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         Wild  on  Books
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘One of the Top 10 Best Romance Novels of 2007.’ 
         
 
         Midnight  Awakening,  selected by the editors at Amazon.com
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            
               [image: ] 
               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            For  all  the  readers  who  have  been  asking  me  for  a  story  about Hunter  since  he  first  walked  onto  the  page  four  books  ago. 
I  hope  you  enjoy  the  ride!
            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  

  
    
        Contents

    


    

        Praise

		Title Page

		Dedication

		ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

		CHAPTER ONE

		CHAPTER TWO

		CHAPTER THREE

		CHAPTER FOUR

		CHAPTER FIVE

		CHAPTER SIX

		CHAPTER SEVEN

		CHAPTER EIGHT

		CHAPTER NINE

		CHAPTER TEN

		CHAPTER ELEVEN

		CHAPTER TWELVE

		CHAPTER THIRTEEN

		CHAPTER FOURTEEN

		CHAPTER FIFTEEN

		CHAPTER SIXTEEN

		CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

		CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

		CHAPTER NINETEEN

		CHAPTER TWENTY

		CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

		CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

		CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

		CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

		CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

		CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

		CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

		CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

		CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

		CHAPTER THIRTY

		CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

		CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

		CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

		CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

		About the Author

		The Midnight Breed series

		Copyright

		Advertisement

		
    

  




    
      
         
         
 
         
            [image: ]ACKNOWLEDGMENTS[image: ]
            

         
 
         Thank you, first and foremost, to my wonderful editor Shauna Summers, for patience and guidance, for championing my books from the very beginning (and I mean day one, thirteen years ago in the slush pile!), and for continuing to shape me into a better writer each time we talk about my work.
         
 
         Thanks also to my fantastic literary agent Karen Solem, for counsel and encouragement, for deft management of all the details that would otherwise make me crazy, and for believing in me and my career at a time when I had needed it the most.
         
 
         To the rest of my publishing colleagues, both in the United States and abroad, thank you so much for the care, attention, and support you give my books. It’s a privilege to have you all in my corner.
         
 
         To my assistant and friend, Heather Rogers, a growing debt of thanks for undertaking the challenge of keeping me organized while also ensuring that there is always something fun and creative going on at my website or Facebook community.
         
 
         And to my husband, John, for more than I could ever adequately express in words or on the page. Everything, always, because of you. 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            [image: ]CHAPTER ONE[image: ]
            

         
 
         The club was private, very much off the beaten path, and for damned good reason. Located at the far end of a narrow, ice-encrusted back alley of Boston’s Chinatown district, the place catered to an exclusive, if discriminating, crowd. The only humans permitted inside the old brick building were the stable of attractive young women – and a few pretty men – kept on hand to satisfy the late-night clientele’s every craving.
         
 
         Concealed within the shadows of an arched vestibule at street level, the unmarked metal door gave no indication of what lay behind it, not that any local or tourist in their right mind would pause to wonder. The thick slab of steel was shielded by a tall iron grate. Outside the entrance, a big guard loomed like a gargoyle in a knit skullcap and black leather.
         
 
         The male was Breed, as was the pair of warriors who emerged from the gloom of the alleyway. At the sound of their combat boots crunching in the snow and frozen filth of the pavement, the guard on watch lifted his head. Under a thick, bulbous nose, thin lips curled away from crooked teeth and the sharp tips of the vampire’s fangs. Eyes narrowed at the uninvited newcomers, he exhaled a low snarl, his warm breath steaming from his nostrils to plume into the brittle December night air.
         
 
         Hunter registered a current of tension in his patrol partner’s movements as the two approached the vampire on guard. Sterling Chase had been twitchy ever since they’d left the Order’s compound for tonight’s mission. Now he walked at an aggressive pace, taking the lead, his fingers flexing and contracting where they rested none too subtly on the large-caliber semi-automatic pistol holstered on his weapons belt.
         
 
         The guard took a step forward too, putting himself directly in their path. Large thighs spread, boots planted wide in warning on the pitted pavement as the vampire’s big head lowered. The eyes that had been narrowed on them before in question now went tighter with recognition as they hit and settled on Chase. ‘You gotta be kidding me. What the hell do you want out here on Enforcement Agency turf, warrior?’
         
 
         ‘Taggart,’ Chase said, more growl than greeting. ‘I see your career has been in no danger of improving since I quit the Agency. Reduced to playing doorman for the local sip-and-strip, eh? What’s next for you — security detail at the shopping mall?’
         
 
         The agent pursed his lips around a ripe curse. ‘Takes some kind of balls to show your face, especially around here.’
         
 
         Chase’s answering chuckle was neither threatened nor amused. ‘Try looking in a mirror sometime, then let’s talk about who’s got balls showing his face in public’
         
 
         ‘This place is off-limits to all but the Enforcement Agency,’ the guard said, crossing beefy arms over a barrel chest. A barrel chest sporting the broad leather strap of a weapons holster, with still more hardware bristling around his waist. ‘The Order’s got no business here.’
         
 
         ‘Yeah?’ Chase grunted. ‘Tell that to Lucan Thorne. He’s the one who will have your ass if you don’t move it out of our way. Assuming the two of us standing here cooling our heels for no good reason don’t decide to remove you ourselves.’
         
 
         Agent Taggart’s mouth had clamped shut at the mention of Lucan, the Order’s leader and one of the longest-lived, most formidable elders of the Breed nation. Now the wary gaze strayed from Chase to Hunter, who lingered behind his fellow warrior in measuring silence. Hunter had no quarrel with Taggart, but he had already calculated no less than five different ways to disable him – to kill him swiftly and surely, right where he stood – should the need arise.
         
 
         It was what Hunter had been trained to do. Born and bred to be a weapon wielded by the merciless hand of the Order’s chief adversary, he was long accustomed to viewing the world in logical, unemotional terms.
         
 
         He no longer served the villain called Dragos, but his deadly skills remained at the core of who, and what, he was. Hunter was lethal – unfailingly so – and in that instantaneous connection of his gaze and Taggart’s, he saw that grim understanding reflected in the other male’s eyes.
         
 
         Agent Taggart blinked, then took a step back, removing himself from Hunter’s stare and clearing the path to the door of the club.
         
 
         ‘I thought you might be willing to reconsider,’ Chase said, as he and Hunter strode to the iron grate and entered the Enforcement Agency hangout.
         
 
         The door must have been soundproof. Inside the dark club, loud music thumped in time with multicolored, spinning lights that lit a central stage made of mirrored glass. The only dancers were the trio of half-naked humans gyrating together in front of an audience of leering, hot-eyed vampires seated in booths and at tables on the floor below the stage.
         
 
         Hunter watched the long-haired blonde in the center wind herself around a Lucite pole that climbed up from the floor of the stage to the ceiling. Swiveling her hips, she lifted one of her enormous, unnaturally round breasts up to meet her snakelike tongue. As she toyed with the pierced nipple, the other dancers, a tattooed woman with spiked purple hair and a dark-eyed young man who barely fit inside the shiny red vinyl pouch slung around his hips, moved to opposite sides of the mirrored stage and began their own solo routines.
         
 
         The club reeked of stale perfume and sweat, but the musty tang couldn’t mask the trace scent of fresh human blood. Hunter followed the olfactory trail with his gaze. It led to a far corner booth, where a vampire in the standard-issue Enforcement Agency dark suit and white shirt fed judiciously from the pale throat of a naked, moaning woman sprawled across his lap. Still more Breed males drank from other human blood Hosts, while some in the vampire-run establishment seemed intent on satisfying more carnal needs.
         
 
         Beside him near the door, Chase had gone as still as stone. A low, rumbling growl leaked from the back of his throat. Hunter spared the feeding and onstage spectacle little more than an assessing glance, but Chase’s gaze was fixed and hungry, as openly riveted as any of the other Breed males gathered there. Perhaps more so.
         
 
         Hunter was far more interested in the handful of heads that were now turning their way within the crowd of Enforcement Agents. Their arrival had been noticed, and the simmering looks from every pair of eyes that landed on them now said the situation could get ugly very quickly.
         
 
         No sooner had Hunter registered the possibility, one of the glaring vampires reclined on a nearby sofa got up to confront them. The male was large, as were his two companions who rose to join him as he cut a clean path through the crowd. All three were visibly armed beneath their finely cut, dark suits.
         
 
         ‘Well, well. Look what the cat dragged in,’ drawled the agent in the lead, a trace of the South in his slowly measured words and in his refined, almost delicate, features. ‘How many decades of service with the Agency, yet you never would have deigned to join any of us in a place like this.’
         
 
         Chase’s mouth curved, barely concealing his elongated fangs. ‘You sound disappointed, Murdock. This shit was never my speed.’
         
 
         ‘No, you always held yourself above temptation,’ the vampire replied, his gaze as shrewd as his answering smile. ‘So careful. So rigidly disciplined, even in your appetites. But things change. People change, don’t they, Chase? If you see something you like in here, you need only say so. For old times’ sake, if nothing else, hmm?’
         
 
         ‘We’ve come for information about an Agent named Freyne,’ Hunter interjected when Chase’s reply seemed to take longer than necessary. ‘As soon as we have what we need, we’ll leave.’
         
 
         ‘Is that so?’ Murdock considered him with a curious tilt of his head. Hunter saw the vampire’s gaze drift subtly away from his face to note the dermaglyphs  that tracked up the sides of his neck and around his nape. It took only a moment for the male to discern that Hunter’s elaborate pattern of skin markings indicated he was Gen One, a rarity among the Breed.
         
 
         Hunter was nothing close to the ages of his fellow Gen One warriors, Lucan or Tegan. However, sired by one of the race’s Ancients, his blood was every bit as pure. Like his Gen One brethren, his strength and power was roughly that often later-generation vampires. It was his rearing as one of Dragos’s personal army of assassins – a secret upbringing known by the Order alone – that made him far more lethal than Murdock and these couple dozen Agents in the club combined.
         
 
         Chase seemed to snap out of his distraction at last. ‘What can you tell us about Freyne?’
         
 
         Murdock shrugged. ‘He’s dead. But then, I expect you already know that. Freyne and his unit were all killed last week while on a mission to retrieve a kidnapped Darkhaven youth.’ He gave a slow shake of his head. ‘Quite the pity. Not only did the Agency lose several good men, but their mission objective proved less than satisfactory as well.’
         
 
         ‘Less than satisfactory,’ Chase scoffed. ‘Yeah, you could say that. From what the Order understands, the mission to rescue Kellan Archer was fucked six ways from Sunday. The boy, his father, and grandfather – hell, the entire Archer family – all of them wiped out in a single night.’
         
 
         Hunter said nothing, letting Chase bait the hook as he saw fit. Most of what he charged was true. The night of the rescue attempt had been a blood-soaked one that had ended with too much death, the worst of it being dealt to the members of Kellan Archer’s family.
         
 
         But contrary to Chase’s assertion, there had been survivors. Two, to be exact. Both of them had been secreted away from the carnage of that night and were now safe in the protective custody of the Order at their private compound.
         
 
         ‘I won’t disagree that things could have ended better, for both the Agency and the civilians who lost their lives. Mistakes, although regrettable, do happen. Unfortunately, we may never be certain where to place the blame for last week’s tragedy.’
         
 
         Chase chuckled under his breath. ‘Don’t be so sure. I know you and Freyne went way back. Hell, I know half the men in this club traded favors with him on a regular basis. Freyne was an asshole, but he knew how to recognize opportunity when he saw it. His biggest problem was his mouth. If he was mixed up in something that can be tied back to the kidnapping of Kellan Archer or the attack that left the Archer Darkhaven in rubble – and just for argument’s sake, let’s say I’m goddamned sure Freyne was involved – then the odds are good he told someone about it. I’m willing to bet he bragged to at least one loser sitting in this shithole of a club.’
         
 
         Murdock’s expression had been tightening with every second that Chase spoke, his eyes beginning to transform in fury, dark irises sparking with amber light for every decibel that Chase’s voice rose into the crowd.
         
 
         Now half the room had paused to stare in their direction. Several males got up from their seats, human blood Hosts and half-drugged lap dancers pushed roughly aside as a growing horde of offended Agents began to converge on Chase and Hunter.
         
 
         Chase didn’t wait for the mob to attack.
 
         With a raw snarl, he leapt into the knot of vampires, nothing but a flash of swinging fists and gnashing teeth and fangs.
         
 
         Hunter had no choice but to join the fray. He waded into the violent throng, his sole focus on his partner and the intent to pull him out of this in one piece. He threw off every comer with hardly any effort, disturbed by the feral way Chase was fighting. His face was drawn taut and wild as he landed blow after blow on the crush of bodies pressing in on him from all sides. His fangs were huge, filling his mouth. His eyes burned like coals in his skull.
         
 
         ‘Chase!’ Hunter shouted, cursing as a fountain of Breed blood shot airborne – his patrol partner’s or another male’s, he couldn’t be sure.
         
 
         Nor did he have much chance to figure it out.
 
         A blur of movement on the other side of the club caught Hunter’s eye. He swung his gaze toward it and found Murdock staring back at him, a cell phone pressed to his ear.
         
 
         An unmistakable panic bled into Murdock’s features as their gazes locked over the brawling crowd. His guilt was obvious now, written in the whitening tension around his mouth and in the beads of perspiration that sprang up on his brow to glisten in the swirling lights of the empty stage. The Agent spoke swiftly into his phone now, his feet carrying him in an anxious rush toward the back of the place.
         
 
         In the fraction of a second it took for Hunter to toss aside a charging Agent, Murdock had vanished from sight.
         
 
         ‘Son of a bitch.’ Hunter vaulted past the fracas, forced to abandon Chase to pursue what he knew to be the very lead they’d been hoping to find tonight.
         
 
         He broke into a run, relying on his Gen One speed to carry him into the back of the club and through a door that was still ajar, swinging onto the narrow brick corridor where Murdock had fled. There was no sign of him either left or right in the alleyway, but the sharp echo of running footsteps on an adjacent side street carried on the frigid breeze.
         
 
         Hunter took off after him, rounding the corner just as a big black sedan screeched to a halt at the curb. The back door was thrown open from the inside. Murdock jumped in, slammed it tight behind him as the car’s engine roared to life once more.
         
 
         Hunter was already plowing toward it when the tires smoked on the ice and asphalt, then, with a leap of screaming metal and machinery, the vehicle swung into the street and sped off like a demon into the night.
         
 
         Hunter wasted not so much as an instant. Leaping for the side of the nearest brick building, he grabbed hold of a rusted fire escape and all but catapulted himself up onto the roof. He ran, combat boots chewing up asphalt tiles as he hoofed it from one rooftop to another, keeping a visual track on the fleeing vehicle dodging late-night traffic on the street below.
         
 
         When the car gunned it around a corner onto a dark bit of empty straightaway, Hunter launched himself into the air. He came down onto the roof of the sedan with a bone-jarring crash. The pain of impact registered, but for less than a moment. He held on, feeling only calm determination as the driver tried to shake him off with a side-to-side sawing motion of the wheels.
         
 
         The car jerked and swerved, but Hunter stayed put. Splayed spreadeagle on the roof, the fingers of one hand digging into the top rim of the windshield, he swung his other hand down and freed his 9mm from its holster at the small of his back. The driver tried another round of zigzag on the street, narrowly missing a parked delivery truck in his attempt to shake off his unwanted passenger.
         
 
         Semi-auto gripped in his hand, Hunter heaved himself into a catlike flip off the roof and onto the hood of the speeding sedan. Lying flat, he took aim on the driver, finger coolly poised on the trigger, ready to blow away the male behind the wheel so he could get his hands on Murdock and wring the traitorous bastard of all his secrets.
         
 
         The moment slowed, and there was an instant – just the barest flicker of time – when surprise took him aback.
         
 
         The driver wore a thick black collar around his neck. His head was shaved bald, most of his scalp covered with a tangled network of dermaglyphs.
         
 
         He was one of Dragos’s assassins.
 
         A Hunter, like him.
 
         A Gen One, born and raised to kill, like him.
 
         Hunter’s surprise was swiftly eclipsed by duty. He was more than willing to eradicate the male. It had been his pledge to the Order when he joined them – his personal vow to wipe out every last one of Dragos’s home-grown killing machines.
         
 
         Before Dragos had the chance to unleash the full measure of his evil on the world.
         
 
         The tendons in Hunter’s finger contracted in the split second it took for him to realign the business end of his Beretta with the center of the assassin’s forehead. He started to squeeze the trigger, then felt the car clamp up tight beneath him as the driver drove the brake pedal into the floor.
         
 
         Rubber and metal smoking in protest, the sedan stopped short.
         
 
         Hunter’s body kept moving, sailing through the air and landing several hundred feet ahead on the cold pavement. He rolled out of the tumble and was on his feet like nothing happened, pistol raised and firing round after round into the unmoving car.
         
 
         He saw Murdock slide out of the backseat and dash for his escape into a shadowed back alley, but there was no time to deal with him before the Gen One was out of the car as well, the barrel of a large-caliber pistol locked and loaded, trained squarely on Hunter. They faced off, the assassin’s weapon raised to kill, eyes cold with the same emotionless determination that centered Hunter in his stance on the iced-up patch of asphalt.
         
 
         Bullets exploded from the two guns at the same time.
 
         Hunter dodged out of harm’s way in what felt to him like calculated slow motion. He knew his opponent would have done the same as Hunter’s round sped toward him. Another hail of gunfire erupted, a rain of bullets this time as both vampires unloaded their magazines on each other. Neither of them took anything more than a superficial hit.
         
 
         They were too evenly matched, trained in the same methods. They were both hard to kill, and prepared to take the fight to their final breath.
         
 
         In a blur of motion and lethal intent, the pair of them ditched their empty firearms and took their battle hand to hand.
         
 
         Hunter deflected the rapid-fire upper-torso blows that the assassin led with as he roared up on him. There was a kick that might have connected with his jaw if not for a sharp tilt of his head, then another strike aimed at his groin, but diverted when Hunter grabbed the assassin’s boot and twisted him into a midair spin.
         
 
         The assassin regained his footing with little trouble, coming right back for more. He threw a punch and Hunter grabbed his fist, crushing bones as he tightened his grip then came around to use his body as a lever while he wrenched the outstretched arm backward at the elbow. The joint broke with a sharp crack,  yet the assassin merely grunted, the only indication he gave of the certain pain he was feeling. The damaged arm hung useless at his side as he pivoted to throw another punch at Hunter’s face. The blow connected, tearing the skin just above his right eye and hitting so hard, Hunter’s vision filled with stars. He shook off the momentary daze, just in time to intercept a second assault – fist and foot coming at him in the same instant.
         
 
         Back and forth it went, both males breathing hard from the exertion, both bleeding from where the other had managed to get the upper hand. Neither would ask for mercy, no matter how long or bloody their combat became.
         
 
         Mercy was a concept foreign to them, the flip side of pity. Two things that had been beaten out of their lexicon from the time they were boys.
         
 
         The only thing worse than mercy or pity was failure, and as Hunter took hold of his opponent’s broken arm and drove the big male down to the ground with his knee planted in the middle of the assassin’s spine, he saw the acknowledgment of imminent failure flicker like a dark flame in the Gen One’s cold eyes.
         
 
         He had lost this battle.
 
         He knew it, just as Hunter knew it when a clear shot at the thick black collar around the assassin’s neck presented itself to him in that next instant.
         
 
         Hunter reached out with his free hand to grab one of the discarded pistols from its place on the pavement. He flipped it around in his hand, wielding the metal butt like a hammer, then brought it down on the collar that ringed the assassin’s neck.
         
 
         Again, and harder now, a blow that put a dent in the impenetrable material that housed a diabolical device. A device crafted by Dragos and his laboratory for a single purpose: to ensure the loyalty and obedience of the deadly army he’d bred to serve him.
         
 
         Hunter heard a small hum  as the tampered casing triggered the coming detonation. Dragos’s assassin reached up with his good hand – whether to ascertain the threat or to attempt to stop it, Hunter would never be sure.
         
 
         He rolled away … just as the ultraviolet rays were released from within the collar.
         
 
         There was a flash of searing light – there and gone in an instant – as the lethal beam severed the assassin’s head in one clean motion.
         
 
         As the street was plunged back into darkness, Hunter stared at the smoldering corpse of the male who had been like him in so many ways. A brother, though there was no kinship among any of the killers in Dragos’s personal army.
         
 
         He felt no remorse for the dead assassin before him, only a vague sense of satisfaction that there was one less to carry out Dragos’s twisted schemes.
         
 
         He would not rest until there were none.
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         As founder and leader of the Order – hell, as a Gen One Breed male with some nine hundred years of life and then some under his belt – Lucan Thorne was not accustomed to taking an earful from anyone.
         
 
         Yet he listened in smoldering silence as a high-ranking Enforcement Agent by the name of Mathias Rowan filled him in on what had gone down a couple of hours ago in one of the Agency’s private hangouts in Chinatown. The very club where he’d sent two of the Order’s warriors, Chase and Hunter, on patrol that night. He could hardly pretend surprise to hear that things had gotten out of hand, or that there had been a shit storm of violence and Chase had ended up in the middle of it.
         
 
         Or rather, at the start, middle, and end of it, according to Rowan.
         
 
         Under normal circumstances, neither Lucan personally nor the Order as a whole would give a damn about ruffled feathers within the Agency. For as long as they’d existed, the Order and the Enforcement Agency had operated on their own terms, by their own brands of laws. Lucan had founded the Order based on justice and action; the Agency’s credo had been mired in politics and empire building from the beginning.
         
 
         That didn’t mean there weren’t good, trustworthy men among their ranks – Mathias Rowan being one of those notable exceptions. Sterling Chase had been another. It wasn’t much more than a year ago that Chase had been part of the Enforcement Agency’s elite, a well-bred, well-connected, well-mannered golden boy whose career trajectory might have known no bounds.
         
 
         And now?
 
         Lucan’s mouth pressed flat in grim consideration as he paced alone in the living room of the private quarters that he and his Breedmate, Gabrielle, shared at the Order’s underground headquarters. He couldn’t discount that Chase had been a valuable asset to the Order since he’d traded in his starched white shirts and natty Agency suits for basic black combat fatigues and the give-no-quarter methods of a warrior. He’d come on board fully committed to the Order’s goals and missions. He’d been a quick study on patrols and had covered more than one of the warriors’ asses in the heat of their battles.
         
 
         But Lucan also couldn’t deny that in recent months Chase was skating on damned thin ice. He’d been losing his edge at times, losing his focus. Lucan’s anger spiked dangerously close to off the charts as he listened to Mathias Rowan’s recap of the all-out brawl that took place downtown.
         
 
         ‘I’ve got reports of three Agents beaten to within an inch of their lives and another one who looks like someone sent him through a shredder,’ Rowan said on the other end of the call. ‘That doesn’t count the walking wounded or the ones still unaccounted for either. To a man, they’re all saying that your warriors came into the place looking for an excuse to start trouble. Chase in particular.’
         
 
         Lucan hissed a low curse. He’d had a bad feeling about putting Chase on the Chinatown patrol tonight. That was the reason he’d tasked Hunter to ride shotgun – the coolest head in the Order to accompany the loosest cannon. The fact that neither of them had called to report in for the last hour wasn’t making him feel any better about that decision.
         
 
         ‘Look,’ Rowan said, then exhaled a beleaguered sigh. ‘I consider Chase a friend, and have for a long time. He’s the reason I agreed to assist when he first approached me about being the Order’s eyes and ears within the Agency. As for what’s going on with him personally, I can’t say where the change is coming from, but for his own sake – perhaps for everyone’s sake – he’d better start figuring it out. And far be it from me to tell you how to run things within your operation, Lucan—’
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ he interrupted, clipped and to the point. ‘Far be it, Agent Rowan.’
         
 
         Silence held for more than a moment on the other end. Lucan felt a shift in the air around him and glanced up as Gabrielle walked into the room.
         
 
         He put Rowan on hold with barely a word of warning simply because he wanted to watch his beautiful mate move. She carried an empty tea tray out of their library and quietly placed it in the kitchen. The tray had been set for two: Gabrielle and another female who’d arrived at the compound earlier that evening. Only one of the dainty teacups had been drained. Only one of the bone china plates had been cleaned of its tiny chocolate cake and sundry other frosted confections.
         
 
         Lucan didn’t have to guess which of the women had eaten. A dusting of chocolate powder rode the lush bow of his auburn-haired mate’s perfect mouth. He licked his own lips as he watched Gabrielle, hungered as always for a taste of her. If not for the disturbing business at hand, to say nothing of the more minor dilemma that awaited his decision in the other room, Lucan might have dismissed all the demands on him except the one that would get him naked with his woman in the least amount of time.
         
 
         The quick glance she shot him said that she knew the direction of his thoughts. Of course, the truth of it was probably written all over his face. It took only a graze of his tongue to feel the sharp edge of his emerging fangs, and the way his vision was sharpening, he guessed his eyes were more amber than gray now, his desire transforming him to his true nature in much the same way that blood thirst would.
         
 
         A slow smile spread over Gabrielle’s lips as she walked toward him. Her big brown eyes were deep and soft, her fingers tender and inviting as she reached up to stroke his tense cheek. Her touch soothed him as always, and his growl sounded more like a purr as she weaved her fingers into his dark hair.
         
 
         With Mathias Rowan parked at the end of the silenced line, Lucan held the phone away from him as he tilted his head down toward Gabrielle’s mouth. He brushed his lips across hers, his tongue sweeping lightly across the trace dusting of cocoa that flavored her kiss.
         
 
         ‘Delicious,’ he whispered, seeing the hungered glow of his irises reflected in the fathomless depths of hers.
         
 
         Gabrielle wrapped her arms around him, but she was frowning as she held his gaze. She kept her voice quiet, all but mouthing the words. ‘Is everything okay with Hunter and Chase?’
         
 
         He nodded, pressing a kiss to her brow. It felt awkward dismissing her concern. In the year and a half that he’d been blood-bonded to Gabrielle, they had shared everything. He trusted her more than he had ever trusted anyone else in all of his considerable years of life.
         
 
         She was his mate, his partner, his beloved. As his most precious confidante, she deserved to know what he was feeling as a man. What he feared in his heart and soul, as the head of this compound, which had at some point begun to feel more like a household to him than the strategic nerve center of the Order’s mission headquarters.
         
 
         While his warriors battled daily with their own personal demons, while the Order had taken a few hits, weathering some shattering losses as well as some much-needed triumphs – while the compound’s population had swelled to almost double what it had been not even two years past as several of the warriors fell in love and found their mates – one disturbing fact remained.
         
 
         They hadn’t yet been able to stop Dragos and his madness.
 
         That Dragos was still breathing, still able to cause the kind of bloodshed and destruction he’d orchestrated last week with the abduction of a Darkhaven youth from a powerful Breed family and the subsequent razing of their residence that had killed all inside was a failure Lucan took very personally.
         
 
         It was a reality that had struck him far too close to home.
 
         But that was something he couldn’t share with Gabrielle, not now. He couldn’t bear to make her feel the same dread that haunted him. He had been shouldering as many of his burdens as possible on his own. Until he had all the answers, until his plans were in place and ready to be acted upon, the rest was his to bear.
         
 
         ‘Don’t worry, love. Everything is under control.’ He placed another tender kiss on her brow. ‘How are things going in the other room?’
         
 
         Gabrielle gave a mild shrug and shook her head. ‘She doesn’t talk much, but it’s no wonder, considering all she’s been through. All she wants is to go home to her family. Also understandable, of course.’
         
 
         Lucan grunted, in total agreement. He wanted nothing more than to send their guest on her way. Sympathetic to the woman’s situation or not, the last thing he needed was another civilian underfoot at the compound for the next few days. ‘I don’t imagine we’ve gotten any further word on her ride out of here, have we?’
         
 
         ‘Nothing in the last hour. Brock said he or Jenna will call right away if the weather clears enough in Fairbanks to let them out.’
         
 
         Lucan cursed. ‘Even if the blizzard stops right now, they’re easily a full day away yet. I’ll have to put someone else on this instead. Maybe it’s a good way to get Chase out of my hair for a while. Hell, after what I just heard tonight, it might be the only thing to keep me from killing him.’
         
 
         Gabrielle narrowed her gaze on his, all business now. ‘No way are you going to send that poor woman off to Detroit with Chase as her escort. Not happening, Lucan. I’ll take her there myself before I let that happen.’
         
 
         He hadn’t been totally serious to begin with, but he wasn’t about to argue with her. Not when her chin was held at that stubborn upward angle that said she had absolutely zero intention of backing down. ‘Okay, forget I said it. You win.’ Grabbing her close with one arm, he let his hand roam down to the curve of her behind. ‘How come you always win?’
         
 
         ‘Because you know I’m right.’ She moved in tighter, rising up on her toes until her mouth was brushing his. ‘And because – admit it, vampire – you wouldn’t have me any other way.’
         
 
         With one slender brow arching, she nipped at his lower lip then slid out of his embrace before he could rise to her challenge. Not that he wasn’t already rising. Gabrielle smiled, fully aware of his condition as she pivoted around and began to walk back toward the library and her waiting guest.
         
 
         Lucan paused until she was out of the room, working to regroup his thoughts. Clearing his throat, he took Rowan off hold and put the phone back to his ear. He’d let the Agent hang in uncertain silence for long enough.
         
 
         ‘Mathias,’ he said. ‘I want you to know that the Order appreciates all you’ve done to assist us thus far. As for what happened tonight in that club, I assure you it had not been my intent. I realize being the Agency’s director for the region, this puts you in an uncomfortable position.’
         
 
         It was as close to an apology as he could muster. Although the long-standing, if unwritten, policy between Lucan’s warriors and the Agency’s members had been to refrain as best as they could from shitting in one another’s yards, circumstances of late had changed.
         
 
         As in changed everything, and drastically.
         
 
         ‘I’m not worried about myself,’ Rowan replied. ‘And I don’t regret my decision to help you. I want Dragos apprehended, whatever it takes. Even if that means making a few enemies of my own inside the Agency.’
         
 
         Lucan grunted in acknowledgment of the vow. ‘You’re a good man, Mathias.’
         
 
         ‘After all the bastard’s done, especially the terror of last week, how could I not want him stopped just as badly as you and your warriors do?’ Rowan’s voice was edged with a passion Lucan understood very well. ‘It doesn’t shock me that there is corruption within the Agency, least of all that a Neanderthal like Freyne would ally himself with a twisted madman like Dragos. I only wish I’d seen that possibility before it blew up in my face the night of Kellan Archer’s rescue.’
         
 
         ‘You aren’t alone in that regret,’ Lucan replied, sober at the thought. He’d sent several warriors out on that mission as well, added insurance that the Darkhaven youth would be brought home safely from his abductors – a trio of Gen One assassins who’d taken the boy on Dragos’s orders. That primary objective had been achieved, but not without a lot of collateral damage and disturbing questions rising in its wake.
         
 
         ‘How is the boy?’ Rowan asked.
 
         ‘Still recovering in our infirmary.’ Kellan Archer’s physical abuse had been severe, but it was the mental anguish he’d suffered during and after his abduction that had Lucan even more concerned for the young Breed male’s long-term wellbeing.
         
 
         ‘And his grandfather?’
 
         Lucan considered the elder Archer male in grim silence for a moment. Lazaro Archer was one of the few remaining Gen Ones in the Breed population, and an aged one at that. Nearly a thousand years old, he had lived an esteemed, peaceful life, the last couple of centuries spent in New England as the head of his family Darkhaven. He had raised strong sons who had raised sons of their own – Lucan wasn’t even sure how many progeny Lazaro and his lifelong Breedmate could claim.
         
 
         Not that it mattered.
 
         Not anymore.
 
         In a single blood-soaked evening, Lazaro’s mate and all their kin who made the Boston Darkhaven their home had been wiped out. One of Lazaro’s sons, the boy’s father, Christophe, had been murdered at close range by Freyne, the traitor who’d been part of Kellan’s Enforcement Agency rescue detail. Lazaro and Kellan were all that remained of the Archer bloodline, although their survival had not yet been made public.
         
 
         ‘Both the boy and his grandfather are doing as well as can be expected,’ Lucan replied. ‘Until I can determine why they were targeted by Dragos, they can’t be safe anywhere but here, in the compound.’
         
 
         ‘Of course,’ Rowan answered. There was a pause on his end, then a quiet inhalation of his breath. ‘Knowing Chase, I’m sure he blames himself for part of what occurred during the rescue mission …’
         
 
         Lucan felt his brows draw tight at the reminder of yet another of Chase’s recent troubles while on duty. ‘Let me worry about my men, Mathias. You keep a close eye on your own.’
         
 
         ‘Certainly,’ he replied, even-toned and professional. ‘I’ll handle any fallout from the incident at the club tonight. If anything interesting turns up in the meantime about Freyne or his connection to Dragos, rest assured I’ll be in touch.’
         
 
         Lucan murmured his thanks. If Rowan hadn’t carved such a solid career for himself within the upper ranks of the Agency, he might have made a fine warrior instead. God knew the Order could use extra hands and a few more level heads if things got any worse in their war with Dragos.
         
 
         Or if things continued to go south with a certain member of their current team.
         
 
         No sooner had the thought put a hard tick in Lucan’s jaw, the compound’s internal line rang with a call from the tech lab. He ended his conversation with Rowan, then punched the speaker button on the intercom.
         
 
         ‘They’re here,’ Gideon announced before Lucan had the chance to bark out a hello. ‘Just watched them roll through the gates of the estate. Got them on surveillance cameras as we speak. They’re driving around to the fleet hangar right now.’
         
 
         ‘About fucking time,’ Lucan snarled.
 
         He cut off the intercom and stalked out of his quarters. The pound of his black combat boots echoed down the lengths of snaking, white marble passageways that ran like a central nervous system through the heart of the underground compound. He rounded a corner and chewed up the distance toward the tech lab where Gideon was stationed practically 24/7 these days.
         
 
         Up ahead of him, his acute hearing picked up the whispered hydraulic whine of the secure elevator as it made its descent from the garage located topside to the compound a few hundred feet belowground.
         
 
         As he passed the tech lab, Gideon came out to meet him in the hallway. The British-born warrior and resident genius of the compound was letting his inner geek have its freedom tonight, dressed in slouchy gray jeans, green Chuck Taylor sneakers, and a yellow Hellboy T-shirt. His cropped blond hair was more disheveled than usual, as if he’d raked his hands over his scalp more than once during the wait for news of Hunter and Chase.
         
 
         ‘Been a long time since I saw that murderous scowl,’ Gideon said, his blue gaze sharp over the pale lenses of his rimless shades. ‘Looks like you’re about to chew these guys up and spit them out.’
         
 
         ‘Smells like someone already did that for me,’ Lucan growled, his nostrils tingling with the scent of freshly spilled Breed blood even before the polished steel doors of the elevator had opened to let out the pair of errant warriors.
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         ‘Are you sure I can’t get you something else to eat or drink?’
         
 
         Gabrielle came back into the library, her cheeks flushed, her brown eyes seeming somehow brighter than they had been when she’d left with the tea tray a few minutes ago. Her gaze drifting for a moment, Lucan Thorne’s Breedmate brought her fingertips to her lips in an absent gesture that did not quite hide the small, private smile that curved her mouth. She blinked it away an instant later and walked over to resume her seat on the sofa.
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry to keep you waiting. Lucan and I got caught up in a small negotiation,’ she said, as kind and hospitable as an old friend, despite the fact that they’d been complete strangers until just a few hours earlier that evening. ‘Is it too cold for you in here? Look at you, you’re shivering.’
         
 
         ‘It’s nothing.’ Corinne Bishop burrowed deeper into her pale-gray wrap cardigan and shook her head, even as a further tremor rattled deep within her bones. ‘I’m all right, really.’
         
 
         Her discomfort had nothing to do with the temperature inside the Order’s compound. Luxury and warmth surrounded her here, the likes of which she could hardly comprehend. She had marveled at the astonishingly expansive underground headquarters from the moment she’d arrived, and certainly the elegant library where she was seated now with Gabrielle was the most exquisite room she’d been in for quite some time.
         
 
         Her home for the past many years had been little better than a tomb. From the moment of her abduction when she was just eighteen, Corinne had been kept prisoner along with a number of other young females, all of them taken captive by a madman named Dragos for the simple fact that each of the women had been born a Breedmate.
         
 
         Her hands folded in her lap, Corinne glanced down and idly ran her thumb across the tiny scarlet birthmark on the back of her right hand – the same small birthmark that every Breedmate bore somewhere on her skin. It was that teardrop-and-crescent-moon stamp that made her part of an extraordinary world – the secret, eternal world of the Breed. It was the reason she’d been lifted out of certain poverty and neglect as an infant, after she’d been abandoned at the back door of a Detroit hospital just hours following her birth.
         
 
         That diminutive, blood-red birthmark had been her entree into the lives of Victor and Regina Bishop, her adoptive parents. The blood-bonded couple with a Breed son of their own had opened their sumptuous Darkhaven mansion to both Corinne and her adopted younger sister, Charlotte, giving two unwanted, unclaimed girls a loving home and nothing but the best that life had to offer.
         
 
         If only she’d been adult enough then to appreciate all the blessings she’d had.
         
 
         If only she’d had the chance to tell her family one more time that she loved them … before a villain called Dragos had yanked her away and thrown her into what had seemed an interminable hell.
         
 
         It was the small red birthmark on the back of her hand that had caused her so much pain and heartbreak. She’d been tortured and abused, kept alive against her will and made to endure things she could hardly think about, let alone speak of now that she was free of the horrors. Both she and Dragos’s other captives – somewhere close to twenty of them who had managed to survive his torment and experiments long enough to be rescued by the warrior members of the Order and their incredibly courageous, resourceful Breedmates.
         
 
         For the past few days since their rescue, Corinne and the other freed captives had been living in Rhode Island, at the Darkhaven of another couple whose generosity and caring had been a godsend. Trusted friends of the Order, Andreas Reichen and his mate, Claire, had provided all of the evacuees with shelter, clothing – anything they could possibly need to help reclaim some sense of normalcy as their lives began again outside of Dragos’s reach.
         
 
         The only thing Corinne needed was her family. She had been astonished to learn that of all the Breedmates captured and imprisoned by Dragos, she was the only one taken from a Darkhaven family. The other females had all been collected from runaway shelters or plucked from solitary existences, unaware that they were special in any way until Dragos’s evil tore the blinders from their eyes.
         
 
         But Corinne had known what she was. She’d had a family that had loved her, one that had surely missed her and eventually mourned her when the decades passed without her return. She was different from Dragos’s other victims. Yet she’d suffered the same as them – perhaps more, as the thought of her anguished parents and siblings had made her defiant in the face of her captor.
         
 
         The urgency to be back where she belonged, back among the people who could help her heal – perhaps the only people capable of helping her recover everything she’d lost during her time in captivity – was a need that consumed her more and more as the days and hours ticked past, costing precious time.
         
 
         She could only hope that they would welcome her into their fold once more. She could only pray that during the long years she’d been gone they hadn’t forgotten her. She could only wish with all her heart that they might still love her.
         
 
         She glanced up and met Gabrielle’s concerned look. ‘When did Brock think he would be back in Boston?’
         
 
         Gabrielle exhaled a soft sigh as she slowly shook her head. ‘Probably not for another day or so. It could be longer than that, if the snow doesn’t let up in Fairbanks very soon.’
         
 
         Corinne could hardly hide her disappointment. Coming out of her captivity and discovering that her childhood bodyguard from Detroit was one of her rescuers had given her the first true taste of hope. Brock had become a member of the Order in the time since her disappearance. He had also recently fallen in love. It was that love that had taken him to Alaska a few days ago, but he’d given Corinne his word that as soon as he and his mate, Jenna, returned, they would personally see to it that she made it safely home to Detroit.
         
 
         Corinne needed Brock’s support. He’d always been her confidant, a true friend. As a young girl, she had always trusted him to keep her safe. She needed to know she was safe now and to be certain that no danger could touch her as she made her journey home.
         
 
         Some frightened little part of her worried that she might not have the strength to knock on her family’s front door without someone like Brock, someone she could trust completely, standing at her side.
         
 
         ‘I understand from Claire and Andreas that you haven’t been in touch with anyone back home,’ Gabrielle said gently, breaking into her thoughts. ‘They have no idea that you’re even alive?’
         
 
         ‘No,’ Corinne replied.
 
         ‘Wouldn’t you like to call them? I’m sure they would want to know that you’re here, that you’re safe and sound and coming home to them soon.’
         
 
         She shook her head. ‘It’s been so long. I remember our old telephone exchange, but I wouldn’t even know how to reach them …’
         
 
         ‘That’s not a problem, you know.’ Gabrielle gestured toward a flat white box that rested on the nearby desk in the library. ‘It wouldn’t take more than a minute or two to find them on the computer. You could call them right now. If you’d like, you could even talk to them on video.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you, but no.’ The terms and concepts were all new to Corinne, almost as overwhelming as the idea of speaking to either of her parents without being there in person to touch them, to feel their arms wrapped around her once again. ‘It’s just that I … I wouldn’t know what to say to them after all this time. I wouldn’t know how to tell them …’
         
 
         Gabrielle gave an understanding nod. ‘You need to be there in person to do this.’
         
 
         ‘Yes. I just need to go home.’
 
         ‘Of course,’ Gabrielle said. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll make sure you get there as soon as possible.’
         
 
         They both looked up when a quiet knock sounded on the doorjamb from the corridor outside the library. A pretty blonde with pale lavender eyes opened the door from the hallway and peeked into the room.
         
 
         ‘Am I interrupting?’
 
         ‘No, Elise. Come in.’ Gabrielle stood up and motioned the other woman inside. ‘Corinne and I were just chatting while we waited for word from Brock and Jenna.’
         
 
         Elise stepped inside and gave Corinne a warm smile. ‘I thought I’d come down and sit with you both for a while until everyone comes in from patrols.’
         
 
         Corinne had been introduced to some of the Order’s women when she’d arrived earlier that evening. Elise’s mate, she recalled, was a warrior named Tegan. She’d been told that he and most of the other members of the Order were out on missions elsewhere in the city, all of them focused on the single goal of hunting down Dragos and all those loyal to him.
         
 
         The thought gave her a great deal of reassurance. Surely with an extraordinary group like this determined to catch him, Dragos stood no chance of escape.
         
 
         And yet he had.
 
         Time and again, as Corinne understood it, he’d managed to stay one step ahead of the Order. They were a powerful force, but Corinne knew first-hand that Dragos was not without his own power. He had his own soldiers, his own terrible tactics.
         
 
         And he was mad – dangerously so. Corinne knew this firsthand as well, and the awful memories of that knowledge swelled up on her like a wave of darkness now, before she could stop them. She staggered under the weight of her remembered torture as she rose from the sofa to stand beside Gabrielle and Elise. The anxiety came up fast this time, faster than it had a short while ago. When Gabrielle had left her alone in the library, Corinne had somehow managed to wrest herself back under control.
         
 
         But not this time.
 
         The floor-to-ceiling bookcases wobbled in her mind’s eye as the walls of the library seemed to squeeze in, collapsing inward from all sides. On the wall across from her, a large tapestry, stitched to depict a glowering dark knight on a black charger, now seemed to twist and distort, the man’s handsome features and his beautiful horse both mutating into something demonic and mocking.
         
 
         She closed her eyes, but darkness didn’t make things any better. Suddenly she was back in Dragos’s prison cells. Back in the lightless pit, naked and shivering. Alone in a dank void, waiting for death. Praying for it, as her only means of escape from the horror.
         
 
         Corinne sucked in a mouthful of air but felt only the smallest gasp of oxygen feed her lungs as the space around her condensed toward nothingness.
         
 
         ‘Corinne?’ Gabrielle and Elise both said her name at the same time. Both women reached out to hold her up, keep her steady.
         
 
         Corinne heard herself gasp for breath. ‘Need out … have to get out of this cell—’
         
 
         ‘Can you walk?’ Elise asked her, her voice urgent but in control. ‘Hold on to us, Corinne. You’re going to be okay.’
         
 
         She managed a nod as they helped her out to the corridor. Cool white marble spread out in both directions. The passageway was wide and endless, instantly soothing. She let the gleam of pale, pristine walls fill her vision as she took a deep breath and felt some of the constriction in her lungs begin to ease.
         
 
         Yes, thank God.
 
         Already it was better.
 
         Gabrielle reached out to smooth some of Corinne’s dark hair from her eyes. ‘Are you all right now?’
         
 
         Corinne nodded, still breathing hard but feeling the worst of her anxiety fade away. ‘Sometimes I just … sometimes I feel like I’m still in there. Still locked in that awful place,’ she whispered. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so embarrassed.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t be.’ Gabrielle’s smile was sympathetic without being pitying. ‘You don’t have to be sorry or embarrassed. Not among friends.’
         
 
         ‘Come on,’ Elise said. ‘We’ll take you up to the mansion. We can have a little stroll around the grounds outside until you feel better.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         As the compound’s garage elevator came to a cushioned stop belowground, Hunter glanced at his wounded patrol partner in silent assessment.
         
 
         Head hung low on his shoulders, matted golden-brown hair drooping over his brow, Sterling Chase leaned against the opposite wall of the car, his breath sawing through his teeth. His black fatigues were torn and blood-soaked, lacerations and swelling contusions making a battered mess of his face. His nose was surely broken, his upper lip split open and bleeding onto his chin. More than likely, his jaw had been fractured as well.
         
 
         The warrior’s injuries from the brawl in the city were numerous, but nothing that wouldn’t heal with time and a few decent feedings.
         
 
         Not that Chase seemed at all concerned about his condition.
 
         The elevator doors whispered open and he swaggered out to the corridor ahead of Hunter, arrogance in every stride.
         
 
         Lucan blocked his path just a few steps out. Put his palm in the center of Chase’s chest to stop him physically when the other male appeared disinclined to pause. ‘Have a good time in Chinatown tonight?’
         
 
         Chase grunted, his split lip tearing wider as he gave Lucan a dark smirk. ‘I gather Mathias Rowan has been in contact with you.’
         
 
         ‘That’s right. More than I can say for either one of you,’ Lucan replied tersely, his furious gaze traveling briefly from Chase’s battle-worn appearance to Hunter, whose fatigues were stained with their own share of spilled Enforcement Agent blood. ‘Rowan told me all about the shit that went down. He says he’s got multiple dead and wounded and every Agent he’s spoken to has put the blame for the unprovoked assault squarely on you, Chase.’
         
 
         He scoffed in response. ‘Unprovoked, my ass. Every one of the Agents in that place was looking for a reason to piss me off.’
         
 
         ‘And you couldn’t wait to oblige them, that it?’ At Chase’s answering glower, Lucan shook his head. ‘What you are is reckless, my man. This shit tonight is just one more mess you’ve left for someone else to deal with. It’s getting to be a pattern with you lately, and I don’t like it. Not one fucking bit.’
         
 
         ‘You sent me out to do a job,’ Chase shot back darkly. ‘Sometimes things get messy.’
         
 
         Lucan’s eyes narrowed, anger radiating off his body now, a palpable heat that Hunter could feel from where he stood just a few steps away with Gideon. ‘I’m not sure you know what your job is anymore, Chase. If you did, you wouldn’t be coming back here empty-handed, reeking of spilled blood and attitude. Far as I’m concerned, you failed out there tonight. How much intel did you gather on Freyne? Are we even one fucking scintilla closer to getting a lock on Dragos or any of his possible other associates?’
         
 
         ‘Perhaps we are,’ Hunter interjected.
 
         Now Lucan swung his scowl on him. ‘Explain.’
 
         ‘An Agent named Murdock,’ Hunter replied. ‘He approached Chase and me when we arrived at the club. We had words, but he wasn’t forthcoming with any useful information. Once the fight broke out, he appeared notably anxious. I saw him make a phone call to someone before he escaped amid the chaos.’
         
 
         ‘This is a lead?’ Chase muttered dismissively. ‘Of course Murdock would run. I know this guy. He’s a coward who’d rather put a knife in your back than face a fight head-on.’
         
 
         Hunter ignored his patrol partner’s commentary as he held the keen stare of the Order’s leader. ‘Murdock took off for the alley out back of the place. A car was already coming around to pick him up. The driver was a Gen One assassin.’
         
 
         ‘Good Christ,’ Gideon remarked from beside Hunter, shoving his hand through the short blond spikes of his hair.
         
 
         Lucan’s face hardened, while Chase had gone utterly silent where he stood, listening as intently as the others now.
         
 
         ‘I pursued the vehicle on foot,’ Hunter continued. ‘The assassin was neutralized.’
         
 
         He reached around to the back waistband of his fatigues and pulled out the detonated collar he’d removed from his kill. Gideon took the ring of charred black polymer out of his hand. ‘One more to add to your collection, eh? You’re racking up quite a score lately. Good work.’
         
 
         Hunter merely blinked at the unnecessary praise.
 
         ‘What about Murdock?’ Lucan asked.
 
         ‘Gone,’ Hunter replied. ‘He fled the scene while I was disabling the driver. By then it was a choice of either tracking him down or going back inside the club to retrieve my patrol partner.’
         
 
         The decision to aid his fellow warrior had given him more than a moment’s pause at the time. Logic and training as one of Dragos’s soldiers demanded he carry out his missions as a single entity: efficient, impersonal, and utterly independent. Murdock was a quantified target. Interrogating him would surely provide valuable intel; his capture was imperative to the success of the night’s patrol. To Hunter, apprehending the escaped Agent had seemed a logical enough objective.
         
 
         But the Order operated under a different tenet, one he had pledged to follow when he’d joined them, no matter how it contrasted to the world he had once known. The warriors had a code among themselves for every mission, an understanding that if a team went out together, they came back together, and no man was ever left behind.
         
 
         Not even if it meant forfeiting an enemy asset.
 
         ‘I know Murdock,’ Chase said, lifting the back of his hand to his chin to wipe away some of the blood that slicked his skin. ‘I know where he lives, I know the places he’s likely to hang out. It won’t take me long to find him—’
         
 
         ‘You’re not doing shit,’ Lucan interrupted. ‘I’m pulling you off this mission. Until I say otherwise, any and all Agency contact goes through me. Gideon can dig up everything we need on Murdock’s properties and personal habits. If you feel you’ve got anything more useful to add, turn it over to Gideon. I’ll decide how and when – and I’ll decide who – is best to go after this asshole Murdock.’
         
 
         ‘Whatever.’ Chase’s blue eyes glittered darkly under his lowered brows. He started to walk away.
         
 
         Lucan’s head pivoted only slightly, his voice as low as distant thunder. ‘I didn’t say we were finished.’
         
 
         Chase scoffed. ‘Sounds to me like you’ve got it all under control, so what do you need me for?’
         
 
         ‘That’s something I’ve been asking myself all night,’ Lucan replied evenly. ‘What the fuck do I need you for?’
         
 
         Chase muttered something low and surly under his breath in response. He took another step and suddenly Lucan was right in front of him, having moved so quickly it had been hard for even Hunter to track him. He shoved Chase with a hard dose of Gen One strength, a frontal blow that sent the other warrior flying into the corridor wall.
         
 
         Chase righted himself with a hissed curse. Eyes flashing like bright coals, he charged forward with a fang-bearing snarl.
         
 
         This time it was Hunter who moved the fastest.
 
         Intercepting the threat to the Order’s leader – his  leader – he placed himself between the two vampires, his hand clamped around Chase’s throat.
         
 
         ‘Stand down, warrior,’ he advised his brother-in-arms.
 
         It was the only warning Hunter would allow. If Chase so much as flinched with further aggression, Hunter would have little choice but to crush the fight out of him.
         
 
         Teeth and fangs clamped together, lips peeled back from his gums, Chase held his stare in a thick, answering silence. Hunter felt a shift of movement in the space of the corridor behind him. He heard a feminine gasp – just the softest pull of air through parted lips.
         
 
         Chase’s gaze drifted in that direction and some of the taut fury left him at once. As he relaxed, Hunter let go of him and stepped back from the confrontation.
         
 
         ‘What’s going on out here, Lucan?’
 
         Hunter turned along with the other males in the corridor and found himself facing Lucan’s mate, Gabrielle, standing behind them with two other females. Hunter knew the fine-boned blonde with the pale lavender eyes. It was she – Tegan’s mate, Elise – who’d gasped, her hand still lifted toward her mouth.
         
 
         ‘I’m out of here,’ Chase muttered, notably subdued as he brushed past Hunter and the others and stalked off down the corridor toward his quarters.
         
 
         Hunter hardly noticed the warrior’s departure.
 
         His attention was riveted on the third female who stood in the passageway now. Petite and fair-skinned behind the curtain of long ebony hair that partially hid her face from his view, she held him utterly transfixed in that moment. He couldn’t look away from the large greenish-blue eyes that tapered delicately at their outer corners. At a loss to categorize their specific color, he didn’t try, instead attempting to determine why he found her presence so arresting.
         
 
         ‘Is everything all right?’ Gabrielle asked, moving over to Lucan in obvious concern.
         
 
         ‘Yeah,’ he replied. ‘It’s all good now.’
 
         Hunter drifted closer to the unidentified woman, hardly aware his feet were moving until he was standing directly before her. She looked up at him then, lifting the perfect oval of her face until her gaze had traveled past the blood-spattered length of him and their eyes were locked on each other.
         
 
         She was a stranger to him, yet, somehow, strangely familiar too.
         
 
         He cocked his head, trying to puzzle out the peculiar sense that he’d seen her somewhere before. He blurted the thought that was banging around in his brain. ‘Do I know you …?’
         
 
         Gabrielle cleared her throat and walked over as if she meant to protect the female from him. ‘Corinne, this is Hunter. He’s a member of the Order. Say hello, Hunter.’
         
 
         He grunted the greeting, still staring at her.
 
         ‘I saw you the night of the rescue,’ she said quietly. ‘You were one of the warriors who brought me and the others to Claire and Andreas’s Darkhaven.’
         
 
         So, she’d been among the captives Dragos had been holding. He supposed that made sense. He gave a vague nod, his curiosity somewhat satisfied by her reminder. But he hadn’t seen her in Rhode Island, he was almost certain of it. He felt sure he’d remember that face, those luminescent eyes.
         
 
         ‘I’m afraid we still don’t have an ETA on Brock and Jenna,’ Gideon told the dark-haired beauty. ‘The weather report out of Alaska doesn’t look good for another three days, minimum.’
         
 
         ‘Three more days?’ Corinne’s smooth forehead creased with a small frown. ‘I really need to get home. I need my family now.’
         
 
         Lucan blew out a sigh. ‘Understood. Since Brock is a few thousand miles and a couple of blizzards away from Boston at the moment, someone else will have to—’
         
 
         ‘I will take her.’ Hunter felt Lucan’s stare land on him the instant the words left his mouth. He met the other Gen One’s gaze and gave a decisive nod. ‘I will see that she gets home safely to her family.’
         
 
         It seemed a simple enough task to manage, yet everyone in the immediate vicinity had fallen into a sudden, lengthy silence. The most stricken of all seemed to be Corinne herself. She stared up at him mutely, and for a second he wondered if she was going to refuse his offer.
         
 
         ‘It will take about fourteen hours by car,’ Gideon said. ‘That’s a couple of days total, since we’re talking about night travel only. If you left right now, you could put in about a hundred miles before the sun starts to rise. Or I could have one of our corporate planes fueled up and ready to go at sundown. A couple hours of flight time and you’re there.’
         
 
         Lucan stared hard at him, then gave a nod. ‘The quicker, the better. I’m gonna need you back on patrol tomorrow night.’
         
 
         ‘Consider it done,’ Hunter replied.
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