrogance that gammas lacked.
Drawing the man’s scent into his lungs, Brandt felt his balls draw
up and tighten. Pure testosterone flooded his body, making him
flush hotly. The smell of the man was literally clouding his mind
and making it difficult to think straight. What the hell was
this?

“Who are you? Tell me your
name,” the man said, close to his ear. His tone was soft, yet
urgent, and he was sniffing at Brandt, too, his brow furrowed. He
had a grim, disbelieving expression on his handsome
face.

“Brandt Malik. And it’s
not what you think.”

“How the hell do you know
what we think, asshole?” Camo was back, looming over the other
man’s shoulder. Without warning Camo leaned across the Alaskan and
punched Brandt again on his injured jaw. The big Alaskan still
kneeling by him mostly deflected the blow at the last second with
his shoulder, but the pain was still so intense Brandt thought he
might puke. He would have done it too, if he could have been sure
at least some of it would have landed on Camo.

An angry argument started between the
two men in front of him as the alpha jumped up to confront the
other man. Brandt kept his head down, letting the angry words wash
over him, along with the pain. He felt a rock beneath his hip and
concentrated on slowly digging it out of the ground with his
fingers, then wrapping a fist around it. Staggering wearily to his
feet, Brandt heard the boy Michael call out a sharp warning. Both
men turned back to look at him, obviously surprised to see him
standing. Camo sneered at him.

“Do you want some more of
this, motherfucker?” he yelled and took a step toward
Brandt.

Brandt waited until Camo got closer and
then swung as hard as he could. The dull thud and crack of bone
that followed sounded loud as it bounced off the nearby trees.
Brandt was happy to see Camo’s eyes roll up in his head as he
dropped soundlessly to his knees and then keeled over on the ground
like a poleaxed steer. The Alaskan alpha looked at him in amazement
and Brandt shrugged, opening his aching hand to show the rock
inside.

“It was
my turn,” he said and
let the rock fall to the sandy ground beside him.

The Alaskan tightened his jaw and
turned to the others standing by, watching the show. “Restrain him,
but don’t injure him,” he said and they jumped to obey his
order.

Brandt didn’t fight them, realizing he
was not only injured, but badly outnumbered. He allowed them to tie
his hands behind his back and then whirl him around to face the
other man.

“Lillian will want to see
him,” the Alaskan said, his voice gruff and low-pitched. “Blindfold
him and take him to the compound.”

Brandt hadn’t really noticed the trail
they pushed him to much before this, but then again, once he’d
smelled the smoke coming from their campfire below, he’d been
totally focused on seeing if he’d finally been able to locate the
rebels. He could have kicked himself for not taking greater
precautions. He should have known they’d have patrols out. This
kind of error got people killed.

Brandt’s arms were pulled behind his
back and tied while someone else tied a bandanna tightly around his
head, covering his eyes. A little shove got him moving again, and
Brandt felt a hand on his arm, guiding him. Brandt thought that it
must be the big Alaskan who was pulling him forward. He wondered if
the other man was feeling the strange electricity between them, but
if he did, he didn’t seem too pleased about it.

The only thing that came to mind was
the mating urge, but Brandt knew nothing about the thing, other
than what he’d learned from his brother Jaden. Jaden had met his
mate Ty just before they came to this place, and was in fact the
reason they were even here. For a while the mating experience had
made Jaden miserable and more than a little crazy. Was that what
this was about?

Then again, maybe he was already crazy
because what the hell was he doing thinking about the mating urge
when he had so many guns pointed at his damn back? The man who
might be his mate gave him a shove and growled in his ear, making
Brandt shudder again as a little thrill of excitement shot straight
to his balls. If he lived through this—and that was looking more
and more like a big if—and the Alaskan made that sound in his ear
one more time, he wouldn’t be responsible for his damn
actions.

 


****

 


Zayne Sala was furious. He stalked
along behind the BLA agent, trying to decide if he wanted to knock
the man to the ground or pull him into his arms and kiss him
senseless. Zayne knew the agent had noticed this
whatever-the-hell-it-was between them, but he didn’t know what to
make of it either. He knew that because Zayne could already sense a
great deal about him. There was no longer any doubt that he would
fuck the man—it was just a matter of when and where. He had to pick
his time and hope that a good and thorough fucking would get the
asshole out of his system. Zayne suspected exactly what this thing
was, but he wasn’t ready yet to admit it or acknowledge it in any
way. Maybe if he refused to believe it, it would all just go away.
He liked his life just the way it was and this man walking in front
of him represented a huge change.

The man wasn’t an alpha, and Zayne
could at least be happy about that. Probably a gamma, though his
scent wasn’t right. There was something chemical and unhealthy
about his smell, actually. He was probably Alaskan by birth, and
exuded an odor that wasn’t bad exactly, but strange and definitely
not lupine. It set Zayne’s teeth on edge and skewed all that he
knew about wolf shifters. Maybe the BLA had injected this agent
with something that made his strange blood seem attractive to other
shifters. Zayne had heard rumors for years about how they dosed the
shifter agents regularly. He’d have to ask the others if they
noticed his scent, and made a mental note not
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