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CALLAN

 

I was trained to be a hunter. Growing up in the nation’s most infamous, violent cult—my job was simple. Track. Kill. Survive.

 

And that’s what I did… until our leader threatened to kill his own daughter.

 

Refusing to watch another senseless murder, I did what I was trained to do. I took his life, claimed his land, and set every member free, including her. I only had one goal left. Find the sister I was told was dead.

 

But being a hunter in the woods is a far cry from tracking a woman in Miami Beach.

 

I didn’t find my sister.

 

I found my stepsister. 
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For my only child, my beloved son, Oliver.

You are and will always be my entire world.

I love you, Sweet Boy, and I miss you beyond measure.

 

Oliver Shane Bartel 2004-2020

 

◈ ◈ ◈

 

For all the men and women in our Armed Forces, thank you so much for your service.
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One year ago

 

“YOU HAVE TO STICK it in.”

I blinked, then looked to my left.

Brown hair, warm eyes, the female smiled the friendliest smile I had ever seen. “Your credit card?” She raised her eyebrows. “You have to slide it into the slot.”

Holding the plastic payment card, my hand hovering inches from the gas pump, I knew how it worked. “I know.”

“Oh!” She laughed, the sound rich, but all at once feminine and shy. It was the first time in years I had heard a woman laugh. “I’m so sorry. How embarrassing.” She smiled again. “I just assumed you weren’t sure because you were just kind of standing there.”

She was right. I was. I had been thinking about another female. Unsure of what had triggered the memory, I shook away her ghost and looked at the woman in front of me. Warm brown eyes, long dark hair, a body with curves, she was beautiful. “I was remembering someone.” My voice rusty, the words sounded foreign.

Sympathy clouded her smile. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude.”

“You are not intruding.” I was shocked to realize she was a welcome distraction.

Her smile came back. “Well, okay then. Carry on.” With a soft-looking, printed shirt flowing around her breasts, she stepped back and turned to leave.

Suddenly, I was starved for human interaction. Not just any interaction, but female interaction. Two years was probably too long to go without speaking unless absolutely necessary, but it hadn’t felt lonely, not until this unexpected female smiled at me. “What is your name?”

Denim shorts hugging her womanly curves, showing off tanned legs, she paused and looked over her shoulder. Her brown hair cascaded down her back, the soft waves reaching almost to her waist. “Are you hitting on me?”

I frowned. “Hitting on you?”

“Right, okay, um, sorry.” Her cheeks flushed beautifully. “Of course you weren’t. You’re….” Her hand fluttered in the air gracefully as her gaze dropped to my chest. She gave a small, shy laugh and met my eyes again. “I’m just going to stop talking now. Have a good day.”

“I would never hit you.” The thought was abhorrent.

She stopped. “No, I meant….” Her head cocked to the side, and she looked at me curiously. “Never mind. Are you from around here?”

“Yes.” The compound was close enough.

She kept looking at me, but not in the usual way females on the compound looked at me. Almost six and half feet, blond hair, blue eyes, I knew I was attractive to the opposite sex, but this woman was not looking at me like she merely wanted my seed.

Mesmerized by her, I gave her a name I had never said out loud. “I am Callan.” The six letters strung together on a birth certificate I had never seen sounded as foreign as my voice.

Wide and pure, her smile came naturally and without motive. “I’m Emily. Nice to meet you, Callan.”

I had never met a female outside the compound gates.

When I gave no response, she glanced at my truck, briefly putting her hand on the side. “She’s a classic.”

“1984 Chevrolet K10 Scottsdale.” I rattled off the make and model of the truck I had kept running since I was a boy. The best hunter on the compound, I was the only one besides our leader to have a vehicle. I used it for transporting game too heavy to carry. Once a month, I came to the nearest gas station off the compound and filled the tank.

She nodded as if she understood vehicles. “She’s a beauty.”

“You are beautiful.” And she was. Like the saplings in spring, she was new and fresh and full of promise.

Heat instantly colored her cheeks, and her full lips formed a perfect O. She looked away. “Thank you.”

I frowned. “Did I say something wrong?”

Her hand waved through the air. “No, no.”

“Emily.” Quick, sharp, I stated her name the way I would any female’s name on the compound whose attention I wanted.

Her gaze immediately came back to me, and the color on her cheeks deepened. She bit her bottom lip. “Mm-hmm?”

“It was not my intent to make you uncomfortable.” I would not apologize for telling her she was beautiful. “Your shy smile…” I searched for words she would understand, words uncommon to the compound. “It made me happy.”

“Well.” She dropped her gaze to her feet. “Your compliment made me happy.” Inhaling, she lifted her head and rewarded me with another smile. “Thank you. It’s not every day a…” She glanced at my chest, my arms. “A stranger tells you you’re pretty.”

“I said beautiful, not pretty.” She was more than pretty. Something about her was pulling me in each second I dared to stand there.

“Okay.” Her small laugh did not conceal her shyness. “Well, I better get going. It was really nice meeting you, Callan. See you around.” She turned and walked toward the small attached store.

I stared at the swing of her full hips and the curve of her small waist as she disappeared inside. Desires I had buried years ago rose to the surface, and without thinking, I was following her. Striding into the store, I found her smiling and laughing with the male cashier as she set a soda on the counter.

Possessiveness, instant and unexpected, washed over me, and my tone turned sharp. “Emily.”

She turned and her smile changed to surprise, but no words came out of her mouth. She stared at me. The cashier stared at me, and every minute of growing up in a religious compound, isolated from society, culminated in that single moment.

I had read the Bible. I had read any book I could get my hands on. But schematics for bomb shelters and handbooks on survival had taught me nothing about this.

Twenty-six turns around the sun and I did not know how to converse with a female. Tend to one, feed her, give her pleasure between her legs, make her want more—that I knew.

But I did not have words for this.

Not for this sharp and inexplicable need for a woman I had just met who smiled like an angel. I did not have any frame of reference. My tongue felt tied, and my hands felt empty without my rifle. With only a piece of plastic in my hand that electronically connected to a bank account I did not own, I made a decision.

Striding forward, I held the card out to the cashier. “I will pay.”

“Callan, thank you.” Soft, appreciative, her voice washed over me like a drug.

I nodded once.

The cashier rang me up and returned the card. “You want a receipt?”

“No,” I answered him without taking my eyes off the angel in front of me. I did not want any evidence of my stray from protocol.

“So, um….” Emily glanced over my shoulder as a couple walked in to the store. She moved out of their way before looking back up at me. This time, she did not smile. Studying my face, a slight frown drew her eyebrows together. “I know this sounds strange, but have we met before? You look… familiar.”

Her scent, sweet and clean, like spring rain and flowers, drifted around me. Unlike with any other female I had ever laid eyes on, my interest in her grew with each beat of my heart. Not even the memory that had plagued me earlier could compare. I wanted to feel the soft skin of this angel’s cheek. I wanted to taste the fullness of her bottom lip. I wanted to do more than give her fleeting words in a gas station convenience store.

“We have never met.” But the strength of my draw to her was as if this entire meeting was in the hands of fate and its cruel intentions.

She glanced at the fatigues I had worn hunting this dawn. “You’re in the military?”

“No.” Not the kind of military she was referring to.

Her frown deepened. “Do you go to the university?”

“No.” I was taught that school corrupted the soul, nature fed it.

She half smiled. “Are you sure you don’t go to the university?”

“I do not attend school.” I should not have been talking to her, but it was as if I could not stop myself.

She gave me a small laugh that was more hypnotic than a summer rain. If she were an animal, she would be one of the curious does in spring, before instinct taught them fear.

Inexplicably, the need to protect her from that fear, to protect her, period, rushed through my veins. Females in my world never traveled alone, especially not one of child-bearing age, and definitely not one in her state of undress and beauty. “Who are you here with?” I demanded.

Heat flushed her cheeks. “Um, no one. I just came in for a Coke.” She held her soda up. “Which, by the way, thank you again. You didn’t have to do that.” She smiled wide and dared to nudge my arm with her shoulder. “You better go get your gas.”

“I will.” In a minute. I had to. I only had permission to be off the compound for as long as it took to fill the tank.

“Okay, Callan without a last name.” She stepped toward the front of the store.

Sunlight streaming through the glass storefront hit her face, and she was no longer just an angel in name. The rays casting a glow over skin and hair, she became a visual of everything I never knew I had wanted until that moment.

With no heed for convention, no honor to the strict compound rules, I did something I never should have done. I cupped the gas station angel’s face, and I allowed my thumb to stroke her soft cheek.

Then I gave her words that betrayed everything I should have stood for. “I wish things were different.” But they were not, and I had already failed a woman.

Her full lips parted and she drew in air. Then slowly, as if she understood every way I could not have her, she closed her eyes and did something I never expected. She leaned into my touch.

For one heartbeat, I fed off the warmth of her simple act of trust and let it mask my failed past and present responsibilities.

Then I dropped my hand. “Goodbye, Emily.”

She cleared her throat and stepped back a foot. “Maybe I’ll… see you around sometime?”

Not if she was lucky. I was River Ranch. A hunter for the most feared religious compound in the states, I had no business being in charge of a woman. I had already lost one. “Maybe,” I lied for the first time in my life, giving her a hope I could not fulfill.

“Maybe could be good.” With one last smile, she pushed the door open and walked into the hot Florida sun.
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Six months ago

 

I STARED AT MY past.

A female, my female, who I had thought had been killed in an FBI raid on the compound three years ago, was standing in front of me, breathing the same air.

Decima.

She was not dead. She had deserted.

“Hero.” She used my compound name by way of greeting.

Deserters of River Ranch had a bounty put on their head. But here Decima was, with a dozen armed men behind her, a communication device in her ear, and a truck full of weapons she planned to trade for her freedom.

The move was unprecedented.

“Turn off the communication device in your ear, Decima,” I instructed, not wanting the men with her to hear our conversation.

She reached up and touched the device.

“It is off?” I had read about such technology, but I had no experience with it.

“Yes.”

My gaze roamed over her body. Everything about her slight, muscular build was the same, but she was different. Her shoulders were proud and brave, and she no longer looked afraid. “You cut your hair.” All compound women had long hair. The gas station angel had long hair.

“I’d had enough of someone pulling it,” she clipped.

I stepped close to her back, not wanting my armed brothers hidden in the tree line to hear our conversation. They would report back to River and the shooting would start. I did not want that to happen before I had a chance to converse with her. Before I had a chance to make amends. “I was led to believe you were dead.”

She did not turn to face me. “Lucky you, I’m not.”

“I would have come for you had I known.” I had been responsible for her. I would have found her. I would not have left her alone in the world outside the compound. I had owed her that much.

She turned.

During my eighteenth turn around the sun, she had been given to me as a burden and my charge. I had been resentful at the interruption of my responsibility to hunt. But the moment I’d taken her into my quarters, I’d found out what it meant to be responsible for another life beyond the scope of my rifle.

She craned her neck, her gaze traveling up my chest to meet my eyes. “You look older.”

“You look no different.” She looked very different, but it was not physical. I glanced at the slight swell of her hips that did not come close to the gas station angel’s. Then I gave her the respect she deserved and made eye contact. “You act no different.” She was the only woman on the compound who had ever been challenging. I had both hated and admired her for it.

“Surprise, I’m still me.” A familiar sarcasm she’d only used in private with me colored her tone, and the one question that had haunted me for years came back.

“You never cried,” I abruptly stated.

Her muscles tensed.

“That first time,” I explained. “You did not shed tears.” She had been given to me the day she became a woman, and I had been tasked with completing the cycle. It was how compound life worked. When women got their first monthlies, they were taken by a man. Any man, unless someone chose to fight for the right. But then you paid for that right, the least of which would be a beating you endured like a man deserving of a woman.

I had heard compound brothers tell stories of how females begged and pleaded, cried, even screamed when you took their innocence. The more a female showed distress, the more the brothers bragged, relishing in their conquest as if pain was proof of manhood.

Those brothers, their stories, they had disgusted me. When the brothers saw my expression of judgment, they had laughed and promised one day I would understand.

Then my time had come.

I had taken Decima back to my quarters. Angered by the fear on her face and the act I was bound to complete, resentment had seeded. But when Decima had lain in my arms, forced to endure the compound mandate, despair had set in because she did not react as the brothers had described. Stoic, brave, she had quietly endured my penetration as if grace was her fate while sin was mine.

A deep contempt for compound life had poisoned my soul that day.

An unusual expression of sorrow clouded Decima’s features as she confirmed my statement. “No, I didn’t. Not until you took a beating for me.”

While she had not shed a tear while losing her virginity, she had pleaded for one thing. She had wanted protection from the final act that confirmed the cycle of a female becoming a woman. River Stephens, the leader of River Ranch, completed the initiation of every female by taking the woman himself and leaving his seed. Only his seed was allowed in a woman, unless a brother fought for the rights to her. Then you endured a life-threatening beating to prove your worthiness.

That was what Decima had asked of me. Not to let River Stephens, her biological father, plant his seed in her.

Her plea sweeping the last of my faith away, I’d done what a man should do. “I invoked my one passage.” I had claimed rights to her. The beating from River that followed had been my due. “It was a given.”

“You wasted it,” she clipped.

My expression as still as the hunter I was trained to be, I failed to not let my hand fist at her insult. “It gave you what you wanted.”

Concern she did not have for me when we were together washed over her features. “What about what you wanted?”

“I have no regrets.” Not about that decision.

Decima glanced at the ground then threw out one of her insults meant to distract. “You kissed like shit back then.”

A birdcall sounded from deep within the woods, signaling the brothers were about to take Decima’s men by force. I should have been in position next to them, but instead I was staring at my past and realizing my mistakes. I should have taken her and left years ago, before the raid. And I should have left again when I had laid eyes on the gas station angel six months ago.

Ignoring a second birdcall, I gave the words of respect I should have given years ago to Decima. “You never showed me tears.” She had shown me strength.

“You wanted me to?” Decima’s anger-laced response was a telltale sign she did not want an answer.

I gave her one anyway. “I never wanted to hurt you.” But the day of the raid, I had failed her. Taking my defensive position in the tree line, I had shot at federal agents in the name of protecting the compound, but I had left her unprotected. Dozens of compound members had been killed that day. When the dust settled, River had told me in disgust that she had been shot making a run for the gate.

Steeped in guilt, I had grieved for a year and chastised myself for all of the missed opportunities to leave compound life behind. A year grew into two and the hunger of many mouths to feed kept me hunting. But six months ago, fate put another sign in my path.

A gas station angel who smiled at me like no female ever had. The past six months I’d looked for her every time I went to fill the truck’s tank, telling myself I would seize the opportunity should I see her again.

I never had.

Now Decima was here and fate was giving me an opportunity.

This time, I was not going to squander it. This time, I would not fight beside my brothers.

Decima looked at me like she suddenly understood. “You liked me.”

Resentment, not that she was alive, but that she was free, surfaced, and I verbally lashed out. “I could take you right now. It would be my right.” It was the second time a lie crossed my lips. By compound rights, I no longer had any claim on her, she was a deserter.

“You could.” The confusion between her drawn-together eyebrows released, and what had been her usual determination returned. “And I could fight you.”

If not for the dire situation about to unfold, I might have smiled. I had tried to love her once. I had never given her my heart, but I had given her protection until the day of the raid. Then she had proved me inferior. “You were always stronger than me.”

Her eyes went wide with shock. “Stronger?”

She must have thought of escape all those years ago, but she had never spoken of it to me. I could have gotten us out and kept us safe from any bounty. I had skills River Stephens did not. “Yes.” I regretted I was not stronger then, but she was just as strong. “You are the same, but different.”

“I never belonged here, Hero.”

I had known that, but I had failed her. I would not be a failure this time. “A woman like you belongs everywhere.” No cage could contain someone who thought freely.

Her arms went around my waist and her head landed on my chest. “Thank you, Hero. For everything.”

Unfamiliar territory made my muscles stiff, and I could no longer ignore the impending firefight. “Does he protect you?” A dark-haired man she had brought with her, who was now behind the palmettos watching us, stared at her the way a man stared at a woman he had given his heart to.

“Who?”

She knew who. “The soldier.”

She spoke in compound speak. “I am not bonded with him.”

Although her words were familiar, I knew from her dialect that she had left this life behind more years ago than she had been gone from it.

“Why?” She should be bonded with him, or married, as they called it outside the compound. A man who risked his life by walking into an armed fortress was a man worthy of her.

“He does protect me. In the world out there, it’s enough.”

It was not enough. I pushed her away and glanced at the woods. “And he… tends to you?” I had never planted my seed in her. Even back then, I knew I had no right to her.

Her cheeks flushed. “Yes.”

Staring over her head, I nodded once and selfishly gave her words that were meant more for my peace of mind than hers. “You were loved.”

Her hand landed on my chest. “So were you.”

I grasped her fingers and squeezed once before I released her. The time for sentiment was gone. “Goodbye, Decima.” I turned to go.

“Hero?”

I looked over my shoulder.

“Alathena?” she asked, mentioning her birth mother’s name.

I did not hesitate with the truth. “She is with God.”

Grief choked her throat. “How… how long?”

“Spring before last, she was found in her chambers. She never woke one morning.” I suspected it was by her own hand, but I did not say that to the troubled woman’s only daughter.

Decima nodded, then she surprised me. “You can get out.”

Holding her gaze, I spoke the lie loud enough for the brothers in the woods to hear. “If I had wanted to leave, I would have done so already. My life is here.”

She frowned. “Are you saying what you think I want to hear?”

The muscles unused for many years, I smiled. “I learned a long time ago there was no purchase in giving you empty words.”

She smiled back, but there was no joy in it, not like the angel from the gas station.

Out of the corner of my eye, movement from the tree line caught my attention. We were out of time. I dropped my voice. “Be careful. River will not do as you expect.”

“Meaning?”

“He let you go once. I do not foresee him doing it again.” I wanted to give her more warning, but soon my actions would speak for themselves.

Alarm filtered into her voice. “But you’re letting me go?”

I did not blame her for asking. She knew the compound rules, but it saddened me she saw me as one of the enforcers. A final birdcall indicated the brothers were moving in, and I threw words out that were meant to distract. “Decima, if you were mine to keep, you would have already borne my children.”

“Are you a….” She swallowed as if she were jealous. “Do you have children?”

I had not taken another woman since her. I’d had no desire for any of the compound women, no desire for any woman at all, not until I’d laid eyes on the gas station angel. “No.”

“Is that by choice?”

I only stared at her in response. She would not understand my hatred of all women from here except her.

“Hero… take care of yourself.”

“Goodbye, Decima.” I disappeared into the tree line opposite of where her soldier was waiting for her.

Skirting the compound, looking for signs of any more men Decima had brought with her, I saw four brothers intercept Decima and tell her River wanted to see her in chambers.

I stepped out of the trees. “Brother Spiro, the elders need you and your brothers in chambers.” It was not a lie. They would need everyone who could shoot when Decima’s men started firing their automatic weapons.

Spiro did not move. “The holy—”

“Immediately,” I warned, using my authority over him as a hunter.

Spiro glared at Decima’s man before he and the three brothers with him retreated.

I waited until they were out of earshot, then I quietly addressed Decima’s man. “You need to get her out.”

Ignoring me, he moved toward the front gate. “Come on, Kendall.”

“Not that way,” I warned. “The front gate is not an option.” I glanced at Decima. “Decima, do you remember the summer deer trail?”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

“You will need to take the west one.” It led deep into the woods. None of the other brothers liked to go that far. They would likely not follow.

Decima’s man glared at me. “First of all, her name’s Kendall. Second, we’re not prisoners. We’re walking out the way we came in.”

I wondered if he had named her Kendall, but I did not ask. I was listening to the movement in the woods behind me.

Misreading my lack of response, Decima’s man took a step toward me. “You got a fucking problem?”

I held his gaze, wondering if Decima had lied to me about him. “She said you protect her.”

“That’s why I’m not walking her ten miles deep into the fucking glades with who knows how many of your brothers lying in wait.”

“You were the one who supplied the weapons.” He should not have given River Stephens weapons if he did not want a war.

“What’s Stephens planning?” he demanded.

I lowered my voice. “He will not let her leave alive.”

He called to the blond man standing behind him. “Talerco.”

“On it.” The man he called Talerco touched the communication device in his ear and quietly spoke. “Vikin’, Ink, hurry the fuck up.”

Spiro would be back in chambers by now. They needed to leave. “She knows the trails. I trained her.”

“Here’s the difference between you and me,” Decima’s man ground out. “I don’t drag a woman through the woods in enemy territory because her statutory rape asshole of an ex tells me to.”

“André,” Kendall snapped.

Decima’s man, André, did not listen to her. Instead, he raised his weapon and held it against my temple. “If I have to shoot my fucking way out of here, starting with you, I’ll do it. She’s walking out that front gate because that is her fucking right.”

Unfazed by his threat, I took his anger for what it was, but he needed to be aware of what he was up against. “There are one hundred armed on compound,” I quietly warned. “I have only counted seven of you, including the sniper position.”

“Then you know you’re scoped right fucking now.”

I did. I had already spotted the other soldier in the trees. “I do not fear death.” With death came freedom.

“We’re leaving. You help us or you don’t. I don’t give a fuck.” André dropped his weapon from my temple, then took Decima’s hand and pulled her toward the front gate despite my warning.

No choice, I dropped back into the tree line, and that’s when I heard it.

Motorcycles.

A lot of motorcycles.

No one on compound had a motorcycle.

I ran.

Cutting through the trees, skirting the farthest line of defense the compound brothers held, I ran to the outer fence and scaled it. The bikes drawing closer with every quickened breath, I circled toward the front access road, outside the compound gate.

Running parallel to the road, jumping over branches and dodging the pines, I hit the old dirt road as more than twenty men on motorcycles pulled up to the open gate. Driving around the three black SUVs Decima and her men had come in, the bikers drove straight into the compound.

Seconds later, gunfire erupted.

Shots came from every direction. I swung my rifle from my shoulder and looked through the scope. Scanning, I searched for Decima. On my second pass, I saw one of the SUVs reverse lights go on.

I sprinted.

My head low, praying it was her in the vehicle, I knocked once on the glass. Three bullets in rapid succession plunked into the metal inches from my chest, and I yanked the door open.

Decima glared at me from the driver seat. “Don’t even fucking think about it, Hero. I’m not going with you to the deer trails.”

“Move over,” I ordered.

“No. You don’t even know how to drive.” She shoved me away. “Get out, I have to get to him! Your asshole brothers are shooting at him!”

I dropped my voice and focused on her. “Decima, I am going to help him. Move over, I know how to drive.”

For a single heartbeat, she did not move. Then she climbed into the passenger seat, and I got behind the wheel.

She pulled a gun from her back waistband. “Drive!”

“Give me your communication device.” I put my rifle between the two front seats and held out my hand.

“No,” she snapped.

I was not risking an unannounced breach of her soldier’s team. “If I do not tell them I am helping them, they will shoot me.”

Hands shaking, she pulled the device out and gave it to me. “Drive!”

Fitting the device into my ear, I threw the luxury SUV into drive. “This is Hero. I am pulling the SUV between the truck and the bikes. Is this the armored vehicle?” Bullets hit the vehicle, but they were not penetrating the metal. I had heard her man, André, speak of an armored vehicle when I was scouting him and his soldiers, but I needed to be sure.

“Yes!” Decima shouted. “It’s armored. Now drive.” She reached over and pushed my leg down.

Hearing nothing but gunfire through the communication device, I handed it back to Decima, and stepped on the gas.

The tires spun in the mud, then the vehicle lurched forward. Angling between the truck and the bikers, I drove toward Decima’s soldier first where he lay prone, firing. Reaching behind me, I threw the back door open for him.

Unloading his magazine to cover himself, André jumped in the back seat and yanked the door shut. “Spin around, spin around!” Lowering his window a few inches, he shoved the barrel of his automatic rifle out the four-inch opening.

I turned the SUV in a half circle and pulled alongside the truck where the blond soldier, Talerco, was. André laid down fire, and Talerco yanked open the rear passenger door and jumped in.

“Those fuckin’ tree hidin’ motherfuckers.” Talerco glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “Present company excluded.” He cracked his window like André had done and started picking off shots into the woods.

“Reverse,” André ordered, switching out his magazine. “Cover the back of the truck.”

I threw the SUV into reverse and gunned it. The heavy vehicle responded immediately, and I pulled parallel with the back of the truck. Gunfire from the compound brothers in the woods started hitting the armored SUV instead of the truck where André’s men were.

André spoke into his communication device. “Neil, Dane, retreat! Tyler, retreat!” He shoved his door open, stood on the running board, and laid cover fire over the top of the SUV.

His men sprinted to the cab of the truck. The brothers in the woods kept shooting and the men behind their motorcycles returned fire.

I stared at the main building, an idea forming.

André got back in the vehicle as the truck drove off compound, followed by another of the soldiers’ black SUVs.

I glanced in the rearview mirror at Decima’s soldier. “Most of the men are in the main building.” Including River. André was a trained soldier, he would know what I was suggesting.

André shook his head. “No fucking way. Retreat.”

With a steady stream of bullets plunking against the vehicle, Talerco casually glanced at André. “No sense chokin’ the dog if you ain’t gonna touch his neck.” He checked his magazine. “I got two and a half clips left.”

“Jesu-fucking-cristo.” André glared at Talerco like he was insane. “No. We’ve got extra cargo.”

Unfazed, Talerco shrugged. “Whole reason we’re here.”

André’s glare cut to Decima.

She held his gaze how she used to hold mine, then she showed him no fear. “Do it.”

The frown lines in his face deepening, André glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “What’s the building made out of?”

“Wood frame.” I had helped build it. It was solid, but not indestructible.

A round of bullets hit the SUV as one of the motorcycles caught fire. Decima glanced at the destruction around the compound. “Damn it, André,” she snapped. “Do something!”

“Fuck.” André slammed his fist into the side of the door, but he did not make a decision.

Talerco did.

Grabbing Decima by the shoulder, Talerco pulled her out of the front seat and shoved her to the third row in the back of the vehicle. “Back seat, come on, come on. Get down!”

André climbed in front and gave me a warning glare. “You one-hundred percent in?”

I did not hesitate. “Yes.” This was the fastest, safest way to get to River. I was not fool enough to think this would end with anything less than his death. If it wasn’t Decima, it would be another escaped member he would go after, or young boys he would arm and force to stand in front of him the next time a government agency came at us. River needed to be eliminated. Of that I was one-hundred percent certain.

André stared at me in warning. “If you’re not, I’m going to torture you so fucking slow, you’ll wish—”

I stepped on the gas.

Talon yelled out, “Brace!”

The SUV slammed through the main building’s outer wall.

Keeping my foot on the gas, I drove the vehicle all the way through the outer room until we careened into River’s office.

Men screamed. The roof fell in, wood splintered, and metal scraped.

The SUV taking fire from River’s guards, Talerco and André started spraying bullets.

No emotion, I picked up my rifle and joined them, shooting at my own brothers.

A second SUV barreled into the building.

Dead bodies everywhere, dust rising, the return fire stopped. Talon and André opened their doors as the lights flickered and a support beam fell.

Papers clutched in his hand, his arms up, River stood from behind his solid oak desk.

André and Talerco trained their weapons on him.

Decima was out of the vehicle with her gun drawn before I reacted.

Then I was moving.

Glass crunched underfoot as I stepped over Spiro’s lifeless body.

Decima aimed at her father’s head.

“Chica, no!” André yelled.

Finally reaching her, slamming my hand down on Decima’s arm, I single-handedly raised my rifle and pulled the trigger.

River Stephens’s head violently exploded with a spray of blood and brain matter into the broken chaos of his chambers. His body dropped like a stone, and the papers in his hand fluttered to the ground like end-of-cycle butterflies.

Two sheets landed on my left boot, sticking to the blood spatter.

Two birth certificates.
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Present

 

I GLANCED AT THE mobile device in my hand. The picture did not tell me he walked with a slight limp, or that his vehicle was well used. Nor did it tell me there were three females in the residence.

Not using a key, he opened the front door of his house and ducked slightly as he entered.

I knew the maneuver well.

When I had picked up the two birth certificates stuck to the blood on my boot, I had not expected to see my birth name, or an unfamiliar name listed under father. Nor did I expect the certificate to say plurality—twin.

I glanced at the four vehicles in the driveway as a light turned on in the front window.

I looked back the picture on my cell phone of the biological father listed on my birth certificate. Theodore Anders. Cleft chin, blue eyes, blond hair turning gray. I could have been looking at myself in thirty years.

There was only one reason for me to be here. I did not respect a man who had given his seed then walked away from his offspring, but I had looked for my sister and found nothing.

Theodore Anders had an address.

Andrea Anders, my twin, born one minute after me, did not.

I wanted answers.

Just like the federal agents that had descended on the compound after I had shot River Stephens wanted answers. I had been questioned repeatedly, then absolved of guilt in the name of self-defense. Callan Anders was the name I gave the federal agent who took my rifle into evidence. A month later, Callan Anders was the name I gave the department of motor vehicles when I legally applied for a license to drive. And Callan Anders was the name on the document bequeathing River Stephens’s entire estate to me.

Before I had killed him, River had told me—no, River had told Hero he was his most loyal subject. He had said with loyalty came rewards. He had trained, groomed, and manipulated me to carry on his legacy.

Then I had killed him without blinking.

I had done it for all the lives he had taken. I had done it so Decima did not have to. I had done it for justice. The few remaining compound members who survived the firefight were free, and now I was going to meet the man who had left me and a sister with an insane cult leader.

I opened the door of the old truck and stood. Three breaths and my breathing was predator calm. But crossing the street, my hand gave me away as I reached to smooth hair out of my face that was no longer there. Encountering the short stubble of a buzz cut, I shook the weakness of old habits away.

No locked doors, no security cameras, front hedge short enough to clear in one leap. No fence, no perimeter vegetation, no security of any kind. The father who had abandoned his children to another was complacent.

River Stephens had never been complacent.

He had taught me everything I knew.

I was a hunter.

And I was going to find my sister.
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