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    Chapter One


    Sebastian


    The bitter wind matched my mood. Snow still dusted the tops of the red mountains of Sedona, Arizona. Not my first choice of destinations, but Allen Caldwell was dead, and, sadly, my father’s desire to see the two werewolf Packs destroy each other hadn’t died with his old friend.


    Again it fell to me.


    Being the heir to the Nero Organization, and the right hand of Antonio Severino, was a bloody existence, but it was the only one I’d ever known. Although I had no interest in killing the Pack in Reno, Nevada, if I refused my father’s vendetta, my own life would be at stake.


    And I had a vested interest in that.


    I threw open the door to the Wolf Pack Bar, my eyes quickly adjusting to the dim light. Almost without conscious thought, I pulled in a deep breath. Two werewolves, four humans, and a jaguar shifter, my one ally.


    The werewolf bartender lifted his head, defensive until he recognized me. “Well, look what the cat dragged in.”


    I ground my teeth at the jab to my true nature. Tasteless and reckless with humans present, but I expected as much from a wolf.


    He straightened up behind the bar. “What can I get you, Sebastian?”


    I waved him off. “I’m not here for a drink.” I approached Vance, taking the stool beside him.


    He glanced over at me. “This can’t be good news.”


    “I guess that depends which side of the chessboard you’re sitting on.” I shrugged.


    Vance chuckled, shaking his head. “And which side are you on today?”


    There were only two people in this world who really understood me. One had married into the Wolf Pack in Reno, and the other was Vance Park. Although he wore an easygoing smile, Vance was one of the deadliest jaguar-shifter assassins the Nero Organization had ever turned out.


    “I haven’t decided yet.” I leaned on the bar, keeping my voice low. The werewolves would have no trouble hearing, but I wouldn’t say anything in mixed company that could tip my hand. “Either way, I’m going to need your help.”


    Vance got to his feet, but his eyes betrayed his wariness. “This Pack isn’t ready for a fight. Not yet. They’ve lost too many.”


    I eyed the bartender. He was helping the human customers at the other end of the bar, but his jaw clenched as he glanced my way.


    “I need some sleep. Then we’ll plan. Come to my hotel in the morning. I’ll send you a text with my room number.”


    Vance nodded. “I’ll be there.”


    “Good.” I kept my attention on the bartender as I went to the door.


    As soon as he turned his back on his customer, he took out his phone, firing off a text. Shit. No doubt someone now knew I was back in town, but without an Alpha in this Sedona Pack, I had no idea who to expect might jump me.


    Not that it mattered. I was ready. Always.


    Outside I scanned the parking lot behind the bar. As a jaguar shifter, my sense of smell wasn’t as keen as the wolves’, but my night vision was far better than theirs. I tugged the collar of my wool-lined trench coat up and slid my hand inside, stroking the cold metal of my handgun.


    When I reached the black Mercedes rental, I walked right by. I had a stalker, and rather than lead them to my very public hotel, I’d prefer to solve the problem under the cloak of darkness.


    Far from the yellow floodlight on the back of the bar, I stopped and turned around. A shadow crouched behind a power box. A slow breath told me it was a werewolf, but not one that I recognized.


    “Are you going to introduce yourself, wolf?” I didn’t draw my weapon. Not yet. I could handle one wolf without wasting a bullet.


    “Who I am doesn’t matter.” A woman’s voice. Unexpected.


    “I beg to differ. The bartender wouldn’t have alerted you that I was in town if you didn’t matter.” I took a couple slow steps in her direction.


    “I was hoping you’d show your face again.”


    I listened for her footsteps. “And why is that?”


    She bolted and I widened my stance, bracing myself for impact. Adrenaline was on her side. The female wolf rammed me so hard we both toppled over. A sharp pain burst through my chest.


    A familiar pain. The wolf’s blade was buried in my shoulder.


    She lifted her head, staring down with hate in her eyes. I vaguely recognized her from my previous meetings with this Pack. I’d see her before, but I didn’t know her name. Hard to trust my recollections while fighting for my life, but I thought Caldwell had mentioned she was a bounty hunter.


    There were probably plenty of bounties on my head. I wasn’t surprised by her attack.


    What surprised me was that I was still breathing. Why not deliver the killing blow she obviously yearned for?


    She yanked the blade free and pressed it to my throat. “All these years, I thought my father abandoned us. I wondered if I’d done something wrong to make him walk out.”


    My left shoulder was hot and wet with blood. While she spoke, I weighed my options. Although my father had spent years trying to beat my mother’s influence out of me, she still lingered in the shadows of my heart.


    A conscience I sometimes wished I could silence.


    My job would be much easier without her voice whispering in my ear.


    And right now, if I didn’t get this woman off me, I might be seeing my mother sooner than I expected. A hard blow to her kidney would stun her long enough for me to roll her over.


    Easier said than done.


    I had very few moral lines in the sand, but hitting a woman was one of them. “Killing me isn’t going to bring back your father, but I can promise you if you do kill me, my father will not stop until you, and everyone you care about, are dead.”


    “Shut up.” She pressed her free hand over my mouth.


    Suddenly her pupils dilated, her lips parting slightly. She snapped them shut, shaking her head like she could free herself from some kind of spell.


    “No.” Her nostrils flared. “You’re shitting me.” She blinked hard, her hand trembling as if an invisible force kept her from burying the blade in my throat. “Damn it. No!”


    Her dark hair framed her face, and even in the dim light, I had no trouble admiring her bright green eyes. If I died tonight, her face would be a beautiful image to take with me as I left this world.


    But I had no intention of dying. Not yet. There were still too many loose ends to tie up.


    Before she could sink the dagger into me again, I grabbed her wrist with my right hand and kicked my legs, rolling her over to pin her underneath me.


    She struggled, and with my strength draining out along with my blood, it took all my focus to keep her down. “I don’t know who your father was, but I’m sorry you lost him.”


    “Fuck you, Sebastian.”


    I raised a brow. “So you know my name, but I don’t know yours.”


    “I’m Isabelle, and I’m going to end you and your father.”


    Her threat fell on deaf ears. Isabelle was all I heard. My heart stuttered. It couldn’t be.


    “Who was your father?”


    She stopped struggling for a moment. “Solomon Wood.”


    A chill crept up my spine. I recoiled, releasing her and stumbling to my feet. Stars danced at the edge of my vision, reminding me I needed to stitch up my shoulder. Soon.


    After all these years, just as the clairvoyant predicted. Well, not exactly. The letter Solomon gave me before he bit down on a cyanide capsule hadn’t mentioned Isabelle attempting to kill me.


    She scrambled to stand up, her knife still tight in her fist. I had no idea why she hesitated to attack me again, but if I was going to die tonight, it would have already happened.


    I searched her face again, recognition dawning. She had Sol’s eyes. My hands trembled at my sides as the old wound ripped open.


    She frowned. “Are you going to try to deny Nero murdered my father?”


    Charlotte Brontë rolled off my tongue before I could stop it. “There’s little joy in life for me, And little terror in the grave; I’ve lived the parting hour to see, Of one I would have died to save.”


    A crease marred her brow. “You’re seriously quoting poetry now, while your blood is on my knife?”


    I sighed, suddenly reminded I was in the company of a wolf.


    A wolf. I crossed my arms, biting back the pain in my shoulder. “You can’t be Solomon Wood’s daughter. You’re a werewolf.”


    “I was bitten.” She shook her head. “And what does that have to do with it?”


    So she had no idea her father had been a jaguar shifter. And until I had a better grip on my emotions, I wasn’t ready to wander down this path with her.


    “I knew your father. He was a good man. A mentor to me.”


    My blood dripped off the tip of the knife at her side. “If you were such good friends, why did Nero kill him?”


    It was my turn to be confused. “Why do you think Nero killed him?”


    I wasn’t surprised by her conclusion. My father’s corporation, the Nero Organization, supplied assassins for hire. Killing was our business, and business had been good for years.


    What had my mind buzzing was how she had connected her father to Nero. If she didn’t know her father was a shifter, he wouldn’t have told her about his job with Nero, either.


    “I don’t think, I know. He was listed on an old operative roster in Caldwell’s files. I did some hacking of encrypted files and found a second, more recent list. ‘Eliminated’ was written beside my dad’s name, and the date is a week after he walked out on us. Doesn’t take a genius detective to put it all together.”


    Beautiful and intelligent. And a wolf. Deadly combination.


    “I was with him that day.” I struggled to keep my eyes open. Blood loss was catching up to me. “He sacrificed his life to protect…his family.”


    My legs gave out. I dropped to my knees, wincing as I fought the darkness encroaching at the edge of my vision. “Your mother…”


    My thoughts scattered as the blackness consumed me.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Isabelle


    “Shit.” I dropped the knife and knelt beside him, pressing my fingers to the side of his neck to check for a pulse, and loathing the instinctive pull to protect the worthless bastard. He’d just admitted he was with my dad when he died.


    His pulse was strong, so I hadn’t hit an artery. Taking a shifter to a hospital was out of the question. With all this blood, it would be too easy for the doctors to stumble into discovering shifters existed. All it would take was one medical researcher to examine our DNA under a microscope.


    I dug out my cell phone and touched Ryker’s number. Ryker was our new bartender at the Wolf Pack Bar since my sister moved to Reno with her mate.


    He answered immediately. “Did you get him?”


    “Yeah.” I nodded, staring at Sebastian’s face. He had strong features, almost noble when he was out cold. It was when he was conscious that you had to be wary. “I need some medical supplies.”


    “You didn’t kill him?”


    I had no intention of discussing this with Ryker. “Get your ass out here with the first-aid kit. Now.”


    How could I explain any of this? Tonight I’d planned to kill Sebastian. His death would protect this Pack from his leadership and maybe settle the score for my father, but the moment I pressed my bare hand over his mouth, the wolf inside me came unglued.


    From the core of my soul, she howled, clawing her way forward and denying me the ability to harm him. The world lost focus, and when it came back, the urge to protect Sebastian, to stop the bleeding, swamped me. These were the primal wolf instincts somehow hardwired into my DNA whether my human side wanted to admit it or not.


    My wolf didn’t understand that this man—our mate—was evil.


    And I didn’t know how to explain it to her.


    Ryker jogged toward me and knelt down with the kit, confusion written all over his face. “I thought we were cutting ties with Nero.”


    “Plan has changed.” I opened the bag and pulled out the sterile pads, shoving them at Ryker. “Put some alcohol on these for me.”


    I opened Sebastian’s trench coat and tore his button-down shirt, buttons flying, only to find a tank undershirt soaked in blood. With my new werewolf strength, I had no trouble ripping it down the middle to get at the wound. I held out my hand, and Ryker placed the cold, wet pad inside.


    There was no love in my heart for this man—hell, I didn’t even like him—but that didn’t stop my hand from trembling as I pressed the pad against the wound. He groaned, his eyes popping open.


    “Don’t move,” I warned. “I’m trying to stop the bleeding.”


    “With what? Acid?” he growled.


    “I wish.” I nodded to Ryker. “I’ve got it from here. Go watch the bar.”


    Ryker shook his head like I’d suddenly grown a second one. “I guess you’ll tell me the new plan later?”


    “Yeah.”


    Once I figured out what it was.


    Ryker marched toward the bar without looking back. I glanced down at Nero’s golden boy and sighed. His eyes were closed again, but the bleeding seemed to be slowing. Good sign. I reached for a dry pad and the tape.


    After cleaning the area, I carefully bandaged the stab wound and fought the urge to touch him more than I had to. It was difficult to describe the battle going on inside me. Almost like I suddenly had a split personality, and although I tried to make the wolf see that he was our enemy, she ached for him.


    Maybe I had a death wish, because sure as shit when he healed, I’d be at the top of his hit list. From everything I’d learned about Sebastian in Caldwell’s file, he was the top assassin for Nero. People paid a high price for him to kill on their behalf.


    Enough. I could worry about the future later.


    Right now, I had to get him out of the parking lot. According to my younger sister, who had recently found her mate, the bond got stronger with every touch. I slipped on a pair of latex gloves from the kit, denying the wolf any more skin-to-skin contact as I tapped his cheek.


    “Wake up.”


    His dark lashes fluttered, and suddenly his gaze locked on mine. “You’re Isabelle. Isabelle Wood.”


    “Yeah.” I nodded. “And we need to get you out of here.”


    He started to sit up and winced. I braced him. “Easy. You need some stitches.”


    “I’m aware of that.”


    I helped him to his feet. “The Mercedes?”


    “I’m in no condition to drive,” he hissed through gritted teeth.


    I helped him toward the passenger side. “That’s why I’m driving.”


    What the hell was I saying? It was like I’d wandered off the path and suddenly found myself in quicksand, sinking deeper by the second.


    “The keys are in my coat pocket.”


    I reached around him and dug out the keys, then opened the door and braced him as he lowered himself into the car. Popping the trunk, I stashed the first-aid kit and blew out a frustrated breath. None of this made sense.


    But I couldn’t let him die. Physically couldn’t. Not happening.


    When did my life become such a freak show?


    In the driver’s seat, I focused straight ahead. “Where are you staying?”


    “Enchantment.”


    I raised a brow but kept my eyes on the road. I should’ve expected he would stay at one of the ritziest resorts in all of Sedona. I’d never even been through the gates, let alone stepped inside.


    “You better button your coat. Last thing I need is the front desk to see you all bloody.”


    His gaze warmed the side of my face. I didn’t even need to look—I just knew. How was that even possible?


    His voice was thready but strong. “Are you going to tell me why you’ve gone from my executioner to my savior?”


    Fuck no. I was not going to tell him that my wolf had mistaken him for our mate. Yeah, not going to happen.


    “You said you knew my father, and before you passed out, you started to say something about my mother. I just want information.”


    In my peripheral vision, he fussed with his coat buttons with his one good arm. If I didn’t know what a deadly asshole he was, I might’ve thought it was cute.


    When he finished, his attention shifted to me again. “And once you have the details you need?”


    I shrugged. “Maybe I’ll kill you then.”


    He chuckled and winced. “No sense cleaning my wound if you’re going to end this dance anyway.”


    “I never claimed to always make sense.”


    His lips curved, hinting at a rare smile as he leaned back on the headrest. “Touché, wolf.”


    “No.” I shook my head. “You know my name, and I just saved your life. You’re not going to treat me like a lesser because a werewolf bit me.”


    “Saved my life?” He chuffed. “You nearly took it.” He turned to stare out the side window. “You’re not the first, and you won’t be the last, Isabelle.”


    At least he spit out my name. I’d put it in the win column.


    I handed Sebastian’s keys to the valet and went around the car to help him out. We were both dressed in black. Thankfully. Any other color and we’d both be trying to explain where all the blood came from.


    To his credit, Sebastian managed to walk into the lobby and over to the elevators with his arm around me like we were a couple. No one would have guessed I was carrying most of his weight. Good thing I was enhanced by the werewolf blood in my veins. I had always been in good shape, but Sebastian was taller and all muscle. He was heavier than me.


    Inside the elevator, he went to the corner, gripping both rails, and I stayed on the far side, distancing myself from him. Between his scent and the blood, my wolf was on edge, growling and whining deep in my soul. So bizarre. The human part of me was still gobsmacked by the strength of the wolf’s pull, her instincts to care for her mate.


    I wished I could make her see reality. This man was a heartless killer, not a candidate for true love.


    The doors opened, and Sebastian straightened to his full height. A muscle in his cheek tensed, the only outward sign of the pain he was in. He frowned, glancing each way before stepping out of the elevator. I started to open my mouth, but he shook his head, sliding his hand into his coat.


    Silently, he withdrew his gun.


    Oh shit. Asher’s scent lingered in the hallway. Asher was part of the Hopi tribe before Caldwell had him bitten. In spite of being changed into a werewolf against his will, and the constant threat of death, Asher never let Caldwell break his spirit.


    Since Caldwell’s death, this Sedona Pack had been limping along without an Alpha. Again, it was tough for me to wrap my brain around the wolf instincts. Even though we were all capable and independent, the wolves inside us ached for a leader, an Alpha to rise up and rally around.


    Without that leadership, we all struggled to stay together and safe. We were unorganized. There was a hole in the center of our circle. But Asher did his best to keep us together.


    When we rounded the corner, Asher’s trail was even stronger. Sebastian stopped outside his room and with his weakened arm fumbled for his room key.


    I whispered, conscious that if Asher was still inside, he would probably hear me. “I recognize the scent. It’s Asher from the Pack here in Sedona.”


    In the well-lit hallway, his pallor was alarming. How was he staying upright?


    Sebastian glanced my way. “Why is he in my room?”


    “I don’t know, but you can put the gun away. Asher doesn’t have a reason to kill you. No sense giving him one now.”


    He sighed, sliding the pistol into the holster at the small of his back. He waved the key card over the lock and opened the door. He kept his hand on the handle, gripping it tight. I needed to get his shoulder stitched up before he lost more blood.


    Asher stood, and Sebastian shook his head. “Sit.” He angled his body so I could get by and into the room. “She came of her own free will.”


    Asher’s gaze shifted to me. “Are you all right?”


    “Yeah.” I nodded. “Just wanted to get some information, so I came back with him.”


    Asher watched us both for a moment. “He’s bleeding. I smell it.”


    Sebastian kept his attention on Asher. “A scratch.”


    Bullshit. But I didn’t correct him. “Why are you here, Asher?”


    He crossed his arms. “Ryker told me you found Sebastian, but you didn’t come back into the bar.”


    Sebastian shook his head, slowly moving from the door to the bed. “This resort needs better security.”


    Asher came to stand beside me. “Before you complain to the manager, I work with the resort on private guided tours, and I might have told them you booked a hike with me for tomorrow.”


    I glanced over at Asher. “I can take it from here, but thanks for looking out for me.”


    “If we don’t protect each other, who will?”


    I nodded slowly. I wasn’t used to being a team player, but having guys like Asher on my side didn’t suck.


    He went to the door and turned back. “If you hurt her, you will answer to more than just me.”


    Sebastian chuckled and winced. “Always posturing with you wolves. If I decided to hurt her, you would never find me to exact your revenge.”


    If I could’ve reached Sebastian, I would’ve smacked him. “You’re about to pass out from blood loss, so enough of the pissing contest.” I turned to Asher. “I’ll check in with you later.”


    Once Asher was gone, I turned around to face the only man who might have answers about my father. “I need to get your shoulder taken care of, and then I want answers. Deal?”


    “It’s not serious. I can suture it myself.” Sebastian’s black hair veiled his face, his head drooping.


    My stomach tied into a tight knot as I struggled against the instinct to go to him. “Like hell you can.” I grabbed the first-aid kit and knelt in front of him. “Can you even take your coat off?”


    He reached to unfasten a button and slumped forward. I caught his shoulders and laid him back on the bed. It’d be easier to fix him up this way anyway. Once I had the coat open, it was easy to part the torn shirt. His wound was still oozing, but thankfully the blood flow had slowed considerably.


    I threaded the needle and grabbed more sterile pads. Stitches were not my forte. He’d have a scar, but he’d be alive. As I lifted the needle, my breath caught.


    He’d never notice the scar.


    His chest and abdomen were covered in them. Bullet holes, burns, and cuts marked his torso, constant reminders of a violent life. I forced myself to focus on the task at hand. By my second stitch, he groaned, his large hand covering mine.


    “Isabelle.”


    My mouth went dry. His touch had my entire body on full alert. And why did my name have to sound so sensual when he said it? He was barely conscious.


    I pulled in a shaky breath. “I’m almost finished.”


    His hand dropped back onto the bed, and for a second I wasn’t sure if he passed out again or was just giving me space to work. I tugged the stitches tight at the end and a muscle jumped in his cheek.


    So he wasn’t unconscious—he just had a high tolerance for pain.


    I tied it off and set the needle aside, then did my best to clean off the blood from his chest. I straightened up, collecting the bloody gauze pads. “Done.”


    His dark lashes fluttered open, and I braced myself for his flippant response.


    “Thank you.”


    Okay, sincerity was not what I had come to expect from this man.


    I shook it off. “It’s easier for me to get information if you’re alive.”


    The corner of his mouth twitched as he sat up. Jesus, abs like that should be illegal.


    He caught his breath and shook his head. “Either way, I’m grateful.” He glanced my way, his dark eyes full of secrets. “And for me, that doesn’t happen very often.”


    I raised a brow. “You’re usually an ungrateful bastard?”


    “No.” He chuckled, sucking in a pained breath before lifting his gaze to meet mine. “I rarely have anything to be thankful for.”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Sebastian


    I grimaced as the morning sun burned my eyes through the slit in the blackout drapes. I sat up, reorienting myself to my surroundings. My shoulder ached, but the stitches held. As a jaguar shifter, I healed much faster than humans, but the pain still lingered.


    Across from me, Isabelle was curled up on one side on the couch. For a moment, I thought I had dreamed her.


    The ache in my shoulder proved she was very real.


    And she was still here. I pulled my hair back from my forehead. Last night I’d been suffering from blood loss. My thought process had obviously been affected. I never should have allowed her to stay.


    It wasn’t that she could have killed me. If she hadn’t cut my throat already, I saw no reason for her to do so now. Not until she had what she wanted.


    I should’ve sent her away, because she was a temptation I didn’t need right now. Not only was she the beautiful daughter of my mentor, but she was intelligent, too. My weakness where women were concerned. I’d witnessed her fierceness, but also her compassion.


    If life had taught me anything so far, it was that caring for others gave my enemies leverage.


    After my father ordered Grace’s murder, I shuttered my black heart. No more.


    Isabelle’s father had given me a letter before he ended his life. He pressed it into my hand and stepped back. His final words: “Be good to my girl, Bastian.”


    My chest ached with the memory. No one had ever called me by that name before or since.


    I stood up, sucking in a breath to keep from groaning and waking her. She looked peaceful, nothing like the predator I faced last night. I admired that.


    In my business, I witnessed many souls lost to the hunger for the kill. They were always the first to die. Her father had warned me to beware of the power rush. We killed when we had to, never for sport or thrill.


    I followed orders, pure and simple. It was a faint distinction, but in my heart, where the spirit of my mother still haunted me, it kept me from being a murderer. There was no pleasure in my work and no yearning for more.


    I crossed to the table and retrieved my cell phone. Vance had already texted me.


    Meeting this morning?


    I glanced over at my sleeping guest and sighed before firing off a reply.


    Change in plan. What can you tell me about Isabelle Wood?


    It took a few minutes, but the text finally appeared.


    She’s the brains behind this Pack right now. She figured out how to funnel Caldwell’s assets back to the wolves here, but I think she’s also been digging into Nero. I tried to warn her off, but she’s stubborn. I don’t know what she’s looking for.


    Answers. The one thing that could get her killed.


    I’d kept my word to Sol and helped my father focus elsewhere. Solomon Wood’s daughters were not born shifters. The breeding experiment with my father’s top jaguar-shifter assassin and the clairvoyant unbitten female had been a failure.


    Instead of being marked for death as loose ends, I crossed them off Nero’s list of assets, and Isabelle and her sister were eventually forgotten.


    If she wanted to live, she needed to stop digging.


    I set my phone down and went to the closet.


    “Going somewhere?”


    I bit back a smile at the sound of her voice as I turned. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”


    She already had my gun aimed at my chest. I hadn’t even heard her move. Not bad for a wolf.


    “I’m sure you didn’t.” Her aim didn’t falter. “It’d be much easier to kill me in my sleep. Just another day at the office for you.”


    “Wolves.” I cracked my neck, forcing myself to let her dig go by. “If I had planned to kill you in your sleep, you wouldn’t have my gun in your hand right now.”


    I faced the row of hangers, giving her a clear shot at my back. Dangerous way to test my theory, but until she had the information she wanted on her father, I was certain she wouldn’t pull that trigger.


    When the shot didn’t come, I grabbed a clean white tank and tugged it on, grinding my teeth through the pain. Without turning, I asked, “Why are you still here helping this Pack? Your sister found her mate and moved to Reno to join the Pack there, correct?”


    I turned around in time to catch a flash of emotion on her face, but I couldn’t place it.


    “I want to find out why my father was killed and why he was working for Nero.” She lowered the gun but didn’t set it aside. “I also thought if I stayed long enough, you’d come sniffing around again. I figured I was the best chance this Pack had to kill you and cut ties with Nero.”


    “Killing me would only bring Nero to your doorstep.” I tugged a pressed shirt free from the hanger, fighting to keep from wincing as I pulled it over my shoulders. “Your father wouldn’t have wanted you digging around Nero, which is probably why he never told you about his employer. You should go and leave well enough alone.”


    Her gaze moved up from my feet to my head. “You seriously think I’m going to let you walk out of this room without telling me what I need to know?”


    The fire in her eyes lured me in closer. Dangerous temptation. I shook my head, resisting the urge touch her, to give her everything she wanted. “I’m saving your life by denying your wishes.”


    She laughed, shaking her head as she pulled back the slide on my Glock. “I don’t think so.”


    I crossed to the dresser and removed a pair of socks, unfazed by the gun. The fear of death didn’t have much hold when you had nothing worth living for. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I struggled to get my foot into the sock.


    “Unbelievable.” She stood up, gun at her side. “What kind of assassin lets someone get his weapon and then makes no move to get it back?”


    I glanced her way, shocked to find a smile creeping up on me. “The kind who knows he’s useless to you dead.”


    “I could shoot you in the foot.”


    “Please do. At least then I wouldn’t have to endure this sock humiliation any longer.”


    A grin curved her full lips. “Oh, now you’ve done it.” She set the gun on the table. “I can’t shoot you now.”


    She came to my side. “Give me the damn sock. You’re going to tear out my beautiful stitches if you keep that up.”


    Her scent was intoxicating, like cinnamon and roses. I’d be able to find her anywhere.


    But I wouldn’t. Death followed me everywhere I went, and this woman was so full of life and fight. Sol would’ve been very proud of her.


    She balled up my sock and started to slide it up my foot. My tender foot. I jerked back without meaning to. The sock went flying.


    Her eyes narrowed. “What the hell? Why am I even trying to help you?”


    An uncharacteristic laugh escaped my throat. “I should put them on myself.”


    “Oh my God.” Realization sparked in her eyes. “The mighty Sebastian Severino is ticklish.”


    “Only my feet.” I reached for the sock and raised a brow. “I may have to kill you now.”


    She mimicked my voice. Poorly. “If you wanted me dead, I wouldn’t be breathing.”


    “Touché.” I shook my head. What was happening here?


    I’d never met anyone like her. She knew what I was and who I worked for, but she wasn’t intimidated. And somehow she made me forget.


    Dangerous. I groaned, but I got the damned socks on.


    Isabelle sat at the table, close to my gun but not touching it. “You never answered me about where you were going.”


    That’s when I realized how I could lose her. “I’m meeting Vance. I believe you’ve met him?”


    She nodded. “Yeah. Is he going to be your muscle to force this Pack to go fight in Reno?”


    I rolled my good shoulder back. “I don’t need any ‘muscle.’”


    “I’m not going to let you out of this room.”


    I stepped into the bathroom and ran a comb through my hair. “That’s why I’m taking you with me.” I held up a hotel toothbrush wrapped in cellophane. “Better clean up. We leave in ten minutes.”


    


    Vance stood as we approached the table at the back of the coffee shop. He gave no outward sign that he was surprised to see Isabelle. His easygoing nature made him an extremely deadly asset for Nero. He was often sent in on undercover jobs. Befriend the enemy, gain intel, and leave no survivors.


    He was also the only man on earth I’d call a friend.


    He held his hand out to Isabelle. “Good to see you.” She shook his hand, and he glanced my way. “You should’ve mentioned you were bringing a beautiful woman. I would’ve combed my hair.”


    “I wouldn’t have recognized you.” Vance wore mussed hair like it was a hairstyle. It suited him, and he knew it.


    I pulled out a chair for Isabelle, but instead of sitting, she stared at it and then me. “What’s with the gentleman act? I know who you are already. No need to get flashy.”


    It shouldn’t have bothered me. But it did. “You know what I am, not who I am. There is a difference.” I took my seat and focused on Vance. “My father expects this Pack to be in Reno by the week’s end. If we aren’t going to make that happen, then we need a plan.”


    Isabelle dropped her napkin in her lap. “Since when do you defy your father? I thought you’re his right-hand guard dog.”


    My shoulders tightened, sending pain through my chest. I embraced it. Anything to keep from saying more than I should. But Vance beat me to it.


    “Sebastian’s too smart to outright defy Severino, but he…redirects him. Often.”


    I chose to leave it at that. “At this point, I will inform him that the Pack has thinned a bit but we’re training them, and toward the end of the week, I’ll let him know two of the men are injured, so we’ll need to delay the attack. He probably won’t accept the news from me alone. You’ll have to corroborate my story.”


    Vance dropped his gaze to his coffee mug. “He won’t like it.” He lifted his eyes. “He’ll just send in one of the mercenary teams to get it done.”


    “Exactly.” I had both of their attention now. “His human mercenary teams. They’re well trained, but they won’t stand a chance against the Pack in Reno.” I tapped my coffee mug, gazing at Isabelle. “Especially if Adam Sloan somehow got word they were coming.”


    Vance chuckled. “It could work.”


    Isabelle leaned in closer, her voice hushed. “And what about the Pack here in Sedona?”


    Her loyalty struck a chord inside me. I’d been raised that family was your only loyalty, and even then, in mine, if you didn’t watch your back, no one else would.


    She cared about these wolves even though her sister was no longer among them.


    I hoped it wouldn’t get her killed. That realization reminded me why I needed to escape her company. Somehow I already cared too much.


    “If my plan succeeds, I’ll do my best to cut ties between Nero and this Pack. Without Caldwell at the reins, we have no sway with these wolves.” I cleared my throat. “Excuse me. I need to find the men’s room.”


    Before she could reply, I rose from my chair, following the signs to the restroom. Once I was out of sight, I sent Vance a quick text.


    Stall.


    I walked right out the back door, shielding my eyes as the sunlight assaulted my face. If Vance kept her at the table long enough, I could get back to my room and pack up. I’d check in with my father from the road. Vance could manage things here.


    Being around Isabelle was too tempting. I’d tried to dismiss the letter her father gave me ten years ago, but now that I’d met Isabelle, the words haunted me.


    Sol’s wife had been a strong clairvoyant. I’d only met her once. She was a waif, like a fawn ready to bolt at any second. Fear always lined her dark eyes. Perhaps seeing the future was more of a curse than a gift.


    I read and reread that damned letter for weeks after Sol’s death. My mentor had shoved it into my hand as he bit into a cyanide capsule, leaving me with no way to get answers and no idea where his daughters were hidden.


    Of course, I found them. Eventually. It was fairly simple. They had his last name, and they’d been delivered by a Nero-supplied midwife.


    But I didn’t want my father to find them. I owed it to Sol.


    So I never said anything.


    Inside my rental Mercedes, I started the engine, and the passenger door swung open. “Going someplace?”


    “I was going to ask Vance to take you home.” I hated myself for being glad to see her. “How did you know?”


    Her eyes flashed. “Before my sister bit me, I was a bounty hunter. I know a runner when I see one, and sending Vance the text was a huge tip-off. Now that I’m a werewolf, I had no trouble tracking your scent.” She got inside and fastened her seat belt. “If you want to get rid of me, we should talk, then I’ll be out of your hair for good.”


    Getting rid of her was necessary.


    But I was no longer sure it was what I wanted.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Isabelle


    The drive back to Enchanted was a blessedly silent one. I used the time to shore up my emotional defenses. Trying to convince the wolf inside me that he was our enemy wasn’t working. But just being near him, breathing him into my lungs, seemed to calm the beast within. Maybe it could be enough.


    Sebastian left the key for the valet, and we went straight to the elevator. As we rode up, I finally broke the silence.


    “Why were you trying to ditch me? Can you get in trouble for telling me about my parents?”


    He leaned on the railing, his gaze predatory. And way too damned sexy. Shit. So much for just being near him.


    “Your father asked me to protect his girls. I’m trying to follow through on that promise.”


    “By ditching me and not giving me the information I have every right to know.”


    He chuckled and rubbed his chin. “That is my reputation, if I’m not mistaken.” He sobered and crossed to my side of the elevator. “If you continue to push, there will come a point when I can no longer keep you safe. I’m trying to avoid that moment for both our sakes.”


    Before I could probe any farther, the doors opened, and Sebastian frowned. One breath and I understood why.


    “A jaguar, but not Vance,” I whispered.


    “Go back downstairs. Take my car and find Asher.” He stepped out of the elevator, handing me the valet ticket. “Get your Pack together. Now.”


    His fingers brushed mine as I took the ticket, and the wolf, sensing danger, flooded me with the need to protect him.


    I gripped his hand and followed him out. “Whatever this is, they’re on my turf. I’m not running until I know who I’m running from.”


    He glanced at our joined hands but didn’t pull away from the contact. “This is my fight. I’m trying to protect you.”


    “And who protects you?”


    Before Sebastian could answer, the door to his room opened. Suddenly I was pressed against the wall, Sebastian’s lips fused to mine. I should’ve pushed him off, but the combination of surprise and my freaking wolf aching for more than a kiss had me off balance. Instead of knocking him senseless, my fingers tangled in his hair, pulling him tight against me.


    “Well, now.”


    Sebastian whispered something against my lips, but my head was swimming so I missed it. Did he say he was sorry? I had no clue. He spun around, blocking my view of whoever came out of his room, but behind his back, he still held my hand.


    What was happening here?


    “Since when does my son fraternize with werewolves?”


    Holy shit. Sebastian’s father. I stepped aside for a better view. He was tall, but Sebastian still has a few inches over him. His silver hair was slicked back, smooth like the cut of his expensive designer suit. His dark eyes narrowed, his mouth pinching with disgust.


    I did my best to keep the shock off my face. This was Antonio Severino, Sebastian’s father and CEO of the Nero Organization. I’d never met him or even seen a picture of him before.


    This was the man most likely responsible for my father’s death. My grip on Sebastian’s hand tightened. I couldn’t help it. If I let go, I was going to attack his father, and it would be tough to avenge mine if I was dead.


    Sebastian didn’t hesitate. “You sent me here to rally a Pack, correct? Isabelle is a leader in the Sedona Pack.”


    Antonio’s eyes trailed down to our joined hands and back up to his son. “Is that all she is?”


    Sebastian raised a brow. “You were the one who taught me to use any means necessary to get what I want.”


    Ugh. Was that why Sebastian was being half-decent? He was playing me. Shit. Humiliation festered in my stomach. The wolf was making me stupid. I was actually starting to care about the slick son of a bitch. And I didn’t want to think about how much I enjoyed the kiss.


    I ripped my hand free of Sebastian’s.


    Antonio chuckled with an aloof, self-important smile. “Forgive me for blowing your cover.” He focused on me and came forward offering his hand. “You’ve probably guessed by now I’m Antonio Severino.”


    I didn’t take his hand, opting for a nod instead. “Can’t say it’s a pleasure.”


    A muscle jumped in Sebastian’s cheek, but I was past caring. I wanted answers, and I wanted to even the score.


    Antonio gripped Sebastian’s shoulder. “Wolves.” He shook his head and gestured to Sebastian’s room. “Come, we need to have a discussion.” He glanced my way. “You are free to go.”


    Sebastian’s gaze locked on mine like he was trying to send me a telepathic message, but for all my wolf’s devotion to him and his safety, neither one of us could read his mind. He gave me an almost imperceptible nod, which I also couldn’t translate.


    I pressed my lips together to keep from saying something that might get me killed. I marched back to the elevator and hit the button. Tossing my hair over my shoulder, I glared at Sebastian. “Wolf Pack Bar tonight, or you can kiss any hope of allegiance from this Pack good-bye.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Sebastian


    She stepped into the elevator, and the doors closed. At least she was safe.


    For now.


    If our public display worked, my father was too busy swelling with pride over his womanizing son to have recognized that I didn’t give him Isabelle’s last name. Would he notice she had Sol’s eyes? Probably not. Sol had been my mentor, but to my father, he was just another asset. He probably didn’t remember what Solomon Wood looked like.


    I followed my father into my room, locking the door behind me. He sat in one of the chairs at the table and pointed to another. His silver hair was combed back, his pin-striped gray suit pressed, and his gold pinkie ring with Nero’s insignia—a lion with an N emblazoned on his forehead—was buffed and shiny.


    The only thing out of place was his scent. Certain emotions brought out reactions in the body that we could recognize with our heightened senses. Fear, pain, arousal, and…relief.


    Why? Then it came clear.


    “You didn’t think I would be in Sedona.” I frowned. “You’re relieved to find me here.”


    “Sit, Sebastian.” He pointed at the chair. “We have much to talk about.”


    I remained standing. “What couldn’t be discussed over the phone?”


    My father rarely left the Nero compound on the East Coast. He’d come all the way to Arizona, unsure if he would find me following his orders. Again, I wondered why.


    “Stop being obtuse.” A muscle in his cheek contracted. “She was a beautiful woman, but you can bed her later.”


    For some reason his tone pissed me off, but I did my best to cover my emotions. If he discovered any emotional attachment, Isabelle would be a target. Or leverage.


    “You still haven’t explained what’s so urgent.”


    He sighed, steepling his fingers. “Since Damian’s death, there have been rumblings from some of the men loyal to him that your commitment to our cause has weakened. I’m glad to see you’re here, following my directive to lead this Pack to fight in Reno.”


    I jerked a chair out and sat down, looking him right in the eye. “Are you questioning my loyalty? After you forced me to bite Sasha against her will, ordered Grace’s murder, and lied to me about my own half sister, I still remained loyal. Can any of those other men claim the same level of devotion?”


    He dropped his hands. “Of course not. They’re not family, Sebastian. Family is everything. You know that.”


    I ground my teeth. “Then why are you really here?”


    “With Damian gone, most of the others think you’re the sole heir to Nero.” He lowered his voice. “But you and I both know that’s not true.”


    My back stiffened. “Lana wants nothing to do with your legacy.”


    He swiped his hand through the air. “Maybe not now, but once you kill her husband and she’s left with nowhere to turn, I’ll accept her in with open arms, and my granddaughter as well.”


    I did not like where this conversation was headed. Unlike Isabelle and her sister, Lana had been a success for my father’s breeding experiment—the first female born as a jaguar shifter without being bitten. But her mother’s final act in this life had been to protect her infant daughter. She abandoned Lana, her newborn daughter, on church steps, and Lana had been lost in the foster-care system. But protected from our father.


    When he finally found her again, she was a grown woman. He’d sent me to collect her without mentioning she was my half sister.


    “Lana has a son as well.”


    He shook his head. “We kill the little werewolf with his father.”


    I buried my emotions deep, my voice cold and even. “Our blood runs in the veins of both twins, male and female.”


    “Not enough. He’s a wolf. Useless.” My father stood. “I want the woman and her daughter.” His gaze locked on mine. “And kill Sasha, too. She chose the wrong side. Her death will be an example to our jaguars. I will not tolerate betrayal.”


    I pressed my hand on the table, steadying myself. “This Pack in Sedona lost strong members during the battle with Caldwell. I’m not sure they’ll be ready by the end of the week.”


    “You and Vance can fight at their side, and I expect you to win.” He smiled, the cold, calculating smirk that hinted at madness. “This is why I came to see that you were really here. I will not accept some bullshit excuse, Sebastian. Bring my family to me or don’t come home.”


    “So I’m not your family anymore?”


    His tongue ran across his white teeth. “You’re not enough, Sebastian. You never were.” He went to the door and pulled it open. I held my breath, waiting for it to close behind him, but he stopped short and turned back. “I wouldn’t be in this position if you had been protecting Damian like I ordered. Your failure has forced my hand.” His voice dropped to a feral hiss. “Make this right, Sebastian.”


    He slammed the door. I embraced the silence, struggling to find a shred of peace. Years ago my father’s verbal jabs used to get under my skin. He blamed my mother for teaching me to be an independent thinker. He perceived it as my weakness.


    She’d taught me to question blind obedience. I was still breathing today because of her lessons. For years my father had held Damian over my head. I was expendable as long as his bloodline still continued through my younger half brother.


    He’d lost his leverage when Adam’s Pack killed Damian.


    Attacking the Wolf Pack up in Reno was not going to bring Damian back or give my father another son. Revenge was an empty victory. But now I understood his true motivation.


    With the males out of the way, he would be able to abduct my half sister, Lana, and her little girl, Madeleine.


    Not only had Lana been born a jaguar shifter, but she’d passed the shifter gene on to her daughter, making both of them commodities in my father’s eyes.


    Plus, if he had them, I’d no longer be his only heir, and he could start wielding his threat of withholding my birthright again.


    I didn’t even know if I wanted it anymore.


    What I did want was alcohol. Copious amounts of alcohol.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Isabelle


    I don’t know what I’d expected Antonio Severino to look like, but he hadn’t lived up to my expectations. He wasn’t imposing like Sebastian. He was a few inches shorter and stockier, more compact. His silver hair had been perfectly slicked back, and his suit was straight out of The Godfather.


    He was also a total dick.


    But none of that really mattered—it just distracted me from thinking about Sebastian’s flippant admission. And that hot, make-my-knees-weak, holy-shit-let’s-get-naked kiss. Goddamn him. Did he have to be sexy, too?


    That rat bastard was just manipulating me to get what he wanted. Dangling secrets about my father to save his own skin.


    God, I didn’t know who I was more pissed at, Sebastian or myself. How could I have been so stupid? He’d been playing me, and I ate it up. I wished I could blame it all on the wolf and her insane idea he was our mate, but the times he’d made me laugh…that had been all me.


    I forgot who he worked for and started to enjoy his company.


    It had to be this insane werewolf-mate thing. Suddenly I wasn’t thinking with my head, and that was fucking not like me.


    I pulled out my cell and hit Raven’s number.


    “Isabelle? How’s it going down there?”


    “Awesome.” I choked on a laugh. “I met Antonio Severino today.”


    She paused. “The head of the Nero Organization?”


    “Yeah. Sadly, that’s not even the best part.” I adjusted my rearview mirror even though I was parked. Anything to keep busy while I forced the words out. “My wolf is convinced we found our mate.”


    “Oh my God! Who? Is it Asher or—”


    “Trust me. You don’t want to know.” I stared at the ceiling of my car. “He’s not a wolf.” I cleared my throat. “How did it feel? Maybe I’m wrong.”


    The excitement in her voice mutated to concern. “I couldn’t see straight for a second, like my pupils dilated, and deep inside, the wolf howled. It was beyond hearing…”


    “Fuck.” I gripped my steering wheel. “What the hell am I supposed to do?”


    “Come on. He can’t be that bad.”


    I narrowed my eyes at fate herself, whispering through clenched teeth, “It’s Sebastian.” She tried to swallow the gasp, but with my werewolf hearing, there was no hiding it. I shook my head. “Yeah. Fate is fucking with me.”


    The line was so quiet, I wondered if she’d dropped her cell phone and backed away. Finally my baby sister whispered, “Come to Reno.”


    I sighed. “Did you miss the first part of the call, when I said I met Antonio Severino? He wants Sebastian and Vance to lead this Pack up to Reno. They need me here.”


    “You can come up here and help my Pack.”


    I rubbed my chest. Her Pack. If Sebastian really was my mate, it would always be Raven’s Pack. Never mine. They’d never accept Sebastian, and I wouldn’t expect them to.


    “Sebastian’s not planning on bringing this Pack. He’s going to stall in hopes his father will send one of his human mercenary squads to Reno. He said the Pack won’t have much trouble stopping them.”


    “So he’s not all bad.” She sighed. “What are you going to do?”


    That was the million-dollar question. “I don’t have a damn clue. I was hoping you’d tell me that I should’ve seen a flashing neon mate sign or something. Maybe tell me my wolf made a mistake.”


    “Sorry.”


    “Yeah. Me too.”


    Ryker came out of the back door of the bar with a bag of trash. He tossed it in the dumpster and waved.


    I returned the greeting and groaned. “I need to go. Please don’t tell anyone yet, okay?”


    “I won’t.” Her voice softened. “If it’s any consolation, Luke says fate has never made a mistake when it comes to mates. There must be more to Sebastian than we know.”


    “Or fate has a sick sense of humor. I love you, Rave.”


    “Love you, too, Isabelle. Call me soon.”


    “Will do.”


    I ended the call and got out of the car. I didn’t tell her what Sebastian had shared about our father. Maybe I should have, but dumping it on her over the phone seemed wrong. Of the two of us, I was the one who wanted answers. Raven took strength from her anger that he’d abandoned us.


    We needed to be together when I told her our father took his life to protect ours.


    When I pulled open the door to the bar, my mind was focused on Sebastian again. Why would fate saddle me with an enemy? I’d been a bounty hunter and a PI long enough to have some regrets, but shit, had I done something so heinous that I deserved to have my soul somehow tied up with the Severinos?


    Or maybe it was my dad’s doing. If Sebastian was telling the truth, and my father had been his mentor, maybe our paths were destined to entwine. Maybe fate wove our souls together before Sebastian started following in his father’s footsteps.


    Fuck if I knew.


    I grabbed a stool, and Ryker brought me a beer. “Everything okay?”


    I rolled my eyes. “A dozen beers won’t make this okay.”


    “Sorry I asked.” He put his hands up and made his way down the counter.


    I took a sip, and the door opened behind me.


    The scent was definitely not Sebastian.


    I glanced over my shoulder at Vance as he came my way.


    He took the spot beside me. “Have you seen Sebastian?”


    “Not for a couple hours.” I lifted my glass. “Got to meet his dad, though.”


    Vance raised a brow. “Already meeting the family? Congratulations.”


    I took another big swallow of my beer. “Not sure congratulations are in order.”


    “Severino isn’t fond of wolves.” He waved Ryker over and ordered a drink before meeting my eyes. “But you’re still alive. I’d put that in the win column.”


    I set my mug down. “Sebastian seemed surprised to see him.”


    “Usually his dad masterminds everything from deep inside Nero’s walls. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen him outside the compound.” Vance took a swig of his drink and lowered his voice. “Did you contact your sister in Reno?”


    “Yeah. She knows the plan.”


    He tipped his head and raised his glass again. “Now what?”


    “Now I’m waiting to see if that slick bastard shows up tonight like I told him to.”


    “You’re passing out orders to Sebastian?” He finished the beer and looked my way. “Now that surprises me. And I don’t get surprised often.”


    The door opened behind us, and his scent hit me like a jolt from a stun gun. It took all my will not to spin around on my stool. I’d told Sebastian to come by the bar, but I wasn’t about to let him think I was anxious to see him.


    Sebastian came over to stand on my other side, so I purposefully faced Vance. “Thanks for the beer.”


    Vance played along and fished a few bills from his pocket. “No problem.”


    I slid one leg off the stool, but Sebastian caught my hand, his deep voice barely a whisper. “Don’t go.” I pulled away, but he didn’t release his grip. “Please.” Without letting me go, he glanced at Vance. “My father paid me a surprise visit.”


    “I heard.” He put his money on the bar. “Are we changing plans?”


    “Not yet. But I need to confirm he’s back at Nero before we push our agenda to keep this Pack in Sedona.”


    I hated myself for enjoying the way he clenched my hand. “You can let me go now. You don’t have to sleep with me to get me to agree to leave this Pack out of your father’s war.”


    Vance coughed a little, surprise on his face before he could cover it up. “I better go find Asher. He can help me get the males together for training. Gotta keep up appearances, right?”


    He hauled ass out, leaving me and Sebastian in awkward silence. I yanked my hand free, ignoring the compulsion to touch him.


    Sebastian sat beside me, his forearms leaning on the bar. “I never claimed to be a good man.”


    “No, I’ll give you that. You didn’t.” I shook my head. “I’m just glad your father reminded me of who I was dealing with.” I glared his way. “I don’t like being played.”


    His fingers closed into fists, but he gave no other outward reaction to my dig. “It’s better this way. If he discovers you’re Sol’s daughter…”


    “He’ll come after me. I can protect myself.” I gestured to his chest. “I almost killed you, and you’re younger and stronger than your father.”


    His lips twitched, but no trace of a smile. “He has an army of jaguar assassins at his disposal. He wouldn’t have to lift a finger to have your throat cut.” He ran a hand down his face, lowering his voice. “Knowing him as I do, he would probably give me the assignment, just to test my loyalty.”


    I shook my head. “And why, exactly, are you still loyal to him? I don’t get it.”


    “The less you know, the better.” He clenched his determined jaw, but I caught a flash of regret in his eyes before he stood. “I came to warn you to be on guard, and to encourage you to go to Reno. Your sister’s Pack will protect you.”


    I raised a brow. “And why do you care? You were only using me to get what you wanted. The cards are on the table now, so what’s with the protective act?”


    His eyes narrowed as he turned away. “This doesn’t have to be difficult. I made a promise to your father. I’m keeping it.”


    “I don’t believe it. My father didn’t ask you for anything. You can’t even prove you weren’t his killer.”


    Sebastian stopped and glanced back at me, his dark eyes cold and distant. “Believe whatever you like, just stay out of my way.”


    He walked out the door without looking back. Asshole.


    But what was I expecting? Did I really think Sebastian, of all people, was going to walk into this bar and apologize? I was the idiot who’d started falling for his charms, who’d kissed him back. Fuck.


    At least he hadn’t tried to schmooze me with how it was all an act for his father.


    Either way, I still didn’t have a clear picture of what was going on. I walked around the counter and slipped out the back door. In the distance, Sebastian opened his car door. I jogged through the shadows, grateful to be downwind. When I got to mine, I crouched low by the front fender, waiting. Once he turned on his headlights, I jumped in my car, started the engine, and held my breath.


    What the hell was I doing? This wasn’t the wolf’s instincts driving me.


    Sebastian drove out of the lot, and I took a deep breath. My last chance to wake up and save myself. Instead I turned on my lights and followed. Tailing suspects was my strong suit.


    Sebastian would never know I was there.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Sebastian


    I never should have kissed her. Catching my father’s scent in the hotel had surprised me. In the panic to keep Isabelle’s identity shielded, I did what I thought would distract him and at the same time annoy Isabelle and get her to leave.


    But the feel of her fingers tight in my hair, her soft lips, the hunger she kindled inside me. The woman drove me insane, baiting me to allow the truth to slip. But I’d made it out of the bar without apologizing or admitting that the only person I’d lied to today was my father.


    I had already shared more truth with Isabelle than I should have.


    Usually lying came easier, but something about her made me ache to confess, to tell her I had to make my father believe she was nothing more than a chess piece on the other side of the board.


    Isabelle had never witnessed the aftermath of my father’s rage. If he thought I cared about her, she was as good as dead.


    And did I care?


    No. Of course not. A wolf, and probably a soon to be a member of Sloan’s Pack in Reno. No. She was beautiful, intelligent, strong, and…


    And she was the first person to ever offer to stand with me, to protect me, and I’d returned it by making her look inconsequential.


    But her anger would keep her alive. That would have to be enough for me. Tomorrow I would connect with Vance, and we would train the wolves and ready them for a battle I had no intention of fighting. Isabelle would warn Adam and his Pack to be alert, but I would take it one step farther.


    It wouldn’t be the first time I lurked in the shadows in Reno watching over my half sister and her children. I supposed I was more like my father than I wanted to admit. He’d raised me to hold family and blood as the most sacred, but at the same time, I hated him.


    The moment I hacked our files at Nero and discovered Lana and I shared the same biological father, it was like a window had opened again. I could breathe. My father and my unstable younger brother weren’t my only blood left on this earth.


    But Lana fell in love with a werewolf, an Alpha, and we would never be a traditional family. There wasn’t the bond I’d shared with my mother, but even watching Lana with her little ones from a distance fed some part of myself I’d feared was lost with my mother in the fire that took her life.


    And I would die before I allowed my father to take Lana or her children to his scientists back at Nero. They were family and I’d keep them safe, including her son, Malcolm. In spite of his werewolf father, that little boy also shared Severino blood. My blood. My family.


    Even if they hated me.


    As I rounded the final turn toward the resort, I glanced in the rearview mirror. Habit. I hadn’t noticed any tails, but I always checked to see if I should keep driving rather than lead them to where I slept.


    No headlights. Satisfied, I drove into Enchanted and left my car with the valet. By the time I reached my room, exhaustion weighed on me. While my wound was healing, my strength hadn’t made a full return after all the blood loss.


    Before I used my key card, I pulled in a slow breath, checking for any sign of my father’s scent. He was gone, but I still had company. I opened the door to my room and allowed it to slam closed while I waited in the hallway, leaning against the doorjamb.


    At the other end of the hall, the door to the stairwell cracked open. I crossed my arms.


    Isabelle sighed and stepped into the light. “When were you on to me?”


    I straightened up and opened the door again. “Not until I got to my room. Your scent announced you.”


    She shook her head, coming closer. “I hate that. It’s like no matter how much I shower, I have some sort of weird reek.”


    As she passed by me and into the room, I filled my lungs and almost smiled. Nothing about Isabelle reeked—in fact, even though her scent revealed her true nature as a werewolf, it was also wrapped up in her own unique fragrance, wild and untamable with a hint of…honey.


    I followed her inside, setting the dead bolt behind me. As I came into the room, she was already seated at the table. I started unbuttoning my shirt and headed over to the closet.


    “Why are you here, Isabelle?” I glanced over my shoulder, and she raised a brow.


    “You’re not going to assume I changed my mind about sleeping with you?”


    I huffed as I shoved the shirt in the laundry bag. “Should I?”


    She didn’t answer me.


    I turned around, and she winced. Blood stained my white undershirt. “You were too rough on the stitches.”


    “I can take care of this.” I met her eyes. “You should be on the road to Reno.”


    “Not yet.” She rested her elbow on the table. “I need more information first.”


    “I haven’t stayed alive as long as I have by spilling company secrets.” I went into the bathroom, cringing as I pulled the tank over my head. The wound was oozing, but not too badly. I reached for my medical kit and called out, “Your father was employed at Nero. He was my mentor, and he gave his life to keep you safe. Now you should walk away while you still can.”


    She moved from the table to sit on the edge of the bed facing me. “So here’s how I see it. You lied to Antonio about using me to get the Pack’s support for your cause, and when you saw it pissed me off, you decided not to correct the situation, hoping it would send me running out of town.” She crossed her arms. “How am I doing so far?”


    I stared into the mirror rather than her eyes. The scars on my chest, including the new one, were a visceral reminder of the danger in my life. Why would a sane person want any part of this?


    Her mother’s letter, the prophecy she saw for my future, popped in my head. If I showed it to Isabelle, would she understand why I needed to keep my distance? Foolish.


    I fished out a gauze pad and wet it with hydrogen peroxide. “What do want from me?”


    Pressing the pad to my stitches, it burned, and I relished it. Physical pain was a welcome distraction from her temptation. Did she know how tenuous my grasp was on my emotional shields?


    She stood up and came over to lean on the doorframe. “When my dad went on business trips, was he really on assignments for Nero?”


    I threw the gauze in the trash, relieved her questioning had shifted focus. “Yes. Eventually, I started being sent on missions for my father, and Sol would shadow me to be sure I wasn’t discovered. ” I glanced her way. She was close enough to touch, but I resisted the urge. Barely. “He was the best at his job, both in eliminating targets and training me.”


    “So let me tell you about the guy I knew.” Her gaze lowered to her feet. “My dad was the backbone of our family. My mom struggled with depression sometimes.” She shook her head without raising it.


    My dead heart surprised me with a piercing ache. Isabelle’s parents must have kept their abilities hidden from their daughters. She hadn’t known her father was a jaguar shifter or that her mother was a gifted clairvoyant. She had no idea her mother lived with the burden of seeing her family’s future.


    Isabelle deserved to know, but if I told her, she’d only press for the whole story. A story that, according to her mother’s letter, would involve us both.


    Without thinking, I took Isabelle’s hand. Was I trying to comfort her? Her chin lifted, and her green eyes met mine.


    I managed a whisper. “Sol loved you and Raven.”


    “Oh, I know.” She cleared her throat. “That’s what I’m getting at. My dad was always a great judge of character. He could pick out which friends were trouble and which were true. He loved and protected us. Always.”


    Her eyes searched mine as my thumb caressed her knuckles. Finally she said, “He never would have asked you to protect me if he didn’t know for certain that you would. He wouldn’t have risked it.”


    I frowned. “I thought you decided that never happened.”


    She retreated to the window across the suite. I stared at my empty hand, then at her back. Without turning she sighed. “This was a mistake. I should’ve let you walk out of my life.”


    Her grip on the blackout drapes was tight, strained. What was I missing? It wasn’t often that I found myself unsure of my next move.


    All the more reason to keep her far away. Safe. I turned out the bathroom light and stepped into the suite.


    Sitting on the edge of the bed, I clasped my hands together, resting my elbows on my knees. “Can I ask you something?”


    I listened for movement, but none came as she answered. “What the hell? Go for it.”


    “Did you come here unarmed?”


    The drapes ruffled behind me as I drew my pistol from its hiding place between the mattress and the box spring. In one fluid motion, I was on one knee, facing her, with my arms outstretched, the barrel aimed at her chest, my sights trained over her heart.


    Her pulse pounded in my ears.


    “I’m always dangerous, Isabelle.” The best protection would be for her to stay away from me. I was too close to telling her more than I should. Hate was safer than the emotions she stirred up inside me. My jaw was tight as I spat out, “Didn’t the wolves warn you about me?”


    A crease formed between her brows. “Why are you doing this?”


    I steeled my resolve. She needed to go, before I gave in to temptation. “Answer my question.”


    “Yes. I’ve been warned. You’re Nero’s deadliest assassin and the heir to the empire.”


    I pulled back the slide, but I had no intention of firing. “Is that all?”


    “Fuck you, Sebastian.” She walked to the door, giving me a clear shot at her back. She reached for the handle and glanced over her shoulder. “Not that it matters…” She lifted up the back of her shirt to expose the grip of her pistol, then pinned me with her gaze. “I didn’t come here unarmed. I just chose not to draw my weapon.”


    She stormed out, slamming the door behind her.


    I set my Glock on the dresser and raked a shaky hand through my hair. She was tying me in knots. The two women I’d ever risked relationships with had never known all of me. I gave them a facade, a well-crafted mask to hide the darker parts of myself. They didn’t know I shifted from a man into a huge black jaguar during the new moon, and neither of them knew I was an assassin. My secrets made it possible for them to care for me.


    But Isabelle knew I’d done unspeakable things. And yet, when I drew my gun, she didn’t defend herself. From my short time with her, it was clear she wasn’t ignorant or weak.


    I went to the closet and pulled out the leather roll. I untied the strap and rolled it flat on the bed, exposing all the tools of my trade. I wore my gun, but the silencer, garrote, switchblade, cyanide capsules, and throwing stars were all stored in my tool kit. I slid my hand into the hidden pocket at the end and withdrew a tattered piece of stationery.


    My fingers trembled as I exposed the script.


    Sebastian,


    One day, my beautiful daughter Isabelle will be your salvation. Treasure her and keep her safe when we can no longer do so. She and her sister were born because of your father, but they will be his undoing.


    You will be forced to choose.


    Follow your heart.


    Stacia Wood


    Salvation. As if such a thing were possible. Men in my family line were many things, but redeemable wasn’t one of them.


    Surely Isabelle realized that now.


    But she still hadn’t drawn her weapon. What if the clairvoyant had been right? What if our meeting the night Isabelle attacked me was destiny? Stacia’s psychic abilities were documented in Nero’s files. The woman had rarely been wrong.


    What if Isabelle was my only chance for a new beginning?


    And I’d just aimed a deadly weapon at her chest.


    Fuck.


    I folded the note and slid it back into my kit. Tying it tight, I stashed it in the closet and grabbed the room key before slipping out the door.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Isabelle


    I didn’t take the elevator down. The stairs were more private. That asshole had pointed a goddamn gun at me. He’d cocked it. And still my wolf was howling, crying out for her mate. I wanted to scream. The farther I got from him, the worse my heart ached.


    Maybe the wolf would mellow out in time. I’d run back to my place, pack, and hit the road for Reno without ever looking back.


    That was probably Sebastian’s plan from the beginning. He was a master manipulator. I had to give him that.


    I hustled past the valet to the self-parking lot in the shadows. Inside my car, I blew out a pent-up breath and put the key in the ignition. Before I could start the engine, a hand tapped on my window.


    There was Sebastian, shirtless, his dark eyes locked on mine. “Wait.”


    He didn’t yell. He didn’t need to for my keen ears to hear him. Without moving a muscle, I asked, “Why? Give me one good reason.”


    He put his hands up and slowly knelt to my level. “I don’t have one.”


    I glared at him through the glass. “You’ll have to do better than that.”


    He clenched his teeth but didn’t break eye contact. “I want…damn it.” He looked toward the back of the car.


    I pressed the button, lowering my window, his scent intoxicating me. “You pulled your gun on me.”


    His gaze snapped to my face. “And you didn’t defend yourself.”


    “If you wanted me dead, you wouldn’t make a bloody mess in a hotel room, and besides, you didn’t have a silencer on it.” I shook my head slowly. “You’re too good to be sloppy.”


    “How do you…”


    I rolled my eyes. “How do I what?”


    “Understand me.” He searched my face—for what, I had no clue. His voice was barely a whisper. “I was trying to protect you.”


    “By aiming a gun at me?” I clucked my tongue. “That’s not usually how it works.”


    He struggled to bite back a smile, and butterflies fluttered in my stomach. When he wasn’t a deadly asshole, he was way too handsome. He lifted his head, and his dark hair fell into his face. The smile was gone. Hunger burned in his eyes.


    “My father ordered a hit on the last woman I cared about, simply to remind me he had the power.”


    My heart thumped in my chest. “What does that have to do with pointing a loaded gun at me?”


    “I was too weak to tell you to leave, so I let the gun do it for me. You’re in danger if you keep digging into Nero. I was trying to keep you safe.”


    A laugh escaped my lips before I could stop it. “You’re obviously much better at killing than protecting.”


    He nodded slowly. “True.”


    “None of this explains why you’re out here shirtless asking me not to drive away.”


    “Because…” He shook his head, staring at the pavement. “It doesn’t make sense.” He straightened up and took a step back from my car.


    Damn, even in the dim lighting his muscled torso distracted me, the shadows accentuating every curve and angle.


    “Until you stabbed me, I was excellent at”—he held up his right hand, extending a finger for each point—“lying, determining a course of action, and distancing myself from the job at hand.”


    “And now?” I raised a brow.


    “Now…” He groaned, cursing under his breath. His gaze met mine. “I’m confused and indecisive. I fucking hate it, and it could get us both killed.”


    “I’m not sure what you want from me, but I’m not going to apologize.”


    “An apology isn’t what I want.” He ground his teeth, his voice a hoarse whisper. “I’ve shielded you from my father for years, but now…I want you, Isabelle. And that could cost you your life. I came to say I lied to my father today, not to you. I couldn’t let you drive away without knowing. You were never a pawn. Not to me.”


    He turned and walked away. I struggled to turn the key, but I didn’t move. Deep within my soul, the wolf ached for him, but I’d be lying to myself if I placed all the blame on instincts. This was more.


    It wasn’t my wolf making this decision. I was the one who took the key from the ignition and got out of the car.


    “Sebastian.” He froze but didn’t turn around.


    “Get in the car. We need to talk.”


    He turned around and came toward me, regret in his eyes. “If we continue down this path, if you stay, I may not be able to protect you.”


    My pulse thrummed, heat pooling low in my belly. I was in way too deep.


    And I didn’t care.


    “I can protect myself.” I got back in the car and leaned over to push the passenger-side door open. “Get in.”


    I wasn’t sure where we were going, but there was no way I was taking him to my place, and after the surprise visit from his dad, I wanted someplace more private. Restaurants were out. I wanted Sebastian to tell me the truth for once. He wouldn’t do that with strangers listening.


    The sign for Bell Rock shone in my headlights. Perfect.


    When I pulled into the parking lot, he frowned. “Are we sightseeing?”


    I chuckled. “Just looking for a private place on neutral territory.”


    He opened his door. “Let’s go for a walk.”


    “You’re in no condition to go hiking after all the blood loss last night.”


    He smirked. “You’re not even mildly concerned that I’ve dug a hole out there to hide your body? I’m disappointed.”


    Shit. That hadn’t even crossed my mind, but he was right on point. This mate thing was blinding me. Wake up, wolf, this isn’t your mate.


    “Since you said that, I’m betting you haven’t.” Yeah, real smooth. “Why can’t we talk here in the car?”


    A blast of cold wind came through the open door. Sebastian closed it and muttered, “My father has eyes and ears everywhere.”


    “This is my car, not some rental arranged by Nero. It’s not bugged.” I turned the engine back on and cranked up the heater. He hadn’t said anything, but shirtless in the frigid wind could kill him just as quickly as getting an infection in that stab wound.


    He gestured to the mammoth red rocks outside. “This mountain is not working for my father.”


    I chuckled. “Yeah, well I’m not, either, so we stay. It’s too cold out there anyway. We’ll freeze our asses off.” He rested his head on the seat, and before I could stop myself, I asked, “Why do you stay if he’s so horrible?”


    He was silent for a second, staring into the darkness. “Because I made a promise to someone, and I will see it through.”


    More vague riddles. I took the lead. “So tell me what happened to my father that day.”


    “We should start well before that day.” He glanced my way. “If I share this with you, will you go to Reno with your sister and stay out of this? No more digging into Nero records.”


    I gave it some thought and finally nodded, ignoring the protests of my wolf. “You’ll never see me again.”


    “All right.” He focused out the front windshield again. “The rapid growth that Caldwell was using for this Pack was my father’s brainchild. You’ve probably been told that only males are born shifters…”


    “It’s wired into the Y chromosome or something, right?”


    “Something. And male shifters can’t impregnate humans, only other shifters. Even with all his money and laboratories, my father still hasn’t completely unlocked that mystery.” He shook his head without looking at me. “So the dilemma if you want to build an army of shifter assassins would be…”


    My throat went dry. “You need to bite women and convert them so you can bring more male shifters into the world.”


    He glanced over at me, his dark eyes intense and locked on mine. “For years he’s been trying to find a way around this problem. Kidnapping women is risky. People notice eventually. Until he stumbled onto a woman who got pregnant with a shifter’s child without being bitten.”


    I frowned. “What does this have to do with my father?”


    He picked a coin from my stockpile of change in the cup holder. “In patience keep your heart, in strength lift up your hand.”


    I rolled my eyes. “What is it with you and poetry?”


    “My mother loved the written word.” He flipped the coin. “For her it was magic. She believed if I read poetry, the pure essence and beauty would keep me from losing myself in all the death around me.”


    “She knew what you do for a living?”


    “Yes.” He looked over at me. “She hated it, but life with my father is…complicated.”


    I wanted to ask a million questions, but I didn’t. I was also aching to touch him, animal instincts on overdrive. I bit back the desire, again struggling to cage the wolf inside me.


    “So your love of poetry is in homage to your mother. Is she…”


    “Dead? Yes.” He rubbed his forehead. “Without her influence, my father’s hunger for power at any cost has been insatiable.”


    I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer, but I asked anyway. “Do you share his aspirations?”


    Sebastian scoffed, his gaze suddenly looking much older than his years. Shifters didn’t age as quickly as humans, but if he was a teen when my father was training him, he couldn’t be more than fifteen years older than me. Maybe less?


    He shook his head. “If this is where you expect me to tell you that I’m innocent, you’ll be sorely disappointed.”


    “I’m well aware your hands aren’t clean. What I’m asking is, if your father died tomorrow, would you keep up his breeding program and his research on shifters?”


    “No,” he answered without hesitation. “I believed in the cause when I thought we were making our country safer, but my father’s ambitions have nothing to do with protecting anyone.”


    “Is that how my father got involved with Nero? Did he want to defend his country?”


    A muscle in his cheek clenched. “You realize that every piece of information I share could get us both killed.”


    “Who am I going to tell?”


    “I don’t know, but if I divulge any of this, my life will be at your mercy.” He raised a brow. “Given my upbringing, I have some trust issues.”


    Laughter bubbled up from my throat, surprising me. “I can imagine.”


    He didn’t laugh or even crack a smile.


    I sighed. “Okay, I’m being serious. I’ve wasted ten years of my life hating and searching for my father. Now that I know he’s been dead all this time, I need answers. I don’t want to expose you or Nero.”


    I blinked to clear my vision. In my heart, I always held out hope I’d find my father alive. Even though he’d died years ago, the realization was fresh for me. I cleared my throat. “I want to be able to tell my baby sister that our father never stopped loving us.”


    Sebastian dropped the coin back in the cup holder and took my hand, lacing his fingers with mine. I should have pulled away, or maybe punched him. For all I knew, he could have been my father’s killer.


    But my body had another plan. I leaned over, resting my head on his shoulder. I breathed him into my lungs, my pulse racing, pounding in my ears.


    He whispered into my hair, “You and your sister were all that mattered to him. Never doubt that.”


    I closed my eyes as his words sank in. Gradually I realized Sebastian’s heartbeat was galloping, too. I pulled back enough to see his face, unable to force myself back to my side of the car.


    “I can hear your heart racing. You really are afraid to trust me.”


    The corner of his mouth quirked up. “In my defense, you did stab me last night.”


    I chuckled, wiping my nose. “You know, I never imagined you would make me laugh.”


    He reached over and slid my hair behind my ear. The simple, unexpected touch had my entire body alert, aching for more.


    “I had no idea you would be so beautiful.”


    I didn’t have a clue what that meant, but before I could ask, he added, “I’m not sure I know how to trust anyone. Even with Vance, I never give him enough rope to hang me.”


    “And I bet he’s never put a knife in your chest.”


    A warm smile curved his lips. It was probably the first time I’d seen anything truly honest from this man, and knowing he shared it with me…it took my breath away.


    “True.” His expression sobered. “I’ve already told you more than I should have.”


    I straightened, shocked at how much I missed the warmth of his body. “Look, I understand the danger. You’re hesitating because once you tell me your father’s secrets, if I tell anyone, I could finger you as the leak.”


    He looked out the window again. “I wouldn’t lose my job, and my father wouldn’t stop speaking to me. He would mark me for death. And don’t misunderstand—it’s not death that I fear. It’s a world with my father unchecked. He has big plans. Devastating plans. And I am the only one in a position to slow his progress.” Sebastian shook his head. “As you’ve discovered, I’m not easy to kill, but I would be living the rest of my life on the run.”


    “Okay.” I couldn’t fathom a father who would send people to murder his own son, but I could understand being leery of putting yourself at risk. And hell, I had tried to kill him.


    Then it hit me. “Does anyone else in the world know your feet are ticklish?”


    “Of course not.” He chuffed, shaking his head. “My mother took that secret to her grave.”


    “Well, I know, and I could’ve told Vance, but I didn’t.”


    He chuckled. “That’s hardly the same risk level.”


    “Sorry, but it’s the best I can offer.” I shrugged. “You’ll have to take the leap. I have no reason to betray you…” I swallowed a lump in my throat. “Unless you’re the one who killed my father.”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Sebastian


    “I didn’t kill your father. I met him that day to collect you and your sister. Sol showed up to the meeting empty-handed.”


    “Collect us?”


    “For Nero. My father sent me to bring you back.” I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t finish forcing out the words. They were to be studied if they were born shifters, and destroyed if they weren’t. I ran a shaky hand through my hair. “This conversation is dangerous. My father has killed women I care about to punish me.”


    Isabelle took her hand from mine, running her palms down her thighs as she stared into the distance. “Good thing you don’t care about me.”


    I didn’t correct her. Protecting her needed to come first. Admitting that I enjoyed her company—and would be willing to be stabbed all over again if it meant spending more time with her—would only put a target on her back.


    “Remember our deal. Once I tell you what you want to know, you’ll walk away.”


    She hesitated for a moment but finally nodded. “Yeah, you’ll be rid of me for good.”


    I hoped my face didn’t reflect the regret welling in my gut at the thought of never seeing her again. But this was the only way to be certain she stayed far from my father’s radar.


    “Fair enough.” I cleared my throat and met her eyes. “Your mother was a strong clairvoyant. My father discovered that women with certain psychic abilities could conceive a shifter’s child without being bitten, but we still haven’t found a test to determine a woman’s viability.”


    Her shoulders tensed. The revulsion in her eyes hurt, but pain was a way of life for me. Maybe this would ensure she would stay away. Stay alive.


    “So my father paired off some of his top assassins with women possessing psychic abilities. Your mother was assigned to Sol, but he insisted he would only participate if they could move off the Nero compound.”


    She crossed her arms. “And your father allowed him to call the shots like that?”


    “Not exactly.” I pulled my hair back from my forehead. “Sol was my mentor—much more of a father to me than my own. I was still a boy, just beginning to shift, and angry.” I shook my head. “I didn’t want my father to hurt Sol, so I convinced him that I would keep tabs on Sol. It would be my first long-term surveillance assignment. He agreed.”


    She frowned. “So my sister and I are just some failed experiment?”


    “No.” Without thinking, I took her hand again. “Maybe in my father’s eyes, but never in Sol’s. When he realized neither of you were born shifters, he confided in me, and I covered it up. I would write my reports, of course, but I never mentioned whether or not the experiment was a success. I let my father assume you were shifters.”


    She glanced at our joined hands and back to my face. “If you had brought us back to Nero…”


    “My father would have discovered the truth. He either would have had you bitten and added to his breeding project or just eliminated you and any trace that you ever existed.”


    Stating facts didn’t usually make me uncomfortable, but the thought of my father deciding Isabelle’s fate…it didn’t sit well with me. An ember of rage smoldered in my black heart.


    Rather than examine it, I released her hand and pushed on. “Sol didn’t bring you that day, and he gave me a letter from your mother. Then he bit down on a cyanide capsule.” I swallowed the lump in my throat as the memory played through my head again. “He told me to be good to his baby girl.” I looked up at the sky. “Those were his last words.”


    “What did my mother’s letter say?”


    My chest constricted. This made no sense. I’d lied more in my life than I’d told the truth—what was one more lie? This one could save her life.


    And steal any chance of the future her mother foretold. Was this the choice her mother had hinted at?


    “She asked me to protect you.”


    I kept the rest to myself. It was done.


    Wishing was a pointless folly, but regardless, I wished I could escape my path. That would never happen. There was no salvation for me. I was too far gone for saving anyway. Never again would I allow my father such precious leverage to use against me.


    Isabelle reached up, cupping my cheek in her soft hand. Her gaze searched my face—for what, I had no idea, but it was far too easy to lose myself, to pretend the rest of the world didn’t exist.


    “You’re hiding something,” she whispered.


    I rolled my eyes but didn’t move away from her touch. “I am always hiding something.”


    She didn’t reward my sarcasm with a smile, just stared into my eyes. Somehow she shined a light into the shadows of my soul, and suddenly I was ashamed of what she would find.


    I pulled away and reached for the seat belt. “I’ve told you what you needed to know. You should go to your sister in Reno and help Adam and his Pack when my father’s mercenary teams arrive. Vance and I will keep this Pack out of the fight.”


    She tapped her finger on the gearshift. “And just like that, we’re done.”


    “That was our agreement, no?” I didn’t allow myself another word.


    “Yeah. You’re right.” She lifted her gaze to my face. “But I need to tell you one more thing.”


    I braced myself. “All right.”


    “You got a raw deal.” She reached for my hand, her warm fingers lacing with mine. “I’m sorry you lost your mother.”


    I didn’t understand her compassion, but the kindness was like water in a barren desert. For once, words evaded me, and poetry couldn’t contain the tempest of emotions inside me. I pulled her close and fused my lips to hers.


    She moaned, her hands sliding along my bare shoulders, the heat from her touch searing my cool flesh. I surrendered to the passion, my hand moving up her back, fingers splayed, and wished we weren’t in the car. I needed her much closer.


    Our tongues explored, hungry, needy, and urgent. I broke the kiss, trailing my lips down her throat, tasting her skin until she shivered against me.


    I forced myself back, staring into her eyes. “You should take me back to my hotel and drive away.”


    “Maybe.” Her teeth tugged at her lower lip. She kissed me one last time and whispered, “But I’m not ready to walk away. Not yet.”


    “If you stay…”


    She silenced me with a warm finger to my lips. “We’ll worry about tomorrow when it comes.”


    I was too weak to push her away again. Too selfish. I wanted her, needed her, and somehow, I’d figure out a way to keep her safe.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Isabelle


    He tightened his grip on my hand as we walked through the lobby and directly into the elevator. The second the doors closed, he pressed me back against the wall, his lips fused to mine. My tongue explored his mouth as his fingers slid into my hair. His other hand ran possessively down my body, gripping my ass and bringing our hips together, tight.


    His rock-hard erection pressed against me, and my heart raced, my body heating with desire.


    The elevator slowed, and his teeth grazed my lower lip as he stepped back and took my hand again, like nothing had happened. The doors opened, and he scanned the hallway. I took in a slow breath. Humans, air freshener, and the faint scent of bleach.


    Sebastian fished the key from his pocket as we went toward his room. Once we were inside, he set the security latch and yanked me in close. I ran my hands up his bare chest, careful not to disturb the sore skin around his stitches.


    He held me tight, his lips brushing my hair. “You make me weak.”


    “Then we’re even.” I looked up at him. “Because it’s safe to say you make me stupid.”


    He started to smile, sliding his hand lower to brush the handle of my Ruger. “You’re still armed.”


    I chuckled. “You don’t make me that stupid. But never in a million years would I be making out with some asshole who just pointed their gun at me.” I shook my head. “You’re trouble.”


    He nodded slowly. “This is a dangerous game.”


    He closed the scant distance between us, our lips coming together with a hungry passion I’d never known before. His hands slid underneath my top, and he groaned into the kiss. I raised my arms, forcing myself back far enough for him to pull it over my head. We were kissing again before the shirt hit the floor. I tilted my head, my tongue twining with his.


    His skin was hot, teasing me until I was aching to strip away all the barriers between us. My hands moved down his chest to unfasten his pants. He grabbed my wrist.


    His lips caressed mine as he whispered, “I don’t have any condoms here.”


    “Fuck,” I grunted.


    He smiled, his teeth teasing my bottom lip. “I’ve never been with a woman who curses like you do.”


    I chuckled, running my hands over the curve of his ass. “So I’m your first bounty hunter?”


    He raised a brow. “Are you saying all bounty hunters use colorful language?”


    Before I could give him a snappy answer, my cell phone buzzed. I sighed, yanking it out of my pocket to silence it. My sister. It was almost midnight. Shit.


    “I should take this.”


    Sebastian stepped back as I held the receiver to my ear.


    “I need to talk to Sebastian.”


    This was not my sister’s voice. “I’m sorry, but how did you get Raven’s phone?”


    “Please.” Her voice cracked. “I don’t have time for this.”


    Sebastian came forward, reaching for my phone. Apparently werewolves weren’t the only ones with great hearing. “Let me talk to her.”


    I handed him the phone.


    “Lana?”


    “He took her! You bastard! If he hurts her, I will kill you myself. How could you?”


    I frowned, not giving a crap if Sebastian knew I was eavesdropping.


    Sebastian shook his head. “Slow down. Madeleine? Is she missing?”


    “Don’t you say her name!” she screamed.


    A man’s voice came through the phone next. “My son says the man told them he was their grandfather and wanted to show them something. Malcolm says he smelled like Madeleine. It was a jaguar.”


    “Fuck.” Sebastian looked up at the ceiling. “I know you have no reason to believe me, wolf, but my father was here this afternoon. He never leaves the compound. I should have known.” Sebastian stared at me—or through me, I couldn’t be sure which. “Tell Lana I will bring her daughter home.”


    I picked up my shirt and pulled it on.


    “No.” There was a push in the voice on the phone that had the wolf in me aching to obey. An instinctual command. “I’m getting my daughter. You’re going to tell me where the Nero compound is.”


    “You’ll be dead before you ever get through the gate.” Sebastian ran a hand down his face.


    “Put your mate on the phone. Now.”


    My heart stuttered for a second as Sebastian’s dark eyes locked on mine. “My…what?”


    “Let me talk to Isabelle.”


    He frowned, handing me the phone, and I did my best to pretend this guy on the other end of the line hadn’t just outed me to Sebastian.


    “Hello?”


    “Isabelle, you heard everything, right? I’m Adam Sloan, your sister’s Alpha.”


    I nodded, then forced out, “Did my sister tell you I’m a PI and a bounty hunter? I can help you find your little girl.”


    “Thanks for the offer. What I need is someone who can be sure which team Sebastian is playing for. According to Raven, you’re his—”


    I interrupted before he could say the word again. “He pointed a gun at me tonight. I doubt I’m the best person to read his intentions.”


    Something akin to hurt flashed in Sebastian’s eyes as he turned on his heel and went to the closet, jerking a shirt from the hanger.


    “He’s right about one thing. I won’t be able to bring Madeleine home on my own, but I would die before I trust my daughter’s safety to a Severino.”


    “If we leave for Phoenix now, we can be on the first flight to Reno. We’ll get plane tickets out when we get there.”


    Behind me, Sebastian said, “Tell him to meet us at the Reno airport. I’ll have one of our jets take us from there.”


    “Did you hear that?”


    “Yes.” He paused. “Thanks, Isabelle.”


    He ended the call, and I slid the phone into my pocket, my mind whirling. “Your father didn’t give a flying fuck about this Pack. He just wanted to be sure you weren’t in Reno.”


    “Seems that way.” He buttoned his shirt without making eye contact. “I should’ve anticipated this. He wanted me to bring Lana and her little girl to him once the Reno Pack was destroyed. If I’d been more focused, maybe I would’ve realized his true intention was to take her himself.”


    I crossed my arms. “So you’re really going to go against your father to help a lowly werewolf find his daughter?”


    He lifted his eyes. “When were you going to tell me that the only reason you came back was because your instincts forced you to do so?”


    Ugh. I shook my head. “We don’t have time for this.” I headed for the door but stopped short. “How do I know your father didn’t tell you his plan when he was here?”


    His eyes narrowed. “My mission was to lead this Pack to Reno and take the girl and her mother to Nero.” He raised his hand to silence me before I got a word out. “But I had no intention of turning them over to him. Never.”


    “And why should I believe you?”


    His tone dropped to a dangerous octave. “Because there are very few people I have never lied to.” He passed me to open the door. “You are one of them.”


    He stalked down the hall toward the elevator without even a glance back.


    …


    I stared out the passenger window for most of the silent two-hour drive to Phoenix. Two times now, I had almost slept with the killer beside me. After my father abandoned us, Raven threw herself into relationships, desperate to have a man’s love to fill the void.


    For me, his abandonment had the opposite effect. It wasn’t like I hadn’t slept with men. I’d had a couple boyfriends, but I couldn’t ever get past the expectation that one day they’d walk out on me, too. Eventually my emotional barriers became a self-fulfilling prophecy.


    So I’d told love to kiss my ass. Battery boyfriends were much less demanding, and I was never afraid they’d abandon me.


    Maybe it was all the wolf instincts drawing me to Sebastian. Either way, it was fucking with my heart, and that was probably the only part of me that was fragile. I kept replaying our talk at Bell Rock in my mind, and one thing bugged me.


    There was no reason for Sebastian to admit he wasn’t sure how to trust anyone. I had jokingly pointed out that I’d stabbed him, and even if our whole conversation had been a lie, his smile at that moment had been honest and real. I’d bet my life on it.


    Maybe I’d found a chink in his armor, a weak spot. Who knew with Sebastian?


    But that goddamn smile had me in knots. I’d bet a million dollars that I’d seen behind the curtain, and that guy, the one who lost his mother and was left with his psychotic father…he wasn’t heartless or self-important or cold.


    He was trapped.


    Sebastian parked at the Phoenix airport, and I tailed him inside. I pulled in deep breaths of the brisk night air like I could flush his scent out of my system. At the ticket counter, we were finally forced to talk.


    “I need your driver’s license,” he said without looking in my general direction.


    I took it out and handed it over. He returned it, and we settled back into silence as we walked to the gate. Phoenix was the closest airport to Sedona that had flights to Reno where we’d meet up with Adam. Sebastian busied himself on his phone, arranging a jet to meet us at the Reno airport and take us directly to Washington DC.


    I sent a text to Asher to let him know I was headed to Reno to help my sister’s Pack, then leaned back in the chair, staring at the lights outside on the runway.


    Beside me Sebastian finally sighed. “I shouldn’t be upset. I don’t deserve anyone’s trust, least of all yours, but I would lay down my life to protect my family, and my blood runs in Madeleine’s veins. She’s my family even if her parents never allow me to speak to her.”


    “Sucks to be the bad guy sometimes.”


    He raked his hand through his hair. “You can’t imagine.”


    “Then why do it?”


    He nudged my leg and waited for me to meet his eyes. “If not me, my father would choose someone else to be his right hand. I’d have no way to stop him.”


    I rolled my eyes. “Sounds pretty noble coming from a guy who had no problem telling Allen Caldwell how many men he’d need to kill up in Reno before he could abduct their women and children.”


    He cursed under his breath, focusing out the window. Finally he lifted his gaze to my face. “Put yourself on the other side of the chessboard for a moment. Adam Sloan’s Pack isn’t innocent, either. They murdered my brother, took in a Nero defector, and killed entire human teams from my company. They also kept Lana from us, the first female jaguar shifter born into her power. She was part of my father’s breeding program, his daughter.”


    “Oh, how evil of them not to allow him to experiment on her.” I crossed my arms.


    The corner of his mouth twitched. “I’m not comparing which side is more wrong. I’m saying no one is completely innocent.”


    “Madeleine is.”


    His face fell, but he nodded. “We can agree on that.”


    I sighed, shaking my head. “So what’s your angle? If it comes down to it, who will you protect—your father or that little girl?”


    “I want to say Madeleine, but I won’t start lying to you now.” He met my eyes. “I don’t know how this will play out.”


    Even though I didn’t understand his split loyalties, I could respect how difficult it was to give me an honest answer. I swallowed a lump in my throat. “I’ll save the little girl hands down, so if it comes to that, get the hell out of my way.”


    A sad smile curved his lips. “I won’t be able to get two wolves into the compound unnoticed.”


    “Well, you’re not going into this alone, so you better come up with something.” I forced a little grin, but he didn’t bite.


    His voice softened. “So what Adam said was true.”


    Oh, shit. I did not want to discuss this. “Not sure which part you mean.”


    His shoulders were tense, but he gave off no other sign of emotion. “You’re only here because you have to be. The wolf demands her mate. But the woman loathes the man.” His lips teased at a bitter smile. “Pity.”


    I raised a brow. “Don’t go all poetic on me. I can see it in your eyes.”


    He chuckled and shook his head. “Doesn’t make it less true.”


    I rested my head back and huffed out a breath toward the ceiling. “Honestly, I wish I could blame all of this on my wolf, I really do.” I forced myself to make eye contact. “But it may have already gone way beyond that.”


    His deep voice rumbled beside me. “What am I missing here?”


    This was my last chance to bolt, but seriously, where would I go? The damned wolf would bring me right back here again.


    I lowered my voice. “It’s true you’re only alive right now because this werewolf inside me wouldn’t let me finish the job when I attacked you. The second I touched your skin, I couldn’t kill you, even though the human part of me thought it was the only way to protect the Sedona Pack.” Finally, I met his gaze. “The only thing the wolf cared about was your safety.”


    A muscle in his cheek flexed. “You know who I am, what I am. No one would be here by choice. Not knowing about the blood on my hands.” He stood up. “At least now I understand.”


    I followed him to the gate and down the jet bridge with my carry-on bag over my shoulder. We’d rushed out so fast, I wasn’t even sure I’d packed underwear. I could buy some along the way. It was stupid to even worry about it, but my mind was aching for something to latch onto other than admitting to Sebastian that I saw more in him than I’d ever realized was there.


    Giving him that knowledge was like handing a killer a knife he could use to jam through my heart.


    But what did it matter anymore? According to all werewolf lore, I had one mate in this world, and if Sebastian was it, then the only other option was to be alone.


    Hell, I’d already made that choice a long time ago.


    We got settled on the plane and fastened our seat belts. I’d never sat in business class before, but I managed to keep from kicking my legs around and giggling about all the room. My self-control ended when the flight attendant offered me a refreshment. We hadn’t even taken off yet.


    A goddamn giggle escaped me before I could swallow it.


    Sebastian glanced my way, and that real smile warmed his features. My pulse jumped in answer.


    “You’ve got a beautiful laugh, Isabelle.”


    I rolled my eyes. “Sorry. I’ve only flown in coach.”


    “Joy is tough to come by in my world.” He sobered. “Never apologize for it.”


    He faced forward again, leaving me to watch his profile. The flight attendant returned with my rum and Coke, a welcome distraction.


    With any luck, I’d be asleep as soon as we took off.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Sebastian


    The silence was suffocating me. Being trapped in my seat so close to Isabelle wasn’t helping. Of course, I knew all the romantic notions of werewolves and their one true mate. The other half of their soul.


    It was another reason my father raised me to believe they were lesser. Any people forced to leave their lives in the hands of fate, instincts overriding their minds, were closer to animals than men.


    But Isabelle was challenging everything I’d ever believed about wolves. She was fighting the instinct, and why wouldn’t she? What kind of twisted fate would tie her to me?


    I had disparaged wolves my entire life. Because Operation Moonlight had failed when I was just a boy, my father raised me to believe wolves were below us. Weak.


    But Isabelle was far from weak. I didn’t deserve to be so close to her.


    Her mother’s note kept taunting me. Isabelle will be your salvation.


    At what cost?


    I stared out the window into the darkness. Isabelle’s mother had told me to follow my heart, but I wasn’t sure I had one anymore.


    “Penny for your thoughts.”


    I turned at the sound of her voice, only to find Isabelle’s cheeks flushed with color, her eyes shining. God, she took my breath away.


    She was also buzzed. The last time I drank was the night I discovered my father had ordered Grace to be eliminated. Gareth Takoda from Adam’s Pack had nearly killed me that night. I hadn’t imbibed since.


    “Trying to come up with an action plan.” My first lie to her. My gut twisted.


    “I don’t believe you.” She shook her head, her smile fading. “I thought I was on the short list of people you haven’t lied to.”


    “That list is always growing.” I looked out the window.


    Her warm hand covered mine. “Why are you being an asshole? My sister found her mate, and they were a team.”


    I sighed and faced her again. “Fate chose a good man for your sister. Why would it tie you to this legacy? I have nothing to offer you.”


    “Bullshit. Stop with the fucking lies.” She pushed my shoulder.


    I didn’t budge, catching her wrist. “I’m not the only one coveting the truth. You must’ve known the second you touched me what it meant, but you didn’t say a word.”


    A crease formed on her brow, fire in her eyes. “What was I supposed to say, Sebastian? ‘Oh, instead of killing you, I’ll just forget you and your father were paying the guy who had my sister bitten—let’s get married.’ Would that make you happy?”


    “Nothing makes me happy, Isabelle. I endure. That’s my life.”


    She jerked her hand free from my grasp. “You really want to know why I’m still here? Because I thought I saw the real you in my car. You smiled, and it wasn’t the slick, I’m-the-smartest-guy-in-the-room grin, but an honest peek behind that deadly mask you wear. And that guy, that Sebastian, he’s why I’m here.”


    Her pulse raced in my ears; perhaps the alcohol had her spilling more truth than she intended. Her voice fell to a soft whisper. “My wolf saved your life, but when you ran out to my car and asked me not to go…this isn’t instinct. It’s all stupid me.”


    She crossed her arms, leaning back in the seat and closing her eyes. I watched her, baffled and unsure what to say. Since when was I left speechless? This woman saw through my carefully crafted facade, and she still wanted to help me. She was the first person to ever offer me compassion over losing my mother.


    I wasn’t sure how to handle any of it.


    Everything about her had me off balance. Dangerous, considering I was about to face my father.


    I reclined my seat level with hers and leaned in close to her ear. “Thank you for staying.”


    She didn’t open her eyes, but her lips twitched with a hint of a smile, and somewhere in the shadows of my soul, a light flickered.


    …


    A werewolf waiting party heralded our arrival in Reno. The Alpha and my half sister were there with their little boy, Malcolm, drowsy in his mother’s arms. Isabelle’s sister, Raven, and her mate, Luke, were also there. Raven rushed forward to hug Isabelle.


    No such warm embraces for me.


    Adam stepped up into my face. “Give me one reason to believe you’re willing to help bring our daughter home.”


    Isabelle pulled away from her sister, but I stayed focused on the Alpha. “She has Severino blood in her veins.”


    He ground his teeth. “Then why wouldn’t you think she belongs with Antonio Severino?”


    I answered without hesitation. “No child should have to live with my father.”


    “It might be a better plan to take you back to the ranch and negotiate a swap—you for my daughter.”


    I shook my head. “My father will suggest you kill me. He already has what he wants.”


    “You’re full of shit.” Adam frowned. “You’re his heir.”


    “He has Madeleine. I’m expendable now.”


    Adam searched my eyes, but for once, I was telling him the truth.


    He cursed under his breath as Isabelle came closer to me. It was probably just in my head, but having her close soothed me somehow.


    She looked at Adam. “For what it’s worth, I’m coming along, too. We’ll bring her home.”


    Adam’s gaze snapped to Isabelle, and my fists tightened at my sides.


    “Raven tells me you’re a bounty hunter?”


    “I’m also a PI. I’ve helped families find missing persons.” She glanced my way. “Sebastian’s intentions in this situation are to get your daughter away from Nero.”


    Adam shook his head. “Your wolf is blinding you. I know him better than you do.” The Alpha met my eyes. “You’re going to have to choose a side in this, Sebastian. I need to know it won’t be your father’s.”


    “Life isn’t so black-and-white.” I looked past him to Lana. “But one way or another, I will get Madeleine home to her mother.”


    Adam stepped into my line of vision, blocking Lana behind him. “I’ll bring my daughter home. Just get me inside.”


    If only it could be that simple. I shook my head. “You won’t be able to muscle your way through Nero. I grew up there. I’m your best hope for a happy ending.”


    “Then I’m fucked.” Adam narrowed his eyes. “I need to talk to you…alone.”


    We walked to the next gate, far enough that the other wolves wouldn’t hear us. We stood face-to-face, leaders from opposite sides of the game. Adam was about my height, with bright green eyes.


    He was younger than me, but ascending to Alpha had aged him. I could see it around his eyes and in his temperament. The Adam Sloan I met when I’d visited Reno to collect Lana would’ve attacked me on sight.


    This Adam realized that although he didn’t like it, he needed me.


    “We’re going to have to lay some things on the table.” His gaze drifted to the others and then back to my face. “You’re responsible for my father’s death. How am I supposed to get past that?”


    Unlike my dealings with Isabelle, facing off with the Alpha had my mind clear. “First off, Nero’s squad killed your father. If you recall, I was with you trying to stop Sasha from turning Lana over to them.”


    He groaned. “Semantics. You are Nero.”


    “No, actually, I’m not.” I crossed my arms. “My father is Nero. I work for him.” I raised a brow. “Let me point out that my father had been searching for his daughter since she was out of the foster-care system. When we discovered your Pack had her, my father wanted his daughter back. You father was killed in the cross fire, just as I can assume my father might be if you get close enough to take your daughter.”


    He frowned, pondering.


    I dropped my hands to my sides. “Interesting view from the other side of the board, no? We are the villains of your story, but your Pack is just as villainous in my father’s version.”


    Adam straightened, his gaze leveled on my face. “Why didn’t you tell me what was happening in Sedona? We asked you about it point-blank.”


    “And I had no intention of allowing that mission to be successful. There was no need to warn you.” I rolled my shoulders back. “I told you to leave my brother to me—instead, one of your wolves’ mates shot him.”


    “You know fucking well he was going to kill Lana and the others,” Adam growled.


    “That’s exactly how it was with me and your packmate. I believe he was Gareth’s twin brother.”


    “Gabe,” he interrupted.


    “Gabe.” I nodded slowly. “One of us was going to die that night. And yet, because I won that battle, your Pack sees me as a murderer. Why would my family see you and your Pack any differently for killing Damian?”


    Rage colored his skin, redness creeping up his neck, but he didn’t move. Not physically. He’d matured more than I realized.


    Adam broke eye contact, shaking his head. Finally, he focused on me again. “Here’s the thing. I will suck up my pride—hell, I’ll sacrifice my life if it comes to that—but I want my little girl home. That’s all I want out of this.”


    “We’ll have to figure out how to work together to see that happen.”


    Adam glanced past me to the others again. “For once, we want the same thing.”


    I held out my hand. Adam stared at it, then up at me. “What are we shaking on?”


    “I’m making a pact with you. For this mission, we’re on the same side of the chessboard.”


    He didn’t take my hand. “Tell me one more thing first. When Sasha had a gun to my brother’s head to trade Lana for him, which side were you on that day?”


    I dropped my hand and sighed. “Not that it matters, but the moment I discovered the file on the breeding experiment and found out Lana was my half sister, my allegiance to her has never faltered. She’s my blood, as are her children. I knew Sasha wouldn’t kill your brother. She was bluffing.”


    “Then why were you even there?”


    “Isn’t it obvious?” I raised a brow. “If a fight broke out, or Lana delivered herself in trade, I was going to protect my blood.”


    Adam raked a hand through his hair. “Lana isn’t coming on this trip.”


    I caught his arm, and his entire body tensed. I waited for his full attention and whispered, “For this mission, you will be my brother.”


    We stared at each other for a moment. And gradually, I realized that I meant every word. No one could have been more surprised than me.


    Adam cleared his throat and brought his hand up, clasping my forearm. “For this mission, you’re Pack.”


    I tightened my hold on his arm in response, my chest pulsing with a strange ache. I’d witnessed the wolves greeting one another like this during my surveillance missions. I’d thought they were savages.


    But staring into this Alpha’s eyes, something mystical bound us. I didn’t have words to sufficiently describe it. “For he today that sheds his blood with me, shall be my brother.”


    A tentative smile cracked through Adam’s stern features. “What’s that, Shakespeare?”


    I chuckled. “Perhaps there’s hope for you yet, wolf.”


    We returned to the others, not as friends, but as tenuous allies with one mission uniting us. I prayed for the little girl’s sake it would be enough. Adam embraced Lana and the boy while I stopped at Isabelle’s side. Her hand slid into mine, causing me to glance her way.


    “Everything okay?”


    I shrugged. “I hope that it will be.”


    The next hurdle would be a plan for reconnaissance, but first I had to get back inside the compound and assess the situation.


    I would need to face my father without him knowing I was no longer standing on his side of the chessboard.


    …


    The private jet took us directly from Reno to Washington, D.C., but because I used it, my father would know I was back on the East Coast instead of in Sedona. I needed to get to him before he had time to leave with the girl. I dropped my gear in the suite at the hotel and got on the road.


    With Washington in my rearview mirror, I had an hour alone in the car to clear my head. The Nero compound sat on just over five hundred acres of land outside Lovettsville, Virginia. Close enough to D.C. for our meetings with the military, and far enough away for our operatives to shift into jaguars during the new moon without any humans discovering us.


    For now, my sole goal was to find little Madeleine and learn my father’s plans for her. Until I knew her location, there was no point bringing the wolves. I still wasn’t sure how I’d get them in yet anyway. Especially Adam Sloan.


    Neither Adam nor Isabelle was happy being left behind in D.C. at the hotel, but eventually I won the argument. If they were anywhere near Lovettsville, it was too risky that one of ours might catch their scents.


    The gates of the Nero Organization compound bore the logo of the proud lion head with an N emblazoned on its forehead. It matched the tattoo on the inside of my wrist. Every assassin was marked before their first solo mission. My father molded it into an “honor,” but it was little more than a system for him to keep traitors from infiltrating the ranks.


    It marked us as his property.


    I drove up in the black BMW and lowered the window. The armed guard at the gate appeared to be standard military issue, but his scent revealed he was one of our jaguar shifters. I didn’t recognize him, but that wasn’t unusual. It took years to rise up through the ranks in the Nero Organization.


    We each pulled up our sleeves, exposing our matching tattoos out of habit. He recognized me immediately.


    “Sebastian.” He checked his digital tablet and back up to me. “You’re not on the arrivals list.”


    “I’m well aware.” I waited, focusing on keeping my breathing even, willing my heart rate to remain steady.


    He frowned. “I’ll have to call for approval.”


    I raised a brow, my tone dropping to a menacing snarl. “This is my home. Open the goddamn gate. Now.”


    He hesitated for a second and finally tapped the code into the tablet. “Okay, you’re clear.”


    I rolled up my window without responding and drove through the iron gates. A fourteen-foot-high block wall surrounded the entire perimeter of the compound. Each corner of the property had a watchtower manned by an armed human mercenary. None of them knew we shifted into jaguars one night a month. It was my father’s safeguard to keep any of his men from thoughts of escape.


    The humans would shoot a giant cat first and ask questions later. They’d have no idea they were killing a man. And none of us would entrust a human with our secret, for fear we’d be exposed and studied as lab rats rather than citizens—or even worse, hunted like wild animals.


    As I drove toward the main building, it seemed as if I were seeing our compound for the first time. I was looking for entry and exit points. How would I smuggle two wolves in and get them back out with a little girl in tow?


    First things first. I needed to find out where my father was keeping Madeleine.


    I could worry about the rest later.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Isabelle


    Adam stalked around the suite like a caged animal. I tried to stay focused on my laptop, but it was tough not to get distracted.


    “Did you find anything yet?”


    I glanced his way. “I found some Google Earth footage of the Nero compound, but most of the property is heavily wooded, so I can’t make out much. Looks like a main building and some smaller ones scattered around.”


    “At least there really is a compound in Virginia and he wasn’t bullshitting us with that.” Adam stood in front of the window, probably not even noticing the amazing view of the monuments in the distance. “Still no word from Sebastian?”


    It shouldn’t have bugged me to hear him bagging on Sebastian. But it did.


    Right now, Sebastian could be standing face-to-face with his psychotic father. What if he decided he didn’t need his son anymore now that he had his granddaughter, or what if his father had someone tailing us? What if he knew Sebastian had had a private audience with the Alpha of the Reno Pack?


    I picked up my phone, even though I was well aware it hadn’t buzzed. “Not yet.”


    “I shouldn’t have agreed to this. We’re sitting ducks. He can send a cleanup team to take us out at any time. We’re right where he said we’d be.”


    I didn’t want to believe Sebastian would betray us. Before he left for the compound, he’d pulled me into the bedroom of the suite. Adam had been in the shower. Sebastian looked me in the eyes and said he would be back for me.


    Just like my father had told me he loved me, and then never came home.


    And there was no love between me and Sebastian. Lust, attraction, maybe even a joint hope for some kind of future together. But to love, really love…I’d never make myself that vulnerable again.


    I closed my laptop. “Let’s get out of here.”


    Adam turned around. “And go where, exactly?”


    “Anywhere other than here. I’ll have my phone for Sebastian to make contact. But if you’re right, we won’t be where they’re expecting us.”


    He started to nod. “The waiting is killing me.”


    I jammed my laptop in the bag. “So let’s find a coffee shop. I can tether my laptop to my phone for wifi and research anywhere.”


    He grabbed his jacket. “Works for me.”


    In the lobby we scanned for any trouble, but we were the only shifters downstairs. Until the glass doors opened. Adam caught the scent first, putting himself between me and the man heading straight for us.


    But I knew this jaguar.


    I stepped around Adam. “Vance? What are you doing here?”


    He shook his head, voice barely above a whisper. “Not here. I’ve got a car outside.”


    Adam crossed his arms. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”


    Vance’s attention flicked from me to Adam. His easy smile beamed as he offered his hand. “You must be Luke’s Alpha.”


    Adam looked at me. “Is he from Sedona?”


    “Yeah.” I nodded. “Vance works with Sebastian.”


    “For Nero.” Adam raised a brow.


    Vance lowered his hand. “I’ll answer all your questions, but we can’t do it here.”


    I adjusted the strap on my laptop bag. “Vance isn’t an enemy.”


    He tilted his head my way. “The lady’s right. I wouldn’t have come in through the front door if I was on the clock.”


    Adam sighed, dropping his hands to his side. “All right.”


    We followed Vance out to a white Ford sedan. Adam muttered under his breath, “This doesn’t look like a Nero transport.”


    Vance grinned. “Told you I’m not on the clock.” Once we were all seated, he pulled into traffic. His smile faded. “As far as my employer knows, I’m still in Sedona, readying the Pack there.” His eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. “Your man Asher is covering for me if anyone comes calling.”


    I glanced at Adam and back to Vance. “So why are you here?”


    He focused on the road again as the light turned green. “Sebastian told me about the girl.”


    “Fuck.” Adam shook his head. “I thought he was smarter than this.”


    Vance glanced at Adam in the mirror. “There’s no way you’re going to be able to get your little girl out of there without some help. Sebastian is good, probably the best, but there are over two hundred civilian employees and almost a hundred trained jaguar shifters. This isn’t going to be easy.”


    I leaned forward. “So what’s in it for you? This could get you killed.”


    He didn’t laugh it off like I’d expected. I’d rarely seen Vance so stern. “Antonio Severino isn’t getting any younger, and my comrades were choosing sides—some supporting Damian as the heir to the throne, others for Sebastian. With Damian out of the picture now, loyalties are in flux.”


    He paused, his gaze meeting mine in the mirror. “Sebastian offered me my freedom in trade for my help. So, yeah, it could get me killed, but if this doesn’t work and Sebastian dies, so does my only hope of leaving Nero behind me.” He broke eye contact, his tone dropping. “I’d rather die than spend the rest of my life killing for a madman.”


    Adam and I shared a silent glance before Adam spoke. “So where are we headed?”


    “I got a couple rooms across town. When Antonio discovers Sebastian came home, he’ll send out feelers to be sure his son came alone. Even though the hotel room is under a fake name, it was still on Sebastian’s personal credit card. Won’t be too much trouble for Antonio’s diggers to find it. Since no one knows I’m here yet, you should be safe over here.”


    Adam rested back against the seat. “Thanks for helping us.”


    I stared out the window, my stomach churning. Sebastian was risking everything for this little girl he’d never been allowed to meet. This went against every assumption I’d ever made about him.


    My heart warmed in spite of my best efforts.


    Vance pulled into a nondescript Hampton Inn, and I chuckled. “I bet we’re not in the presidential suite anymore.”


    “Nah, but I’ve got two adjoining rooms, so you’ll have a little privacy.”


    “What?” I froze for a second. “How’d I score my own room?”


    “The boss insisted.” Vance got out before I could ask anything more.


    Adam followed. “I’ll get another room. I’m not staying where two Nero operatives can kill me in my sleep.”


    Vance chuckled. “Mate, if that was my mission, I would’ve taken you out as soon as you got in my car. No need to wait until you’re asleep.”


    I slammed my car door and managed to catch Adam’s elbow before he jumped Vance. “He has a weird sense of humor, but he’s loyal to Sebastian, not Antonio.”


    Adam sighed, shaking his head. “I’ve never been on the same side as Sebastian before. This is all making me a little nuts.”


    “Understandable, but Vance is right, if they really wanted you dead, it would have happened already.”


    Adam looked down at me. “I never imagined I’d be working with the heir to Nero.”


    “Then we’re even.” I stepped through the lobby doors. “Because I never imagined he’d be my mate.”


    


    Once we got into the rooms, I opened the adjoining door and peered inside. Adam and Vance were seated at the small table, but no one was talking.


    “I just realized I left my damned bag up in the suite.”


    Adam nodded. “All my stuff is over there, too.”


    Vance glanced my way. “Any word from Sebastian yet?”


    “No.”


    He leaned back in his chair. “Then we don’t go anywhere.”


    Adam frowned. “If we’re all working together on this, I think we should know what you’re planning.”


    I wandered in and sat on the edge of the bed. “I want to hear this, too.”


    Vance settled all the chair legs on the floor again. “When we hear his father didn’t kill or imprison him for leaving his post in Sedona, then it’ll be safe to go retrieve your things. If we don’t hear from him by five p.m., my instructions are to assume the worst and get you both back to Reno.”


    Adam stood up, his chair toppling over behind him. “I’m not going anywhere without Madeleine.”


    His entire body was tense, a vein pulsing in his neck, and the room filled with…power.


    And right on cue, my phone buzzed.


    Did Vance find you?


    I glanced at Adam and Vance. “It’s Sebastian.”


    I fired back.


    With him now.


    I held my breath, and finally it buzzed again.


    Tell Vance it should be safe if you need to go back to the hotel.


    “He says you can get our bags.”


    My fingers flew across the phone keyboard.


    When will you be here?


    I immediately regretted hitting the send button. Shit. I sounded needy, and the last thing I wanted was for him to know I was worried about him. Bad enough he knew about the whole mate fiasco.


    While my mental frenzy billowed, my phone vibrated again.


    Hopefully soon.


    Before I could stuff my phone in my pocket, it buzzed one last time.


    Tell Adam I have video confirmation his daughter is unharmed.


    I looked over at Adam. “He’s seen Madeleine. She’s not injured.”


    Adam picked up his chair and sat down. “Thank God.”


    He leaned forward, resting his head in his hands.


    Vance stood. “I’ll go get your things.” He placed a card on the table. “If I’m not back in an hour, call this number.”


    After the door closed, I took Vance’s chair. I grabbed the card and frowned. “General Miller Sloan? Is he a relative?”


    Adam straightened up. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”


    He took the card, staring at it like he could will it to change. Adam tossed the card back onto the table. “I’ve met him before. He’s my uncle. My father’s twin brother.”


    My eyes widened. “So he’s a…”


    “Werewolf.” He nodded. “Yeah. Short version is Allen Caldwell was their Alpha when they were young.”


    “Wow.” I crossed my arms. “Small world. So the psycho we killed in Sedona got your dad and your uncle mixed up with Nero?”


    “I don’t know how Caldwell and Severino met, but Severino had won a defense contract from the government that involved top-secret genetic testing to make supersoldiers who could move behind enemy lines and take out targets. Caldwell sent the younger generation of his Pack to Nero for Operation Moonlight. My dad and the others escaped and settled in Reno. Miller Sloan was the only one who stayed behind.”


    “You think he’s in Nero’s pocket?”


    Adam shrugged. “I don’t know what to think. I didn’t even know he existed until my father died. A whacked-out werewolf who could shift without the full moon came onto my territory. Turned out he was the sole survivor of Nero’s latest experiment. Miller showed up to collect him, but he was too far gone by then.”


    God, what the hell was Sebastian mixed up in? More importantly, did I even want to know?


    Adam got up and grabbed the complimentary water bottle and two plastic cups. “So your sister tells me you two might have a Nero connection, too? Did you find what you were looking for?”


    I took the cup from him. “Yeah. Sebastian filled in the rest of the blanks for me. My dad worked for Nero, and my mom was a clairvoyant.”


    “Severino’s breeding experiment.” His attention zeroed in on me. “But you and Raven were bitten, right?”


    I sipped the water, nodding. “Apparently we were failures. We weren’t born shifters.” I chuckled. “Ironic that we were supposed to be jaguar shifters but ended up bitten werewolves instead.”


    “I don’t believe in coincidences anymore.” He set his cup down. “I’m still trying to figure out why fate chose Sebastian for your mate.”


    I didn’t say it out loud, but when Adam laid out all the connections between his Pack and Nero, it almost made sense. I wondered if my mom had seen it.


    “I’m not really a true-love kind of girl, so…” I stared at my water. “When we bring Madeleine home, I may relocate to Reno to be closer to my sister. She’s all I have left.”


    Adam sobered. “Trust me on this. I’m no fan of Sebastian, but running isn’t going to solve this. One of my wolves tried to run from his mate. He got two states away, and the pull of the wolf brought him back to us.”


    “So you’re saying I’m stuck.”


    He shook his head. “I’m saying that I don’t understand why this happens, but I’ve grown to trust that destiny will play out in spite of our best efforts.”


    I sighed. “I guess I’m worrying prematurely anyway. We have to live through this mess before I need to wonder which Pack will take us in after they find out who my mate is.”


    Adam’s gaze wandered over my face like he was reading some manuscript I couldn’t see. Finally he whispered, “I wish I could bring you into my Pack with your sister, but it wouldn’t be wise. Sebastian isn’t welcome, and I wouldn’t want to get between a mate bond.”


    I stood up, not quite understanding where the smoldering embers in my belly were coming from. “Are you saying Sebastian is good enough to risk his life and future to save your little girl, but not to live in your zip code?”


    Adam shook his head. “I didn’t mean it like that.”


    “Yeah, I think you did.” I snagged my cup of water off the table and distanced myself. Standing at the window, I stared out at the parking lot. “I found out he was my mate when I was trying to kill him, so I understand why your Pack doesn’t like him. I get it.” I took a swallow, searching for the right words. “But there’s good in him. He’s in a bad spot, but he cares about his sister even though she hates him.” I faced Adam. “And my sister and I would probably be dead if he hadn’t kept us off his father’s radar.”


    Adam raised a brow. “How so?”


    I brought him up to speed on my mother’s connection to Brightwood Academy and Nero. And finally asked the question I almost didn’t want to know the answer to. “If my wolf recognized Sebastian as my mate, what happens if he’s not interested?”


    Adam leaned back in his chair, shaking his head. “First, I need to tell you something about Sebastian.”


    “Okay.” I braced myself.


    “He’s different now.” His gaze locked on mine. “I’m assuming it has something to do with you.”


    “Different how?”


    He shrugged. “He’s less of a dick.”


    I laughed. Hard. The door beeped behind us, silencing me. I reached for my gun.


    Vance came in with our bags hanging from his shoulders. “Sounds like I missed the joke.”


    I relaxed and got up to grab my bag. “Nah, just talking about Sebastian.”


    “And it made you laugh?” He glanced at Adam. “What are you telling her?”


    Adam took his duffel. “Nothing I’m sure she doesn’t already know.” Adam turned my way. “Fate doesn’t make it easy, but it’s never been wrong.”


    I headed for the adjoining room, calling over my shoulder, “Fate’s a bitch.”


    This time Adam was the one laughing.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Sebastian


    I parked the car and walked toward the cold, gray-block building. It was three stories at the ends, resembling a fortress, with a six-story tower in the center. Impressive to the few military generals and high-ranking officials we entertained here.


    They had no idea we had another five floors below.


    The main building housed the core of Nero’s business. The scattered outbuildings on the compound were an urgent care—since hospitals were out of the question for shifters—a communications center, an armory, and the holding tanks for anyone who broke my father’s rules. Weeks in solitary confinement usually led to the conditioning he demanded. Enforced loyalty for those who survived. And death for those too weak-minded to endure the punishment.


    No one was fired from Nero. They were eliminated.


    The stone lions on either side of the fifteen-foot glass entry doors bore the N on their foreheads, matching the mark on my wrist. Seeing them used to fill me with pride. My heritage. But lately, they’d been more ominous.


    Less of a reminder of who I was, and more of a burden of who I needed to be.


    The moment I stepped inside, an operative met me. “Mr. Severino sent me with a message.”


    “I’m certain he did.” I continued walking down the long marble hallway while he struggled to keep up.


    “He wants you to report back to Sedona right away.”


    “I’m sure he does.” I jogged up the first flight of stairs. He couldn’t trap me in the elevator if I never got in it.


    Three more men in dark suits awaited me at the top of the stairs. I pushed through them. “Get the fuck out of my way.”


    Only one got physical. He brandished his Taser, his voice betraying his fear. “Your father doesn’t want to see you.”


    I didn’t wait for him to deploy the Taser. Catching his wrist, I spun behind him, pinning his arm and deploying it into his back instead. I dropped him on the ground and glanced at the others. “Anyone else?”


    They descended the stairs. Good. I’d heard the rumors. They all believed I lived for the kill. Only I knew the truth—I didn’t enjoy killing. It was nothing more than a necessary evil in my world.


    My sin was being very good at it.


    I left the downed operative on the floor and continued to my father’s office. His assistant stood behind her desk as I opened the door. “Natasha, is my father inside?”


    Most people underestimated Natasha, which was exactly why my father kept her close. Her long blond hair, beautifully articulated features, and slim build didn’t hint at her true talents. Natasha was a weapons expert, and after my father had her bitten, she now had heightened senses on her side.


    She flipped her braid over her shoulder. “I’ve been ordered not to kill you, but I can hurt you until you wish you were dead.”


    I rolled my eyes. “I don’t have time for this dance.”


    She moved to block the door to his office. Her piercing blue eyes met mine. “You’re not supposed to be here.”


    I leaned into her personal space. “I’m also not supposed to be lied to. Now get out of my way.”


    Her voice softened. “Cut me a break, Sebastian. I don’t want to hurt you.”


    I grabbed her so fast she didn’t have time to scream. She struggled, landing an elbow to my ribs and stomping her heel into my foot, but my sleeper hold was solid. When she was limp in my arms, I lowered her to the ground.


    “No breaks from me today,” I whispered.


    I straightened and stepped in the door.


    My father looked up from his desk, eyes narrowing. “Damn it, Sebastian. You have a mission. Go finish it.”


    “My mission was to overtake the Pack in Reno and bring you Lana and her children, but it seems you’ve beat me to it.”


    He shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    I stormed to the edge of his desk. “Oh, please. You know these walls talk. I’ve already seen a video of Madeleine in the holding tank.”


    He opened his hands on his desk, his expression softening. “Why are you here?”


    “Because I’m not one of your assets, I’m your fucking son!” My voice echoed through the office. I hadn’t meant to shout. The lack of self-control rattled me. “You can lie to everyone else, not to me.”


    I cleared my throat. “You didn’t come to Sedona because you were concerned about my loyalty. You came out to be sure I wouldn’t get in your way when you kidnapped your granddaughter.”


    He shrugged. “You failed me when I sent you to collect Lana, I didn’t want to risk you disappointing me again.”


    “Then we’re finished.” I shook my head. “There’s no reason to attack the Pack in Reno. You already have what you wanted.”


    “Except Adam Sloan’s head.” He picked up a pen. “Go back to Sedona and finish the mission.”


    Shit. I had to find an excuse to stay. If I walked out of the compound, he’d move the little girl to a satellite facility somewhere across the country, and we’d never find her. “I’m not going anywhere. I have Sloan. He’s willing to trade himself for his daughter.”


    “You work fast.” He slid his tongue across his white teeth. “So Sloan came to you?”


    “What does it matter? I have him, and he’ll do anything to free his daughter.”


    My father chuckled. “Too bad I have no use for a worthless wolf.”


    “But he doesn’t know that.” Lying to my father came easy, like breathing.


    He raised a brow. “I could have them both.”


    “Exactly.”


    “I’m impressed. Maybe you’re better groomed to take over than I realized.” He smiled and came around the desk to grip my shoulder. “Well done, Sebastian. Where is he?”


    When I was younger, I’d soaked up what little praise I could get from my father. These days, it was empty and meaningless. “I have him in safekeeping. He’ll insist on assurances that his daughter is unharmed before he’ll come to us without a fight.”


    “Assurances?” His lips pinched in disgust. “He’s in no position to make deals.”


    “All he wants is a video of me with the girl to prove she’s safe. Then he’ll come willingly. We can force him to tell her this is her home now.”


    “I’ve worked with more wolves than you have. We can torture him to the edge of death, and he won’t bend to our will. We would have to hurt the child to get what we wanted from her father, and right now I need her trust, not fear.” He waved his hand. “Gather two riot squads to accompany you, and we’ll take the wolf by force.”


    “Risky.” My mind whirled for a countermove. “Isn’t tonight Senator Hanson’s fundraiser? You can easily avoid any chance of conflict or police intervention if I can show Adam Sloan a video.”


    “The benefit.” He reached for his calendar. “I’d forgotten all about it. Shall I select a female for you to escort?”


    When the fundraiser had popped in my head, I hadn’t anticipated he would want me to attend, too. Damn it. I rubbed my forehead. “I have a companion I can bring.”


    “Really?” He straightened up. “I didn’t realize you’d replaced Grace.”


    I had to keep reminding myself that reaching across the desk and attacking my father wouldn’t help Madeleine. “No, but I brought someone to guard Adam Sloan while I arranged to bring him in.”


    He looked puzzled for a moment before a sick smile widened across his mouth. “The female wolf from Sedona. I don’t give you enough credit with women. She looked angry when she left your hotel.”


    Hearing him talk about Isabelle turned my stomach, but there was no way I’d let him select one of the female jaguars for my date. They all saw it as an opportunity to become a part of the Severino family, and I was not looking for a bride or an heir.


    It had very little to do with the fact that the only woman I was interested in was Isabelle. Or that was what I told myself. “We’ll tranquilize the wolf, and she can attend with me tonight.”


    “Very well. We have a table reserved. I’ll see you at seven.” He waved his hand, excusing me as he took his seat behind his desk again.


    I sighed and held up my phone. “I’m not leaving yet.”


    He buzzed Natasha. She didn’t answer.


    “Where is she?” he muttered.


    I glanced at the door. “Resting.”


    He narrowed his eyes. “The girl is in the 3E wing of the lab. I’ll let them know you’re coming.”


    I stepped out, checking Natasha’s pulse as I passed through. She would have a headache, but otherwise she’d be fine. I went straight to the elevator and put my thumb against the pad. After the scan, the lower floors lit up on the digital keypad. I hit three and waited.


    The doors opened to the clinical fluorescent lights casting everything in an inhuman bluish tint. I walked past the desk. None of the lab personnel looked up. Apparently my father had followed through on alerting them to my arrival.


    When I got to the last room on the corridor, two jaguar-shifter assassins flanked the door. I recognized one of them. “Turner, I’m here to see the girl.”


    He checked his tablet and met my eyes. “You’re clear.”


    I glanced at their rifles. “You’re heavily armed for babysitting a three-year-old.”


    “Your father’s orders.” He straightened up.


    I shook my head and entered my code into the door. The lock beeped, and I turned the handle. Madeleine got up from the corner, wiping her eyes. I’d never been so close to her before. She was a carbon copy of her mother, with dark eyes that could see right into your soul.


    Crossing her arms, she jutted out her chin, every bit the Alpha’s offspring. “Who are you? Where’s my daddy?”


    I came closer, pulling out one of the rolling stools. “He’s not here.”


    “My grandpa says he loves me.” Her tough exterior wavered. “But he won’t let me go home. I want my daddy. He’s a good tracker. He’ll find me.”


    I didn’t tell her she was three stories underground. The best tracker in the world would never find her here. I held a finger to my lips to silence her and went to the computer on the counter. After a few keystrokes, the camera in the corner was deactivated. We would only have a few minutes before one of the techs noticed it was off-line.


    Satisfied our conversation wasn’t being recorded or watched, I went back to the stool and kept my voice low. “I’m Sebastian. I’m your uncle.”


    She took a step closer. “Nope. I don’t believe you.”


    No one would ever guess she wasn’t quite three years old yet. Shifter children matured much faster than humans. It slowed eventually—something in our DNA—but until the children were about five, it was best to keep them away from humans. Fewer questions.


    She frowned. “You’re not in my Pack.”


    “True.” I pointed to her chest. “But my blood is still in your veins.”


    She stared at her wrists and up at me, inhaling deeply. “You smell like a jaguar, like me and Mommy.”


    “Yes, I am.” I nodded. “And I’m going to see your daddy soon. Want to say hello to him?”


    Her head bobbed up and down emphatically.


    I grabbed my phone and rolled the stool over beside her. I hit the video button and glanced her way. “It’s going.”


    She looked up at my phone. Her lower lip quivered, breaking what was left of my heart. Apparently I still had one.


    “Daddy, I miss you. I’m sorry I didn’t stay with Malcolm. He said Grandpa was a stranger. I should’ve listened.”


    I offered her my other hand. “This isn’t your fault.”


    She placed her small hand in mine, and my heart pounded. She sniffled and looked at the camera. “Daddy, please tell Malcolm and Mommy I miss them, too. Don’t worry, though. Uncle ‘Bastian is going to bring me home.”


    I stopped the video. I’d become numb to the death and torture around me, but this little girl ripped me wide open, the pain rushing in.


    When I was a boy, Nero’s mission had been to offer jaguar shifters sanctuary and safety. In trade, they worked for my father. But that path had darkened over the years when we became killers for hire.


    And now we abducted children.


    I slid my phone into my pocket. “I’m sorry your grandfather brought you here, but I promise you, we’re going to get you home to your family.”


    Her big eyes were full of tears. “Cross your heart?”


    I nodded, tracing an X over my chest. “And hope to die.”


    She shook her head. “Don’t die. I only just found you.”


    Without warning she wrapped her small arms around my neck and squeezed. For a second, time stopped. Finally I embraced her in return and closed my eyes, breathing her in.


    “I’m glad we found each other,” I whispered.


    She pulled back and wiped her eyes. “Thank you for bringing my daddy.”


    I collected myself, straightening my shirt. “That’s our secret. You can’t tell your grandfather or anyone else.”


    “I won’t.” She dragged her fingers across her mouth, zipping it shut.


    “Good.” I glanced at the door. “I have to go, but I’ll be back tomorrow.”


    The twin bed in the corner had a stuffed lion sitting on the pillow. One of the standard welcome gifts for the incoming girls at Brightwood Academy. I went to the keyboard and reset the camera. When I turned around, she was at the little table coloring. She looked up at me, and though it took her a second of concentration, she managed to wink.


    I was drowning in emotions I didn’t understand or have any control over. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I forced a smile. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Madeleine.”


    “Okay. Can you tell the doctors I want ice cream?”


    “I’ll see what I can do.” I gave her a wink in return and headed for the lab station.


    One of the techs glanced up at me. “Sebastian, can I help you?”


    I pointed at Madeleine’s room. “Bring her some ice cream.”


    She smiled and nodded. “Will do.” She lowered her voice. “They should have her room ready at the cottage soon.”


    The cottage was my father’s fortress across the compound. I’d grown up there. “When is she moving?”


    She shrugged. “I’m not sure, but last I heard, your father ordered them to have her moved by the end of the week.”


    I nodded. “Good. Thanks.”


    


    I stopped at a dress shop on the way back to the hotel and picked up two black cocktail dresses for Isabelle with a couple pairs of shoes. Shopping wasn’t something I usually bothered with, but there wasn’t time to have one of Nero’s buyers pull an outfit together for a woman they’d never seen before. I wasn’t sure of Isabelle’s dress or shoe sizes, but hopefully one would fit or be close enough we could make them work. The associate coaxed me into purchasing a set of sparkling rhinestone earrings with a matching necklace.


    At least it gave me something else to focus on. There was an emotional tempest brewing in my battered soul, and I didn’t have time to face it right now.


    No one was going to be eager about my plan to get Isabelle and Adam inside Nero, but I’d need to get them onboard fast before my father moved Madeleine. I rubbed the back of my neck where her warm arms had clung to me.


    I shook off the memory and collected the dresses and large bag of shoes and accessories. By the time I got to the alternate hotel and left the car with the valet, exhaustion clung to me like dead weight.


    There wasn’t time for sleep. Not yet.


    Inside the hotel market, I grabbed a canned espresso and headed up. As I walked down the hall, a door opened. Isabelle stepped out with an ice bucket in hand. Our eyes met, and I was surprised by the urge to drop everything and pull her into my arms.


    What the hell was this woman doing to me?


    She frowned. “What’s with all the bags? I thought you were going to Nero.”


    “I did.” I lifted the bag of shoes. “And we’re going out tonight.”


    She raised a brow. “Um. Seems like a bad time for a date.”


    I ground my teeth, walking toward her. “This isn’t a date, it’s a formality.”


    She stepped to the side, allowing me to pass, and then followed me into the room. I laid the dresses on the bed and dropped the bag on the floor. “We’re going to a fundraiser for Senator Hanson tonight. He’s an important connection for my father.”


    “We?” She placed a hand on her hip. “I’m not going.”


    I frowned. Why was she being difficult? “Did you have some other plans I don’t know about?”


    “I’m not your employee or your property.” Her eyes flashed with anger.


    I crossed my arms. “I don’t recall referring to you as either one. I can’t go to this function alone.”


    “So you just came in here and ordered me to tag along and be well behaved.” She shook her head. “Fuck you, Sebastian.”


    Isabelle disappeared into the bathroom and slammed the door.


    Damn it. I didn’t have time for this. Twisting the knob on the door connecting the rooms, I stepped in to find Vance chuckling.


    I raised a brow. “Did I miss the joke?”


    Adam struggled not to smile, tipping his head toward the other room. “You know, just because she’s your mate doesn’t mean you don’t have to try.”


    “Try what?” I did not need advice on women from a wolf. “While you were hiding here, I was navigating treacherous waters. My father insisted I go to a fundraiser dinner tonight. If I don’t bring Isabelle, I’ll be assigned a jaguar female. Plus, if I can convince my father Isabelle’s committed to Nero’s vision, it will make it easier to get both of you inside the compound tomorrow.”


    Adam glanced through the open door behind me to the bathroom. “Maybe you should mention all of that to her.”


    “And you might consider asking her to go with you.” Vance rubbed his brow. “Last time I checked, women like to have a choice in the matter.”


    “I’m an idiot. I can’t think straight right now.” I ran a hand down my face and sat on the edge of the bed. “I saw Madeleine.”


    All traces of smiles faded, and the Alpha leaned forward. “Isabelle said she’s safe.”


    I pulled out my phone and cued up the video before offering it to Adam. “See for yourself.”


    Her voice filled the silence. I stared at the floor, unable to watch the Alpha’s face. I’d never given children any thought before, but ever since she’d called me her uncle ‘Bastian, this situation had become personal, and very real.


    This innocent ray of light was trapped within my father’s deadly walls.


    Adam set my phone on the table, pinching the bridge of his nose. His voice came out gruff and strained. “I’ll do anything. Just help me get her home to Lana.”


    I stood, my stomach twisted in knots. “I will, but it won’t be easy, and you won’t like my plan.” I took the phone. “Let me see if I can convince Isabelle to join us.”

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Isabelle


    I sat on the closed toilet, fuming. Hotel rooms don’t offer much room for dramatic exits, and since we were lying low, running into the streets seemed like a bad idea.


    He’d seriously just assumed he could order me around. This was what I got for confessing that my attraction was more than just wolf instincts. He figured “mate” meant I’d be his doormat. Yeah, that asshole had another think coming. It didn’t matter how gorgeous the shoes were, I wasn’t going anywhere with him.


    A gentle rap on the door caught my attention. Sebastian’s voice was low, but I had no trouble hearing. “Isabelle, I need to talk to you.”


    “Stick it, Sebastian. You’re not the only one with needs.” I glared at the door, imagining my werewolf senses also gave me laser heat vision.


    Suddenly metal squealed and gave way as he broke the lock and entered the tiny room with me, closing the door behind him. Before I could stand, he knelt at my feet and coaxed my hand into his. He stared up at me from under his dark lashes with danger in his eyes.


    “I’m running on very little sleep, I met a three-year-old angel who asked me to help her, and I won’t be able to save her without you.” He brought my hand to his lips, pressing a warm kiss to my knuckles, and the grip on my rage started to slip.


    I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Just because my wolf says you’re my mate, it doesn’t mean I’m your devoted servant.”


    He nodded slowly. “I know that.” He looked at our joined hands and back to my face. “I’m not used to needing anyone. It…unsettles me.”


    I tried not to smile. “That makes two of us.”


    He stood and ran a hand back through his dark hair. “I’m going to try all this again.”


    He turned and left the room, the knob wobbling behind him. I got up and checked myself in the mirror—at least I’d gotten a shower earlier, but I hadn’t bothered with any makeup and my hair was still drying.


    Oh yeah, I’m so ready for the cover of Vogue. I rolled my eyes.


    Whatever. I took a breath and opened the door. Sebastian turned around over by the bed, his purchases nowhere in sight. He offered his hand. “Isabelle, would you accompany me to a dinner party tonight?” I started to open my mouth, but he went on before I could answer. “There is no other woman in the world I want at my side.”


    My heart thumped like a damned bass drum. I raised a brow. “I would love to go, but I’m not dressed for a party.”


    His dark eyes sparkled as he released my hand and moved around to the other side of the bed. He knelt down and stood up with two gorgeous black dresses, one in each hand, and a devilish smile on his lips.


    “Maybe one of these would work?”


    “Those are beautiful, but…” I played along, staring at my beat-up tennis shoes. “They’d look silly with my shoes.” He popped up with a bag so fast that laughter bubbled from my lips. “You thought of everything.”


    He grinned, and there it was again, that little glimpse of the man he kept locked away from the rest of the world. I walked right past the bag of shoes and the dresses he held out and rose up on my toes to press my lips to his. He dropped the dresses, clutching me tight to his body. The kiss was passionate, hungry, and desperate. Our tongues tangled, his teeth grazing my lower lip as I ran my hands up his chest.


    Groaning, he took a step back, shaking his head. “We don’t have much time.”


    I nodded and picked up the dresses. One had a pencil skirt and a conservative neckline, while the other had a flowing skirt but the back was open to the waist. I chose the one with the plunging back and built-in bra. It had a wide skirt. Better to run in if it became necessary.


    “This will work.” I laid the other one on the bed and headed for the bathroom, grabbing my bag on the way. “I’d be happy to go with you tonight, Sebastian. Thanks for asking.”


    I checked back over my shoulder, eating up his smile as I rounded the corner into the bathroom. Inside, I changed and brushed my hair up into a bun. I couldn’t stop staring into the mirror. This was the most formal dress I’d ever had on. During my prom, I’d been at home taking care of my sister. Our dad had been gone for a few weeks by then, and Mom wouldn’t call the police and report him missing. She’d said it would put us in danger.


    I hadn’t believed her back then, but now I understood.


    Since then, I’d worked in the trenches with less than savory characters and shadowed straying spouses. Not really any good opportunities for formal wear.


    I dusted my cheeks with blush, fixed my eyeliner, and put on some lipstick. Hardly a glamorous movie star, but I cleaned up okay. I stepped out of the bathroom just as Sebastian was adjusting his tie. For a second, we just stared at each other. I’d never seen him dressed to impress. His dark hair was slicked back, and damn, he filled out his tuxedo perfectly.


    James Bond had nothing on Sebastian Severino.


    He shook his head slowly. “Isabelle, you’re beautiful. No. You’re always beautiful, it’s just…”


    “Oh my God. You’re stammering.” I grinned. Seeing slick Sebastian unable to complete a sentence made me feel sexier than ever. I turned all the way around. “You think it’s okay?”


    “‘Okay’ doesn’t begin to scratch the surface.” He came over to me with a rectangular velvet box. He cracked it open to reveal a gorgeous rhinestone necklace with matching dangling earrings. He removed the necklace, unfastening the clasp. “May I?”


    I nodded and turned around, reminding myself to breathe. He clasped the necklace around my neck, and I faced him again. “How does it look?”


    “You’re stunning.”


    I let my gaze wander down to his toes and back up. “You’re not so bad yourself.”


    He smiled but didn’t offer any smarmy reply. He opened the shoe boxes. “I didn’t know what size, but hopefully one of these will work.”


    I plucked the black velvet pumps from the box and slipped them on. Tight, but I wouldn’t be crippled. Still…I popped them off and picked up the patent-leather sling backs with rhinestone buckles. Much better fit. I walked over to the mirror, proud of myself for maintaining my balance. Heels weren’t part of my usual gear.


    Sebastian came up behind me, his dark eyes on mine in the mirror. “Thank you for coming with me tonight. I wish it could be under better circumstances.”


    I turned around, looking up at him. “Will your father be there?”


    “Yes.” He nodded. “Tonight we need to convince him that I’m using you to keep the Sedona Pack on task for the final mission. He has to believe you’re committed to working with me against Adam’s Pack. It’s the only way to get you into the compound tomorrow.”


    I sucked in a deep breath. “Okay.”


    He took my hand and surprised me by lacing our fingers together. His voice softened, barely a whisper as his eyes searched mine. “I promised Madeleine I would bring her home.”


    I nodded, not quite sure why he seemed so…desperate.


    “I’m…afraid, Isabelle.”


    And there he was. The real Sebastian stood in front of me, dropping all his defenses and leaving him open to be wounded.


    He was fucking brave.


    I reached up with my free hand to caress his cheek. “We all are.”


    “You don’t understand. I’ve never protected anyone. Usually if I fail, someone lives. I can’t fail her…or you. Your lives are on the line.”


    “So is yours.”


    He pulled away, walking to the window. “My life is inconsequential.”


    “Not true.”


    He faced me, pain lining his brow. “You’ve seen all my scars. Until you, I’ve stitched them all myself. No one will miss me. Most will be glad when I’m gone.”


    “I would miss you.” I blinked at the confession that fell from my lips. My voice squeaked. “You’re not in this alone. Not anymore.”


    He crossed the room to take me into his arms. I returned the embrace, my heart racing like a fucking Thoroughbred. He whispered against my ear, “I need you to trust me tonight.”


    Trust. I blew out a pent-up breath and nodded. “I’ll try.”


    He straightened, walking me toward the door to the other room. “It starts with helping convince Adam to give himself up.”


    He opened the door before I could respond. Adam and Vance spun around. Vance whistled. “Looking great, Isabelle.”


    I chuckled, rolling my eyes. “Thanks.”


    Sebastian was all business. With his back to the door, he crossed his arms. All eyes were on him. “Before we attend the fundraiser with my father, I need to be sure we’re committed to the plan.” He scanned the room. The cold-blooded assassin mask was firmly in place again. “Madeleine is inside the main building of the compound in an underground room in our laboratory. The only way I’ll be able to get both wolves inside tomorrow is if my father believes Isabelle is working for Nero.”


    Adam lifted a brow. “And how will I get in?”


    Sebastian met his eyes. “You’re coming in as my prisoner.”


    “No.” Adam shook his head. “No way.”


    Sebastian frowned. “It’s the only way to get you through the gates alive. I told my father you were willing to trade yourself for the girl.”


    “And how do I know she’ll get out safely?” Adam clenched his jaw.


    Sebastian’s hands fell to his sides. “Because if we succeed, you’re going to be the one to get her out.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Sebastian


    Adam pushed his chair out, pacing the room. “How exactly am I going to get her out if I’m imprisoned at Nero?”


    “That’s where Vance comes in.” I glanced at my only friend. “For now, my father doesn’t know you’re here. I’ll do my best to keep it that way.”


    Vance straightened, all business. “You’ll need to get my name added to the daily access list at the gate.”


    “I will.” I cleared my throat. “You shouldn’t come to the compound until I send you Adam’s location. Once I know where they’re keeping him, Isabelle and I will be sure my father is occupied with plotting the attack in Reno.”


    Vance nodded. “I’ll get Sloan free, and we’ll make a run for the girl.”


    I deliberately kept my attention on Vance. If I allowed myself to look at Isabelle, I might not be able to get the words out. “Send me a text when you have the girl, and I’ll create a diversion for Isabelle to meet you outside.”


    “No.” She stormed toward me. “If we leave you there—”


    “It’s the only way,” I interrupted. “I have to keep him distracted long enough for the three of you to get out of the compound with Madeleine. If I come, too, my father will know. We’ll never get out alive.”


    “He’ll kill you when he figures out what you did.” She shook her head. “There’s got to be another way.”


    “I know my father better than anyone. This is the only way to get Madeleine back to Reno.” I met her eyes. “He might torture me, but he won’t let me die. Not without an heir in his custody. He won’t be happy about it, but I’ll be all he has left.”


    My chest ached, and it had nothing to do with the stitches.


    Adam stopped pacing and lifted his head. “Thank you for your help, Sebastian.”


    My gaze locked on his. “Your daughter is a miracle.” I paused and added, “Promise me one thing.”


    Adam nodded. “All right.”


    “Don’t tell her that Uncle Sebastian was an assassin.”


    “You got it.” Adam crossed his arms. “I’ll tell her you’re an ice cream man.”


    I chuckled. “She does seem to like ice cream.” Sobering, I looked him in the eyes again. “This isn’t going to be easy, and I can’t guarantee your safety. I don’t know what my father will have in store for you once you’re inside the compound, but I’ll do what I can to make this right.”


    Adam came forward and clasped my forearm. I didn’t hesitate to return the firm grip. The Alpha magic filled his eyes and colored his voice. “You’re Pack now. Never forget we’re stronger together.”


    I wasn’t sure if I believed that, but staring at the others, werewolves and jaguar, mortal enemies working as a unit to save a little girl, the fear of failure receded. I hoped we were stronger than I realized.


    We needed to be.


    …


    Normally, I’d call our subcontractor to bring a car to pick us up, but that would give my father a trail to find the hotel where Adam and Vance were staying while I was busy at the political function. Parking was sometimes nonexistent, so having a limo drop you at the door was a more expedient and preferred transportation method.


    The hotel valet pulled up with my black BMW and handed me the keys before he jogged to the other side to open Isabelle’s door. Once the doors were closed, I glanced her way. “Ready?”


    Isabelle smiled, stealing my breath for a moment. “No, but that’s never stopped me before.”


    I reached over to caress her cheek, unable to keep from touching her skin. “Every man in the room will envy me tonight.”


    She chuckled. “I don’t know about that.”


    “I do.” I put both hands on the wheel. “I need to tell you something.”


    “All right.” She was watching me, but I didn’t allow myself to glance her way.


    I pulled into traffic. “I’ve spent my entire life justifying my father’s actions, and today when I saw Madeleine wiping her tears and asking for her father…” I huffed out a breath, shaking my head. “There is no justification. Yes, his blood runs in her veins, but abducting a child—” I narrowed my eyes at the traffic. “This isn’t fulfilling a military contract or eliminating a dangerous rival. This…”


    I swallowed the hard lump in my throat. “This is wrong.” I finally turned toward her. “I’m going to make it right.”


    She rested her hand on my thigh. “When you say things like that, I start to think maybe my wolf isn’t crazy after all.”


    A smile tugged at my mouth as I brought my hand to cover hers. “You’re a good influence on me.”


    She chuckled, shaking her head. “Depends on which side of the board you’re sitting on today.”


    “Touché.” I lifted her hand to my lips. “We’ve got about a half hour to come up with our backstory.”


    She toyed with the necklace. “Undercover work is my specialty. How are we going to play it?”


    I’d never had a partner before. One of our strengths as jaguar shifters was our ability to work alone, to be self-reliant. But something about knowing Isabelle would be with me…it didn’t make me feel weak.


    Not even close.


    “I told my father that you’re here with me to watch the Alpha and be sure he doesn’t escape. My father thinks we drugged him so you could accompany me to the gala tonight.”


    She nodded and removed her hand from mine. “And we’re lovers.”


    Hearing her say the word warmed my blood. “Yes.”


    “And in trade for helping you bring in Adam Sloan, you’ve promised our Pack…”


    I smiled. “You’re good at this.” I paused and added, “I guaranteed the Sedona Pack would have Nero’s protection from any retaliation from Reno.”


    “Won’t your dad be pissed? He doesn’t give a shit about us.”


    “No.” I chuckled. “He would never expect me to live up to my end of the bargain anyway.”


    “Ugh.” She shook her head. “Your side of the board sucks.”


    I didn’t respond. What could I say? I opted for changing the subject instead. “Senator Hanson is the chairman of the armed services strategic forces committee. My father donates heavily to his reelection campaigns to insure that our work at Nero remains classified.”


    “Which part of Nero is that—the kidnapping women and biting them so you can breed more jaguars part, or the assassins sold to the highest bidder? Or are there even more secrets I don’t know about yet?”


    I gripped the wheel a little tighter. “There is plenty you don’t know about, but our military contracts deal with DNA enhancement and supersoldiers. Hanson isn’t aware of our other endeavors.”


    “Does he know you turn into a jaguar during the new moon?”


    “He knows shifters exist.” I glanced her way. “He doesn’t know that my father and I are shifters, though.”


    She raised a brow. “All right. So this guy must know General Miller Sloan, then.”


    I frowned. “How do you know about the general?”


    “Vance gave us his card to call if he didn’t come back. Adam told me who he was.”


    I nodded slowly. “Yes, the general and Nero work behind the scenes to be sure Hanson keeps his Senate seat. If our research was ever declassified, we would all be in danger from our own government.”


    There were other factors involved, but there wasn’t time for me to lay out our tenuous relationship with the Defense Department right now. “We just need to get through the event and make sure my father is convinced of your loyalty. Then tomorrow you can accompany me when I bring in the Alpha.”


    “Adam.” She looked over at me. “He has a name, and a family.”


    I made a right turn, clenching my teeth. “I’m well aware of that, but in my line of work, names lead to attachments I can’t afford.”


    “I’m surprised I have a name.”


    I glanced her way. “You’ve always had a name.”


    She fidgeted in her seat but didn’t say anything else. I found a parking garage a block away from the venue. As she came around the car, I offered her my arm, unsure if she’d take it.


    Her bright green eyes almost glowed in the yellow light of the garage as she looked up at me. “Before you morph back into the pompous ass your father expects, I want to ask you something.”


    “All right,” I said as she slipped her hand into the crook of my arm.


    “If we somehow live through this, and Madeleine gets home to her mom, where will that leave you and me?”


    The truth was, if my plan worked, I would probably be the only casualty. I buried that knowledge and laid my other hand over hers. “In a perfect world, I would love to take you to the theater…or just take you.”


    Her head tipped back, and the sound of her laughter warmed me all over. She tightened her hold on my arm, her full lips curving into a sexy smile. “I’m good with both plans.”


    I stopped walking and pulled her close, my lips claiming hers slowly, savoring the sweet taste of her mouth and memorizing the way her body fit perfectly in my arms. I rested my forehead on hers and whispered, “I’ve never met anyone like you before.”


    “Likewise.” Her breath caressed my skin. “Let’s get this over with. We have unfinished business.”


    I smiled, stealing one more kiss. “You make it difficult to focus.”


    “Good.” Her devilish grin and bedroom eyes had my pulse racing, blood pumping below my belt. I wanted to drag her back to the car and take her far from this den of thieves. No woman had ever captivated me like this.


    I forced myself to start walking, and gradually more people crowded the sidewalk as we neared the event. Isabelle released my arm, her hand sliding into mine. “Showtime.”


    I nodded. “Welcome to my world.


    


    Inside the ballroom, I led Isabelle through the D.C. elite, making our way through empty introductions and handshakes. By the time we reached the table, my father was already seated. Natasha was beside him, narrowing her eyes at me. He stood up and walked right past me to greet Isabelle.


    He offered his hand. “You must be Isabelle.”


    She nodded, shaking his hand without a smile. “We’ve met before.”


    “I remember now. Of course we did.” He glanced at me and back to her. “My son does have good taste in many beautiful women. They blur together at times.”


    I moved between them to greet Natasha, forcing my father to stop touching Isabelle as he stepped back. “You look well tonight.”


    She air-kissed my cheeks, whispering, “No thanks to you, asshole.”


    “You’re still breathing,” I pointed out, ignoring the daggers in her stare.


    With the introductions finished, I pulled out a chair for Isabelle, then sat beside my father, effectively keeping him from bothering her, at least for a short time.


    The wait staff descended on the tables, filling champagne flutes and delivering dinners of filet mignon or swordfish steaks. Forks and knives clinked against the porcelain plates, drowning the room in a symphony of gluttony. A cacophony of greed and hunger for power.


    My father glanced up from his meal and pointed his knife at Isabelle. “How soon will your…group…be ready to travel to Reno?”


    We were in mixed company, so we would all be limited in our conversation.


    Isabelle didn’t miss a beat. “Whenever Sebastian gives us the go-ahead. With the…leader…here in D.C., it should be a simple task to finish up.”


    She popped a bite into her mouth, and under the table her other hand came to rest on my thigh. I covered it with mine and squeezed. She hadn’t been kidding when she said she was good at undercover work. Would she ever stop surprising me?


    My father smiled. “Good. If the mission goes according to plan, perhaps we’ll contract your group for other projects.”


    She took a sip of her water and met his eyes. “Your money is as good as anyone else’s.”


    Hanson’s chief of staff got up to the podium, cutting the conversation short. After his brief welcome and introduction, Senator Hanson stood to rousing applause. For the next half hour, he made promises he most likely had no ability to keep, but it fired up the deep pockets in the room.


    That was all that really mattered.


    When he finished, the dinner plates were replaced by slices of cheesecake, and the feasting continued as a cover band started playing hits from the seventies and eighties. This was the time when real deals were sealed in the shadows, hidden from prying ears by the loud music. My father tapped my shoulder and motioned for me to follow him.


    “I’ll be right back.” In spite of the music, my date had no trouble hearing me.


    I followed my father through a door behind the head table. Inside a makeshift greenroom, Senator Hanson finished shaking hands with another donor and turned to us.


    As the others filed out, he shook my father’s hand. “Antonio, thank you for coming.” Next he faced me with a firm handshake. “Sebastian, it’s always a pleasure.”


    I offered a cool smile and stepped back. My role in these meetings was to be my father’s silent witness to any promises made.


    Hanson lowered his voice as he focused on my father. “There’s pressure on the committee to encourage General Sloan into retirement. They want new blood for our defense program.”


    Antonio shook his head slowly. “General Sloan is a patriot and a firm supporter of your Senate seat. I can’t promise Nero’s continued financial backing in the future if he’s removed from his position.”


    “I know, I know.” Hanson backpedaled. “But here’s what I’m thinking. Maybe we can make everyone happy. He could retire and then run for the open Senate seat in his district. Once he’s in, I can call in some favors and we can have him back on the committee again as a Senator.”


    “Unacceptable.” My father narrowed his eyes. “Have you discussed any of this with Sloan?”


    “No. I wanted your invaluable advice first.”


    I marveled at Hanson’s bootlicking.


    “Good.” My father huffed. “He’s only useful to us as long as he’s inside the military. If he retires, he would become another politician and susceptible to other…offers from other supporters.” My father chucked Hanson’s shoulder. “We need that strong advocate within our government.”


    Hanson nodded slowly. He didn’t look happy about it, but the message was clear. He had to keep the others from forcing General Sloan out or risk losing the massive cash infusion that Nero offered.


    “I appreciate your time,” Hanson muttered.


    “We’ll talk soon.” My father turned to leave, and I followed. Outside the door, he grumbled, “Do you think he’ll honor his word?”


    I cleared my throat, keeping my voice hushed. “As long as the cash flow continues.”


    “We need more leverage against him.” My father’s gaze rose to my face. “I’m going to mingle and see if I can find out who is trying to maneuver a new general onto the strategic forces committee. That person will be your next assignment.”


    I nodded. “Let me know once you have a name.”


    He disappeared into the sea of special interests. I returned to the table and offered Isabelle my hand. “Would you honor me with a dance?”


    She tugged me closer until I took my seat. “I’m not much of a dancer. I didn’t even go to my high school prom.”


    I lifted her hand to my lips and whispered, “Then you are sorely overdue.”


    She shook her head again, but a smile teased her lips.


    “I’ll lead.” I leaned in, my lips caressing her ear. “Trust me, Isabelle.”


    She turned to meet my eyes. “You’re playing dirty.”


    I smiled. “We haven’t even scratched the surface of dirty yet…”


    Her eyes sparkled as we stood. “Tease.”


    With my hand at the small of her back, I guided her through the crowd as we walked toward the dance floor. The keyboard player leaned into his mic. “Who has ‘Open Arms’ tonight?”


    Applause broke out around us as couples gravitated to the floor. I pulled Isabelle close, taking her hand in my right and sliding my left arm around her waist. She was stiff at first, hesitant, but gradually her body moved in tune with mine. She stared up into my eyes, and I briefly wished I could hear her thoughts.


    “Thank you for coming with me tonight,” I said, meaning it. Sincerity was new for me.


    She smiled. “You’re welcome. Thank you for trusting me to help you.”


    Before I could respond, a hand clasped my shoulder. “Sebastian, I need you to check on Bert Jones. He’s our target.”


    For a split second, I couldn’t figure out what he was talking about. Being with Isabelle blotted out everything else. She made it so easy to forget who and what I was.


    My father turned to Isabelle. “May I cut in?”


    Her eyes flicked to me and back to him. “Sure.”


    I forced myself to step back, loathing the distance between us. “I’ll be right back.”


    Scanning the room, I found Jones in the back corner with a few political power players. I adjusted my tuxedo jacket and made my way toward him. The sooner I slipped a GPS tracker into his pocket, the sooner I could get back to Isabelle.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Isabelle


    I did my best not to let the revulsion show on my face as Antonio Severino’s clammy hands slid around me. He didn’t lead like Sebastian. He mostly just swayed and held me way too close, sliding his hand up to press against my bare skin.


    I never would have picked the dress with the plunging back if I had realized I might be dancing with Antonio Severino. The wolf inside me clawed her way forward, growling deep in my soul.


    Over Antonio’s shoulder, Sebastian was making his way across the hall. He moved like a predator, strong, silent, and focused.


    “I’ve never danced with a wolf before,” Antonio whispered near my ear. No one else would have heard, but he knew good and well I could.


    “I’m not much of a dancer. We can go back to the table.”


    His grip on my waist didn’t loosen. “I can see why my son might entertain the thought of a wolf in his bed.”


    His hand slid a little lower toward my ass, and I pushed him back. “Actually, these shoes are hurting my feet. I think I need to sit down.”


    I didn’t have to look to see if he was following. I could smell him. He wore expensive cologne, but even that couldn’t cover up the unique scent of a jaguar shifter. He took the seat next to me, ignoring his date completely.


    “After you deliver Sloan tomorrow, why don’t you stay? I could make it worth your while.”


    I was going to need a million showers after this. “Thanks for the offer, but I already have a job back in Arizona.”


    He laid his large paw over my hand. “Whatever you’re making, I’ll double it.”


    I pulled away and checked behind me for any sign of Sebastian. “Sorry. My sister is out west. I’m not going to move to Virginia.”


    “That’s unfortunate.” His dark eyes sparkled. “It’s not wise to reject my offer. When I want something, I can be…tenacious.”


    Sebastian showed up, rescuing me from having to come up with some snappy response to his father. Sebastian’s warm hand settled on my shoulder as he stopped behind my chair. “I need to track our target, so I’ll take Isabelle back to guard our…guest.”


    Antonio glared at Sebastian’s hand. His gaze locked on my face, and a shiver slithered down my back.


    Suddenly Antonio stood. “I’ll take her back while you follow our man.”


    Oh, fuck. I was not going anywhere alone with this psychotic asshole. “I’ll save you both some time.” I took my cell phone out of my clutch and hit the Uber app. “I’m ordering a car now.”


    I got up fast, grateful when Sebastian’s hand slipped off my shoulder. Something about the possessive touch had set off his father. I just wanted out.


    Glancing up at Sebastian, I forced a smile. “Thank you for the interesting evening.” I started to go and glanced over my shoulder at Antonio. “See you tomorrow, Mr. Severino.”


    And just like that, I was headed for the door.


    Outside I pulled in a deep breath. My heart was pounding in my ears. According to my phone, my car was only five minutes away.


    The door opened behind me. The scent was definitely Sebastian.


    He stopped beside me. “What’s going on?”


    I kept my attention on the street. “He knows.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    I checked my phone again. “I don’t know how to explain it, but Antonio knows we’re more than just sex.”


    Sebastian chuckled. “Nonsense. We haven’t even had sex yet.”


    I glared up at him. “Exactly. He kept getting handsy and propositioned me. I turned him down, and then you came over and maybe I relaxed into you, or maybe you were coveting my shoulder like you cared about me. I don’t know, but there was something in his eyes.”


    Sebastian sobered. “He can’t possibly know.”


    “I’m telling you, he does.” I scanned the street again. “Don’t doubt a woman’s intuition. We can sense these things. I just turned into a chess piece back there, and I refuse to play his game.”


    “So you’re leaving in a taxi?”


    “An Uber.” Right on cue, a blue Toyota Camry pulled up to the curb. I stepped down and opened the passenger door. “I’ll see you at the hotel. And watch yourself. If your father finds out where we’re staying, the entire plan is going to blow up in our faces.”


    I got in and buckled my seat belt. Sebastian got smaller in the side mirror until we finally turned the corner. My driver tried a little small talk, but I wasn’t in the mood. I’d chased down bail jumpers—hell, I’d locked horns with the previous Alpha of the Sedona Pack—but nothing had ever frightened me like the cold, soulless rage I’d seen in Severino’s eyes.


    The adrenaline rush subsided by the time I opened my hotel room door. I kicked off the heels and peered into the adjoining room. Vance snapped to life, gun in hand, but Adam hadn’t been sleeping.


    The Alpha rolled his shoulders. “How’d it go?”


    “Smooth, until the moment I realized I was in play on Antonio Severino’s chessboard.” I crossed my arms. “He knows something’s up with Sebastian.”


    Vance set his gun back on the table. “He’s paranoid. He suspects everyone.”


    Adam frowned. “Where’s Sebastian?”


    “I left him at the event. Antonio assigned him to tail someone and then pressured me to let him drive me back to the hotel, so I bailed and grabbed an Uber.”


    “Smart girl,” Vance mumbled.


    I stared at Adam. His face was pale, and his red eyes broadcast the exhaustion he had to be feeling. “You should get some sleep, Adam. You’re going to need to be at full strength tomorrow.”


    “I’ve been trying. Tough to rest when my daughter is locked in a lab someplace.”


    My chest tightened. “We’re going to get her back.”


    He nodded but didn’t respond. Settling back in the easy chair, he stared out at the stars. “New moon in a couple of days.”


    I wasn’t sure if he was talking to us or himself.


    “Yeah. We’ll be back in Reno before the jaguars shift.” I had no clue if that was true, but maybe it would help him sleep.


    I glanced at Vance. “I guess I’ll see you in the morning. I’m going to grab a shower before bed.”


    “’Night, Isabelle.”


    


    The hot shower eased my muscles, coaxing them to relax. It also washed away any trace of Severino from my skin. When I stepped out, I put on sweats and brushed my hair. Someone tapped on the door between the adjoining rooms.


    “Yeah?”


    Vance poked his head in. “Sebastian’s not back yet?”


    I stood in the doorway so I could see him. “Nope. What’s up?”


    “Probably nothing.” He shrugged, holding up his cell. “But for what it’s worth, Asher just sent me a text that someone from Nero called him. They were looking for me. He covered and told them I was in Sedona, but the timing can’t be a coincidence.”


    I crossed my arms. “It’s got to be Antonio. I could see it in his eyes tonight. He’s knows we’re planning something.”


    “We can talk to Sebastian about it tomorrow.” He glanced into his room and back to me. “Adam finally dozed off, so I’m going to put the lights out, too.”


    “’Night, Vance.”


    The door closed, and I looked over at the digital clock. It was late. Maybe I shouldn’t have left Sebastian alone. What if his father had him locked up someplace?


    I squelched the voice. If anyone knew how to survive, it was Sebastian. I snagged the remote from the nightstand and turned on the television. The news came to life, showing what was left of a black sports car. The standard-issue yellow tarp was draped over the driver’s seat, shielding the body from cameras.


    “Billionaire businessman Bert Jones lost control of his car on the Capital Beltway. Authorities are still investigating the scene. We don’t know if drugs or alcohol were a factor yet. His sister said he was returning home after attending a gala for Senator Hanson. His immediate family is requesting privacy at this time. Two lanes are closed for the investigation, so take an alternate route if you can. Back to you in the studio.”


    The lock beeped on the door, and I snapped up my pistol. Sebastian walked in, barely giving the television a glance. His tuxedo was gone, replaced by a black turtleneck and black jeans. He came straight toward me.


    I clicked the remote, turning off the TV as he sat beside me. “I was starting to worry.”


    He shook his head, features tense. “No one has worried about me for years.”


    I slid my hand up his back. “Adam and Vance went to sleep. What happened after I left?”


    “Not much.” He ran a hand back through his hair. “My father had a mission for me. It’s done.”


    “Bert Jones.” I glanced at the television. “The car wreck was no accident, was it?”


    His dark eyes met mine. “He was putting pressure on Senator Hanson to force General Sloan into retirement.”


    “So you cut his brake lines?”


    “No, but I did make sure they were leaking. Profusely.”


    I crossed my arms. “That guy could be someone’s father or husband or…”


    He held up his hand. “He could have put all our lives in danger. If Nero’s files are ever declassified, we’ll all be exposed. General Sloan won’t let that happen. And as long as he helps us lean on Senator Hanson, the senator will continue to shield our supersoldier work with shifters.”


    I rubbed my forehead. “How long are you going to keep getting your hands dirty for your father?”


    He caught my wrist, his intense gaze pinning me in place. But unlike the emotionless void I’d seen in his father’s eyes, there was pain, anger, and maybe even some regret. “This is my job. It’s what I do. I don’t enjoy it, but everyone is safer because I do it. If you’re going to judge and damn me to hell, save us both time and do it now.”


    I lifted my hand, tentatively caressing his cheek, my eyes searching his. “I already know what you do and why you do it.” I swallowed, my voice dropping to a whisper. “I want to know that if we live through this, you might be willing to walk away from all this death.”


    He closed his eyes for a moment, his dark lashes brushing his cheeks. When he met my eyes again, he wasn’t the cold killer who’d walked through my door. That mask of indifference that he wore so naturally was gone.


    Sebastian whispered, “I don’t know anything else.”


    My chest burned as the barriers around my heart cracked under the raw, honest ache in his voice. “I’ll teach you. No more killing unless it’s in self-defense.”


    He didn’t answer with words. He leaned forward, his lips pressed to mine as he laid me back, covering me with his body. I moaned into the kiss, tugging his shirt free of his jeans. I slid my hands underneath, exploring his hot skin.


    He caught my leg, pulling it up to his hip, bringing us even closer together. His lips trailed fevered kisses down my neck as my teeth grazed his ear. “Tell me you brought condoms…”


    “My bag,” he growled against my skin.


    He got up enough to help pull off my sweatshirt, and I returned the favor, lifting his turtleneck over his head. His stitches were almost healed. I took that as a good sign.


    Sebastian rested his forearm beside my head, propping him up as his gaze slid lower. His hand cupped my breast, teasing the nipple until I gasped, aching for more. He bent his head, licking the hardened tip slowly, his dark eyes locked on mine.


    “You are so beautiful,” he whispered.


    I’d had compliments from men before, but this was different. Terrifying and exhilarating all at once. He moved up, kissing me long and slow until my pulse raced.


    “One second,” he groaned into my mouth.


    And then he was gone. Across the room he dug through his bag. A box opened, and he came back to the bed with a foil wrapper. He set it on the nightstand and leaned over me, sliding his fingers under the waistband of my pants.


    I lifted my hips, and he pulled the sweats down slowly, the passion in his eyes warming me all over as he tossed them aside. He didn’t try to hide the massive bulge in his jeans, and I didn’t try to pretend I didn’t notice it. There was no pretending, no secrets. I sat up, running my hand down his chest to the button of his jeans.


    Staring up into his eyes, I lowered his zipper and pushed his pants and underwear toward the floor. And for just a second, I took in his chiseled form. This deadly assassin stood before me, a battle-worn man. Neither of us had our weapons, and somehow he’d also freed me of my emotional shields, too.


    He reached for the condom, but the thought of anything between us seemed cruel. I caught his wrist, and he looked at me with puzzled eyes.


    I shook my head. “Get in bed.”


    He lay beside me and pulled me into his arms. His erection pulsed against me as I kissed him. I rested my forehead against his. “This is probably the stupidest thing I’ve ever done, but if we don’t live through this…”


    He pressed his lips to mine, then met my eyes. “I won’t let anyone hurt you.”


    “You may not get a say in the matter.” I raised a brow.


    A boyish smile toyed at his lips. “I always have a say.”


    I laughed and rolled him underneath me. “Is that so?” Straddling his hips, my grin faded. “If we live, and this turns out to be a huge mistake…”


    He flipped us over again, staring down at me. “If we live, I want a future with you, Isabelle. It wouldn’t be a mistake.”


    I pulled him down to my lips, moaning as he slid inside me like we’d been made for one another from the beginning of time. We clung to each other, bodies writhing. God, I couldn’t get close enough. I lost myself in him.


    His lips left mine. He kissed his way to my shoulder, his teeth grazing my skin as he murmured my name. My nails dug into his back with each thrust of his hips. I ran my hands down to grip his ass. He growled and rolled us over so I was on top.


    I worked my hips into him as I sat up. He pulsed deep inside me, and I answered, moaning his name. I never wanted this to end. His large hands gripped my hips before slipping up to cup my breasts. He never closed his eyes, our connection so electric I could hardly breathe, and from the shadows of my soul, my wolf howled.


    Sebastian was ours. Our mate.


    Leaning over him, I brushed my lips over his heart and whispered, “I know who you are.”


    He brought up both hands to hold my face. “I would die for you, Isabelle.”


    “No.” I shook my head. “Live for me.”


    He held me tight to his chest, turning us over again as his hips pushed harder, slamming into me as he reached even deeper. Our tongues tangled, as hungry for release as our bodies. His hand moved from my hip, sliding between us. He teased me until my entire body trembled, and finally my world exploded.


    My nails dug into his shoulders as my body pulsed around him, daring him to peak with me. Two more thrusts and he erupted, shivering in my arms.


    I’d never had such an intense orgasm. For a second, I couldn’t speak. He rested his head over my heart, both of us trembling. I wasn’t sure how long we lay there, but I wished we never had to move.


    If I could catch a moment of time and keep it forever, this was the one I wanted.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Sebastian


    I listened to her heart beating while I tried to comprehend what had just happened. I’d had many lovers. There’d been sex in showers, cars, and against walls, but never in my life had I experienced anything remotely like this.


    Real. Honest. And, for the first time, complete surrender.


    I finally lifted my head and stared at her beautiful face. No trace of makeup, with perspiration on her forehead, and she took my breath away.


    She looked up at me, her gaze wandering over my face. “I would not wish any companion in the world but you.”


    “Shakespeare.” I smiled as I ran my thumb along her cheek. “The Tempest, no?”


    Her eyes sparkled. “Before my father disappeared, I thought I was going to be an actress on Broadway.”


    “How did I not know this about you?”


    Her laughter warmed me as she shrugged. “Not something I talk about. I went to community college for a couple semesters, but after my younger sister ran away, I left my dreams behind and focused on my work.”


    Slowly I slid free of her body and lay down beside her as I drew her into my arms. She rested her head on my chest, her silky hair teasing my skin. I kissed her temple and whispered, “I want to know all your secrets.”


    She peered up at me from under her lashes and shook her head. “I guess we’ll have to live, then.”


    “But in case we don’t…” I lost myself in her eyes. “I need you to know, you’re my light in all this darkness. I don’t want this to end.”


    She traced her finger along my lips. “Then don’t die for me tomorrow. Live.”


    …


    I woke with a start, but the panic faded when I found Isabelle, naked in my arms. I watched her sleep, memorizing the lines of her face. My body was already responding to having her so near, but there wasn’t time to surrender to temptation.


    Today might be my last chance for a shower. If the plan went smoothly and Isabelle and the others escaped the walls of the compound…I would have Isabelle to thank for my salvation before leaving this world.


    Poetic, but it didn’t give me the peace I was hoping for.


    Sex with Isabelle hadn’t had the affect I was expecting. I’d thought it would help me find closure, maybe a readiness for my father’s retribution. At least a happy memory as I endured torture until my body could take no more.


    But the opposite had happened. I’d never experienced a connection on every level like I had in her arms. She healed parts of me I hadn’t realized were lost.


    And I wanted more.


    Instead of being content to sacrifice myself, I found a burning desire to live. Too late now. The only way they would be able to escape with Madeleine was if I stayed behind. There was no other way.


    I would die to protect her. But that didn’t mean I didn’t wish there was another option.


    Quietly I got out of bed. She moaned but didn’t wake up. In the shower, the hot water helped me clear my head and regain my familiar mind-set. Deadly confidence.


    When I came out of the bathroom, Isabelle was already up and dressed. She was in front of the mirror brushing her hair into a ponytail.


    I watched her in the mirror, but she never made eye contact.


    She finished with her hair and turned around. “We’ve got a lot to do today.” She glanced down at the towel around my waist and back to up my face. “You should put pants on so we can get going.”


    Not the response I was expecting.


    She moved around the room like a hummingbird, flitting from her bag to the closet, to the bathroom and back again. I stepped into her path. She nearly ran into me. Something wasn’t right. I caught her chin and lifted her head until her eyes met mine.


    “You’re upset.”


    She sighed, pulling away from my touch and staring at the floor. “We don’t have time for this right now.”


    Her heart was racing in my ears.


    I frowned. “No, we don’t, but I’ll make some for you.”


    She backed up. “This mate thing—it’s making me nuts.”


    The one thing I knew nothing about.


    I sat on the bed, grateful when she settled beside me. She glanced my way. “I don’t regret last night.”


    “Me neither.”


    “But something happened.” She tapped her chest. “It meant something more to the wolf. I don’t know how to explain it. It’s like she recognized you when we touched, but…when we slept together she claimed you, or something.” She shook her head. “Sounds so lame out loud.” Her eyes met mine. “I don’t have words for it, but it was like a giant commitment that the rest of me hasn’t caught up with.”


    She chuckled, but there was no joy in it. “I sound like I’ve lost my shit.”


    I rested my hand on her knee. “Jaguars don’t have that instinct, but I swear to you, I have never been this honest with anyone. Ever.” I swallowed the emotion brewing in my gut. “Whatever happens today, I will fight with everything I have left for a chance at a future with you.”


    The morning light shone in her eyes. “I won’t be able to leave you behind.”


    “You will. And you’ll go back to Reno with Adam. Stay with your sister, and I’ll come back to you as soon as I can.”


    A knock came on the door between the rooms. I got up, tightening the towel as I approached. Vance stared at me for a second.


    Clearly, I was not who he was expecting.


    “Never mind, then.” He shook his head, trying not to smile. “Apparently you did make it back last night.” He sobered. “Did Isabelle tell you Severino reached out to the Sedona Pack to verify my whereabouts?”


    Shit. “No. I got back late. Does he know you’re not in Sedona?”


    “Asher covered for me and said I was at the gun range training the wolves.”


    “Good.” I started to close the door. “We need to get the girl before he hides her. I’ll be ready in five minutes.”


    Once the door closed, I went directly to Isabelle and took her in my arms. Our kiss was hungry and desperate. When I forced myself back, we were both breathless.


    “What was that for?”


    “A promise.” I took her hand. “That won’t be our last kiss.”


    If I didn’t get up, I’d never be able to walk away. I went to the closet and grabbed my dark suit and dressed quickly. After dragging a comb through my hair, I came out of the bathroom.


    “Ready?”


    She hooked her Ruger into her shoulder holster and nodded. “As I’ll ever be.”


    I opened the door to the adjoining room and locked eyes with the Alpha. “When we’re near the gate, I’m going to have to restrain you.”


    A muscle clenched in his cheek, but he didn’t refuse.


    “My father will probably have another man take you to a holding cell. If you fight or try to break free, they won’t hesitate to kill you.”


    His eyes narrowed, chin high and strong. “I won’t give them a reason.”


    “Good.” I shifted my attention to Vance. “Reno will be the signal for you to enter. I’ll have you cleared at the front gate and the girl’s room. I probably won’t know where they’re holding the wolf.”


    “I’ve got eyes and ears in the compound. I’ll find Adam.”


    “Good.” I turned to Isabelle. “You will stay with me under the pretense of plotting the invasion into the Reno Pack’s territory. Once I get word from Vance that they’ve got the girl, I’ll keep my father busy while you meet them outside.”


    Isabelle crossed her arms. “What’s the contingency plan in case someone sounds the alarm that Adam’s out?”


    Vance answered before I could. “They won’t know. I’ll be sure of that.”


    “Pretty cocky.” She lifted a brow.


    He shrugged. “It’s well-placed confidence.”


    I cleared my throat. “Is everyone clear on the plan?”


    They nodded, and Vance added, “It’s risky, but if it works and we get away, you’re going to be hip-deep in shit, Sebastian.”


    “I’m well aware, but unless you have a better idea…” No one spoke up. “All right. Vance, you’ll need to wait in Lovettsville. Keep your phone close. I want you inside before anyone notices your name on the list and alerts my father.”


    “I’ll be there.”


    I went to the door. “Time to go.”


    


    Silence suffocated me during the hour drive to the compound. Isabelle and Adam sat in the backseat staring out their windows, leaving me to run all the potential outcomes through my head over and over.


    When we finally reached a strip mall in Lovettsville, I pulled into the parking lot and turned off the engine. When I turned around, Adam broke the silence.


    “Before we do this, I want to tell you both something.” He paused and cleared his throat. “I keep trying to figure out why fate would tie me to Severino’s daughter and then close the circle by connecting the sister of one of my packmates to Severino’s oldest son.”


    Isabelle finally spoke. “Does it matter? I’m not in your Pack, and even if Sebastian and I both live through this, you’ve made it clear he’s not welcome.”


    “I think it does matter.” Adam shook his head, meeting my eyes in the mirror. “I’ve learned to trust fate and destiny, and I don’t think this is any different.”


    I ground my teeth, uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation. “I think fate shortchanged Isabelle. She deserves a much better man.”


    Adam’s eyes narrowed. “So be the better man, Sebastian.”


    “I don’t know what you’re trying to say.”


    Adam turned to Isabelle. “The moment I touched my mate’s skin, the wolf recognized her, and some kind of invisible web grew between us whether we wanted it or not.”


    Isabelle nodded without so much as glancing my way. “Yeah, I heard the wolf howl inside my head.”


    Adam went on, his voice low. “And when the two of you become one physically, your mate is claimed.” He struggled for words, but I was starting to realize where he was headed.


    “You’re saying when we had sex, the mate bond tightened?” I looked over at Isabelle, but her attention stayed focused on the Alpha.


    “It’s more than that.” He stared at his hands. “When your wolf makes that final connection with her mate, it’s more like an oath that you will care for and protect them. Only death would stop the wolf in your soul.”


    Finally Isabelle met my eyes. “He’s saying the plan won’t work. I won’t leave you behind.”


    Then she would die, too. Unacceptable.


    I turned to Adam. “You have power as the Alpha. Take her into your Pack—then you can command her to follow you.”


    “That’s not how it works. Yes, I can try to force my will over my Pack, but you’re still human, too. It’s not like she wouldn’t be able to resist.”


    I groaned. “Then tell me what you think we should do. I won’t let her stay. My father will kill her or order me to do it, and when I refuse, he’ll make me watch someone else finish the job.”


    Adam stared into my eyes, and again, that primal power ignited the air around us. “I think fate put you two together to heal the rift between our races. It’s your father’s poison that makes shifters enemies.”


    “You think I haven’t dreamed of killing my father?” I hissed, shaking my head. “When you get inside the compound, you’ll understand how impossible that would be. There are cameras everywhere, and over one hundred trained assassins loyal to my father’s cause to protect him, not to mention his body armor.”


    “Maybe not on your own, but for once in your life, try to think like a wolf. We’re stronger together. This isn’t your mission alone.” He swallowed, his voice softened, raw. “Be part of my Pack.”


    All the air sucked out of the cabin of the car for a moment. Isabelle leaned in. “You were the one who told me he’d never be accepted.”


    “I know.” Adam nodded. “But destiny put you two together for a reason. It won’t be easy, but I can see the big picture now. It makes sense. Lana, my mate, grew up in foster care, dreaming of a family. Yes, she has me and our twins, and my Pack loves her, too, but her brother is two feet from me right now, about to risk his life to save her little girl. A girl we never let him meet.”


    Adam met my eyes. “You’ve shown me the world from both sides of this chessboard, and the aggressor here isn’t you or my Pack. Vance seems like a good guy, too. Your father has filled the jaguars with venom and made us enemies.” He shook his head. “I say we’re stronger as a family.”


    I realized in that one moment why my mother had helped Adam’s father escape from the compound all those years ago. My mother believed in family.


    My father wielded it like a sword.


    I cleared my throat, keeping my features neutral. “How will this keep Isabelle safe?”


    Adam took Isabelle’s hand, staring into her eyes. “If I take you and your mate into my Pack, I will have sway over your wolf, and in turn, I will have a connection to your mate that could help us find him after we’re clear of the facility.”


    “But I’m not a wolf.” I couldn’t wrap my mind around his plan. Part of my dark soul ached for the chance to get to know my sister. She could be the only good thing my father had ever given me.


    Adam cleared his throat. “Lana and Sasha are both jaguars, and while my wolf doesn’t assert the same power over them, I still feel when they’re in danger or hurting. According to Isabelle’s sister, Caldwell could locate his Pack, so I’ve been working on it. I can’t say it’s a hundred percent yet, but I could probably get us close enough to your location that we could find your scent.”


    “Us?” I raised a brow.


    “Well, you can bet your ass it won’t be Gareth, but if I can get Madeleine home, I could bring back a few Pack members to help me get you out.” Adam waited.


    Isabelle met my eyes but spoke to Adam. “Can we get a minute alone?”


    Adam nodded. “Okay. Your prisoner will just wait outside.”


    I’d never noticed the wolf had a sense of humor before. He got out of the car, and I slid into the backseat with Isabelle. I took her hand. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “What? That we had sex and suddenly I have this compulsion to keep you safe?”


    I laced my fingers with hers. “I’m sorry.”


    “For what?”


    “That I’m not a better man or mate.” I tipped my head toward the Alpha outside the car. “His Pack has every reason to hate me. What he’s offering us…” I shook my head slowly. “I don’t deserve it…or you.”


    She squeezed my hand. “All of this will be moot if your father kills us, right?” Her gaze moved to Adam’s back. “Before he does some mystical wolf thing to pull us into his Pack, I need to tell you something.”


    “All right.”


    Her emerald eyes shined into my soul. “I’ve never been in love before. I’ve been in relationships, but any good psychologist would tell you I have abandonment issues. My dad was my world, and when he vanished without so much as a good-bye, so did my ability to trust people.” She stared at our joined hands. “I don’t know if I can fix that.”


    I lifted her chin and pressed my lips to her forehead. “I can honestly say I’ve never been willing to die for anyone, but if it might save you, I wouldn’t hesitate.” I searched her eyes. “If joining the Pack, will help you be safe…” I smiled. “Never in a million lifetimes did I imagine I would say these words. I would be honored to be a part of your Wolf Pack, Isabelle.”


    She grinned, and in spite of the hell we were about to walk into, there was nowhere I would rather be. “So we can work out the details later.”


    “After we survive, we’ll schedule a meeting.”


    She laughed and wiped her nose. “Adam was right—you are less of a dick now.”


    I chuckled, shaking my head. “You have that effect on me.”


    She tapped on the window, and Adam opened the door. “Well?”


    I looked up at him. “You’re certain your Pack won’t overthrow you when they discover what you’ve done?”


    “Many of them won’t be happy with me, but I hope they’ll come around.” He straightened. “Come out here with me.”


    We got out, and I scanned the lot for any of Nero’s cars, then the rooftops for snipers. When I was satisfied we were clear, I found Adam staring at me.


    “Seriously? You didn’t think I already checked to be sure no one was watching us?”


    “Well”—I shrugged—“you are a wolf.”


    He shook his head slowly. “And I’m about to be your Alpha. God help me.”


    Isabelle looked at each of us. “So do we hold hands and sing ‘Kumbaya’ or…?”


    “It’s nothing like that.” Adam closed his eyes and pulled in a slow breath, then one more. When he opened them, his eyes glowed and energy pulsed around us, the hair on my arms rising. Adam’s voice hummed with power, deep and raw. “Isabelle Wood, sister of Raven, I accept you and your mate into my care. My Pack is your Pack.”


    I held my breath and waited. The surge of power dulled and gradually vanished.


    I frowned. “I don’t feel any different.”


    “Me neither,” Isabelle said.


    Adam shook his head. “You probably won’t feel it, but I do.” He got in the backseat and looked up at us. “Let’s bring my little girl home.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Isabelle


    I secured zip ties on Adam’s wrists while Sebastian drove us closer to Nero. If push came to shove, a werewolf could probably bust out of the plastic shackles, but Adam understood his part in this plan. He needed to play by Severino’s rules until Vance could get him out.


    Once my “prisoner” was all set, I tried to slow my heartbeat into an even rhythm. To say I was dreading seeing Antonio Severino again was a gigantic understatement.


    Adam bumped my shoulder. “For today, just focus on being a bounty hunter.”


    I glanced his way. “Your Alpha powers kicking in?” He nodded and tilted his head toward the front seat. “If it makes you feel any better, he’s wound just as tight as you are.”


    Sebastian adjusted his grip on the steering wheel but otherwise pretended he couldn’t hear us.


    I ran my hands up my arms. “And how can you be so calm?”


    Adam shook his head slowly. “Far from calm, but I’m holding it together for Madeleine. I’m also clinging to the fact that my father escaped from Nero. If he did it once, then it’s possible, and I should be able to do it again. Or at least that’s what I’m hoping for.”


    “Coming up on the gate.” Sebastian was all business.


    I checked my gun and pulled my jacket around me a little more to be sure it was covered. Sebastian stopped the car in front of a pair of giant iron gates with the Nero lion head emblazoned on the center.


    “Mr. Severino is expecting me.”


    The man at the gate peered into the backseat and back to Sebastian. “That’s the Alpha?”


    Sebastian nodded.


    “All clear!” the other man shouted, and the gates gradually opened.


    Sebastian parked the car and got out. Two men—human by their scents—dressed in riot gear approached us. I tried to ignore them and helped Adam out. Why would Nero have humans working for them?


    Sebastian stood between us and the armed guards. “We’re taking Adam Sloan to my father’s office.”


    “We’re supposed to take him from here.”


    Sebastian shook his head. “I can’t let you do that.”


    One drew his gun, and I snapped to action. Instinct. I had my Ruger up and aimed at the guard’s chest. “I’d think twice before pulling that trigger.”


    Sebastian glanced over his shoulder at me, then back to the men. “If she fires, you’ll either be dead or unemployed. Your choice.”


    He holstered his weapon. “We’ve got our orders.”


    “And I have mine.” Sebastian waved us forward. “You may follow us if you like, but the only person I will turn this prisoner over to is my father. Directly.”


    I put my gun away, and we walked past them into the main building. From outside it resembled a stark stone-gray industrial revolution–style castle. High walls, small windows, and even a tower in the center. The inside wasn’t any warmer. The floors were sealed concrete, just like the walls and ceilings. The fluorescent lights gave everyone a blue tint.


    We stepped into the elevator, and I started to relax, but Sebastian cleared his throat, tipping his head toward the camera in the top right corner of the space. When he’d said there were cameras everywhere, he hadn’t been kidding.


    The second floor was very similar to the one we’d just left, except that the floor was marble here and the doors had nameplates. Our footsteps echoed in the empty hallway. Where was everyone?


    “We lost our trigger-happy humans,” I whispered.


    Sebastian’s body was tense, all his focus in front of us. “The humans don’t know about shifters. We need to keep it that way.”


    I was dying to ask why, but with all the cameras I didn’t risk it. When we reached Antonio’s office, Sebastian stopped at the door and turned to Adam. “I will make this right.”


    Our new Alpha nodded and faced forward. For whatever it was worth, Adam had balls of steel. His pulse was steady and even, no sign of fear. Sebastian opened the door and walked right past the reception desk. I recognized the blonde from the night before, but we didn’t talk. Sebastian was already opening the next door.


    Antonio stood by the window overlooking the parking area and front gate. He turned around, slowly sizing up Adam Sloan.


    He took a step toward us. “You have your father’s eyes.”


    Adam didn’t reply, just stared straight ahead.


    Antonio turned to Sebastian. “Thank you for the prize. He won’t replace Damian, but his death will send a message to the wolves. If they come after what’s mine, I will crush them.”


    Antonio paced slowly around Adam like he was inspecting a new piece of furniture. “Your father was a thorn in my side, and once you, your brother, and your son are dead, I will finally be rid of your entire family line.” His gaze cut across to me even though he was speaking to Adam. “And this wolf is going to help us kill them.”


    My gut churned, but I held my tongue.


    Antonio wasn’t quite as tall as Adam, forcing him to tip his head back slightly as he spoke. “No reaction over the death of your little boy?”


    Adam clenched his jaw, staring straight ahead.


    Sebastian cleared his throat. “He came to us willingly in trade for his daughter’s return to her mother.”


    “So he did.” Antonio nodded. “And she will be reunited with her mother…” He turned his back to us, looking out the window again. “I already have a squad headed to Reno to collect her and bring her back. Their orders are to kill the boy.”


    Adam exploded, lurching forward and tackling Antonio to the ground. He looped his bound wrists around Antonio’s throat and pulled until his eyes bulged. “Call them off. It’s the only thing keeping you alive right now, you sadistic asshole.”


    “Sebastian!” Antonio hissed.


    Suddenly the door burst open, and a quick succession of darts sank into the back of Adam’s neck. He trembled all over and finally went limp. Sebastian knelt down, freeing his father from Adam’s clutches.


    Antonio scrambled to his feet, much faster than a human his age could. His eyes narrowed at Sebastian. “You should know better than to trust a rabid dog. He should’ve had his legs bound, too.”


    “He was a willing sacrifice until you taunted him.”


    Antonio waved his hand and focused on the blonde. “Natasha, have him locked up on sublevel four.”


    She nodded and hooked her arms under Adam’s shoulders, dragging him out like he weighed nothing. At the door she stopped. “Just a suggestion, sir, but I could snap his neck right now.”


    Fuck. I tensed, ready to launch into action.


    “No. I’ve waited a long time for this. Wait for him to wake up, then feed him and give him some water. I want him at his best for the Hunt.”


    I had no clue what the Hunt was, but it couldn’t be good.


    After the door closed, Antonio took his seat at the desk and stared up at Sebastian. “When the Alpha regains consciousness, I want you to bring Madeleine in to see him in the cage. He is to tell her this is her home now. Be sure he understands that if any other words come out of his mouth, you will kill him in front of his daughter. His choice.”


    It was like standing in quicksand, surrounded by vipers. We were in too deep with no way out. I crossed my arms. “I need to check in with the Pack in Sedona before we make plans for the trip to Reno. Or is the mission off now that you’ve sent another team?”


    He pushed the phone on his desk toward me. “You can do that from here. While Sebastian finishes with my granddaughter.”


    My heart pounded, betraying me. He was separating us.


    Sebastian’s eyes met mine. If he could hear my rapid pulse, no doubt his father could, too.


    Antonio smiled like a cobra ready to strike. “Seems we have much to catch up on, Isabelle. We can start with your father…Solomon Wood.”


    Sebastian stepped forward, his shoulder blocking me from his father’s stare. “She didn’t know her father worked for us.”


    “You arrogant bastard.” Antonio stood, glaring at Sebastian. “Did you really think I wouldn’t find out Sol’s children weren’t jaguar shifters? You thought you could dangle her in front of me and I wouldn’t recognize her?”


    Sebastian had ice water in his veins. He didn’t so much as blink at the accusations. “I never gave it much thought. You had much bigger issues at stake.”


    Antonio crossed his arms. “I wonder if Isabelle would be warming your bed if she knew the truth about her father.”


    “She already knows.” Sebastian gripped the edge of the desk until his knuckles were white, the only clue his father’s words might be getting to him. “If we’re through here, I’ll bring her with me to help with Sloan and the girl.”


    Severino shook his head. “Surely you can handle this errand on your own. If you’re bested by that wolf and a child, then you deserve your fate.” He turned to me. “And you and I have much to discuss.” He hit a button on his phone, and the blonde appeared in the doorway. “Natasha, please take Isabelle’s weapon.”


    My eyes flicked to Sebastian, but what could he say? She stopped in front of me. “Do I need to give you a pat down?”


    I groaned and pulled my gun out, handing it to her.


    “Thank you.” She glanced at Antonio. “Will that be all, sir?”


    “Not quite,” Antonio purred. “Escort my son from my office. If he tries to get back inside, we kill Isabelle.” He glared at Sebastian as the door opened. “Women have always been your weakness.”


    Sebastian’s gaze locked on mine, and I wished like hell I could read his mind. Without a word, he walked out.


    The door closed, and Antonio pulled a file folder out of his desk. “I don’t know what kind of sob story my son told you to lure you into his bed, or what promises he’s made, but a smart woman like you should have the whole truth before you put your life on the line for Sebastian.” He pushed a folder marked “Solomon Wood” over to me. “Go ahead, have a look.”


    Whatever I was about to see, this asshole had had all night to cook it up. There was a better than average chance everything in the file was bullshit.


    Steeling my nerves, I pulled up a chair and picked up the folder. The first photo sent a chill down my spine.


    My father’s body lay in a back alley, and a much younger Sebastian was crouched beside him checking for any signs of life with a pocket mirror to his nose and mouth.


    Being certain my father was really dead.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Sebastian


    Natasha closed the door after me. “He’s pissed.”


    “He’s not the only one.” I kept walking faster, toward my office at the end of the hall.


    Unlike my father, I didn’t have anyone guarding my door. Pressing my hand to the pad, the lock disengaged. I slammed it behind me, going straight to the wall safe behind my desk. I opened the thick steel door and withdrew a worn leather notebook. I dropped it on the desk and sank into my chair.


    My father had been right about one thing. I was arrogant. I never should’ve brought Isabelle to the gala. Of course he’d recognized her. She had Sol’s eyes and his smile. It couldn’t have taken my father long to put the pieces together, and now he had her alone in his office. Worse yet, I’d tipped my hand.


    He knew I cared about her.


    Now Isabelle was a pawn in my father’s twisted game. I shot out of my chair, pacing by the window. This was exactly why I should have kept my distance. I’d handed him the most precious, intelligent, amazing woman, and now he’d use her against me.


    Her blood would be on my hands, too.


    I leaned against the window frame, my forearm above my head as I stared down at the Nero employees walking to and from the other buildings like it was just another day. They had no idea the heir to the Nero Organization wanted out.


    It hadn’t been a lie when I told Isabelle I would die for her, but there was a contingency. If I made that sacrifice, she needed to live.


    I needed to get my head together, or we’d both be dead.


    Not to mention Adam was going to be bait for the Hunt. New moon was tomorrow night. I had until then to get him out. Werewolves only shifted during the full moon. So Adam would still be in his human form, facing roughly one hundred jaguars hunting him in the forest of the Nero compound.


    Alpha or not, he’d never survive the night.


    I went back to my desk and opened the drawer on the right side. My iPad fired to life. I couldn’t risk a text message, so I clicked Facebook messenger. The only card I had left to play was Vance. For now, my father didn’t know he was in the area.


    Vance—We’ve got until tomorrow night. Sloan is marked for the Hunt.


    I put the pad down and opened the notebook. Inside were notes in my mother’s handwriting. Most were inconsequential reminders, but a few were about her concerns for the girls at Brightwood Academy, her worry for me being forced into a dangerous life. I ran my finger across the words. The tiny ridges in the paper always brought me closer to her. I’d learned recently that she was the one who helped Adam Sloan’s father escape the compound all those years ago.


    Without my mother, Adam Sloan might never have been born. Another tie between our families.


    Vance finally answered.


    Fuck. He’ll never survive. What’s the plan?


    I wish I knew.


    Natasha loaded him up with tranquilizer darts. Once he’s awake, I’ll find out where he’s being held and get in the system to clear you at the gate.


    I closed the small notebook and slid it into my jacket pocket behind my rolled-up leather tool kit.


    I’ll be ready and waiting for the signal.


    Leaning back in my chair, I did my best to focus. I couldn’t get Isabelle out of my head. How could I have been so careless and stupid? I never should have left her with my father. I should’ve shot him while I had the chance.


    But there hadn’t been one. Not really. My father was always protected. Not just by Natasha, but by the most advanced top-secret body armor available. I would’ve only been able to fire one shot before we were swimming in Nero agents, and that single shot would’ve needed to be in the head.


    And even if I had been that lucky, we never would have gotten out of the building alive.


    My mistake had been allowing him to get under my skin when he talked about luring Isabelle into my bed. I lost that round. That’s when he knew he had me.


    I didn’t want him to hurt her.


    I tugged my tool kit free and carefully took out her mother’s letter. If she had seen this day coming, there had to be a clue or something in her note. Even though I could quote it from memory now, I scanned the page again.


    Sebastian,


    One day, my beautiful daughter Isabelle will be your salvation. Treasure her and keep her safe when we can no longer do so. She and her sister were born because of your father, but they will be his undoing.


    You will be forced to choose.


    Follow your heart.


    Stacia Wood


    But this time, one line caught my eye.


    They will be his undoing.


    Stacia Wood had been a student at my mother’s boarding school, Brightwood Academy. My mother opened the school before I was born and ran it as a safe place for girls with abilities that made them struggle either with school or their families. Psychic abilities. She’d thought she was protecting them from a world that didn’t understand and treated them as outcasts.


    She hadn’t realized my father’s plan for the school veered far from hers. He kept tabs on which girls had more powerful psychic gifts and arranged to make them orphans. Once their families were out of the picture, my mother usually became their guardian, and when they graduated high school, my father sent out orders to bring in the ones he thought might strengthen our jaguar breeding program.


    Years ago, I’d read Stacia’s old file. There had been many clairvoyants at the school. Some girls had dreams that eventually came true, while others had short flashes of precognition right before an event happened.


    But Stacia had had a rare gift. She would be assaulted by the scent of oranges at the onset of a vision. My mother had coached her to pick up a pen and write as the future played out in her mind. Her guided writings were over 90 percent correct.


    Being able to see the future was a skill my father coveted. He was certain Stacia’s abilities would make her a viable candidate to carry a shifter’s child without being bitten. He paired her with his top assassin at the time—Solomon Wood.


    Stacia did conceive without being bitten, which was a feat on its own, but her daughters weren’t born with their father’s shifter gene. They were human. That was the first time I’d blurred the lines between following orders and doing what I thought was best.


    My father wanted those girls. I’d let him think I couldn’t find them.


    But now he had Isabelle. My fault.


    Fuck. I stared at her mother’s words again. She’d seen this future. Why hadn’t she given me the key to stop my father?


    They will be his undoing.


    That was it. They.


    I made a quick sweep of my office for bugs or spy cameras. Satisfied my office hadn’t been compromised, I went back into the safe and pulled out my burner phone. I plugged it into the fast charger and called the one member of the Reno Pack who might not hang up on me.


    “Detective Sloan.”


    “Sasha. I don’t have much time.”


    “Sebastian?” She lowered her voice. “Have you found Madeleine?”


    “Yes, but I had to bring Adam in as my prisoner to get him through the gates. My father is planning to toss him into the Hunt tomorrow night.”


    A door closed on her end of the line. “That’s bad. He’ll never make it.”


    “It gets worse. He’s already sent a team to Reno to collect Lana.” I leaned back in my chair, staring at the ceiling. You’ll have to protect her and Malcolm.”


    “Of course, but what about Adam?”


    “In case our plan doesn’t work, I need you to send some of his Pack out here. I have to speak to Raven, too.”


    Sasha paused. “Since when do you make backup plans?”


    “Since I started protecting people instead of eliminating them.” I rubbed my forehead.


    “Welcome to the other side of the chessboard.” She clucked her tongue. “And you’ve had this big change of heart because Madeleine is your blood?”


    “Yes.” I glanced at my door. “And since I became a member of your Pack.”


    “Wait a minute, what?”


    I picked up the letter on my desk. “I chose a side…for Isabelle.”


    “Wow. I didn’t think I’d ever see this day.”


    “I don’t have time to discuss this now.” I set the letter aside. “How many wolves can you get on a plane to D.C. tonight?”


    A few years ago, I’d been in a relationship with Sasha. She’d been a detective with no idea shifters were real, let alone that she was dating one. When my father discovered I was “distracted,” he gave me a choice—bite her or kill her. She’d hated me for making her a jaguar shifter.


    But marrying Aren Sloan had cooled her fury. She was back to being a detective, like she’d been when she was human. If she could see past my betrayal, maybe there was hope for the rest of the Pack.


    Sasha popped her pen on the other end of the line. “I won’t be any help, since I’ll be a jaguar tomorrow night, too. But I could send Luke and Logan—they’re good with sniper rifles. And Jason is probably a good idea, in case Adam is injured when they find him. That’ll leave me with Aren, Jared, and Gareth here to be sure Lana and Malcolm are protected.”


    Three men to one hundred jaguars. Not great odds. “I need Raven’s number.”


    She gave it to me, and her voice softened. “You love this woman more than yourself.”


    I hadn’t voiced the word, but hearing her say it, I realized it was probably true. “It appears that way.”


    “Well, I hope we can get you both out. I’d love to meet her.”


    “I’d like that, too. Thanks, Sasha.”


    I ended the call and dialed Raven’s number.


    “Hello?”


    “Raven, it’s Sebastian.” I’d met her at Caldwell’s house before his death. She was shorter than Isabelle, with dark brown eyes. She also had plenty of fight in her. We’d need it.


    “Is my sister all right? How’d you get my number?”


    “Sasha gave it to me.” I stared at her mother’s letter. “I don’t have much time, but I need your help.”


    “Not sure what I can do.” Her distrust was plain in her voice. I deserved her hesitation, but I didn’t have time to win her over.


    “Your Pack is going to send a few members to us for backup. I need you to get as many wolves from the Sedona Pack as you can on a plane to D.C. tonight. Tell them it’s for Isabelle. I’ll text you the address.” I paused. “If we don’t have Adam out by tomorrow night, he’ll be locked outside with one hundred shifted jaguars.”


    “Shit. Okay.”


    “Any idea how many you could get to come?” They will be his undoing.


    “If Asher agrees, I’m pretty sure Ryker, Gage, Deacon, and Dex will come, too, and maybe Jett. No guarantees, though. He has some history with Nero.”


    Jett Kendrick. Yes. He’d come in contact with Nero through the military. After Operation Moonlight failed, my father snagged funding for a new project, code-named Wolf. Jett was the only werewolf to walk out of our walls alive. General Sloan procured him an honorable discharge.


    His brother didn’t survive the experiment.


    “Jett has been here before. He knows the facility and could be an asset.”


    “I’ll see what I can do.” She paused. “Can I talk to Isabelle?”


    “She’s not with me right now, but I’ll have her call when we’re out.”


    “All right.” She cleared her throat. “I guess I better make some calls.”


    “Thanks, Raven.”


    I set my phone down. There were reinforcements coming. All of this was foreign territory for me. Not only making a backup plan, but relying on wolves for help. Wolves from two Packs, Raven’s and Isabelle’s.


    They will be his undoing.


    Was this the conflict she predicted?


    You will be forced to choose.


    I had chosen a side. One I never would have imagined for myself.


    Follow your heart.


    And it led to only one person.


    Isabelle.


    I picked up the paper and folded it along well-worn lines before sliding it back into my tool kit. If I was able to get them out, I’d probably never be back inside this room. From the center drawer of my desk I took out a tiny picture frame. My mother and I were standing in front of Brightwood. I was maybe ten years old.


    Lifetimes ago.


    I tucked it into my jacket pocket and stood up. This chapter of my life was finished. Now I needed to live through the next one.


    


    When I got to Adam’s holding cell, he was groggy, but awake. He stood slowly, rubbing his forehead. “Did she shoot me with an elephant tranq or what?”


    I had my back to him, disabling the camera. “We’ll only have a few minutes to talk. If I keep the camera off-line too long, someone will notice.” I turned to face him. “My father has Isabelle.”


    Adam nodded slowly. “She’s upset. Her emotions are jumbled.” He met my eyes. “But I don’t think she’s physically injured.”


    “I intend to keep it that way.” I slid a bottle of water through the bars. “He ordered me to bring Madeleine here to see you behind bars. He wants you to tell her this is her home now.”


    Adam swallowed, shaking his head. “What if I refuse?”


    “I’m supposed to shoot you while she watches.”


    His face contorted into a grimace. “You dad is a sick asshole.” He shook his head. “Did you call Sasha and warn them to protect Lana and Malcolm?”


    “Done.” I nodded.


    “Good.” He turned toward the door. “I don’t see Madeleine here. I’m guessing we’re not playing by your father’s rules?”


    “No.” I cleared my throat and pulled out my cell phone. “I’m messaging your location to Vance. Before I leave you, I’ll add him to the entrance list for the gate.” I met his eyes. “Since I’m expected to take Madeleine and bring her here, I’m going to fulfill that part of my orders. Vance will help you both get out to his car.”


    Adam raised a brow. “What about Isabelle?”


    “I’m hoping that when I report to my father that Madeleine has seen you, I’ll be able to get a private audience with him. Isabelle will rendezvous with you outside.” I pointed at the camera. “I’ll have to leave you in the cell for the camera, but Vance knows where the keys are stored. Any questions?”


    Adam thrust his arm through the bars. I came closer, unsure what he wanted. He clasped my forearm, his gaze locked on mine. “We’ll come back for you. You’re Pack now. Don’t forget.” He tipped his head toward the door. “Whatever it takes, you live through it, all right? If you can’t do it for yourself, do it for your mate. Live for her until we can get you out.”


    I nodded slowly, his words sinking into me, covering me like armor. “I will.” Somehow.


    He released my arm, and I turned to reset the camera. With my back to him, I added, “In case this doesn’t work, your Pack and some from Sedona are on their way to D.C. You won’t face the Hunt alone.”


    I went to the door, but Adam’s voice made me hesitate.


    “Sebastian?”


    I glanced over my shoulder. “Yes?”


    “Thank you.”


    “Not yet.” I shook my head. “Wait until we get out alive.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Isabelle


    There had to be an explanation for the photo of Sebastian lurking over my father’s body. I carefully turned the picture over to see the next page. A handwritten document was behind it with Sebastian’s name at the top.


    Antonio stood and came to my side of the desk. “Before computers and tablets, we used mission completion forms. Each agent would return to the compound and fill it out while the details of the operation were still fresh.” He tapped the form. “Surveillance of your father was Sebastian’s first solo assignment. But this mission was to collect you and your sister.” He paused. “By any means necessary.”


    I skimmed the document, written by Sebastian’s hand. It told a different story than the one he’d shared with me.


    Solomon Wood arrived for our meeting without the girls. I explained the alternative. I would be forced to bring him back to Nero for intense questioning about their location. He refused and bit into a cyanide capsule. I attempted to expel the poison and employed life-saving measures, but he died before I could gain information on the girls’ location.


    I put the body in the back of my car for disposal in the mountains. Once a remote spot was found, I left his remains for the scavengers to destroy the evidence.


    Requesting orders to return to the area to search for the girls.


    It was signed Sebastian Severino.


    I wanted to vomit. He’d dumped my father’s body, leaving him to be eaten by coyotes and vultures. No honor, no burial, just tossed out like worthless trash. I struggled to suppress my emotions. No way in hell was I going to give this twisted fucker the satisfaction of seeing me upset.


    On the next page, I found another document written in Sebastian’s hand.


    Stacia Wood is not a threat. She lives alone, drunk and swallowing pills so fast she barely knows her own name. One of Sol’s daughters is eighteen, and the other is twelve. Still searching for their location.


    At least he’d been telling the truth about not revealing where we were.


    Antonio pulled a chair up beside me. “Have a look at the next page.”


    I steeled myself and turned the paper. Another report by Sebastian.


    I entered the Wood’s home and located items belonging to Sol’s daughters. After examining their scents, it is clear the experiment was not a success. These girls are human, not born jaguar shifters like their father.


    I held my breath, not trusting myself to stay quiet.


    “Is this surprising to you?” Antonio purred. “Did my son tell you something different? Maybe he tried to spin it that he hid you and your sister from me.”


    I forced myself to turn the page.


    And dropped the folder on the floor. My mother’s lifeless eyes stared up at me. I’d gotten a call from the police after my mother’s death. But I’d never had to identify the body or see her…like this.


    Tears stung my eyes, but I fought them back as Antonio reached for the file. “Perhaps I should have warned you about the graphic content, but in your line of work you’ve witnessed death, no doubt.”


    He turned the page. “While you collect yourself, I’ll just read my son’s report. ‘Stacia Wood is confirmed dead. When I asked about the location of her daughters, she recognized me. After clutching her chest, she collapsed on the floor. I started CPR in hopes of more information, but her heart never picked up a rhythm. Since she’s human, I left her to be discovered by authorities.’”


    My eyes were hot, and my stomach twisted into knots. There had to be an angle I wasn’t seeing. I couldn’t reconcile the reports in the file with the man who’d pledged to lay down his life to protect me.


    I stood up, aching to run away, but where would I go? “Why are you doing this?”


    “Because after I recognized you at the dinner, I came back here and checked some records. It seems someone from an ISP in Sedona, Arizona, was digging into my old personnel files on our server. It didn’t raise flags at the time because of our business arrangement with Allen Caldwell. But when I studied it, I realized these hits came through after Caldwell’s death.”


    He set the closed file on his desk. “It must have been you. So I thought you should have the whole, unfiltered truth you were searching for.”


    I shook my head, taking a step back from the sadistic psycho. “If you had all this information, why didn’t you ever come for me and my sister?”


    He shrugged with a smug smile. “You weren’t jaguar shifters, and all ties that led back to me were dead, so you became a very low priority.” He pointed to the file. “Now that you know the truth, we can get down to business.”


    I crossed my arms. “I’m not in the mood to play your games.”


    “Oh, this isn’t a game. Not at all.” He walked behind his desk and hit a button on his phone. “Has he arrived?”


    A man’s voice came through the intercom. “We have him, sir.”


    Antonio gestured to the window. “Have a look.”


    I went over and looked down. My heart sank. Vance was cuffed, standing between two Nero guards. I glanced at Antonio, struggling to hide the panic. “What is Vance doing here? I thought he was in Sedona training the Pack.”


    “As did I, but his name showed up on the admission list a few minutes ago. Any idea how that happened?”


    I shook my head. “I’ve been here the entire time.”


    He punched another button on the intercom. “I’m ready.”


    The door opened, and Natasha shoved a battered Sebastian into the room. His hands were bound in front of him, and hair hung over his eyes. Blood dripped from his nose and lip, but there was fire in his dark eyes.


    Natasha retreated a step. “Do you need anything else, sir?”


    Antonio shook his head and Natasha left the room, closing the door behind her.


    The wolf howled inside my soul, aching to protect our mate. The rest of me wasn’t sure how I felt. The photos and reports haunted me. Best-case scenario, Sebastian had lied to me. Worst case? He’d killed my parents.


    And he’d tossed my father’s body out like garbage. All these years I’d wondered if my father was even alive, and he’d been food for the scavengers the whole time.


    Antonio came around his desk, toward Sebastian, his hands behind his back. “Tell me something. Did you really think you could walk two wolves into my domain and then leave with my granddaughter?”


    Sebastian growled. “How low you’ve sunk. I used to believe in our mission. Through our research and partnership with the Defense Department, shifters could help defend our country. I was willing to kill to see your cause come to fruition. I looked the other way when you had women bitten and brought into this facility. But now…you kidnap children.”


    Sebastian spat blood on the floor, his voice ragged and raw. “I’m through doing your dirty work. You want to kill Madeleine’s father and make her watch? Then you fucking do it yourself.”


    His father slapped him so hard he stumbled backward, the sound echoing through the office. “How dare you disrespect me. I have given you everything. You’re only powerful because of me.”


    “You know nothing about me.”


    “Bullshit. I know you care about this woman. I could kill her right now. You’d be powerless to stop me.” He snagged the file from the desk and waved it in Sebastian’s face. “Instead, I gave her the truth. Or I should say you did. You wrote all the reports.”


    Antonio’s gaze cut over to me. “Something tells me she never would’ve opened her legs for you if she knew you killed both her parents.”


    Sebastian rushed forward, knocking his father to the ground. He swung his cuffed wrists like a sledgehammer into his father’s temple. Antonio lay still. Sebastian pressed his fingers to his throat.


    “Is he dead?”


    Sebastian shook his head. “No. We need him alive until we can get Adam and his daughter out.”


    “Why? He’s not going to help us.”


    “I’m well aware of that, but the moment the jaguars in this facility discover he’s dead, especially by my hand, there will be a war to seize power.” He went to the window. “We’ll never be able to get back inside these walls for Adam and Madeleine if that happens.”


    “Someone told him Vance showed up on the list. They’ve got him down there.”


    “We can still make this work.” He opened his father’s desk drawers until he found what he was looking for. “They don’t know my father and I are no longer on the same side.”


    He handed me a set of keys and held his hands out. “Get these cuffs off.”


    I took the keys but didn’t unlock the cuffs. “What about Adam and Madeleine?”


    “We’ll come back for them. I’ll explain in the car.” He paused, and when I still didn’t move, he added, “He marked Adam for the Hunt tomorrow night. He’ll be safe until then.” He shook his wrists. “I have a plan, Isabelle.”


    I unlocked the cuffs. They fell to the floor, but I stayed in front of him, blocking the exit. “How am I supposed to trust you?”


    His dark eyes flicked to the file on the desk and back to my face. “Everything is not as it seems.”


    “Not good enough.” I stood my ground.


    “It will have to be for now.” He took my hand and went to the door. I jerked my hand free as he opened it. Natasha got up, frowning when she noticed the cuffs were missing from his wrists, but Sebastian didn’t miss a beat. “Vance came on the grounds unexpectedly. My punishment will have to wait. My father wants me to handle this right away.”


    He closed the door behind us. “He doesn’t want to be disturbed until I get back with information.”


    We walked out into the hallway and down the stairs. I whispered, “How long will she wait until she checks on him?”


    “No telling, but hopefully long enough for us to get off the property.”


    


    Sebastian collected the “prisoner” for off-site questioning. We loaded Vance in Sebastian’s car and drove away. The massive building got smaller in the side-view mirror.


    “I thought I was fucked.” Vance leaned between the front seats. “What the hell happened?”


    “After the gala my father got suspicious and figured out Isabelle is Solomon Wood’s daughter.”


    Vance glanced my way. “I never met your pop, but he’s a legend around the compound.”


    “After being there, I’m not sure that’s a compliment.” I couldn’t bring myself to look at Sebastian, so I watched the countryside out the window.


    “My father doesn’t know what we’re planning, but he must not have believed you were really in Sedona, or he wouldn’t have been alerted when I added your name to the admission list.” Sebastian drove into a parking lot and pulled a bundled roll of leather from his jacket. He untied it and started unrolling until he got to a knife in one of the pockets.


    He popped the switchblade and handed it to Vance. “I knocked him out before I came down to get you, so it’s safe to say we won’t be entering through the front gate tomorrow.”


    Vance cut the zip ties off. “Once the sun goes down tomorrow, we won’t be much use. All the jaguars will be hunting Adam.”


    “That’s why we’re going in right before sundown. The humans will be guarding the gate.”


    I frowned without making eye contact. “Why does your father have human guards at all?”


    Vance leaned back against the seat, stretching out his arms. “Because if a human sees a giant jaguar, he’ll shoot first and ask questions later.”


    Sebastian started the engine. “During the new moon, the watchtowers and gates are all guarded by heavily armed humans. After we shift, we stay within the confines of the Nero compound and out of sight. If they spot a wild animal, they’ll kill it with no idea it was really a man.”


    Sebastian’s father made Caldwell seem like a playground bully. I reached up to feel my empty holster. “He still has my gun.”


    “You can use mine.” Sebastian turned onto the highway. “I won’t need it.”


    “So, we break into Nero tomorrow right before the sun goes down while humans are guarding the gate, we get inside, you two shift into jaguars, and I’m supposed to find Adam and protect him from one hundred jaguars with a handgun? This isn’t going to end well.”


    While Sebastian’s eyes were on the traffic ahead, I ventured a look over at him. His face was tight, shoulders tense. And my stupid mind replayed his honest smile.


    Nothing about him was honest. I’d been naive to think he wouldn’t lie to me. Look at his father. There was no hope for Sebastian. Somehow I needed to get that through to my wolf.


    Finally Sebastian spoke, his voice low and even. “The Pack is coming. Vance and I will go in and locate Adam. You can follow us. I’ll keep the others away from you.”


    “The Pack? You invited the werewolves?” I forgot to look away before he glanced over at me. For a second, the pain and worry in his eyes made me forget this was the man who dumped my father’s body in the woods for the vultures.


    But only for a second.


    “Adam is right about one thing. Shifters should not be enemies. It’s my father’s doing, and I won’t let him taint my niece.”


    I’d forgotten about Madeleine. “When do we go inside and find her?”


    “Once we get to Adam, you’ll cover him and help free her. Be sure you save some ammunition. There’s a guard with a rifle at her door.”


    I crossed my arms, hating myself for even thinking it, but I had to ask, “How are you getting out?”


    “I’m tough to kill.”


    I glanced back at Vance. “Even Sebastian can’t fight off a hundred jaguars.”


    Vance shook his head, staring out the window. “Hope those wolves bring a shit ton of guns.”


    Yeah, I did, too.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Sebastian


    We got back to the hotel in silence. Isabelle entered her room and closed the door behind her, so I followed Vance into the adjoining one. On the other side of the wall, the television blared to life and the volume rose.


    Vance sat down at the table. “What did I miss? Is she pissed at you?” He scanned my face and raised a brow. “And who smacked you around?”


    I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my legs, head in my hands. “My father separated us. While I was on a fool’s errand, he was showing Isabelle the file on her parents.”


    Vance winced. “’Spose what’s in the file didn’t match what you told her.”


    “I did not kill her father.” I heaved a breath and sat up, meeting his eyes. “But I had to make it look like I did.”


    “So go tell her.”


    I shook my head. “I also wrote in the file that she and her sister weren’t born shifters. Whatever he told her today, I made sure my father never saw that file. He must’ve dug it out of the archives last night, but she doesn’t know that.”


    “Like I said.” Vance rested his forearms on the table leaning toward me. “Go tell her that.”


    “I can’t prove any of this. Why should she believe me now?” I huffed out my frustration. “Hell, I wouldn’t believe it, either. I can’t ask her to do any different.”


    Vance tipped his chair back a couple of inches. I could still remember when he came to us. My father had been anxious to bring him into the fold. A shifter from Australia. But I’d had reservations because Vance didn’t seem to have the temperament for being a quiet killer.


    I still wasn’t sure how he rationalized what we did for a living. He was the first to smile and laugh. How did he carry the burden of what we were forced to do?


    He finally met my eyes. “That woman in the next room isn’t like the others you’ve had. This one, she knows who and what you are. She accepted you. Do you have any clue how special that is?”


    “And now she’s seen pictures of me beside her father’s dead body.”


    “Every minute that you let her keep thinking she understands what she saw is another step closer to losing her.” He pointed to the door. “Get your ass in there and talk to her.”


    “I don’t deserve her forgiveness.”


    “Maybe not, but you need it.” He stood up, running a hand back through his hair. “You and I both know we’re not walking away from that fight tomorrow night. Don’t go into it with regrets.”


    His words landed heavy on my shoulders, like an avalanche of truth I didn’t want to see. “You’re right.” I went to the door connecting the rooms and stopped. “Thanks.”


    An uncharacteristically sad smile curved on Vance’s lips. “Just don’t want you distracted tomorrow. I’d like to put off dying for as long as I can.”


    I nodded and stepped through the door, closing it behind me.


    Isabelle glared at me from the bed. “You forgot to knock.”


    “Would you have invited me in?”


    “Fuck no.”


    I almost smiled. “Then I made the right choice.”


    She turned off the television. “You’re lucky I don’t have my gun.”


    I sat on the edge of the bed. “I’m sorry, about everything. I should’ve realized he might recognize you as Sol’s daughter.”


    “You’re only sorry I saw the file.”


    “I wish you hadn’t seen those pictures, but I didn’t kill your parents.”


    “Stop lying to me, Sebastian.” Her voice wobbled, and I ached to pull her into my arms. “You looked me in the eye, and you lied to me.”


    “I omitted, but I never lied to you.”


    She narrowed her eyes. “I read those files. You wrote them yourself.”


    “I did.” I looked at my hands. “I had to write it so anyone reading the file would believe I’d done what I’d been ordered to do.”


    “More bullshit.” She lurched forward, attacking me. She pummeled my chest with her fists. “Damn you, Sebastian. Damn you.” A strangled sob. “How am I supposed to forgive this? I can’t.”


    I wrapped my arms around her. “I’m so sorry, Isabelle.” Her shoulders trembled, but her physical assault stopped. I kissed her hair and closed my eyes. “I told myself I was sparing you the details, but the honest truth is…I was afraid.”


    She looked up at me. “Afraid of what?”


    “That I would lose you.”


    She pulled away from me and got to her feet. “Well, now you have.”


    My heart clenched. I ground my teeth and took out my tool kit. Handing it to her, I whispered, “Open it.”


    She untied the leather and unrolled the kit, exposing the tools of my trade. At the very end the capsules caught her eye. Her gaze met mine. “Cyanide capsules.”


    My gut twisted into a tight knot. “The day I met up with your father, I knew he wouldn’t be bringing you and your sister. We discussed it. He told me to bring my kit. The cyanide was his choice, not mine. Before he took one, he warned me I would need to give my father photographic evidence that I’d completed the mission.”


    She tugged her hair back from her forehead. “And my mother?”


    “She was dead when I arrived. She’d been gone at least a day. If I had to guess, it was an overdose.”


    “Your report said you confronted her while you were looking for us.” She wiped her nose.


    I nodded. “I needed my father to believe that.”


    Isabelle groaned. “You said you were protecting us, but there’s a report in that file in your own handwriting that says we weren’t born shifters.”


    “To cover my ass, but I swear to you, Isabelle, he never saw it. Not until he suspected who you were and pulled it out last night to check.” God, I wanted something concrete to prove it. “Once your parents were gone, you ceased being a high priority for him, and I let it stay that way.”


    She sat beside me, shaking her head. “You dumped my father’s body like garbage. If you were telling me the truth and you really did care about him, how could you leave him to feed the vultures?”


    And finally, it came to me. I knew how to regain her trust. “I didn’t.”


    She turned, meeting my eyes. “Why should I believe you?”


    “Because this is something I can prove.” I rolled up my tool kit and took her hand, grateful she didn’t pull away. “But you’ll have to come with me.”


    


    Isabelle was silent for most of the drive until we crossed into Lovettsville. “Isn’t it risky to come back here?”


    “We’re not going to Nero.” I made a right at the crossroads. New moon was tomorrow, so the stars sparkled in a dark sky.


    “So where are we going?”


    The lights of the town faded in the mirror. “You’ll see.”


    I parked on the street. We got out, and Isabelle frowned. “You brought me to a cemetery?”


    I nodded and came around the car to her side. “I took those pictures for the file and my reports, but I couldn’t leave Sol’s body there.”


    Taking her hand, I walked with her through the gate of Lovettsville Union Cemetery. Run by volunteers and donations, it was always open. I led her to a spot under a tree and turned on the flashlight on my cell phone.


    We stared down at the simple marker I’d purchased ten years ago.


    Solomon Wood


    Father—Husband—Friend


    I shined the light on the next marker. “After the fire at Brightwood took my mother, I bought two plots here. One for her and one for me. She’s not buried here. They never recovered her body.” I cleared my throat. “I just wanted a place I could visit with her. After I logged Sol’s death, I gave him my plot. He’s here.”


    She looked up at me but didn’t say anything.


    I squeezed her hand. “I did write those reports and take those pictures, but they were to satisfy my father. Sol was my mentor, my only friend. I didn’t kill him, and I didn’t dump his body.”


    She rose up on her toes and kissed my cheek, whispering, “Thank you.” Isabelle knelt down, running her fingers over his name. “I miss you, Dad. I understand why you had to leave us now.” Her voice broke. “I love you.”


    She stood up and walked ahead of me toward the car. I gave her the space, wishing I had some way to ease her pain. When we got inside, she reached over and rested her hand on mine. “Is there anything else I should know?” She lifted her eyes. “Omission is just a step away from lying.”


    I pressed my lips together, and my heart gave an uncharacteristic lurch.


    Isabelle raised a brow. “You are hiding something.”


    I pulled out my kit and untied the leather, carefully sliding a worn paper from the opening at the end. “There was something in your mother’s letter that I left out.” I handed her the worn note. “I was going to give this to you. I guess now is as good a time as any.”


    She took the letter, slowly opening it. Her eyes skimmed over the words and rose to meet mine.


    I traced my fingers along her jawline. “From the moment you told me your name, I knew you were my only chance at redemption.”


    She looked at the note again, her finger running over her mother’s words as a single tear rolled down her cheek. “You kept pushing me away.”


    “Because I don’t deserve redemption, Isabelle. I was resigned to my life. It wasn’t worth putting you in danger.” I lifted her chin. “But every minute I’m near you, I want to be a better man. This is my chance to change my path, and I want it…more than I’ve ever wanted anything.”


    She leaned closer, and I pressed my lips to hers. Her mouth opened to me, and I deepened the kiss, groaning as her hand slid down my chest. She rested her forehead on mine. “I have to tell you something, and it has nothing to do with the fact that we might not live through tomorrow night.”


    The corner of my mouth twitched into a halfhearted smile. “All right.”


    “Maybe fate didn’t screw me over after all.”


    I laughed and pulled her into my arms.


    


    We got back to the hotel in record time. I grabbed her hand, and we rushed for the elevator. I didn’t even wait for the doors to close before I claimed her lips. Her fingers slid into my hair as I ran my hand down her back, gripping her ass and pressing her tight against me.


    When the doors opened on our floor, I scooped her up, carrying her to the room. Her laughter warmed me all over as she wrapped her arms around my neck. “I’m capable of walking.”


    “I’m well aware.” I stuffed the key card into the slot and opened the door. It slammed behind us as I lowered her feet to the floor.


    “You’re so overdressed.” She started unbuttoning my shirt.


    “I could say the same thing about you.” I went to work on her pants.


    After they were unzipped and open, I guided her jeans and underwear down her legs slowly, enjoying her soft skin as I knelt lower. She placed her hands on my shoulders to steady herself as she stepped out of them.


    When she lifted her second leg, I moved my shoulder behind her knee and looked up at her face as I kissed my way up her inner thigh, my fingers rising higher to the juncture of her legs. I ran my finger along her opening, enjoying the way her breath caught, her lips parting.


    “You’re so sexy, Isabelle.” I sank two fingers inside her, whispering against her skin, “And you’re mine.” My words faded as my tongue explored her folds.


    She moaned my name, and my erection throbbed, making me wish I’d taken my pants off first. Her hands tightened into fists in my hair as her hips tilted forward, offering herself to me. I slid my fingers out, opening her so I could touch and taste, to memorize every whimper she offered me.


    I couldn’t get enough of her, teasing her with my tongue and teeth. One of her hands dropped to my shoulder, her nails digging into my skin.


    “Yes,” I growled. “Come for me.”


    She trembled, her weight a little heavier on my shoulder as her knee went weak. I worked my fingers into her until her orgasm peaked. Slowly, I kissed each thigh and stood.


    “I need you,” she gasped against my lips. “Now.” She gripped my shirt and popped off the last couple of buttons before unfastening my pants.


    I fed on her mouth as I backed her toward the bed. She sat on the edge, shoving my pants down, and took me into her mouth. My entire body tensed with pleasure. I buried my hands in her thick hair, watching her lips slide along my erection.


    I’d never been so turned on.


    She ran her hands up the backs of my thighs, her nails dragging over my ass until I pulsed inside her mouth, my body aching for release. Not yet.


    I pulled free of her and leaned her back onto the bad, grabbing her legs and hooking them over my shoulders. Half of me wanted to take my time, but the hunger for her was much stronger. I needed her like I’d never needed anyone. I couldn’t get close enough. In one thrust, I buried myself inside her. She was made for me. Mine.


    My only regret was her top was still on. I slammed my hips into her once more. “Take your shirt off.”


    She stared into my eyes as she complied, then she popped the clasp on the front of her bra and slowly pushed the fabric away to reveal her breasts. I leaned down, catching her nipple and teasing the tip with my tongue.


    I straightened over her, on the edge of oblivion, and slammed into her, harder and faster, enjoying the bounce of her breasts with every connection of our bodies. I moved my hand from her thigh so my fingers could find her sweet spot, and teased her until she writhed under me. Suddenly I froze, erupting deep inside her as she followed me over the peak, pulsing around me.


    For a moment, I couldn’t move or speak. Time stopped.


    Finally, Isabelle’s breathless whisper broke the spell. “That was fucking incredible.”


    She was pure magic, lighting up my world. I grinned, laughing as I moved up the bed, taking her with me. She turned to face me on the pillow, her face flushed, and before I realized I was going to speak, I whispered, “I love you, Isabelle.”


    Her smile brightened, her lips meeting mine. “Good.”


    I chuckled, pulling her closer as I deepened the kiss. I rolled her onto her back and settled between her legs. I stared down into her eyes, a grin tugging at my lips. “I never dreamed redemption would be this good.”


    She shook her head. “Not good. Fucking incredible.”


    Yes, she was.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Isabelle


    A beam of light came through the opening in the blackout curtains, right across my face. I squinted into the morning light and looked down to find Sebastian’s hand draped over my waist, his splayed fingers covering my belly.


    “Morning.” His voice was gravelly in my ear.


    I rolled over to face him and frowned. The cut on his lip was swollen, and he had a couple bruises. “You never told me who did this to you.”


    “I was ambushed when I came out of Adam’s holding cell. My father must’ve had someone shadowing me so when I disabled the camera, he knew it was me.” He shook his head. “I’m not ready to talk about Nero yet.”


    My cell started to ring. “We might not have much choice.” I reached onto the nightstand and grabbed my phone. “Hey, Asher.”


    “We just landed at Reagan. Where are we headed?”


    Sebastian’s lips teased my bare shoulder, distracting me for a second. “I’ll text you the address to the hotel. We’ve got to lie low until it’s closer to sundown, when the human guards will be watching the gate.”


    Sebastian slid his hand down my thigh.


    “All right,” Asher replied. “Raven said she rented us a minivan, so we’ll get it and meet you there.”


    “See you soon.” I ended the call and rolled back over to face Sebastian. “You’re evil.”


    He grinned, but the swelling made it crooked—and damned adorable for an assassin. “You knew that when you met me.”


    “True.” I stole a kiss. “But if Asher has landed, that means the backup from Reno is on their way, too, right?”


    He sighed and grabbed his phone. “Yes. I have a text from Sasha. They should land in an hour.” He set it aside and cupped my face. “Whatever happens tonight, promise me you’ll get Madeleine back to her mother.”


    I searched his eyes. “You can help me.”


    “Once you have her, you run. Don’t look back. Go to Reno and wait for me.” He kissed my forehead. “Promise me.”


    “I can’t promise to leave you behind.”


    A sad smile curved on his face. “No one has ever said that about me before.” He sobered. “When I get out of this bed, I’ve got to be focused. I can’t do that if part of me is worried you’re in danger.”


    My chest tightened, and worry coiled in my belly. “If I give you this promise, I’m trusting you to get your ass back to me. Remember how I told you I can’t trust people enough to love them? This could mess me up forever.”


    He found my hand and brought it to his lips. “I can honestly say I have never wanted to live more than I do right now. I’ll come back to you, Isabelle. I swear. Now promise me you’ll take Madeleine and not stop running until you get to Reno.”


    Call me a six-year-old, but I crossed my fingers on the hand that was pinned underneath me. “Promise.”


    “Good.” He kissed me, slow and tender. “I better get dressed.”


    “Me too.” I sighed. “We’re going to have all kinds of werewolf company soon.”


    


    Sebastian and I walked into the adjoining room as a knock came on Vance’s door. He went to the door, tense and ready, but I caught the scent before he even cracked it open.


    “It’s okay, it’s Asher.”


    Vance relaxed and opened the door with a grin. “Good to see you, mate.”


    Asher clasped Vance’s forearm the way Luke had showed him without hesitation. “Glad I know someone here.”


    “What am I, chopped liver?” I stepped farther into the room. He bent to give me a tight hug. When he straightened, he noticed Sebastian behind me and frowned. “Raven mentioned you needed help getting the Alpha of the Reno Pack out of Nero. She didn’t say a word about working with Nero. I thought that was behind us.”


    I nodded. “It is. Or it will be.” I checked Sebastian and looked back to Asher. “He’s with us now.”


    Asher crossed his arms over his broad chest, jaw set. “Why should we believe him?”


    Butterflies went off in my stomach as I glanced at the others behind Asher and back up into his eyes. I had to be honest, or we wouldn’t have their help. But saying the words out loud…


    I reached to grab Sebastian’s hand and pulled him up beside me. “Because Sebastian is my mate.” Asher’s eyes widened, but I went on before he could interrupt me. “I thought fate was a raving bitch, but now…” I looked up at Sebastian, and he almost smiled. My heart swelled as I faced the others again. “I’m thinking she’s maybe not as much of a lunatic as I thought.”


    I sobered. “Sebastian has earned my trust, and I hope you’ll give him a chance, too, because he’s our only hope to get Adam and his little girl out of the Nero compound.”


    Asher dropped his hands to his sides but didn’t bridge the distance to clasp forearms with Sebastian. Baby steps. “If Isabelle trusts you, I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt, but I’ll be watching my back.”


    He checked over his shoulder and waved the others inside. Dex and Deacon came in first and stood around the table. They were identical twins, dark brown hair and ice-blue eyes, but Deacon’s left eye had a different pigment. Sometimes it was almost turquoise, a cross between blue and green. It was the only way to tell them apart.


    Sebastian had seen them before in Sedona, but I was pretty sure Caldwell never bothered to introduce them. I gestured to Deacon first. “This is Deacon and his brother, Dex. They’re masters at mixed martial arts.”


    Sebastian tipped his head. “Good to meet you.”


    Gage came up next to them. He’d been bitten a few months ago but took to his heightened senses quickly. He’d just been discharged from the marines when he came to Sedona, and he looked it. He filled out his turtleneck, the fabric pulling tight around his chest and biceps. He still had his dusty-blond hair cut short, and his dark brown eyes had seen too much death.


    “This is Gage. He’s a weapons expert fresh from the Marine Corps.”


    Sebastian nodded. “We’ll disarm the men at the gate when we enter the compound. We should be able to confiscate rifles and automatic weapons.”


    Gage was tall and tense. “I’ll make them work.”


    Suddenly, Jett filled the doorway. His dark eyes locked on Sebastian’s, and a muscle in his cheek clenched. I didn’t know Jett very well. Maybe no one did. He and his twin brother had participated in an experiment at Nero a few years ago.


    Only Jett came back alive.


    Sebastian passed by me. “Jett Kendrick, right?”


    Jett nodded. “I know who you are.”


    “I’m glad you’re here. You remember the layout of the underground floors of the main building?”


    “How could I forget?” he snarled.


    Sebastian tensed, but didn’t retreat. “I’m sorry about your brother. I had no part in my father’s defense contract experiments.”


    Jett’s deep voice rumbled through the room. “I’m not here for you or your pity. Asher told me Severino wouldn’t be protected by his son.”


    “Your mission is to help get the Alpha and his daughter out of the compound safely.” Sebastian shook his head slowly. “I will handle my father.”


    Jett took a step closer, but Sebastian still didn’t give any ground. “How do we know you won’t save his ass? I’ve been here before. You’re his yes man.”


    Sebastian spoke through gritted teeth. “The little girl is my niece. The Alpha is my brother-in-law. They’re my family now. And I will kill my father before I let him hurt them.” Sebastian moved a little closer, his gaze demanding Jett’s full attention. “I believe you left our facility with a new tool. You’re going to need it to help Isabelle get Madeleine out of the underground holding cell in the lab.”


    Jett froze for a second, and gradually the hostility cooled. He didn’t look happy to be here, but he also didn’t seem like he was going to try to kill Sebastian anymore.


    “Who will be on my team?”


    Sebastian turned my way, and I came forward. “I’m going in the building to rescue Madeleine.”


    Jett nodded and scanned the room. “Who else?”


    “That’s all we can spare.” Sebastian pointed to Vance. “Vance and I will be in jaguar form tonight. Locks and computer keypads won’t be part of our skill set. The other wolves will need to use their weapons to get Adam free of the Hunt.”


    Jett’s eyes narrowed. I wasn’t sure what I was missing. “I could help him.”


    I wondered how.


    Sebastian shook his head. “You’re the only one other than me and Vance who has been in the underground labs. Isabelle won’t know where to find the girl. There will probably be human guards posted at the girl’s door, too.”


    Jett finally nodded. “Fine.” He came farther into the room and circled around everyone to sit on one of the beds in back.


    I looked over at Asher. “This is all the backup we could get?”


    “Ryker is watching the bar, and Cole and the others are protecting the little ones in Sedona.”


    “Okay.” I scanned the room. “The Reno Pack is sending us some help, too. They should be here by lunch. Until then, I guess we can start planning.”


    Sebastian drew maps on pads of graph paper Vance had in his backpack. I tried to focus, but I couldn’t stop watching Sebastian. He was engrossed, discussing each area of the forest in the compound and determining where the wolves would enter, taking out the watchtower guards as they made their way in.


    I wanted to memorize every line and shadow on his face.


    Someone knocked. I flinched before glancing at the clock. It had to be the reinforcements from Reno. I opened the door, and Luke embraced me tight, whispering, “Raven told me about Sebastian. Are you sure?”


    “He’s my mate,” I whispered.


    “Shit.” He straightened and stared past me to Sebastian. “Can’t say it’s good to see you again.”


    Sebastian rolled his shoulders back, unruffled by the new wave of testosterone entering the room. These wolves from Reno had much more experience with Sebastian than my guys from Sedona. And judging by their expressions, not much of it had been good.


    Plus, it was their Alpha who was locked up inside Nero.


    I put myself between Luke and Sebastian. “We don’t have time for pissing contests.” I stared up at Luke. “We have to work together, or we’ll never get Adam and Madeleine out in one piece. We’re outnumbered and out of time. If you can’t shake the damned chip off your shoulder, you might as well get back on the fucking airplane.”


    The room went silent, but I didn’t budge. I might have been the only chick in the room, but I wasn’t going to let a bunch of alpha men mess everything up while they beat their chests.


    I narrowed my eyes. “Leaving or staying?”


    Finally Luke started to nod. “You’re right. Adam and Madeleine are all that matters right now.”


    “Good.” I glanced past him to his twin brother, Logan, and Dr. Jason Ayers. I’d met them in Sedona when they came down to help with our wounded. “Are you guys on the same page, too?”


    The doctor didn’t look thrilled, but they came in without picking a fight. Since we’d all met before, I didn’t bother with introductions. While Luke and Logan unpacked their rifles and scopes, Sebastian went back to giving everyone the lay of the land.


    I gazed out the window. The shadows were lengthening. Time was running out.


    Like he could hear my thoughts, Sebastian lifted his head, his eyes meeting mine.


    There was no fear, only determination.


    Nero was going down.


    I just hoped we didn’t go down with it.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Sebastian


    Vance rambled from the backseat, filling the void in the car as I drove toward Lovettsville. Isabelle was quiet in the passenger seat. In my peripheral vision, I caught her checking her handguns for the fiftieth time.


    I glanced in the rearview mirror at Jett. It seemed he kept his eyes on me the entire drive. I hadn’t been at the compound while the project code-named Wolf was underway. Since the federal funding didn’t cover all our costs, I’d been traveling for “business,” taking out targets to keep the bank balance flush for my father.


    But I’d read the file.


    The members of the new werewolf squad General Sloan had brought in were eventually mentally crippled during the risky experiments. Most died. Two committed suicide in their quarters.


    Jett had been the only success. And I suspected he’d used the very power my father had given him to get himself out. General Sloan never would have willingly granted him an honorable discharge from the military, and my father wouldn’t have let him slip through Nero’s fingers, either.


    Yet he’d ended up a free man back in his Pack in Sedona.


    But he wasn’t the same. Nero had enhanced this wolf. And now, according to the file, he could force his will on others, making them comply with his orders. I had no proof he’d used his power against my father and General Sloan, but I doubted they would have allowed such a valuable asset to simply walk away.


    The ability came with a price, of course, but I would admit I was curious how he’d used it—to make business deals, bed women, rob banks? Who knew?


    For tonight, I wanted him to use whatever he had in his arsenal to keep Isabelle safe while I couldn’t.


    The only missing piece in my plan…I had no idea if I could trust him.


    I met Jett’s eyes and interrupted Vance’s story about the crocodile that had almost killed him as a boy. “I’m curious, Jett. Why are you still willing to help us when you won’t be able to go after my father?”


    He lifted a brow. “Pretty late to be questioning my motives, don’t you think?”


    “Perhaps.” I focused on the street. “But I’m still asking.”


    He waited to catch my eye in the mirror. “I’m sure as shit not doing it for any Severino.”


    Isabelle looked back over her shoulder. “Enough, you two.” Her gaze burned into me. “I don’t know Jett well, but any time we needed him in Sedona, he was there. That’s good enough for me.”


    Isabelle obviously hadn’t seen as much treachery and backstabbing as I had.


    I pulled over a mile from the compound and stashed the car off the road. We all got out and checked our weapons and phones. “By now, the jaguars have retreated to the back of the compound. We should be able to handle the human guards at the gate. Once we’re inside, Vance and I will find a safe place to shift, and we’ll cover Adam when he’s dumped into the Hunt.”


    Vance wiped sweat from his brow. “Those other wolves better be right behind us with firepower. We won’t last long if they come at us all at once.”


    “They’ll be there.” I focused on Isabelle and Jett. “You’ve got the holding cell number for Madeleine?”


    Isabelle nodded. “Sublevel four, last room at the end of the hall.”


    My gaze locked on Jett. “You’ll probably need to get past humans on the ground floor before you get to the elevator, and they’ve got two armed guards posted outside her door.”


    “We’ll get the girl and head back to the car,” Jett replied.


    “Good.” I stashed the keys under the floor mat just in case I wasn’t with them when they got back.


    Isabelle cocked a brow. “And once the wolves clear a path, you and Vance will get the hell out with Adam, right?”


    Vance caught my eye but made the wise decision to shut the fuck up and let me answer. “Yes.”


    Isabelle came closer, her eyes searching mine. “Don’t lie to me, Sebastian. What aren’t you telling me?”


    It was unnerving how well this woman could read me. I kept my expression neutral. “If my father shows up for the Hunt, I’ll keep him distracted until Vance has Adam out of the compound.”


    She placed her hand on her hip, a crease forming on her forehead. “Then how will you get out?”


    I took her hand. “I will be right behind them, Isabelle. I’ll meet you in Reno.” I kissed her knuckles. “Be safe and wait for me.”


    She wrapped her arms around me, surprising me. I breathed her scent deep into my lungs and whispered against her ear, “I love you.” I forced myself to step back and looked over at Vance. “Let’s go.”


    Even in our human form, jaguar shifters could move without making a sound. The human mercenary squad on watch at the main gate would never hear us coming. The challenge was to be sure they didn’t see us, either.


    I took the right side, while Vance moved along the left. Working as a team was new to me. We prided ourselves on being independent, but for this to work, we’d need each other. There were six guards and only two of us.


    Once we were in position in the shadows of the trees, Vance gave me the signal. I rattled the tree branch and ducked out of sight. All the men guarding the gate turned in my direction, weapons raised. On the other side, Vance attacked silently, snapping the neck of one guard and lowering him to the ground.


    “Morris, Smith, go check it out,” their leader commanded in a hushed tone. “Everyone else, stay on your posts.”


    I waited in the shadows until one was finally close enough. I moved in behind him, twisting his head before he could scream. Vance captured their leader and took his rifle. We didn’t want to fire it and alert the rest of the compound that they’d been invaded, but he could use it to threaten the other two left at the gate.


    By the time I eliminated the second guard, Vance had the remaining two at gunpoint in the gate booth. He glanced at me as I entered. “Confiscated their weapons and radios.” He tipped his head toward them. “Shall I finish the job?”


    Before I could nod, Isabelle’s voice filled my memory. A new future. I shook my head. “We’ll tie them up.”


    Vance hesitated, probably shocked at my act of mercy. I was shaken by it as well.


    While Vance secured them, I watched the main building for activity. “If you stay here, out of this fight, you’ll be able to go home in the morning. Cross me, and you’ll be buried on the compound like the rest of your squad. Dead and forgotten. The choice is yours.”


    They both nodded their acceptance of my terms, and one mustered a reply. “Your father is expecting you tonight.”


    I raised a brow. “How do you know that?”


    “He put extra guards down below to keep his granddaughter safe.”


    “I appreciate your information.” I glanced at Vance. “Don’t kill them.”


    He nodded, finishing their bonds. “Heard you the first time.”


    As Jett and Isabelle rounded the corner, I warned them about the added muscle on the sublevel floors and took Isabelle aside. I memorized her face, her scent, and finally forced myself to speak. “Be careful in there. Free Madeleine and get her as far away as you can.” I swallowed the emotion burning my insides. “Don’t look back.”


    She reached up, running her fingers along my jaw. “Whatever happens tonight, you better get your ass out alive.”


    I nodded, a smile creeping up on me. “See you in Reno.”


    “Time to go,” Jett grunted behind her.


    Her lips pressed together, determination in her eyes as she turned and walked away. Damn, I loved her. Why couldn’t I have found her before?


    I went in the opposite direction, toward Vance. We stayed close to the wall on the edge of the compound, jogging into the woods. When we found a secluded spot, Vance tugged off his shirt and looked up at me. “You didn’t tell Isabelle.”


    “The only way to get everyone out is to keep my father busy. That falls to me.” I pulled my shirt off and tossed it over a branch.


    “You know it’s a suicide mission. You’ll be outnumbered.”


    I nodded. “Probably.”


    He clasped my shoulder. “What? No poetry and words of wisdom from the masters?”


    “There is nothing poetic about what I’m about to do.” I shrugged his hand off and walked toward a grouping of trees. “To be given a taste of redemption, tempted by the thought of a new life, only to be forced to give it up?” I shook my head and met his eyes. “Tell her my last words as a man weren’t someone else’s. No poems, no classics. My final words are simple. I followed my heart, and it led me to Isabelle Wood.”


    I ground my teeth and found shelter as the jungle cat came forward, bringing the pain of the shift. But tonight, I welcomed it.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Isabelle


    Adrenaline had my heightened senses pinging. Even though Jett was bigger, I led us toward the main building. Being smaller was actually a perk for peering around corners and not being seen. We jogged closer. Although Sebastian thought the jaguar shifters would be in the forested area of the compound by now, I’d feel better when we were out of the wide-open parking lot. When we reached the building, I pressed my back to the cool block wall. The sun had fallen below the horizon, and without a moon shining above, darkness settled in fast.


    I glanced up at Jett. “Sebastian mentioned you left Nero with a gift. Can it help us?”


    He tightened his grip on the automatic rifle we’d taken from the guard. “Yes, but not if there’s a group of them. I can handle two at a time, and not for very long.”


    “Is it super strength or invisibility?”


    Jett wasn’t a talker and obviously wasn’t keen to spill information about his experience inside Nero, but we were about to enter a building full of guards, and I needed to know what he was bringing to the table.


    He shook his head. “No.”


    I groaned. “We don’t have time to pussyfoot around this. I won’t tell anyone, but I need to understand all the weapons we’ve got at our disposal before we bust in like gun-toting party crashers.”


    His lips twitched. “I can force my will on someone. It doesn’t last long, and it only works on one person at a time.”


    Instantly Obi-Wan popped in my head. “Like a Jedi mind trick?”


    “Not really.” He tapped his forehead. “Mine beats the shit out of my head every time I use it.”


    “All right. So we save it for the guards at her room?”


    “Yeah.” He pointed toward the front doors. “We’ll have to muscle our way through the rest.”


    In the distance, we heard the distinct roar of a jaguar, followed by snarling and hissing. I glanced up at Jett. “Safe to say the Nero jaguars won’t be getting in our way right now.”


    “Let’s do this.”


    I gave the count and entered the building. No guards. I frowned. Their scents still lingered, but the humans were gone. Jett whispered, “They’re probably all on sublevel four guarding the girl.”


    I started for the elevator, but Jett caught my elbow, tilting his head to the right. “Let’s take the stairs. They might have guns aimed at the elevator doors.”


    “Good plan.” We jogged down the stairs until we got to the door we needed. I pressed my ear to the door. Voices, but I couldn’t make out words even with my heightened hearing. “They’re in there.”


    Jett nodded. “I’ll go in first with the rifle. You watch my back.”


    I drew my guns, one in each hand, and cocked them. “Ready.”


    Jett kicked in the door, and all hell broke loose. He sprayed the hallway with gunfire, cutting down Nero guards like a Weedwacker in an overgrown field. I trailed behind him, watching for any guards who raised their weapons.


    Suddenly the door to the stairs burst open behind us. I spun around as a bullet skimmed my shoulder. Four more guards spilled into the hallway, guns blazing. I raised my weapons and fired until my clips were empty.


    Jett glanced back over his shoulder. “Nice shooting.”


    “Thanks.” I turned around, shaking my head. “Where’s her room?”


    He stepped over bodies as he whispered, “She’s at the end of this corridor, but the guards will be ready. There’s no way they missed all the gunfire.”


    I nodded. “How’s your ammo?”


    He hung the rifle on his shoulder and reached for the second one on his other side. “Should be fine.”


    “Let’s do this.”


    He stayed in front, and I followed close behind with no idea how it would play out. When we rounded the corner, a man shouted, “Drop your weapons!”


    Jett’s deep voice echoed off the walls of the corridor. “Severino asked us to transport the girl.”


    I peered around Jett. The first guard frowned. “We didn’t get orders.”


    “Yes, you did.” He paused. “Severino gave you the orders when he called you in. His granddaughter needs to come with us. We’ll protect her until the threat passes.”


    The second man pulled a key card from his pocket. “Where are we supposed to go?”


    Heat was radiating off Jett’s back until sweat soaked through his shirt. “You’ll stay here so no one knows the girl is missing. They won’t look for her.”


    “Yes, sir.” The door beeped, and he stepped aside.


    I went in first. There was a small mound under the covers on the corner of the bed. I walked over and crouched beside her. “Madeleine?”


    She didn’t move, her voice coming through the blanket. “Go away. You’re not Uncle ‘Bastian.”


    The fear in her voice broke my heart.


    Jett sat on the stool, head in his hands. Sweat slid down his neck. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but it couldn’t be good. I turned to the lump again. “Your uncle sent me to take you to your mom.”


    Suddenly she poked her head out. “Who are you?”


    “I’m Isabelle, and this is Jett.”


    He lifted his head and forced a smile.


    “You got a bloody nose,” Madeleine sniffled. “Did the bad men give it to you?”


    Jett got up to find a tissue. “I’ll be all right.”


    “We’ve got to go now, okay?”


    She crossed her arms. “I shouldn’t go with strangers.”


    I didn’t know how long Jett’s spell on the guards would last. We needed to get out of here. I stared into Madeleine’s eyes. “I also know your dad, Adam. He wants me to take you to your mom.”


    Her gaze went from me to Jett and back to me. “You promise?”


    I nodded. “We’ve got to go, sweetie.”


    Madeleine crawled out of the bed, and I picked her up. I turned around, studying Jett. “Are you okay to run the gauntlet back out?”


    He nodded, but I wasn’t convinced. All the color had drained from his face, and his shirt was soaked with perspiration.


    Jett took the lead, and I followed, carrying Madeleine on my hip.


    We were halfway there.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Sebastian


    My bones cracked, tendons tore and knitted back together, fur erupted from my skin, and sharp teeth filled my mouth. The predator clawed his way forward while the man stepped back. Although the jungle cat’s instincts to hunt were in full force, I had years of training. I was an expert at focusing the jaguar’s attention, and I quickly sorted through the familiar scents to locate the wolf.


    Adam Sloan.


    I loped toward my target, my ears twitching, listening for my backup. Vance trotted through the underbrush to my right. He chuffed his location as we made our way closer to the human werewolf. The others were already on the move. Too many jaguars for the two of us to fight all at once, but I reassured the cat to stay the course and tune out everything else.


    The man was our mission.


    Inside, I prayed the werewolves were in their places along the watchtowers, ready to back us up with gunfire. I burst through the brush, and crouched in the clearing was the Alpha. The cat slowed to an agitated walk, pacing around him, recognizing his scent as the one we were hunting. The jaguar didn’t understand my reluctance to pounce.


    Adam frowned, pulling in a slow breath. “Sebastian?”


    We snarled in answer, and behind us another jaguar broke through the forest. Vance. Reaching out with a giant paw, we swiped at him, reminding him this was not his prize. He hissed and kept a perimeter around Adam.


    One by one, more cats arrived, flattening their ears, challenging us for dominance. But none of these were my true target.


    Where was my father?


    While I scanned the shadows, one of the jaguars rushed in. Vance reared up on his hind legs, tackling the other cat to the ground.


    Adam growled behind me. “I wish I knew your plan.”


    My tail jerked as I snarled at the others. To my left another cat bolted toward Adam. I intercepted, ramming his flanks with my head and sending him rolling through the underbrush. Vance wrestled with another big cat, but still no sign of my father. His scent wasn’t even on the wind.


    My concentration was broken by a cat pouncing onto my back. His weight pinned me to the ground. Pain lit through the back of my shoulders as his fangs sank into my skin, tearing out a piece of flesh. I regained my footing and spun around to try to shake off the attacker.


    Something knocked him free. The scent of blood assaulted me as he lay still. I swung my head up in the direction of the watchtower and roared.


    The cavalry was here, and one of them was an exceptional shot. Time to get Adam out. I chuffed at Vance and came up on Adam’s right side. Vance followed suit on the other side. I bumped my head on the back of Adam’s leg, encouraging him forward.


    He rested his hand on my back, and I flinched, hissing at the sharp sting.


    “Sorry.” He paused. “You’re bleeding pretty badly. Is Jason up there? Maybe he can patch you up.”


    The werewolves hit two more jaguars stalking us. Almost there. The parking lot was in view. I panted through the pain.


    And then I froze. Tipping my head up, I checked again. My ears flattened. It was my father’s scent. I couldn’t see him yet, but he was here. Somewhere.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Isabelle


    Madeleine clung to me. I stayed close to Jett as we made our way back up the stairs. Before we opened the door to the ground floor, he whispered over his shoulder, “Let me go first. I’ll come back for you once I’m sure we’re clear.”


    “Okay.”


    He burst through the door. It slammed behind him, making Madeleine flinch. I rubbed her back, keeping my voice low. “We’re almost out. Your dad should be waiting at the car.”


    She sniffled. “Is it far?”


    I shook my head. “Not too far.”


    Jett poked his head in. “All clear.”


    His eyes were bloodshot, and there was a tremor in his hands. I frowned. “Does this happen every time?”


    He wiped the sweat off his forehead. “I’m trying to keep control of both of the guards by her door. I can’t hold them much longer.”


    “Let’s jam the elevator. If they have to take the stairs, we’ll be long gone by the time they get up here.”


    “Good idea.” He turned in that direction while I carried Madeleine out.


    With no sign of any guards, I lowered her to the ground and took her hand. “Ready to find your dad?”


    She nodded, and Jett led the way toward the door. As we stepped outside, the scent of blood had me on red alert. I recognized it. Sebastian.


    Adam came toward us with a black jaguar at his side. The other had turned back, snarling. The Alpha ran to us and caught his little girl in his arms as she buried her face in his neck.


    He looked over at me and Jett. “Thank you.”


    Jett glanced at the jaguar and back to Adam. “We better get out of here.”


    All my attention was on Sebastian. He left a trail of crimson paw prints behind him as he headed for the compound again. I frowned. “What’s he doing?”


    Jett caught my arm. “He’s keeping his father busy so we can get away.”


    “He’s injured.” I jerked free of his grasp. “They’ll kill him if he makes a move on his father.”


    Fresh blood trickled from Jett’s nose as he pushed his power again.


    I stumbled backward. “No! If you get anywhere near my fucking mind, I’ll kick your ass. I’m not leaving Sebastian behind.”


    Jett frowned. “You can’t help him. You’re outnumbered. You’ll distract him.”


    I narrowed my eyes at Adam. “Was that talk about being part of your Pack all bullshit?”


    “No.” His tone stayed even and controlled. “This was the plan, remember? Sebastian can handle himself. He wants us to take you to Reno. He’ll meet us there.”


    There was a pull in his voice, and my wolf ached to comply. Every step in the other direction physically hurt. I pulled another loaded clip from my pocket, sweat breaking out on my brow.


    “This blood on the ground wasn’t part of the plan.” I winced. “He’ll die in there.”


    The big jaguar left Adam’s side, coming toward me. I pointed at him. “Vance knows.” My voice broke. “Please.”


    The vise on my head vanished. Adam shifted his daughter to his other arm. “I need a phone.”


    Jett handed him his cell, and Adam punched in a number. “Luke? It’s me. I’m out front with Madeleine. Stay at the watchtower. Sebastian went back in, and Isabelle is on her way. Cover them.”


    He paused. I was too far away to be able to hear the other side of the conversation even with my werewolf hearing.


    Adam’s gaze shifted up toward Nero’s tall block walls. “Once it’s safe, I want everyone on the ground. Get Sebastian and Isabelle out alive. I’ll explain later.”


    He handed the phone back to Jett and met my eyes. “It wasn’t bullshit.”


    “Thank you.” I slammed the clips into my guns and ran, following the bloody tracks with Vance trotting at my side.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Sebastian


    Two jaguars lay motionless near the back of the building, but it didn’t slow the hunt for my father. Why couldn’t I find him?


    The wound on my back pulsed, blood dripped down my legs, and fatigue dug its claws into me, but I kept moving. This was going to end tonight, one way or another. A jaguar growled from the tree line but didn’t venture out. I sniffed the air.


    He was close.


    I stopped, gazing into the darkness as I scanned the area. Suddenly the rear door of the main building opened behind me. I spun around to find my father in human form. He’d shifted back.


    Dressed in black from head to toe, he shouted, “You betrayed me.”


    I stalked toward him, exposing my sharp teeth. He pulled a gun from his shoulder holster, aiming the barrel at me. I urged the jaguar to take cover, but the blood loss had drained any speed we might have had.


    He cocked the handgun, and gunfire erupted from the watchtowers. The shots deafened my ears as my father ran serpentine toward the edge of the building, shouting to the other jaguars. “We’re under attack. Shift back. Now!”


    I turned to pursue him when I caught another scent. Isabelle.


    She rounded the corner, guns drawn. I wanted to shout and warn her to run, but I had no voice inside the massive cat. My father fired, and Isabelle went down. From this distance I couldn’t be sure where she was hit.


    All my rage and anguish combined into one tormented roar.


    Vance came around the corner and launched his body into the air, knocking my father to the ground. His gun skidded in my direction.


    It was going to hurt like hell, but I needed my hands. I snagged the pistol in my teeth and pushed my battered body to run to Isabelle’s side. I nudged her face, but she didn’t move.


    Unconscious, but her heartbeat was strong to my sensitive ears.


    I dropped the gun, collapsed onto my side, panting through the pain as I strained to push the jaguar back. We trained for forced shifts, but no amount of training could lessen the agony of our bodies mutating and our spirits struggling with the primal animal for control.


    By the time I was myself again, my father’s fight with Vance was over. He shoved the jaguar off him. Vance lay in a heap with a knife handle protruding from his chest. Shit. Rage smoldered in my gut, giving me one last dose of adrenaline.


    I snatched the gun off the ground, fury combating the bone weariness from blood loss. I cocked the gun, and my father spun around.


    “Betrayer,” he hissed. “Just like your whore of a mother.”


    No shots rang out from the watchtower. I shook my head, lining up my shot. “She protected so many from you. She was a patriot.”


    His mouth twisted into a sneer. “She was a coward.” He drew a gun from his belt. “In the end, she begged for her life. I stood on the other side of the door while she gasped for air. She broke the glass but couldn’t squeeze through.”


    My aim was steady, my index finger caressing the trigger. “For years I bloodied my hands for you, but no more.”


    “You can’t kill me, Sebastian.” He laughed. “You know better than anyone that if I die, you will, too. All my jaguars will feed on your bones.”


    “They fear you. That’s not loyalty.” Why weren’t the wolves firing? “I was loyal, but it was never enough for you.”


    Behind me, Isabelle stirred. I wished I could send her a telepathic message to stay down.


    My father lurched forward, raising his gun. “You were weak!” He gestured to the trees. “They’ll defend me.”


    I glanced at the shadows and back to his face. “I don’t think so.” I tipped my head toward the watchtower. “In case you’re wondering, there are two Packs with rifles aimed at your chest.”


    I hoped he’d buy my bluff. I wasn’t sure where the werewolves were at the moment, but if I could, I needed to take my father alive. Without his political contacts, we’d all be in danger.


    His twisted smile broadened. “I watched your mother clawing at that locked door. She promised me loyalty, money, whatever I wanted.”


    “Are you tempting me to pull this trigger?” I’d never wanted to kill. It was always a job, a necessary evil, but right now…I ached to silence him forever.


    He spat blood on the ground. “You’re pathetic. Just like her.” He narrowed his eyes. “You have no idea of the danger you, and every shifter on the planet, will be in if I die.”


    “That’s why I’m giving you a chance to live. Drop your gun and we can talk.” I yearned to pull the trigger, but I fought the urge. My father—not me—had the connections inside the government that kept our existence secret.


    He laughed. “I would rather die than be controlled by my son and his flea-bitten wolf friends.”


    I angled my sights and pulled the trigger. He fell to the ground, gripping his right shoulder. My gamble paid off. He’d rushed to get dressed and hadn’t put on his body armor. I dropped my gun and collapsed to my knees beside Isabelle.


    She winced, blinking her eyes open. “Are you all right?”


    I shook my head. “I should be asking you that. Where are you hit?”


    “Right leg.” She pulled herself to a sitting position, gasping and clenching her teeth. “I’d ask for your shirt, but…” She gave me a once-over. “…you don’t even have on pants.”


    “Clothes are the least of my worries at the moment.” I sobered and handed her the gun. “I think the wolves are on the move. Until they get here, shoot first and ask questions later. I need to check on Vance.”


    I got up, blinking until the world stopped spinning. My father spit poisonous words as I passed by, but didn’t get up. As I approached Vance’s body, my stomach twisted into a knot. He hadn’t moved.


    As I knelt beside him, three men rushed from the woods. Werewolves. The Pack doctor came to my side and opened his bag. He glanced my way. “His pulse is weak and thready. Can you hear it?”


    I nodded. “What can I do?”


    He handed me a compress. “When I pull out the blade, I need you to apply pressure to the wound.”


    “I’m ready.” Blackness teased the edge of my vision, but I willed myself to stay awake.


    The doctor eased the blade free, and I stanched the bleeding. Jason dug into his bag and brought out a syringe. “He needs to shift back. I’m a doctor, not a vet. I don’t know enough about feline anatomy to treat him like this.”


    “Okay.” I wasn’t sure why he was explaining himself.


    “This is risky. He could bleed out while he goes through the change.”


    Now I understood. “Vance is tough. If this is the only way to survive, he will.”


    “Hope you’re right.” He took the sheath off the needle. “This dose of adrenaline should get things moving. We’ll do our best to control the bleeding.”


    I glanced over my shoulder to check on Isabelle. Luke Reynolds and his twin brother were hooking Isabelle’s arms over their shoulders. They hauled her up to her feet as Asher and Gage approached from the woods. Gage kept his rifle aimed at my father.


    The doctor plunged the needle into Vance’s chest and pressed the plunger down. Vance’s entire body tensed, tremors running from head to tail. I did my best to keep pressure on the wound as his bones contorted and joints popped.


    Silently, I willed him to fight.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Isabelle


    Luke and Logan helped me to the back of the building and eased me down onto the steps. My leg throbbed, blood soaking through my pants. The only good news was finding an exit wound, and since I hadn’t bled out yet, the bullet must not have hit a major artery. I’d heal.


    Asher and Gage aimed their guns at Antonio, and a few feet away, Jason and Sebastian were doing their best to save Vance. I’d never watched anyone shift before. It hurt like a son of a bitch, but seeing it was a new level of grotesque. His body writhed on the ground, his skin swallowing the black fur, his sharp teeth retracting as his head cracked and reshaped.


    I shifted my focus to Sebastian. His back was still oozing from a set of deep gashes, and a chunk of flesh was missing right between his shoulder blades, probably from a bite. I glanced up at Luke. “You’ve got to get Jason to look at Sebastian’s back. He’s lost a lot of blood.”


    “Are you okay here?” Concern lined Luke’s face.


    “Yeah.” I lifted my gun. “Armed and ready—just don’t ask me to run.”


    Satisfied, Luke and Logan headed over to the Pack doctor. I moved my leg and sucked in a pained breath. Wait a sec. I frowned. Why did I smell—


    Before I could finish the thought, armed human guards burst from the back door. Asher and Gage turned their firepower in the direction of the new danger, and behind them, jaguars encroached, coming out of the trees.


    “Behind you!” I fired off one shot but was too far away for any accuracy with my handgun.


    While Gage and Asher turned around to protect themselves, Antonio scrambled to his feet. I lined up the sights on my Glock, readying to fire, when cold steel jammed into my back.


    “Pull that trigger and you’re dead,” one of the human guards grunted.


    Antonio raised his gun. “Tell them to drop their weapons, Sebastian, or your woman dies.”


    Sebastian spun around, snapped up the knife that had been buried in his friend and sent it sailing, nailing his target in the neck.


    Antonio Severino dropped the pistol and sank to the ground. He gurgled, “Shoot her.”


    Sebastian was already on the move. “Touch her and I’ll hunt your families down. You’ll never be safe from me. Never.”


    The barrel left my back. I pulled in a shaky breath as Sebastian approached, his eyes locked on the guards behind me. “As you can see, I’ll be signing your paychecks now. Wait for me inside the building.”


    Following his orders, the humans retreated. The jaguars took cover in the shadows of the forest, and an unsettling silence fell over the compound as Antonio Severino’s blood seeped into the soil of his precious empire.


    Sebastian called to them, his voice weary but strong. “The Hunt is over, and Nero is dead.”


    He sat on the steps beside me and whispered, “I think I need…” Sebastian slumped against me, his body sliding down to my lap.


    “Jason!” I shouted.


    He turned around. “Be right there!”


    Luke and Logan took over the compression on Vance’s wound, and Jason brought his bag to me. I tipped my head toward Sebastian. “His back is all torn up.”


    Jason came around behind him. “That was some throw he made.”


    I stared at Antonio’s lifeless body. “And that was after he was dizzy from blood loss.”


    Jason started cleaning the gouge, and Sebastian growled. “Fuck.”


    “Welcome back.” Jason pressed a gauze pad to the wound. “Never thought there’d be a day I’d be thanking you.”


    Sebastian winced. “Likewise.”


    “You’re going to need some stitches.”


    Sebastian nodded. “That would be preferable to bleeding to death.”


    Jason chuckled, taking out his needle and thread. “I think Vance is going to make it. The blade missed his heart. If he’d been in human form when Antonio stabbed him, he would’ve been dead.” He finished the first stitch. “You were right, he’s tough.”


    I stroked Sebastian’s hair back from his forehead. “You saved my life tonight.”


    He grunted. “You should have been on your way to Reno.”


    “Don’t be an ass.” I rolled my eyes. “This is the part when you’re supposed to say I saved your life, too.”


    He was quiet for a second, his voice sobered. “I may have doomed us all.”


    “Your father was bluffing.”


    He shook his head. “There are a select few in the government who know shifters exist. My father was a master at silencing any weak links. I don’t have the contacts he did. Without him, I’m not sure how to be certain no one exposes us to the world.”


    Jason’s eyes lifted to meet mine. “We need to call Adam. His uncle might be able to help.”


    “This goes beyond General Sloan.” Sebastian rubbed his forehead.


    Jason finished the stitches and tied them off. Sebastian sat up, his dark eyes on mine. “I’m an assassin, not a politician. I don’t know how to contain this.”


    Jason pulled out his phone. “General Sloan is a good starting point.” He updated Adam and then went to work on my leg.


    To Sebastian’s credit, he held my hand without flinching even though I squeezed the shit out of him as Jason cleaned the wound.


    By the time Jason had me patched up, the sky was beginning to lighten, and I could barely keep my eyes open. Sebastian was alert, still watching the trees for any signs of jaguars. Someone had brought him clothes while I was in and out of consciousness. They were too tight, but at least he wouldn’t freeze to death.


    Death. I nudged Sebastian. “Where’s Vance?”


    He looked down at me, his expression softening. “He’s inside the main building, resting. Asher is with him. He’ll alert the doctor when Vance wakes up.”


    “So he’s going to be all right?”


    “We won’t know for certain until he comes to, but I think he will be.”


    I frowned, scanning the area. There was only a stain in the dirt where his father’s body had been. “Where’s Antonio?”


    Tension rose in Sebastian’s shoulders, but it was the only outward reaction; his voice was cold and distant. “His body is inside.” He met my eyes, his battered hand cupping my face. “I’m going to ask the doctor to take you and Vance back to Reno to heal.”


    I shook my head without pulling away from his touch. “You’re injured, too. I’ll stay with you.”


    “You don’t understand.” The blood loss had left circles around his eyes, and concern lined his brow. “If I can’t keep the Senate committee quiet about this, you can’t be anywhere near me. All it would take is a loose-lipped anonymous source to tell the media about our defense contract work with shifters, and we’ll all be hunted. It’s more important than ever for you to stay away from me.” He paused, his voice dropping to a whisper. “I love you, Isabelle. Let me protect you.”


    His words made sense, and he was probably right, but I didn’t give a flying fuck.


    “You can’t do this alone.”


    He started to bend down to kiss my forehead and winced, straightening his back again. “Damn it.”


    I scooted to sit up and turned his chin toward me. “I realized something tonight when the others were trying to force me to go back to Reno without you.”


    His eyes searched mine. “What’s that?”


    “I love you.” I swallowed the hard lump in my throat. “I didn’t think I’d ever say those words again after my dad vanished, but that doesn’t make them any less true. And before you start making excuses, this has nothing to do with the wolf or the instincts…”


    “How can you be so sure?” He raised a brow.


    A smile flirted at the corner of my lips. “Because my wolf has loved you from the moment we touched. I’ve been fighting her ever since.”


    “So you finally surrendered?” His eyes sparkled as the sun peeked over the horizon.


    “No.” I shook my head. “But tonight I realized there isn’t another person I’d be more willing to walk into hell with than you.”


    I leaned in, my lips caressing his. His arms wrapped around me, and my heart fluttered as I opened my eyes, resting my forehead on his. “Whatever happens, I’ll have your back.”


    “And I’ll have yours.” He started to kiss me again when Jason cleared his throat. “You both need to get inside and rest. I just got word that General Sloan will be here in two hours. Until then, we can clean this up.”


    “Thank you,” Sebastian said as he helped me up, bearing most of my weight.


    Together we hobbled through the doors like wounded soldiers.


    …


    I woke up disoriented and…alone. I sat up, dangling my legs over the side of the bed as coherent memories returned. I was in the underground dormitory.


    Where the hell was Sebastian?


    I stood up, wincing when I tried to put weight on my injured leg. There had to be a crutch or something I could brace myself with. I scanned the room. No crutches, but there was a push broom in the corner. Not optimal, but better than nothing. I hopped over and gripped the handle. After a few tries, I finally figured a way to use my enhanced upper body strength to stay upright, using the broom as a makeshift cane.


    Sebastian’s scent lingered in the hallway. I tracked it to the elevator. Inside I hit the button for the ground floor and waited. When it opened into the main lobby, Sebastian and a military man in full dress uniform turned my way.


    I limped out and offered my hand. “You must be General Sloan.”


    He nodded, shaking my hand. “You can call me Miller.”


    He was definitely a werewolf. Adam’s uncle. They had the same facial structure, although his eyes were lighter and his hair was gray.


    I glanced at Sebastian. “What did I miss?”


    Sebastian retrieved a chair and set it down behind me.


    “Thanks.” I sat down, leaning the broom against the arm of the chair. “So?”


    The general answered before Sebastian. “We need to destroy the building and all the records.”


    I blinked, frowning. “What about all the shifters who live here?”


    “Most have fled.” Sebastian crossed his arms. “Without my father, some opted for freedom. Others were loyalists and won’t work with me.”


    I shifted my attention back to the general. “What good will it do to burn everything here?”


    He didn’t hesitate. “It will keep any footage or research documents from being pilfered and sold to the highest bidder.”


    “And what about the records you have back in the Pentagon or wherever you work?”


    “They’re classified. And even if someone nosed around, without any proof, no one is going to believe shifters are real.” He glanced around the area. “Without this facility, there’s no way to verify anything. It’ll be a dead end.”


    Sebastian didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t contradict the general, either.


    I sighed. “I guess we need to be sure the building is empty first.”


    “Gage, Luke, and Logan are already in the process.” Sebastian dropped his arms to his sides. “I’m going to search my father’s files for anything worth keeping, and then we’ll be ready.”


    I stared at the industrial walls around us and shook my head. “This doesn’t look like it’s going to burn.”


    “That’s why we’re going to blow it up. We have charges stored in the ammunitions building.”


    I frowned, looking over at the general. “How are you going to explain an explosion that destroys classified government research?”


    He cleared his throat and replied, “Natural gas leak. It’ll also explain why the building was empty. We evacuated, but before we could find the break in the gas line, a spark brought the whole thing down.”


    Could work. I glanced at Sebastian. “Sounds like you’ve got this all planned.” He didn’t make eye contact, and I sighed. “What aren’t you telling me?”


    Sebastian’s dark eyes met mine. “Dr. Ayers is waiting out front to take you back to Reno with him.”


    “No. You don’t get to order me around.” My heart pounded like a drum in my ears. “I’ll see this through with you.”


    “I appreciate your loyalty, but you’d be in the way.” General Sloan crossed his arms. “Sebastian is riding back with me to D.C. to meet with Senator Hanson. We’ll be discussing classified documents. You can’t be there.”


    Sebastian knelt beside my chair. “If our meeting isn’t successful, and I’m revealed as a shifter, I can’t let that spotlight fall on you, Isabelle. I—”


    “Don’t.” I stood up and reached for the damned broom. “Don’t say those words and then walk out on me.”


    I held my head high as I hobbled down the hallway for the front doors. Sebastian was close behind, wisely giving me a little space. As soon as I stepped outside, he caught my arm. “Isabelle.”


    I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t. My stomach tied in knots, my chest hurt, and goddamn it, I was not going to cry.


    He took my chin and gently turned my head until I grudgingly met his eyes. “I’m not walking out on you. I’m protecting you.”


    “Just like my father!” My throat closed, strangling my voice for a second.


    “I wish I didn’t have to do this.” He searched my face, regret in his eyes. “I want nothing more than to ride off into the sunset with you and start a new chapter of my life, but there won’t be one if I can’t keep a lid on my father’s research.”


    “Who will watch your back?”


    A crooked smile tugged at his lips. “You are a treasure. I don’t deserve you.”


    I gave his shoulder a halfhearted shove. “Stop being charming and answer me.”


    “I swear I will be with you as soon as I can.” He caught my hand, his fingers lacing with mine. “There is nowhere I would rather be.”


    “Still doesn’t answer my question.” What could he say? I didn’t know, but I needed the reassurance. Anxiety constricted my chest.


    “I don’t need anyone to watch my back. I’ve never had a partner until you, and I’ve returned from countless dangerous missions for years.” He lifted my hand to his lips. “This isn’t like it was with your father. I’ll find a way to contact you every day.”


    Now that I liked. I nodded slowly and whispered, “Making me fall in love with you and then dying would be a dick move.”


    The sound of his laughter buoyed my spirit. He kissed me, whispering, “I love you, Isabelle. Be safe for me.”


    Jason jogged up with a crutch, bless him, and Sebastian went back into the building to lay down the charges. There were a million ways the plan could fail—the fire crew could find evidence of the explosives or the charred remains of Antonio Severino’s body, and those were just a couple of scenarios—but as I limped over to the car, I did my best to silence the doubts.


    I wasn’t eighteen anymore, and this wasn’t good-bye forever.


    Or so I hoped.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Sebastian


    Once Isabelle was in the car, I went up to the second floor. The eerie silence made the marble hall feel more like a tomb than the headquarters of Nero. I opened the door to the reception area for my father’s office and half expected Natasha to greet me.


    I had no idea where she might be now. She hadn’t been among the dead jaguars.


    After collecting myself, I threw open the second door leading to my father’s office. In spite of my efforts to steel the emotions churning inside me, when I stepped into the room, my gut lurched. My father’s body had been unceremoniously dumped on the floor, the knife still protruding from his neck.


    I knelt beside him, my hands trembling. “I couldn’t let you kill her.” I ground my teeth together. His corpse wasn’t going to absolve me of what I’d done. “I don’t need to explain myself to you, you coldhearted bastard.”


    I stood, glancing at his desk. “When I heard about the fire at Brightwood, I knew it couldn’t have been an accident, but I didn’t want to believe you killed her.” I swept my fingers underneath the center drawer on his desk and located the key to the filing cabinet. My father insisted on keeping the sensitive documents on paper. He didn’t trust computers. He envisioned hackers sending blackmail threats in his email.


    I thumbed through the files. Most of his special projects I’d been aware of, but in the past two years I’d discovered there was much I didn’t know about my father’s work. Now as I skimmed files on young women he’d abducted from Brightwood for his breeding experiments, and the shifters he’d attempted to “enhance,” I realized he’d kept me in the dark much more than I’d known.


    Any traces of morality in me were signs of weakness in his eyes. My gaze wandered over to his body. I hated myself for the irrational need to speak, but I had to get it out…


    “You took the miracle of our race and turned us into nothing more than specimens for your profit.” I shook my head slowly. “You’re a stain on my soul, and if it takes the rest of my life to atone for your sins, I’ll do it.”


    I grabbed his briefcase from under the desk and emptied it, then stuffed the folders inside. At the door I stopped, looking back one last time. Robert Frost’s words crossed my lips in a hushed whisper.


    “But not to call me back or say good-bye;


    And further still at an unearthly height,


    One luminary clock against the sky


    Proclaimed the time was neither wrong nor right.


    I have been one acquainted with the night.”


    “Good-bye, Father. See you in hell.” I slammed the door behind me.


    


    While General Sloan started placing the charges around the building, I went to the guardhouse at the gate and freed the two men inside. After cutting their bindings, I took down their contact information and gestured toward the main building.


    “General Miller Sloan wants to talk to you before you go.”


    One of them shook his head. “We won’t say anything. I swear.”


    “No, you won’t. Anything you say about his place would be considered a national security threat. The general will explain the details. Suffice to say, if you talk, no one will ever see you again.”


    They both nodded. The other guard’s voice was hoarse. “What happened up there?”


    “Nero has fallen.” I cracked my knuckles and picked up the briefcase again. “You’ll be receiving a severance check within thirty days.”


    They glanced at each other and back to me. “Thank you, sir.”


    As I turned to go, General Sloan passed by to counsel the survivors. I stashed the briefcase in General Sloan’s car and went to work placing charges on the outbuildings. Once we were ready, I took the elevator down to check the lower levels for any remaining Nero agents or human guards. Satisfied it was empty, I stepped out on the bottom floor and opened the door to the utility room.


    I was numb inside when I opened the furnace and blew out the pilot light. Although I had very few happy memories of this place, it was all I’d ever known.


    And I was about to destroy it.


    I clenched my jaw. This was my past. I had a future waiting for me. A future with Isabelle. I was closing this chapter and starting a new one.


    I cranked up the thermostat and walked out without looking back.


    When I stepped outside, an unexpected smile curved my lips. Isabelle was standing beside the general, propped on her crutch.


    I closed the distance between us and cupped her face in my hands, tipping her chin up to meet my eyes. “I thought you were on your way to Reno.”


    She shrugged with fire in her eyes. “I told you I don’t take orders well.” Her expression softened. “This is a big deal. You grew up here. Good or bad, this was your home. I figured you might need a shoulder to lean on.”


    I swallowed the swell of emotion in my chest. “I don’t want you pulled into this. The less the government knows about you, the better.”


    “I’m not going to D.C. with you. Jason’s waiting with the car just outside the gates.” Her gaze moved slowly over my face. “I know you want to protect me, so let me do the same for you.”


    I took her hand, our fingers lacing together. “Thank you.”


    We both stared up at Nero’s headquarters beside General Sloan.


    He cleared his throat. “Your father was driven. He wanted to make our country safer.”


    I chuffed out an exasperated breath. “You didn’t know my father.”


    “I knew your dad longer than you’ve been alive.” He glanced over at me. “And I know I looked the other way when I probably should’ve investigated.”


    “Too late now.”


    He nodded. “I’ll do everything I can to keep the Nero defense projects classified.”


    “You need to destroy the research files. If any of the videos of soldiers shifting into animals ever get out, we’re all in danger.”


    He crossed his arms. “It’s not that easy. I can’t just delete classified files. They’re encrypted and backed up. But we can pressure the committee to protect the American soldiers who bravely volunteered for the experiments.”


    I shook my head. “I hope it will be enough.”


    He handed me the radio detonator. “I’m sorry it ended this way.”


    “It should’ve ended years ago.” I took the controller, caressing the button. I’d lived on these grounds my entire life.


    But that life died with my father. My eyes met Isabelle’s. With her at my side, I had a chance at a new life. A better one.


    We walked down to the gates, and I took one last look back, then pressed the button. It started with a pop followed by another, and then the rumble began as the monstrosity collapsed in on itself.


    My gut clenched as I turned away, unable to watch anymore. Isabelle took my hand, her voice low, meant only for me. “You’re free. It’s behind us.”


    I walked her to Jason’s car. “Thank you for staying with me.”


    “You don’t need to thank me.” She stopped and looked into my eyes. “I love you.”


    I bent to kiss her, my lips lingering on hers. Resting my forehead against hers, I whispered, “Be safe. I’ll be in touch every day until I can join you in Reno. You have my word.”


    Doubt still lingered in her eyes, but she got into the car anyway. I understood her fear, but I would do my best to reassure her.


    The last thing I wanted was to hurt her. Odd sensation for me.


    But it gave me hope for the future. The poets were right. Love could change everything. Maybe my mother understood that all along.


    Bur her love was never enough to save my father.


    Maybe nothing could’ve deterred him from his path.


    I got into the black SUV with General Miller. In the side mirror, black smoke billowed up to the heavens with plumes of flame and ash.


    Nero was dead.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    Isabelle


    “Thanks, Luke,” I called over my shoulder as he set down the last box.


    Not that I had much to move, but I appreciated his help.


    Seeing Luke and my sister together made me happy and at the same time lonely. Okay, a little jealous, too. I sounded like a total asshole to even think it.


    Maybe I was an asshole.


    Anyway, with Sebastian on the other side of the country, I stayed with Raven and Luke in their tiny two-bedroom apartment for a week, and that was long enough. Hearing them laugh, seeing them hold hands—all of it was a constant reminder that my mate was far away.


    I spent the next few days apartment shopping. If I was going to stay in Reno, I figured I might as well have my own place. I also hung my shingle online as a PI and bounty hunter, and next week I had two meetings with local bail bondsmen.


    Anything to keep busy.


    So far Sebastian had been a man of his word. He contacted me every day either by phone, text, or Skype. But the conversations were short and…shallow. The few times I’d been able to see his face when we video chatted, he looked exhausted and worried. He was hiding something, and trying to guess what it might be was making me insane.


    It didn’t help that he hadn’t mentioned coming to Reno or said the L word. I was locked in a constant inner battle, fighting my fear of being abandoned by replaying Sebastian saying he loved me and he’d come back.


    But with every short phone call, I lost more ground, insecurity taking a deeper hold.


    My cell rang, and I checked the screen. Speak of the devil. “Hey, Sebastian.”


    “How is the move going?”


    “Fine. Luke just dropped off my last box…” I worried my lower lip. I was not going to fall into this trap again. “How are things there?”


    “Every loose end I tie up leads to three more.”


    I sighed. “Can I help?”


    “Hearing your voice helps.”


    “Psh.” I rolled my eyes. “Enough with the bullshit. I know you’re hiding something.”


    “Nothing for me to hide.” He cleared his throat. “Did you check your PO box?”


    I frowned at the change in subject. “Not today. Why?”


    “Just curious.” He paused. “I need to get back to this meeting. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


    “Already?” I checked my screen. “We’ve talked for less than two minutes.”


    “I’m sorry. Be safe.”


    And he was gone. Weird. I put the phone in my pocket, replaying the conversation. The post office box. He wouldn’t have asked if he didn’t want me to go check it. I grabbed my keys and headed for the door.


    As I drove away, I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched. My gaze flicked between the windshield and rearview mirror. I didn’t see a tail, but I’d collected bail jumpers long enough to trust my gut.


    Something wasn’t right.


    Or I was getting paranoid. So much for trusting my gut.


    I parked and went inside. I didn’t catch any scents that were out of place, but I still checked around before sliding the key into the drawer. I flipped through the envelopes until I found a big one with Sebastian’s writing. I tore it open, scanning the text.


    My dear Isabelle,


    I have reason to believe I’m under surveillance. It’s not safe for me to talk on the phone, and my email messages may be monitored, too. As word of my father’s death spreads, the Senate committee is pressuring General Sloan to retire. They have their eye on a younger general. Without my father’s political power and contacts, there’s not much I can do to intervene, but a new set of eyes reading the files on Nero’s research could put us all in danger of exposure to the human world.


    I can’t let that happen.


    Enclosed are the files I took from my father’s office. You’re the only person I can trust. Read them and hide them.


    I’ve also included a plane ticket to New York. A driver will be waiting for you at the airport. I hope you’ll come. The only thing keeping me going is the hope of a new future with you.


    All my heart,


    S


    I clutched the mail to my chest and hustled back to my car. Inside I read the note one more time. For weeks, I’d been second-guessing everything, that familiar defensive wall forming around my heart, preparing me for the inevitable.


    He was never coming back.


    It hadn’t occurred to me that our conversations were short and shallow because our communications might not be private. I’d assumed the worst. Old habits died hard.


    I drove back to my new apartment and went straight inside, locking the door. This was my first home base since I’d been bitten, so furniture was sparse. I dropped the envelope on the new card table from Target and pulled up a folding chair.


    As I scanned through page after page, a chill slid down my back. Nero had its fingers in more pots than I’d ever dreamed, and not many were legal. Pages of ledgers regarding deals with drug cartels for hired hits by Antonio’s enhanced assets. It appeared the huge influxes of cash were funneled into his private research projects. It became clear as I neared the end of the file that Antonio Severino had had a vision for a new world order.


    Humans were weak and inferior, but they had the numbers. Antonio had spent his life trying to find a solution to that problem. From these documents, he’d not only had a captive breeding program, abducting prostitutes and homeless women and having them bitten to produce more shifters, but he’d also discovered that human women with psychic abilities had “evolved” and were able to conceive a shifter’s child and pass on the shifter gene to offspring without being bitten.


    Apparently Lana Sloan, Adam’s mate, was the first female child born with the shifter gene, and she passed it on to her daughter. Lana was the missing link in his plan. If men and women both carried the shifter gene, eventually purely human children would be the outcasts.


    No wonder he’d wanted his granddaughter.


    It might’ve worked, but he’d put himself into the breeding experiment pool. Sebastian had notes for me on the side of one page. Lana and Sebastian’s demented brother, Damian, were fraternal twins, both born jaguar shifters. They were born the same year I was.


    While Raven and I were a failed experiment, the psychic who bore Lana and Damian had realized her daughter would be Antonio’s guinea pig. She’d left her newborn girl on the steps of the San Fernando Cathedral in San Antonio, Texas, in hopes she’d be safer in foster care.


    When Nero collected the new mother from their satellite facility, she told Antonio the baby girl had died. Satellite facility. Fuck. Blowing up the Nero headquarters wasn’t going to end the nightmare. Not on its own.


    How many facilities were still holding women? Were their shifter babies held there, too?


    And even if Sebastian knew the locations, what would we do? If any of the women or children spoke out about Nero and shifters…


    I didn’t want to think about it. Worries for another day.


    According to these records, Lana’s mother had been killed for returning with only one child. Antonio had come close to finding Lana when she first stumbled into Reno, but he’d sent Sebastian to collect her without telling him one important detail.


    Lana was Sebastian’s half sister.


    That detail ultimately became Antonio’s undoing. The one code he’d drilled into his son was family first, and when his eldest son discovered Lana was his half sister, he did what he’d been raised to do.


    He protected her.


    That split in loyalties stopped Antonio’s twisted plan from coming to fruition.


    I sat back in my chair staring at the ceiling. Now I understood what Adam had said about why fate kept tying his Pack to Nero. Maybe this was destiny’s design to stop Antonio.


    Flipping a few more pages, I found the supersoldier notes. These weren’t included in the government records. These were Antonio Severino’s private observations. Chilling observations.


    He had notes about werewolves, jaguar shifters, bear shifters, skin-walkers, psychics, and the blending of the races. He had apparently been planning ahead. When the world was dominated by the shifter races, he would need these enhanced assets to exert his power and maintain it.


    His vision was to be the leader of a new world order.


    I shuddered, grateful there weren’t very many photos. The one labeled “Malcolm Sloan” had to be of Adam’s father. In the picture, he sat in a cell, drenched in sweat, his muscles straining. Antonio had scrawled a note on the side. “Wolves are weakened without contact with their Pack. He’s fighting the shift on his second full moon.”


    The next page showed another set of werewolf soldiers, two dead on the floor, blood coming from their ears, eyes, and noses with a note that said, “The Lycan Squad gained the ability to shift at will, but the added adrenaline led to brain hemorrhages. Hopefully bear shifters will be stronger.”


    I flipped another page and flinched. Jett glared up at the camera, his brother’s lifeless body in his arms. Antonio’s note read, “One of the psychically enhanced soldiers was a success. In the next round, we must find a way to block their ability so it can’t be used against us.”


    When I got to the final page, I read and reread the heading. “Funding plan complete for the satellite facilities in Arizona, Nevada, and Colorado. Should we ever need to shutter the main compound, our work can continue.”


    I closed the folder and pulled my hair back out of my face. Did Sebastian know where these satellite offices were? We needed to find them. God only knew what they were hiding there.


    But first I needed to be sure no one got their hands on this file. I picked up the folder, snagged my keys, and headed straight for the car. It would take over seven hours to get to my safe-deposit box in Los Angeles, but I didn’t trust security at the airport poking into these files.


    …


    It was dark by the time I got the files stashed and found a hotel. I passed out for a few hours before getting back on the road for Reno. The plane ticket from Sebastian was for Friday night. The night after the full moon.


    Smart guy.


    As soon as I pulled in at my apartment, my cell buzzed. A text from Sebastian.


    Is it done?


    My fingers flew over the screen.


    Done.


    Thank you.


    Before I could answer, another message popped in.


    I would not wish any companion in the world but you. Nor can imagination form a shape, besides yourself, to like of.


    A smile crept up on me as my heart melted. The Tempest. If someone was monitoring his texts, they’d never know, that Sebastian Severino had just told me he loved me.


    …


    I followed Luke and Raven up the Mt. Rose highway to Lake Tahoe. This would be the first full moon I’d experienced with my new Pack, and while I didn’t know what to expect, I wasn’t dreading it like I used to in Caldwell’s Pack.


    As I pulled into a long, circular driveway, my jaw dropped. The cabin Luke had mentioned was more of a fortress than the tiny shack I had envisioned. Three floors of natural wood logs. Gorgeous. Apparently, Adam’s father had bought the property years ago to give the Pack a meeting place during full moons, and for special events.


    But I’d never seen a cabin like this before.


    I parked and headed inside. Adam met me at the door, clasping my forearm, his gaze locked on mine. “Ready for this?”


    I nodded in spite of being far from ready. “I guess so.”


    He chuckled. “They’re going to love you.” He lowered his voice. “It’s your mate I’m going to have a tough time explaining.”


    I followed him into the expansive living room. The vaulted ceiling and glass wall looking out on the crystal-clear lake left me breathless. For just a second, I almost forgot he was about to inform the Pack they had a new member.


    The others were on the couches, and a few stood along the back wall. Of course I recognized Luke and Raven, and I’d met Logan and Jason before, too, but the rest of the Pack were strangers. Adam cleared his throat and led me into the room.


    “Thanks for coming by early tonight. I’ve already told most of you, but I wanted to make it official and introduce our newest Pack member, Raven’s sister, Isabelle Wood. I don’t know if I’d be standing here in front of you without her help.”


    Cheers and applause filled the space while I awkwardly tried to figure out what to do with my hands.


    A squeal came from behind me. I turned just as little Madeleine launched herself into the air. I caught her and squeezed her tight.


    She pulled back, craning her neck toward her mom. “Mama, this is ‘Belle. She brought me to Daddy.”


    After reading so much about Lana in the past few weeks, I felt like I already knew her, even though this was technically our first official meeting. I set Madeleine on the ground, and Lana opened her arms toward me. “I’m a hugger.”


    I chuckled, giving her a warm hug. She stepped back, her eyes shining. “Thanks for bringing my family back to me.”


    In my line of work, I wasn’t used to praise or thank-yous. I shrugged. “I’m glad I could help.”


    Madeleine dragged an adorable boy up to me. I knelt down and smiled. “You must be Malcolm.”


    He had dark, curly hair like his dad, and very light eyes, almost silver. His gaze wasn’t so much shy as contemplating. I had the distinct feeling I was meeting a very old soul in that small body.


    “Thanks for saving my sister. Grandpa was a bad man.”


    A lump formed in my throat. Someday these kids would have questions about Antonio Severino. I hoped they’d be satisfied with “bad man” and not dig any deeper.


    “Your sister is very brave. I bet she learned it from you.”


    “We’re both brave.” He grabbed Madeleine’s hand, a wrinkle forming on his brow. “But she forgets to follow rules sometimes.”


    I bit my lower lip to keep from laughing at his serious expression. “I’m glad you’re back together again.”


    There was a line of succession with werewolf Packs. The Alpha’s oldest son became the next to lead. Someday, little Malcolm was going to be a great leader.


    I faced the Pack again, unsure what to say. I glanced at Adam and back to the group. “Thanks for the warm welcome. I’m looking forward to getting to know everyone better.”


    I stopped myself before I started to sound like a creepy politician. Adam smiled at me, settling my nerves a little.


    We’d agreed not to mention Sebastian’s entry into the Pack until he was here physically. Of course Luke, Raven, and Jason already knew Sebastian was my mate, and Logan probably suspected. Sebastian had told Sasha as well, but according to Adam she only confided in her mate, Aren. So roughly half the Pack knew, but they were keeping silent for now.


    Adam introduced me around, and I did my best to remember names. Not my strong suit. But everyone seemed welcoming, and they loved my sister, so I figured they must be good judges of character.


    That could all change when Sebastian walked through the door.


    I tried to push the thought from my mind. For now, I needed to figure out how this Pack managed full-moon nights. Back in Sedona with Caldwell, we hiked a couple miles into the middle of nowhere and shifted. Each wolf had to submit to his authority, and then we ran.


    Adam took me into the kitchen. “These days we always have plenty of food out for the full and new moons. Lana’s idea.” He smiled at his wife and back to me. “She wants her jaguar to have a very full belly before she runs.”


    I chuckled and nodded. “Kinda gross to wake up and realize you ate something…raw.” I grabbed a plate and started filling it. “So who watches the little guys?”


    “Lana and Sasha are jaguar shifters, and Taryn is still human, so she doesn’t shift at all. The three of them protect Malcolm and Madeleine, and you haven’t even met Jason and Kilani’s twins yet. They’re just starting to walk, so we’ve got our hands full.”


    A boy in a soccer uniform came in the kitchen, and Adam snagged him, pulling him over. “And this is Charlie. He’s our resident club soccer champ and Taryn and Jared’s son. He helps with the younger kids, too.”


    Little Malcolm peeked around the corner. “He’s a wolf like me, but we don’t tell people.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Charlie’s mom got real mad.”


    I looked at Adam. “You said Taryn was human, right?”


    “She is.”


    I frowned. “Then how…”


    “She’s a strong psychic.” He shook his head. “Story for another day.” Adam knelt and opened his arms. Malcolm ran over, and Adam picked him up, settling him onto his shoulders. “Once the sun sets, we’ll head out into the woods and shift. I’ll call everyone together, and you should run with your sister and Luke or with me and my brother, Aren. No one runs alone in this Pack.”


    


    I hiked out with Raven and Luke. My baby sister didn’t need me to look out for her anymore, but I couldn’t help it. When we were far enough from the others to keep them from hearing us, Raven glanced over at me. “When is Sebastian going to be here?”


    “I don’t know. I’m flying out to New York tomorrow. I should know more then.”


    She stopped walking. “When were you going to tell me?”


    “Sorry.” I shrugged. “It just came up.” I shook my head slowly. “Things have been weird with Sebastian, so…”


    She frowned. “Weird how?”


    “He’s been distant. Our calls are shorter, just surface chat.” I knew why now, but saying it out loud was a relief.


    I didn’t mention my drive to California and back to hide the Nero file in my safe-deposit box. I trusted my sister with my life, but I didn’t want to put hers in jeopardy by sharing information that might make her a target.


    Luke was ahead of us, but he stopped and walked back. “I’ve been trying not to listen, but I think you need to know this.”


    I crossed my arms. “All right.”


    He glanced at Raven and back to me. “Once Jason cleared him for travel, I drove Vance back to Sedona.”


    My shoulders tensed up. “Is he okay?”


    “Yeah.” He nodded. “But he told me something. He said I’d know when it was the right time to share it.”


    “Okay, you’re making me nervous.”


    He chuckled. “Sorry. It’s not bad. Just…” He shook his head. “Usually when I’m talking about Sebastian, it’s not anything good.”


    “The digs are starting to piss me off.”


    Luke sobered. “He killed Gareth’s brother, Gabe. We’re not going to forget that. One of our packmates is dead.”


    Raven touched his arm. “She knows.”


    I frowned. “But you’d be all right with Gabe killing Sebastian. Hell, Gabe probably would’ve been a damned hero.” The wolf was clawing her way to the surface. My skin crawled, my body aching to shift. I ground my teeth, fighting it.


    Luke’s pupils dilated, his hands balling into fists. “He was on our territory.”


    Raven moved in between us. “Enough. You both need to shift. You’re not thinking clearly.”


    She was probably right. I stalked off toward a tree, grumbling, “Sebastian almost died saving Adam and Madeleine.”


    Luke called from behind another tree. “That might not be enough for Gareth.”


    Raven groaned. “Trying to focus over here.”


    Luke growled. “Vance said Sebastian is crazy in love with you, Isabelle.”


    His words sucked the fight out of me. I pulled off my top and yelled back, “Thanks, Luke.” I paused, then added, “Sorry I was a jerk.”


    “Me, too,” he grunted, already shifting.


    I hooked my clothes over a branch to keep the critters out of them and pulled in a deep breath. The sharp pain dropped me to my knees like I’d been sucker punched. I panted for air as my joints snapped and my face stretched.


    Before Raven bit me, she tried to warn me, to stop me from taking this step, but shit, I couldn’t leave her in Caldwell’s Pack alone. I’d pressured her to make me like she was.


    If I’d had any concept of the agony of shifting, I might’ve made a different choice.


    Dark fur pushed through my skin like a million needle pricks. I would’ve screamed if my voice box still existed. By the time the metamorphosis finished, I was lying on my side, panting. The wolf had control now. I stood up on wobbly legs, shaking off the last grip of pain. In the distance, my Alpha howled. I stepped into the clearing, waiting for Raven and Luke.


    When they came out, Luke bumped me away from my sister. I snapped at his nose, and she set us both straight by bolting off toward Adam’s call. Racing through the trees, I stretched my legs, reveling in the total freedom.


    Another howl cut through the night, joined by two more. I slowed as I came to the clearing and found myself surrounded by eleven wolves. I made twelve. My Pack. Adam stood in the center. He came toward me, his green eyes alert and focused. I froze as he sniffed my coat.


    He nipped at my muzzle, and instinct took over. I crouched down until my belly was on the ground, recognizing his dominance as my Alpha. He chuffed and turned to the others and howled. I got to my feet, called by the song. I tipped my head back and poured all my emotion into the chorus of howls.


    I finally found my true Pack.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    Sebastian


    I waited in the Lincoln town car, hidden behind tinted windows. Hundreds of travelers passed by, none of them Isabelle. I’d given her a plane ticket without any confirmation she would actually use it.


    After she read the horrors in my father’s secret files, there was a very real chance I might never see her again. Who would blame her?


    I rubbed my hands on my black slacks, realizing for the first time I was nervous.


    Schooled inside Nero’s walls, I’d never dated as a teen. When I ventured into the world as a man, my confidence in my abilities as an assassin carried over into my personal life. While my mother had insisted on me reading and memorizing lines of poetry by masters like Shakespeare, Poe, and Frost in the hopes she could keep me from losing myself in my world of death, I’d quickly learned the effect they had on women.


    Rejection was something I’d never really had to face. Over the years, as the thrill of seducing women lost its luster, I risked longer relationships, but neither ended well. Sasha was my first, but somehow my father had discovered I cared for her. His ultimatum left me with no choice but to find her during the new moon and bite her.


    Sasha’s cold glare of disgust when she’d realized what I’d done, what she had become, hurt me. Perhaps I’d been naive, but on some level, I’d thought she would be honored to have new abilities, to be better than humans. But when she finally knew the truth about who and what I was, whatever affection she once had for me was lost forever.


    Then I’d met Grace. She taught literature at a community college. We could talk for hours about the beauty of the written word. Her passion for her work drew me in. She was the first woman who ever made me wish my life could be different.


    She deserved so much better. My petulant father had been angry at me for defying his order to bring in Lana. Grace paid the price with her life.


    I swore that day I would never care for another woman. My attention put them in danger.


    And here I was in the back of a limo with a dozen long-stemmed roses and my heart pounding like a boy’s on his first date.


    I checked my phone. The plane had landed twenty minutes ago. Still no sign of Isabelle.


    The nerves were new. I’d cared for Sasha and Grace, but being with Isabelle made me realize I’d never been in love before.


    Until Isabelle, I’d never been able to be myself.


    I had no secrets from her. She knew the good and the bad, and somehow, in spite of me being far from upstanding, she saw something in me that I never had. She believed I could change, that redemption was possible.


    Her love empowered me, and with Isabelle, I’d found an equal, a partner.


    I hadn’t been lying when I sent her the files. She was the only person I could trust to read them and hide them.


    And not once had I worried Nero’s secrets would be shared.


    I sure as hell didn’t deserve her after all I’d done.


    A few more people trickled out of the doors, tugging their coats closed against the wind.


    Not Isabelle.


    Maybe she wasn’t coming. I rubbed my chest. If she left me, this would be a pain I’d never endured before. I leaned over, resting my elbows on my knees as I stared at my patent-leather loafers. Tonight had been a stupid idea.


    I tossed the flowers on the seat and pulled the tickets out of my pocket. Across from me the black dress she’d worn to the senator’s gala taunted me.


    I raked my fingers back through my hair, and suddenly the door opened. I grabbed the flowers just as Isabelle leaned down to get inside. Her eyes widened, and the sight of her smile obliterated all the doubts I’d had a second before.


    I offered her the roses, whispering, “I ne’er saw true beauty till this night.”


    “Romeo and Juliet.” She took in the scent and smiled. “Nice touch.”


    The driver closed the door, and I pulled her into my arms. She set the bundle of flowers aside, moaning as her tongue tangled slowly with mine. I ran my hands down her back. No gun tonight. I gripped her ass, lifting her onto my lap. She straddled me, grinding her hips until I was so hard the zipper was in jeopardy.


    She broke the kiss, breathless. “I missed you.”


    “Likewise.”


    She whispered against my lips, “Why are you in a tuxedo?”


    I kissed my way down her delicious neck. “Look in the flowers.”


    She plucked up the tickets and gasped. “Oh my God. Romeo and Juliet. On Broadway.” She glanced at her T-shirt. “I’m not dressed for this.”


    “That why I brought you a dress.”


    She twisted around and laughed. “The dress and shoes from the senator’s thing.”


    I nodded slowly and snapped the tickets from her hand, hunger in my eyes. “You should get changed.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    Isabelle


    I raised a brow. “In the car?”


    “It’s just us.” The desire in his voice did me in. Not that Sebastian in a tuxedo looking like some sort of Italian James Bond wasn’t enough, but knowing he wanted me and seeing it in his eyes had heat pooling low in my belly, and rational thought was kicked to the curb.


    The divider was up between us and the driver, and the seats were longer. I couldn’t stand up, but I could stretch out. I moved to the seat across from him and pulled off my shirt.


    He shifted in his seat. “I could help.”


    “No.” I shook my head. “You can watch.” I wet my lips. “I’ll let you know when I need you.”


    Since I’d turned eighteen, I’d worked in a male-dominated field. I wore T-shirts, jeans, and beat-up tennis shoes. But when he looked at me, I didn’t feel like a tomboy. His gaze said I was the sexiest woman he’d ever seen, and with him, I believed it.


    I reached back to free the hooks on my bra, my eyes locked on his. As I slid the straps down, he widened his stance, making it impossible not to notice the effect my body was having on him.


    I popped the button on my pants and slowly lowered the zipper. I lay back on the long seat and raised my hips so I could slide my jeans down. When they were to my knees, I ran my hands back up my body, enjoying the way his eyes followed, his jaw tight with restraint.


    Reaching toward him, I whispered, “I need you.”


    In less than a second, he was on my side of the limo. He slid my jeans and panties off, tossing them aside. His hand glided up the inside of my leg, his lips brushing my thigh. “We don’t have much time, but I have no self-control when it comes to you.”


    “Fuck self-control.”


    “Well said.” He lowered his head, feasting on me until my body writhed under him.


    Growling, he used two fingers, opening me farther as his tongue worked faster. My fingernails dug into the upholstery as I struggled to keep from completely messing up his hair.


    “Don’t stop,” I gasped, my muscles tensing.


    I rocked my hips, my inner muscles clenching around him. I called his name, trembling as my orgasm came over me like a tidal wave. He kissed his way up my body and whispered against my earlobe, “You are so beautiful, Isabelle.”


    I chuckled and turned my head. “You don’t think we’re done, do you?”


    He glanced out the tinted windows. “We’re only a few blocks away.”


    I grabbed the dress and slid it over my head, then opened his zipper. “We can be fast.”


    His smile warmed me all over. I eased his erection out of his boxers and his slacks, stroking him slowly as I straddled him. He lifted my skirt, treating us both to the sight of his shaft disappearing into me. I tipped my head back, balancing myself on his shoulders as I worked into his hips, riding him fast and hard. His hands slid under the dress, gripping my ass tight as he thrust up into me.


    “Come with me, Isabelle,” he growled.


    I brought one hand between us, rubbing myself. It didn’t take much to have my body aching for release again. His grip on me tightened until he finally erupted inside me.


    My body tensed as I followed him over the peak, milking him slowly. I collapsed against his chest, and his arms encircled me.


    He kissed my hair. “I love you.”


    I raised my head, staring into his eyes. “I love you, too.”


    The car slowed to a stop, and I squeaked like we’d just been caught making out by our parents. Sebastian tucked himself back into his pants and zipped up while I shimmied into my black panties. Laughter bubbled on my lips. “You’re sweating, and I tried not to mess up your hair, but…”


    “You’re glowing.” He chuckled, taming his hair. “Forgive me for being proud instead of embarrassed.”


    The driver opened the door, and Sebastian offered his hand. “Shall we go?”


    I took it and grinned. “Definitely.”


    


    I’d seen Romeo and Juliet before—hell, I’d been cast as Juliet once in high school—but seeing it on Broadway was a whole new experience. This production was performed on a raked stage, mimicking the tilted stages of Shakespeare’s time. The sets were minimalist, forcing the audience to focus on the actors and the tragedy playing out before them.


    I slid my hand into Sebastian’s. He laced his fingers with mine, his thumb caressing my knuckles. We’d just had sex in a limo, but this tender touch was anything but lust. I glanced his way and found him staring at me, not the stage. Heat flushed my cheeks.


    No man had ever made me blush, but Sebastian wasn’t like other men.


    Not by a long shot.


    And he was mine. My mate.


    I sank back into the story, losing myself in the innocence of young, reckless love. And even though I knew what was coming, tears filled my eyes at the end. After all the curtain calls, we stood, our hands still joined. Outside, Sebastian led me down the street to a tiny Italian restaurant.


    At a candlelit table for two in the back corner, he held out my chair. Two glasses of prosecco awaited us. He raised his. “A toast.”


    I picked my glass up. “To what?”


    “New beginnings.” He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.


    I tapped my glass to his, taking a sip. “Is that what tonight is?”


    He lowered his glass. “I wasn’t sure you would come.”


    “Why?”


    He turned the flute in his fingers, his gaze on the liquid inside. “I sent you the files because I trust you, but I worried it might harden your heart if the Pack hadn’t already turned you against me.”


    I reached across the table to rest my hand on his. When his eyes lifted to meet mine, I whispered, “Those sins are your father’s.”


    He withdrew from my touch. “I’m not an innocent. I looked away when I shouldn’t have. I played the side of the board that benefited me most on any given day, rather than standing for what was right.” He swallowed, searching my face. “Your mother saw that you would be my redemption, but I’m not worthy of a clean slate. Adam took me into his Pack, but they will never accept me. How can he ask them to?”


    I sat back in my chair, Shakespeare’s words passing from my lips. “Where be these enemies? Capulet, Montague. See what a scourge is laid upon your hate, that heaven finds means to kill your joys with love.”


    He smiled and shook his head. “The wolves have good reason to hate me, Isabelle.”


    “Oh my God.” I set my glass down. “Did you bring me out to Broadway tonight to entice me to run away to New York with you?”


    He shrugged. “A new beginning might be easier in a place where I haven’t killed one of their own.”


    “No. Don’t you see? It’s time to end the hate. Your father is dead.” I shook my head. “We both have sisters in that Wolf Pack. Our family, Sebastian. They’re worth fighting for, right? Sure, New York probably would be easier, but it would also be empty.” I rested my hands in my lap. “This is going to be messy and painful, but all families are sometimes. I shifted with them last night. They’re my Pack, and you’re my mate.”


    I took a sip of the prosecco. “Some of them may not like it, but they’ll adjust. We all will. You have to be willing to face the past to put it behind you.”


    …


    After a week of stalling, I finally got Sebastian on a plane back to Reno, and not one of Nero’s private jets, either. In fact, the two Nero jets were already on the market. While General Sloan worked through the political angle of Antonio Severino’s death, Sebastian was liquidating assets and trying to locate his father’s satellite facilities. It seemed like every time he made forward progress toward dissolving Nero, he found more of his father’s fail-safes.


    But I was quick to remind him he could conduct his business dealings from anywhere, and finally, we were home. The first one I’d really had since my father died.


    And now that Sebastian was standing outside the apartment door, I was suddenly nervous. The place was too small, too bare, and too mundane for him.


    Before I could stall, he took my hand, the confident tone in his voice calming the lame-ass voices in my head. “I’ve never shared a roof with anyone before. The place doesn’t matter as long as I have you with me.”


    I squeezed his hand, a smile curving my lips. “Sorry. This was the best I could afford on my own, and I figured when you got here, we could shop for a better place.”


    “It’s already the best place I’ve ever lived.”


    I rose up on my toes and brushed my lips to his. “No one in the world would believe how sweet you are.”


    He ran his finger along my jaw. “That should stay between us.”


    “I’ll just tuck it into my vault along with your ticklish feet.” I opened the door to my nothing-special apartment, and Sebastian followed me inside.


    His gaze wandered around the room and finally came back to me. “Thank you, Isabelle.”


    I chuckled, rolling my eyes. “I know it’s not much.”


    “I don’t give a damn where we live.” He slid his arms around my waist, his eyes locked on mine. “I was thanking you for loving me and convincing me to come back here and face the Pack.”


    “They’re our family. Yours and mine, and somehow we’ll figure it all out.”


    He bent to kiss me, his lips caressing mine, coaxing my mouth open until his tongue swirled with mine. Oh, yeah, I could get used to this.


    He broke the kiss and whispered, “Do they know I’m here yet?”


    I shook my head. “Only Lana and Adam know. He wants us to come to the ranch tomorrow. He called a Pack meeting to tell everyone we’re Pack now.”


    Sebastian sobered. “Why so soon? We’re not even settled in yet.”


    I stared up into his eyes, wishing I could take away the regret, but only time would heal those scars. “We can’t wait. Someone is bound to catch your scent around Reno, and Adam doesn’t want them to find out after they’ve attacked you.”


    He raised a brow. “I suppose that’s sound reasoning.”


    “’Course it is.” I took his hand. “I love you.”


    “I love you, too.” He lifted our joined hands, pressing a kiss to mine. “When do I get to see the rest of our apartment?”


    God, I loved hearing him call it “our apartment.” Damn.


    I grinned, leading him down the hallway. “The bedroom is right over here.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    Sebastian


    “Uncle ‘Bastian!” Madeleine wrapped her arms around my knees. She peered up at me with her mother’s eyes. “You came back!”


    I’d never dared imagine I’d ever be inside Adam Sloan’s home, greeting my half sister’s children. Yet here I was.


    Because of Isabelle.


    Lana came into the living room with Malcolm on her hip. He looked so much like his namesake, Adam’s father.


    Lana looked at her boy and up to me. “Sebastian, this is Malcolm.”


    I offered him my hand. “Nice to meet you, Malcolm.”


    The toddler reached right past my hand to grip my forearm as best he could. His hand seemed tiny on my arm, and my hand easily wrapped around his. His eyes were such a light green, they were almost silver. His gaze was intense, gauging my intentions.


    He glanced at his mother. “Is he really my uncle, like Uncle Aren?”


    “Yep.” Lana smiled and met my eyes. “He’s my brother.”


    My heart pounded, but words wouldn’t come. Lana and I had had a rocky first meeting. I’d had no idea she was my sister the night I tried to abduct her. I’d hoped one day I would earn the title of her brother.


    Malcolm turned to me again. “Are you going to be part of my Pack, Uncle ‘Bastian?”


    I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I plan to.”


    He nodded slowly and released my arm.


    Adam came around the corner. “Thanks for coming over early. The rest of the Pack will be here in an hour. I want you and Gareth to talk first.”


    “All right.” My shoulders tensed. I wasn’t eager for this meeting. The last time I’d spoken to Gareth Takoda, he’d nearly killed me. That particular night, after discovering my father had had Grace killed, I’d almost welcomed it.


    Isabelle came back into the room with her younger sister, Raven, and Raven’s mate, Luke. I raised a brow. “I thought the Pack wasn’t here yet.”


    Raven smiled. “Luke and I came early for moral support.”


    Seeing Isabelle with her sister eased some of the dread roiling in my stomach. This was family. They were here for her, even though today would be tough. This was what made them Pack. This family.


    And it scared me how much I wanted to be a part of it.


    A Harley roared outside, and we all turned toward the front door. Gareth was here.


    Adam glanced my way. “Give me a sec.”


    I nodded, and he disappeared out front. Isabelle came over and took my hand, looking up at me. “It’ll all work out somehow. You’ll see.”


    I wasn’t so sure. Through the door came a deep rumble. “You have got to be fucking kidding me. Goddamn it, Adam! This is too much. What happened to Pack first? Gabe was Pack! How can you give his killer the same honor?”


    My hand slid free of Isabelle’s as I went to the door.


    This was my battle, not Adam’s.


    As soon as I got outside, Gareth ground his teeth. He was my height, with broader shoulders and dark eyes that were shooting daggers in my direction. Behind him, his mate, Nadya, was hanging her helmet from the saddlebag on the back of the bike.


    Gareth came at me like a freight train, pinning me to the door. “You murdering asshole. Give me one reason I shouldn’t kill you right now.” He pressed his forearm against my throat, his breath hot on my face.


    From this position, I could easily grab my gun and bury a bullet in his gut, but I didn’t move.


    Nadya came up and laid her hand on his arm, concern lining her face. His mate had been a student at Brightwood as a child. She was a strong empath, reading the emotions of others around her.


    She squeezed his arm. “This isn’t going to bring Gabe back.”


    Adam added, “Nadya might be dead now if Sebastian hadn’t given you that information about Nero, and I’d definitely be gone if he hadn’t put himself between me and those jaguars at Nero during the last new moon. He laid his life on the line so Madeleine could make it home to Lana. He’s a different guy than he was.”


    I kept my gaze locked on Gareth’s. What could I say? I killed his twin brother. He had every right to want me dead.


    He jerked back from me, his chest heaving. “I need to talk to Sebastian. Alone.”


    Adam stared at each of us and finally nodded. “All right.” He glanced at Nadya. “Let’s give them a minute.” They went to the door, but the Alpha turned back. “Any blood gets spilled on my property and I’ll end you both myself. Understood?”


    Once they were inside, Gareth shook his head, focused on his Harley. “I don’t know who I’m more pissed at, Adam or you.”


    “I deserve your anger.” I rubbed my throat. “I took your brother from you, not Adam.”


    He pivoted, facing me. “And Adam made you part of our Pack. Fuck!” He stalked over to his bike, his hands in tight fists. “Gabe was one of his best friends. How could he betray him like this?”


    “If I could bring your brother back, I would.” I sat on the steps. “Last time I saw you in Virginia City, I tried to justify my actions, but I never apologized.” I lifted my head to look at him. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry.”


    “Bullshit.” He narrowed his eyes. “You’re a killer. My brother got in your way. You didn’t even have the decency to make it quick. You left him to suffer.”


    All true.


    I cleared my throat, searching for words. “I was sent to Reno for one reason—to bring back my father’s experiment. That was all I knew when I got here.”


    I paused, waiting to see if he wanted these details.


    When he didn’t respond, I went on. “I arrived on the new moon and shifted. While Adam was watching over Lana, your brother found me trespassing in your territory. I quickly realized it would end with one of us dead. I needed your Pack to know it was a jaguar who attacked him. If you believed it was Lana, she would be cast out and I could take her back. That’s why I left him clinging to life at the lake. I wanted them to find him so he could tell them about the jaguar.”


    “Why are you telling me this?” His dark eyes met mine.


    “Because you deserve to know.” I bent forward, resting my arms on my knees. “I discovered later that my father had been hiding information and lying to me. I had no idea he was Lana’s father, too. I would have handled things differently if I had known she was my sister. That’s probably why he didn’t tell me. He knew I’d never bring her to him.”


    I stared at my hands. “There is so much I wish I could go back and change, but I can’t.”


    He came a little closer. “Telling me that scientist was pumping Nadya with adrenaline instead of a cure saved her life. She might not have survived another injection. And I’m sure Adam’s not lying when he says you saved his life, too. Maybe you have changed. But none of that fucking matters.” Pain lined his eyes as he tapped his chest. “I don’t know how to forgive this. I can’t just let it go. Gabe was my brother.”


    “I’m not asking for your forgiveness.” I crossed my arms. “I don’t deserve it.”


    “Then what do you want from me?”


    “I took your brother, and your Pack took mine.” I stood, my gaze locked on his. “Someday I will save your life, even if it costs me mine. Give me the chance to make things right.”


    He stared at me for a long time. “How do I know you won’t put a knife in my back?”


    I pointed to the door. “Because there is a woman inside that house who made me believe I could start a new life, and I want that more than I’ve ever wanted anything. My father is dead, Nero is gone, and I will do the best I can to protect you like your brother would.”


    His gaze slid to the house and back to me, and gradually the tightness in his jaw eased. His hands were no longer fists. “Isabelle is your mate?”


    I nodded slowly. “We asked the wolves who knew not to say anything until I was here so she wouldn’t get the wrath meant for me.”


    He crossed his arms, a spark in his eyes. “After all these years of calling us dogs, fate really fucked with you to tie your soul to a wolf.”


    “Imagine my surprise when I realized the joke was on me.” I shook my head. “It turns out there is much more to you wolves than I ever realized.”


    Gareth sobered and stood in front of me. “What will you do now that Nero is gone?”


    “Isabelle has offered me a spot in her business. I’m going to get my license to be a private investigator, and I’ll help her with bail jumpers, too.” A smile tugged at my lips. “The only killing I’ll be doing will be in self-defense.”


    His shoulders tightened, his voice dropping an octave. “If you betray this Pack, I won’t hesitate to rip your heart out of your chest.”


    I opened my hands. “My loyalty has always been to my family. Your Alpha and his mate and their children, they’re my family. Isabelle is also my family now, which makes Raven and Luke part of it, too. And if you can accept me into your Pack, I will guard you as well. I can’t make the past right, but I can be sure that the future will be.”


    His gaze locked on mine. “We’ve both lost brothers and fathers and mothers. Hate won’t bring any of them back.”


    I gave a slow nod of my head. “Hate was my father’s fuel. I’m no longer my father’s son.”


    “Give me time. I’ll be watching you.”


    I nodded. “Take all the time you need.”


    Gareth tipped his head toward the house. “We better get inside before they come out looking for us.”


    


    After the rest of the Pack arrived at Adam’s ranch, the Alpha scanned the group from the center of the living room. “I’m sure most of you have heard that Madeleine and I made it out of Nero because of Sebastian and Isabelle’s efforts. Antonio Severino is dead, and the Nero compound was destroyed.” He glanced over at the last wolves from his father’s generation. “The days of experimenting on shifters are over.”


    Cheers broke out, but I didn’t relax. Not yet.


    Adam continued, “I have one other announcement.”


    Lana came up beside him and squeezed his hand. “I’d like to make this one.”


    He deferred to her and stepped back with his children while my mouth went dry.


    Lana glanced around the room until her gaze landed on me. “After spending my entire life in foster care, wondering what happened to my family, Adam and I found each other and started our own. When I finally learned my father’s identity, there was a hole in my heart, because the Severinos meant us harm.”


    She held out her hand to me. I stepped forward on uncharacteristically weak legs and took her hand.


    “But Sebastian has finally chosen a side in this battle. He risked his life to give me my family back, and now I claim him as my own. Adam has, with my blessing, brought Isabelle and Sebastian into our Pack. You have all become my family, and now I hope that my family can also be yours.”


    Silence settled over the room, and my heart sank. I stared at Isabelle. She deserved so much better than me.


    Movement in the corner caught my eye. Gareth stood, his deep voice cutting through the void. “He’s not my family.” He paused. “But if Adam trusts him, I’m willing to try.”


    He walked out, and one by one, others came forward, clasping my forearm in the traditional Pack greeting. Madeleine and her brother hugged each of my legs, and Isabelle came over and embraced me. I closed my eyes, holding her tight.


    “You made this possible,” I whispered.


    She shook her head and smiled up at me. “We did. Together.”


    


    Six months later


    “He’s coming out the back of the bar.” Isabelle’s voice came through my earpiece.


    I waited by a silver Mustang. Our target came out fast, running toward a Ford pickup. But a half-drunk human would never outrun me.


    I met him at the door. “Everett Lewis?”


    His bloodshot eyes searched for a quick exit. He started to bolt, and I caught his arm.


    “I’ll take that as a yes.” I spun him around, hard, slamming him into the side of the truck as I cuffed his wrists. He should’ve counted himself lucky. Today wasn’t a good day to try my patience.


    It was my birthday, and nothing fouled my mood like seeing this date on the calendar.


    There wouldn’t be cake or cards. Celebrations ended the day my mother died in the fire. Since then, I’d done my best to stay busy and wait for the day to pass. Other than me, no one living knew when I was born.


    I wished I could forget.


    My birthday always reminded me of my mother, the loss tearing at old wounds. I’d skipped more birthdays than I’d ever celebrated.


    My father never remembered the date, which was just as well.


    Isabelle came up behind me. “Nicely done.”


    I glanced over my shoulder. “I had a good tip.”


    Shoving the pain aside, I stuffed our quarry in the back of the car.


    Every day it seemed I discovered more of my perceptions about the werewolves had been false. First, working with a partner, or a Pack, not only made the jobs easier, but more tolerable as well. I enjoyed helping Isabelle, and knowing someone had my back didn’t make me feel weak like I’d assumed it would.


    It made me stronger.


    We delivered our man to the bail bondsman along with our invoice, then headed back to the apartment. Technically, I didn’t need to work, but spending what I’d inherited from my father sickened me. I didn’t want his blood money.


    Instead, I embraced this new start with Isabelle and the Pack. We worked together, and I loved her more with each passing day.


    My past still lingered in the shadows. Since I’d moved to Reno, there had been two incidents with rogue jaguars from Nero. I’d helped the Pack defend their territory. Only one jaguar forced us to end him.


    Without the Nero compound, many of the jaguar shifters were struggling to cope with living in the human world. Without a safe territory to shift and a steady income, many of my father’s previous employees needed help.


    Before the fall of Nero, Adam and his Pack had successfully helped a new jaguar shifter, a newscaster bitten by my brother. Chandler had recently found a job at a television station as an afternoon anchor in Phoenix. He was living on his own and shifting during the new moon deep in the desert.


    The difference between Chandler and the ex-agents from Nero was, of course, their employment. Chandler had been a human man, working his way through the corporate jungles of television news. The men and women I wanted to help were trained killers. Much harder to find job placement. A few, like Natasha, had already hooked up with mercenary teams, unable to transition into a mundane life.


    Our best chance of protecting shifters from being exposed was to keep them from committing crimes and risking getting arrested.


    Isabelle rested her hand on my thigh. “You’re awfully quiet.”


    I shrugged. “Just thinking.”


    “About?”


    I glanced her way. “I think I’m going to talk to Vance about helping me set up a safe haven for former Nero operatives. He said there’s so much barren land in Arizona that no one would ever know we were there.”


    She squeezed my leg. “I need to stop by Adam’s before we head home. Maybe you can talk to him about your plan, too.”


    “All right.” I got onto the freeway headed for Adam’s ranch. My mind buzzed until I pulled into Adam’s driveway.


    Isabelle got out, and I followed her to the front door. When Lana gave birth to her twins, I vividly remembered leaving her flowers on this porch, knowing full well I’d never be able to meet my new niece and nephew.


    I never dreamed I’d be a part of their Pack someday.


    Adam answered the door and smiled. “Good to see you guys. Come on in.”


    Madeleine raced toward me with a happy squeal. I scooped her up, holding her over my head and enjoying her giggles.


    “Uncle ‘Bastian, everyone’s waiting for you, even Uncle Gareth! Come quick!”


    “For me?” I lifted a brow.


    “Sorry.” Lana shook her head. “We’re still mastering secrets.”


    I set Madeleine on the ground. “Everyone’s waiting for what?”


    Even Gareth. Why? In the last six months, he and I had formed a tentative tolerance between us. We weren’t going to drink beers and ride Harleys together, but we could be in the same room and not make everyone else uncomfortable with our cold stares.


    His mate, Nadya, had tried to help heal old wounds. She had a kind heart and a strong spirit, and although my information might have saved her life, that one act would never bring back Gareth’s twin brother.


    “Don’t ask me.” Isabelle shrugged. But there was a spark in her eyes.


    I focused on Adam. “Is there a problem I should know about?”


    “You’ve got to pretend to be surprised.” Isabelle nudged me. “Even Sasha used a day off for this.”


    I looked from Isabelle to Lana and Adam and back again. “For what?”


    Isabelle grabbed my hand and dragged me down to the barn. The scent of hamburgers on the barbecue made it impossible for me to smell anything else. I struggled to figure out what this meeting could be about.


    When we rounded the corner, the barn aisle was decorated with birthday streamers and balloons. In the center was a table with a cake. Our Pack surrounded us. I was dumbfounded. I hadn’t told a soul, not even Isabelle.


    I swallowed the giant lump in my throat. “This wasn’t necessary.”


    “I know.” Lana nodded, approaching us from behind. “But I’ve never gotten to bake a cake for my brother, so…”


    Adam clapped a hand on my shoulder. “This was Isabelle’s idea, but we all wanted to get in on the party.”


    I stepped back. “After all I’ve done?”


    “You saved Adam and Madeleine.” Isabelle took my hand. “And me and Vance.”


    At the sound of his name, my friend strode around the corner. He grinned, stopping beside Luke and Raven. “I’ve known you all these years and never knew you had a birthday.”


    “I don’t celebrate it.” I turned to Isabelle. “How did you find out?”


    “When I hacked into Nero’s files last year looking for information about my dad. I might’ve read over your file, too. Just to know what I was facing.”


    I stared at the cake. “You didn’t have to do this.”


    Adam came up beside me. “Making you part of this Pack hasn’t been an easy transition, but the really good things in life never are, right? Since your father isn’t pulling the puppet strings anymore, we’ve got jaguar allies now instead of enemies.” Adam crossed his arms. “You make our Pack stronger. We wanted to celebrate your birthday with you.”


    My heart clenched as I shook my head. “I don’t know what to say.”


    Isabelle grabbed my hand. “Start with thank you.”


    “Thank you.” I chuckled.


    Vance raised a beer in my direction. “Happy birthday, Sebastian.”


    Madeleine and Malcolm led everyone in a verse of “Happy Birthday” that included me smelling like a monkey.


    And I’d never dreamed I might feel this kind of acceptance. I pulled Isabelle close and kissed her lips. “I love you.”


    She grinned. “Good thing.”


    I claimed her lips again, chuckling as the chants of “Get a room!” echoed through the barn aisle. When I broke the kiss, Gareth was making his way through the others. I stiffened, readying myself for…I wasn’t sure what.


    “Happy birthday.” Without preamble he reached forward and grasped my forearm, almost painfully, his dark eyes demanding my full attention. “I never said it before, but welcome to the Pack.”


    “Thank you.” And I meant it.


    He released my arm. “I’m still watching you.”


    I nodded, biting back a smile. “I would expect no less.”


    He smirked, shoving my shoulder as he returned to his mate.


    While Adam and his brother took burgers off the grill, Isabelle led me over to one of the horses at the end of the barn. She kept her voice low. “I didn’t know you were keeping your birthday a secret on purpose. I hope I didn’t fuck with your heart too much. I just wanted to celebrate with everyone.” Concern lined her brow. “Are you all right?”


    I tucked her hair behind her ear, memorizing her face. “Marry me.”


    Her eyes widened. “What?”


    “You heard me.” I glanced at the others and back to her. “Be my wife, Isabelle. Please.”


    A smile lit up her face. “You’re serious?”


    I nodded slowly. “You’ve given me a new life, a family, and more love than I ever deserved.” A grin crept up on me. “But I’m selfish enough to want even more.”


    She rose on her tiptoes and whispered against my lips, “Yes.”


    I laughed, scooping her up into my arms.


    Redemption was a priceless gift, and although I probably wasn’t worthy, I accepted Isabelle’s love and offered my body, heart, and soul in return.


    I would protect her, and this Pack, with every ounce of my being for the rest of my life. And while I couldn’t erase the sins of the past, I could atone for them and make a brighter future.


    Isabelle Wood taught me that.
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